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Chapter 1

   
   
 Florida is generally welcoming. Palm Beach is sometimes welcoming. Wealth is most welcomed. 
A glance at jewelry and shoes seems to be the common-ground, telltale wealth guide. I wear as little jewelry as possible. And my footwear was selected for comfort. I’m a private investigator. 
I founded our firm a few years back. My partners and I never wear stilettos. We do pack Berettas. 
 We’d docked in our marina’s slip yesterday. Our yacht’s docking space was also welcoming. After having solved a major homicide case a couple months ago, the three of us sailed off for an island cruise. It was the rest and rehabilitation we needed. Arriving back, our youngest partner rigged her phone voice mail with the message: Nice vacation, I’m still single. 
 Palm Beach seasons in never varied a great deal, but the atmosphere’s tranquility was jittery. Gusts were punching the air. While I waited for my breakfast to finish toasting, I slipped a lemon drop candy into my mouth. My penchant for lemon drops was because my ex had hooked me on them. They were her favorites, and she was my favorite. Alas, she’d run away from my love. 
 On to a new case. The same sense of dread nearly always accompanied me when my team and I began a project. No matter how tame a case presented itself, it could quickly become hazardous. We had arrived back in Palm just in time for a bodyguard assignment. 
This mission was to safeguard Glenda Perrault, glamorous promoter of Perrault Cosmetics. A decade ago, she had married cosmetic mogul, Wendell Perrault. Glenda had become not only his spokesperson, but his socialite wife. He’d had threats. A bucket-load of detractors. From a dissatisfied customer to a jealous employee claiming the elixir created by Perrault Cosmetics had been stolen from him. 
 In every case, there was a perpetrator or perpetrators of crime. And there was the victim. So far it was just an executive frightened of some menacing letters. Wendell had his private security, but he also wanted his younger wife protected by women security guards. He selected Trevar’s Investigators. Our Team promised to guard his luscious wife. 
So, my firm’s partners, Rachel Rosen, Summer Wade, and I, had been studying the Perrault’s backgrounds. We would be providing bodyguard service for Glenda’s appearances and day to day outings. Glenda often worked at the Perrault Cosmetics office and lab. She did numerous TV spots, and other promotions.        
    It sounded perfectly straight forward. Glenda hadn’t been threatened in any way, so shadowing her didn’t put the bodyguard project in a high-risk category. Although I’m not into the paranormal, I always thought I had premonitions. I didn’t see the future, but I felt some unrest in the future. 
    Normally, I set fear off to the side. It was what we got paid do – danger was expensive. We made a good living. Many cases had endangered Rachel, Summer, and me. We’d been fortunate, I thought as I downed a quick sip of coffee. I placed my lox and cream cheese bagel on its plate. 
Before I converted my law practice to an investigation firm, I’d worked with a seasoned private investigator. He’d mentored me by telling me never to count on luck. I had counted on some degree of security because of my prognostications. But perhaps, I mused, I’d been saved because I set myself on high alert. My hunches were fear-driven enough to save me. 
 My vague forewarning made me apprehensive. Glancing around the galley of the yacht that housed Rachel, Summer, and me, I was glad that we’d had a good night’s sleep. Rachel had left earlier to accompany Glenda to a program she was attending. Some gathering of Palm Beach socialites was being held in one of the grand conference room.   
Summer had driven Rachel’s car to the Perrault’s Mansion. She was planning to drop Rachel off, and was then supposed to return to the yacht for a few hours. That way, for her afternoon body guarding shift, Summer could simply drive the car back to the Mansion for Rachel. Summer would then accompany Glenda to an afternoon photo shoot. 
That had been the plan. A nice, easy, and resourceful plan. 
A killer had a different plan. 
“Trevar Investigators,” I answered my phone. 
 Summer’s voice was strained, “Beryl, we’re on our way to West Palm Hospital. Rachel’s been shot. Get there.” 
 Stunned, I stammered, “What happened?’ 
 “I hadn’t left the mansion, I was talking with one of Wendell’s guards. The Perraults had just exited their home to get into the limo when I heard shots. Sniper. Killed Wendell, and the other shot would have killed Glenda if Rach wouldn’t have taken the bullet while protecting her. Look, I’m following the ambulance. Quick, get there. I’ll meet you at the emergency entrance.” 
 Hearing the familiar click didn’t stop me from asking, “Is Rachel okay?” 
 I knew she probably was not, or Summer would have told me not to worry. 
 Rushing outside, I ran down the marina’s dock, and drove wildly through the parking lot. By the time I arrived at the emergency entrance, I was experiencing a deep foreboding ache inside. I saw Summer leaning against a wall in the waiting room. Summer’s usual Amazonian stature and strength seemed to have oozed away. In one of her hands she clutched a bloodied towel. Her hands were streaked red with dried blood. Her clothing was splotched with red. She looked limp. The fierceness in her dark brown eyes was lost. All that seemed to remain the same was the tail curl at the base of her short, sable hair. 
“Beryl, they’ve taken her to surgery. The bullet entry point was in her back. It went through her lung and exited her chest. I tried to stop the bleeding, but there was so much. With two wounds, she was bleeding profusely…” Summer said as she suppressed tears. Her eyes were dazed. “I couldn’t do anything.” 
 “You were with her, and she knew that. Summer, she’ll be okay. She’s tough.” 
 My own tears were beginning to flood my eyes. I blinked, not allowing them to cloud my vision. My knees began to buckle slightly. I straightened my frame. I couldn’t show weakness. Summer took my arm. I followed her to waiting room chairs. We sat slowly, carefully. With arms wound around one another. Tears were restrained. We needed our toughness now more than ever. For several moments, there were no words. Nor were any required. 
My eyes opened and examined the Emergency waiting room. Most waiting areas seemed similar. The bustle, the sounds, even the chatter was either nonexistent, moan-like, or forced-optimism. Summer’s thoughts were probably about tasking. What could she do to find Rachel’s shooter and pound him to death. Or at least within a few minutes of his demise. She might give him time to repent, or to apologize. Her face reddened. Nope, Summer would just pound away. 
 Thoughts were ganging up on me. Rachel Rosen was the glamorous ex-cop everyone loved. Except all the Florida gangland scum that she’d put away. Rachel usually watched over the daily grind. Analytical, with integrity, and cop wisdom, Rachel was one-third of Trevar’s Team. Three years ago, she had given up her badge for a Private Investigator’s credentials. 
She usually had her hands filled with a computer, rather than a gun. She loved precision, and was a tough law and order cop. I had been among the attorney’s she despised. I was a defense attorney, and was paid enormous pay checks, I cleared the bad guys from jail cells as quickly as she filled them. But when I started Trevar’s Investigator, it was as though I changed places. She joined my firm, along with Summer. We were on the same team. Most of the time. 
 Certainly, at this moment, we faced a crisis that put us nearer than we’d ever been to losing a member of the team. We’d each been in closed quarters, tight spots, and on the run. There have been bruising, contusions, and near misses. We’d always scattered through the checkpoints. Rumpled, battered, but alive. 
Now, Rachel had been critically shot. Summer and I sat in silence for the next two hours as we waited for a report on her condition. All we knew for certain was that a slug went through her back. 
Life with an emergency is no place for impatience. And hospital waiting rooms stretched time into fretful day-long moments.  
“I’m Dr. Hanna Zachary,” the tall blonde doctor spoke as she extended her hand to me. 
I introduced myself. “How’s Rachel?” 
 “I talked briefly with Summer earlier.” Hanna Zachary’s eyes were troubled. If she wished to express optimism, she’d missed her mark. “We’re doing all that we can for Rachel. A bullet went completely through her right lung. The entry wound pierced her back, lungs, and fractures her ribs. The front chest exit wound caused a great deal of blood loss. I’ll be honest with you, when she arrived it didn’t look promising. Fortunately, there was no cardiac event. She was put on life support, and we’ve patched her wounds. She’s now in post-op recovery. They’ll then be taking her to I.C.U. She’ll be well cared for in Critical Care. We’ll know more about her condition later.” In her mid-thirties, probably only a few years older than Rachel, the doctor seemed deeply concerned. Her demeanor was serious, and sad in a helpless way. “She’s fighting to live. I can tell.” 
 “Thank you, doctor,” I murmured. Then my fist clenched. “We’ll find the man that did this to her.” 
 “Just call me Hanna. And I believe you will find the person responsible.” The doctor reached to touch my shoulder. “I’ve seen all three of you – in newspapers, on TV. Solving crime. You’ll solve this one, too. For now, this will be a wait. Ms. Rosen probably won’t be taken to I.C.U. for a couple hours. Maybe one of you would like to stay and contact the other when she’s able to talk.” After her suggestion, Doctor Hanna Zachary turned to go down the hall. 
“Yes,” I agreed. “Summer, why don’t you stay here so you write down everything you can remember about the crime. I’ll get back to the Perrault’s mansion. See if I can talk with Glenda, and any other witnesses.” 
 “I’ll let you know how she’s doing,” Summer mumbled. 
I drove back to Palm Beach with measured caution. I knew if I drove too quickly, it would be an erratic trip. My pulse rushed. I felt heated, angry, and confused. It goes without saying, I loved my partners. Rachel and Summer had shared so much of the past with me. We’d become sisters, because our friendship, was far more than friends. Far more than partners. We share a sacred kind of intimacy. An enduring friendship; a steadfastly loyal sisterhood. 
 Pulling up into the circular driveway of the Perrault Mansion, I parked as near as I could to the front door. Most of the police knew me, and because Rachel had spent years on the force, they all knew her. 
“My detective agency is part of the Perrault security,” I reported as I moved past an officer. 
 He knew that. “Chief Powers is inside. What’s the report on Rosen?” 
 Turning only slightly as I broke into a sprint, “Rachel’s critical.” My answer was as grim as my heart was. 
Reaching the steps, I raced past the guard stationed at the entryway. 
Chief Tom Powers looked up, and away from Glenda Perrault. Her face was blazing red, and not one of her luxury cosmetics could have covered her tear-streaked model’s face. “Trevar,” Tom’s expression blanched. “How’s Rachel?” 
 “Critical,” I hastily answered. “The gunshot blasted through her lung, and she’s lost too much blood.” 
 Tom squinted. “Rachel is one tough cookie. Wendell Perrault took a similar bullet and it killed him immediately.” He paused, shutting his eyes. “The officers will get a blood donation going for her.” 
“Thanks, Tom.” I felt anguish, and anger. I asked, “One shooter?” 
 “I’m thinking one.” He pointed out the area of bushes. “A perfectly planned ambush. Back there, you can see it at this window. But we’ve got tape up surrounding where the shooter stood. The shot came directly from there, and the perp seems to have disappeared. The killer was an expert marksperson. Two rounds into the head and body of Perrault, and one into the back of Rachel. It would have been on target if Rachel hadn’t dived to save Glenda Perrault. The sniper left behind a flawlessly cleaned up semiautomatic rifle. The shooter’s weapon and crime scene has been sanitized. A report just came. The rifle had been stolen in Miami a few weeks back. The perp planned to leave it behind. Didn’t want to risk getting caught with it. And it had done its damage.” 
 “You think it might have been a getaway by boat?” 
 “Had to have been. Security had choked off the land exits. We’re interviewing all the staff now. The staff members were accounted for, and Perrault’s bodyguards were with him. I’ve got a team searching the grounds, and reviewing the security video. So far nothing.” 
  I closed my eyes a moment. They felt to be burning. “Damn. I always believed body guarding was a safe part of this business. We pride ourselves that we would take the first bullet for our clients. This time Rachel did.” 
 “She’d been a cop. She knew the risk.” Tom sighed deeply. “I need to interview Summer. She saw it all go down.” 
 “She’s at the hospital with Rach.” 
“I’ll talk with her later.” Rubbing his brow, he asked, “Summer witnessed it. Did Summer have any message for me?” 
 There had been hostility between my partner and the Chief of Homicide. Partly because of Summer’s early brushes with the law. The young investigator had once been an offender – a teenage drug-pusher. And to make matters worse, she had also been Tom’s youngest daughter’s sweetheart. But Tom had pretty much forgive all. He loved his children – no matter what. 
 “Summer’s message was this.” I thought I’d brighten up his day with a little sarcasm. “Tom, she said not to spray the crime scene with too many cop fumes.” 
 Tom Powers grimaced. In spite of himself, the Chief liked the three of us. He should, I thought as I studied him. We’d helped him solve a few homicide and other crimes. He knew we helped keep the Palms clean. The last solved murder case had been a huge Trevar’s Team contribution to the Chief. He was promoted from lieutenant to Chief. Even though he might dispute our investigatory methods, he knew we’d gifted him. Now, we were all invested. Rachel Rosen was the best police officer he’d ever had working for him. When she became part of Trevar’s Team, he resented it. 
We approached the bereaved widow. She looked up at us. 
“Mrs. Perrault, I’m sorry for your loss. I know this is difficult for you,” I issued my condolences. I recalled first meeting her. She’d taken a very long look at my face. She examined me. She told me that I needed to use more concealer around my light blue eyes. Also, she mentioned that my wide smile needed a touch brighter lipstick. She did like the longish blonde curls that surrounded my face. Flare, she’d called my hairstyle. I’d called it keeping curls out of my face. Oh, and I really needed to highlight my cheekbones. But, she ended by saying that she would donate – that was the word, - donate some of her product to assisting my loveliness. I had shuddered.  
Tom interceded. “Mrs. Perrault here, she’s got no idea who killed her husband and shot Rachel.” 
 Through sobs, Glenda Perrault spoke up, “We have our enemies. But why try to kill us?” 
 “I intend to find out,” I issued my intent. 
While Glenda was out of the room, taking a call with a family member, I moved nearer to Tom. “What’s your take on Glenda?” 
 “When I questioned her, she reminded me that she would have been the second victim. That shot was aimed at her. Rachel got in the way.” Tom stood at attention. “That, she inferred, meant that she couldn’t have been implicated.” 
 “Any leads so far?” 
 “Nothing. Look, Trevar, I usually try to keep you out of police business. This case is different. I’ll give you all I get. I’ll do anything to find this perp. You know how highly I think of Rachel.” 
 Silence was obviously giving me time to reciprocate. I finally murmured. “Thanks. And we’ll be cooperative with you, Tom.” 
On my way to my lunar blue Mercedes convertible, I checked the bush area to the side of the mansion. The killer could easily have escaped by boat. Everyone was in protective mode. They might not have heard, or seen, a small vessel. Maybe a cigar speedboat. Quiet, fast. Or perhaps the perpetrator had gone out via a tunnel under the boulevard. 
For now, I would depend on the Palm Beach PD’s reports. I could rehash later. I drove furiously to West Palm where the Perrault Cosmetics office/factory was located. Certainly, the investigators had been there, or perhaps they were still there. I would in no way impede their investigation, I considered with a slight grin. They couldn’t talk with all the employees at one time. They would be starting with the big wigs. The executives were probably used to lying with a straight face. Most of the employees were dressed in similar white smocks with coral-colored piping 
 Naturally, with news of the founder of the company, and their employer murdered, and his wife nearly killed, they were rattled and emotional. I watched as a flurry of activity from a large front office was taking place. Clusters of employees were entering, leaving, and chattering. I accessed the room without anyone noticing me. 
Wishing I was bedecked in a white smock with coral-colored piping, I noticed a woman looking at me from across the room. In her early sixties, I gauged, she looked stately. Dark complexion, black hair streaked with gray, and a large frame, she appeared to be in command. She approached me, and I held out my hand. She had not wanted to shake. I was intruding. But she finally complied, as she asked, “May I help you?”   
“I’m terribly sorry for your loss,” I said as she took my hand. “I’m Beryl Trevar. My firm oversees Glenda Perrault’s security.” 
 “Not terribly successful,” her voice was staunch, harsh. It fit her stodgy attitude. 
My jaw clamped a moment. “My partner is in Critical Care because she took a bullet to save Glenda.”  
“I’m sorry, I’m shaken over this. Forgive me, I’m Felipa Cerilo, Glenda’s assistant.” 
 “Ms. Cerilo, I’m now investigating the murder. I hope you can help me.” 
 She turned, motioning me. “Let’s go to my office.” Her office looked as if it had to have belonged to her. Staid, all-business, and completely traditional. Slip an Underwood typewriter on her desk, and a planter, and it could have been type-casting. “Please sit. I’m uncertain if I can be of any help. Everyone has their enemies. It’s the time we live in.” 
 Felipa began to immediately thaw. She saw us as coworkers now. She was a feisty, Plutocratic assistant to one of the world’s most glamorous women. And I had obviously rated highly enough to penetrate her fortress. 
“And who might want Wendell and Glenda killed?” 
 “That’s a quandary. I can speculate. Wendell had many, many enemies. But Glenda, I don’t believe anyone’s hatred of her would cause this. Some consider her a diva. An elitist. But they don’t know her kind qualities. Certainly, she’s brusque, and there are those jealous of her, but as far as business dealings, that was Wendell’s department.” 
 “Do you know Wendell’s enemies?” 
 Looking both ways, then leaning across her desk, she whispered, “I’m not telling anything that isn’t public information. Dr. Curtis Rhodes is a minor partner, but he claims all the formulas were his. Wendell threw some money at his project, and ended up owning the lion’s share of patents. Dr. Rhodes spends his time in the lab. Doesn’t say much, but doesn’t hide his disdain for the Perraults.” 
 “They hijacked his invention?” 
 “Yes. In his eyes. However, if it hadn’t been promoted by Wendell and Glenda, he’d still be in his basement surrounded by tubes of face cream. I find him a despicable little man. Very arrogant.” She scrunched her face and gave a dramatic shake of her head. 
“Anyone else?” 
 “Competitors, maybe a few disgruntled employees and customers.” Filipa’s arm lifted into the air as she remembered, “Oh, speaking of customers. Two months ago, a lawsuit was settled with an irate client. A middle-aged woman had a reaction to the Precious Allure Glow Cream. It left her partially blind.” 
 “And the judgment was?” 
 After Glenda testified that there was ample caution about getting the product near the eyes, and her testimony was convincing, the jury awarded only a pittance. I mean, who sticks Glow Cream in their eyes? Absurd!” 
 “I read something about that case.” I paused, dipping into the recesses of my memory. “Multimillion dollar suit.” 
 “Right. Twenty-five million. But the jury only awarded her one-hundred thousand dollars. A pittance when you consider what she asked for. Wendell made a statement of sympathy, but felt the case should have been dismissed.” 
 “The woman’s name?” 
 “Olga Carleton. She lives in West Palm with her husband, Rex. As I recall, there were no past lawsuits for her. A leg injury for Rex. Middleclass, both work. One grown child. Olga has a temper. She couldn’t hold her tongue in court. She wasn’t at all a sympathetic witness.” 
 I nodded. I knew the type. I smiled, “Felipa, when I was a defense lawyer a few years ago, I cringed when a witness showed too much emotion. Goldilocks. It should be in the center. Riding the medium of the road. Mad as hell doesn’t work, but just enough righteous anger is good. Too disinterested, and the jury won’t be sympathetic.” 
 Felipa finally gave up a grin. “That’s right. I did hear that you were an attorney.” 
 “I was. Still am, just not practicing. But after I cleaned up all that dirty cash from springing drug dealers, I got a conscience.” Our gaze met, and I felt I’d just reeled in a reliable confidential informant. Felipa had been cooperative, and in the future, would be willing to tell all. I stood. “Thank you so much, Felipa. You’ve assisted me and I appreciate it. If you can think of anything else that might help, please let me know.” As we shook hands, I also offered, “And our conversations will remain confidential, I promise.” 
 That was obviously Filipa’s concern – that I’d keep her information private. Her body language screamed out about the worry of confidentiality when she began to inform. 
Checking my phone, I saw that Summer had text me about Rachel’s condition. She was post-op, and hanging on. Dr. Zachary had given that bit of news to Summer earlier. Naturally, hearing Rachel was alive gave me a boost. I’d wanted to look up Olga Carleton to see if she had any sharpshooters in the family. Being pissed over losing a lawsuit was standard. I was certain that Olga had mentally spend twenty-five million numerous times. She got chump change, and needless to say, probably was ‘murderously’ enraged over the court decision. 
 Dr. Curtis Rhodes didn’t exactly enjoy being left behind when the Perrault Cosmetics stock surged. He’d developed the recipe wrinkle-killer. A lower echelon vice-presidency in the company was beneath him. So, had Dr. Rhodes gone from wrinkle-killing to President/CEO killing? 
 These two leads would need to wait. On my phone was Summer announcing that Rachel was being taken to I.C.U. A nurse told Summer that when she was fully conscious, visitors would be allowed for a few minutes with her. 
 Rushing, yet staying within the speed limit, I directed my vehicle toward the hospital. 
Rachel was alive. Stable enough to visit. 
I’ve never excluded searching out nonessentials. My goal was resolution. When I begin an investigation, I never ignore the events and items that seemed to be unimportant. For those might be the unexplored clues that could bring a case to its conclusion. Some minuscule hints are pointers toward resolution. Some footnotes along the way begin to bulge out as the case goes on. 
Solving crime was a destiny for me. This case was officially about revenge.  
 




Chapter 2


 

   
 While biding our time, the waiting room was becoming more congested. I updated Summer on what I’d found out about the homicide. 
Summer frowned as her head tilted. “It had to have been a hired hit. A well-executed ambush. Professional hitman. Knew how to sanitize, a crack shot, had a well-planned out plot and getaway. And I was only fifty yards from the shooting. I looked up to see where the gunshots were coming from. The far opposite side was where the shooter was. The killer knew there was no way to overtake him from that spot. Naturally, I went to Rachel. I’d seen out of the corner of my eye that one of the bodyguards had taken after the killer immediately. So, I wasn’t too worried. The guard couldn’t apprehend the shooter. Regardless, I would have helped with Rachel first. I knew she could be dying.” 
 “Your decision saved her life. The perp was too far ahead to be caught.” I clutched Summer’s arm. “Security didn’t even get a blink.” 
“Right. The bodyguard returned immediately, shrugging. He hadn’t seen anything except the spot where the rifle and spent casings were left behind. He knew better than to go near that spot and compromise the evidence.” Summer’s head sagged. Her dark eyes closed. The lids ticked nervously. “A sniper-style shooting spree. Two intended victims. One murdered. So maybe the purchased perp will only get half a payment.” 
I thought out loud, “Now we need to find out who purchased the services of this gunman. Someone funded this homicide. Assuming it is a man, and I believe it probably was male, the assailant was schooled in execution.” 
 Murders for hire was always tricky. Nearly always, I’d found, it was much more difficult and took a great deal more time. Following the money was a trail with question marks scattered all over it. Motive was little more than the elusive currency chase. 
Professional contract murderers had no motive, other than a paycheck. To search for the criminal contact one needs to know or have a suspect. Then backtrack from there. Is it an elimination killing for power, money, or revenge? 
Our firm’s best chance at finding a hitman would be on the street. As the song goes, we have C.I.s in low places. Low-budget contracts are usually sloppy, and often get caught by shooting off their mouth. Along with shooting the vic. Drug or drink makes them loquacious They brag. They are usually goons who have nothing else to brag about. 
Trevar’s Team had a few confidential informants in elevated places. While defending some of Palm Beach’s elite, I’d secured some powerful C.I.s. Influential. We took care to protect all of our sources. And those being paid were provided top dollar. 
One confidential informant didn’t need money, nor would she take it. Coming to mind first was a madam named Mandy Jewel. It had been her stripper name forty-five years back. I’d met her nearly twenty-years ago when I’d successfully represented her exclusive shop of sweeties. It was when I was just getting my law firm started. Now, Mandy at age sixty-five was a gorgeous woman living the life of a rich Palm celebrity. Society forgave her former years of indiscretion. She was even invited to some of the most prized social gatherings. She was aware of nearly everything going on in Palm. When it came to information, she was a jewelry shop filled with mounds of pearls, and she freely threw them in my direction. She wasn’t out for money when she provided me with information. Never a charge, she would tell me everything she knew. And she not only knew intimately the interworking of crime. She knew the juicy parts as well. 
 Mandy Jewel would be a start on the information gathering. There were drug dealers that I’d also unchained. Some even unclenched information. Sort of a comp deal. Rachel often teased, sometimes not so much teased as accused, that I had single-handedly defended and unleashed more dirtballs than any other attorney in Florida. I’d always joked that she’d always round them back up again. It was a lucrative deal for my bank account. Guilt finally ravaged my conscience. 
Summer’s neck bent forward as she blurted, “This is going to be a tough solve. And we’re one team member down.” 
 “I was thinking about that,” I replied. “Rach is going to need rest, and someone with her. We can split duties, and double down. We need more interrogations at the Perrault’s Mansion, and at the offices. Names that I have included are Dr. Curtis Rhodes, Olga Carleton, and I definitely want to check with Mandy Jewel.” 
 Summer’s tittering burst like a firecracker. “Mandy. What made you think of her?” 
 “Who better knows the upper crust, and the underbelly? And if I ask her, I think she’ll keep her radar switched on.” 
  When Doctor Zachary motioned for us, Summer and I followed her into a consulting room. “Sorry it’s been so long, but it took a little longer in recovery. She seems to be coming out of the anesthetic. I’m going to allow you both to visit her, but only for a few minutes. Please don’t upset her in any way. She’s alive, but it was a very close call.” The attractive physician looked down a moment. “She fought harder than any patient I ever worked with. I don’t want for her to slide back now. Understood?” 
 In unison, Summer and I shook our heads affirmatively. “We promise,” we vowed. 
“I’m serious,” Hanna’s voice deepened. “I’ve got a lot of excellent cross-stitches that sewed the hole that tore her lung open. I’m not losing her after the best stitch-work I’ve ever done. To say nothing about hemming the flesh and skin.” 
 “With our cooperation and carefully watching her,” I asked, “what is the prognosis?” 
 “She’s had ballistic trauma, pulmonary contusion. A clipped blood vessel, and lots of repair work. Vessel was severe, but I expect a full recovery. If she doesn’t pull stitches, get infection, or in any way disturb her wounds, she’ll heal. Rest, and rehab. I’d say at least a week or two of hospital care. Then a month for the initial recovery, including rehab. This is under the best of conditions.” 
 Walking into Rachel’s small unit felt surreal, abstract. Tubes were attached, and her upper chest was wrapped. A breathing apparatus feed her air and sounded as if it were attempting to play an accordion recital. Blinking open, her eyes were filled with a wild recognition. 
I neared her, and squeeze her hand. “Rach, we’re here.” 
 “Glenda?” she groggily questioned. 
 “You saved Glenda’s life. You were shot. Wendell was killed.” 
 Her police training kicked in. Emotions were strengthening. “Heard gunshot. Wendell fell back. I saw nothing after I made a dive over Glenda. Sorry.” 
 “They want you to rest, Rach,” Summer instructed. “You’re still in critical condition.” 
 “Doctor is an angel,” Rachel reported with a very small, adoring smile. 
 Summer and I sniggered. “You’re going to be just fine.” I leaned and kissed her forehead. “We love you.” 
 Rachel’s eyes were beginning to flutter as she fought to continue. “I love you both. Careful.” 
When her eyes bobbed shut, I saw Hanna’s shadow. “She needs rest. Why don’t we talk?” the doctor suggested. “My office is cramped, but private.” 
 We followed her to the small cubical of an office. “She said you’re an angel,” Summer reported as she sat. 
Hanna grinned. “So, she hasn’t lost a sense of humor. But I can be a mama bear when it comes to protecting my patients.” 
 “Is she going to really going to be alright?” I somberly questioned. 
 The doctor answered, “Yes, if she’s given time to repair. That’s where the two of you come in. I’m not joking when I say that I need your cooperation. She’ll need rest. I’m thinking she’ll be needing a couple days in I.C.U. Then probably at least a week of hospital.” 
 Summer said, “Earlier I gave all the insurance information to the front desk.” 
 “We’ve had a call from Perrault Cosmetics and they’ve signed off on all expenses. Including post-surgery for any cosmetic care.” 
 “That’s good of them,” I spoke with amazement. 
 Hanna smirked, “The woman did save the life of the company’s owner. And injury occurred when she was in their employment. So, the gesture isn’t purely altruistic. It will all be taken care of.” 
 “I just want Rachel well again,” I said. 
 The doctor tipped her head. There was direct, probing eye contact. “This isn’t going to be an easy road to recovery. But I have no doubt that she’ll make it. She’s one strong, determined woman. I can honestly say that I’ve never had a patient with more fight. I work hard to resuscitate all my patients. When they so strongly participate, as she did, I can feel it. I’m not letting go of her.” 
 As we left the office, we all knew exactly where we stood. Doctor’s orders were to make certain Rachel had a stress-free recovery. Summer and I agreed to allowing a slow comeback for our partner. And encourage Rachel’s cooperation. The probable area of contention would more likely be Rachel’s refusal to acquiesce. 
Seated in the waiting room, I asked, “Shall we flip for who stays over tonight?” 
 “Hanna told me that she was going to be with Rachel, and she insisted that we go home to get some shuteye. We’re only ten minutes away. She’ll call if we’re needed.” 
 “One of us needs to return to the yacht to feed Pluma.” Our pet parrot would be squawking the ship down after having been ignored the entire day. “Why don’t we both go home, I’ll fix us something to eat? We can decide from there.” 
 We walked to our separate vehicles. Suddenly, Summer walked back to where I was getting into my car. “Are you okay, Summer?” 
 Nervously, she said, “Remember how we always considered our dangerous profession a sport?” 
“Almost a joke,” I braved the words that now made me want to sob. 
 “There was that time, after a close call, and we were making light of it.” Summer’s face began to crease. “We picked songs to be played at our own services. I picked Lennon’s ‘Imagine.’” Summer leaned back against the fender. 
Reminiscing, I added, “I’d thought about ‘Somewhere Up There.’ Not sure why. I guess I loved the melody.” 
“Rach had said she’d want Willie Nelson’s ‘To All the Girls I’ve Loved Before’ to be played at her memorial service. Then we all laughed. Well, I remembered that, and I recall hearing the song today. I know you talk about your hunches, and premonitions. And I scoff? It wasn’t like that exactly. But it spooked me a little when I was thinking about it later.” 
 Watching, I saw tears drizzling from her eyes. “Summer, she’s going to recover.” 
 My own eyes began to slowly leak. Once seated inside my car, I paused to watch in the rearview mirror as Summer return to her vehicle. I muttered, “Tough dyke.” 
Separately we drove back to the marina. I hated the thought of boarding The Radclyffe. Rachel would not be there. A chill came over me. It had been a day of thinking about a murder case that nearly cost us a life. The many close calls we’d had over the years paled next to this. Today was an actuality. 
 Gazing at our home, I knew that The Radclyffe-Hull was a nautical dream. With a plush fly bridge, pilothouse, and sky lounge, she was a tall lady of a ship. Equipped with the latest communications and navigational apparatus, she maneuvered beautifully. She housed all the accoutrements, and a plethora of lavish features. 
The upper level housed office, client conference room, and galley. I was a gourmet chef at heart. The galley was my favorite room. A childhood of poverty encouraged my interests in cooking. I wanted to make food taste as elegant as I could. There was also a formal dining area. 
 The lower level began forward with my full-beam mistress suite. The other three staterooms and a guestroom had similar amenities to my own area. 
 Behind the staterooms were crew’s quarters. Since we were the crew, we had converted that area into our gymnasium with steam bath, whirlpool tub, and rec area. Far aft was the engine room, generators, digital center, and machinery areas. 
Our ship was elegant, yet homey. 
I wondered what was taking Summer so long, as I fixed a makeshift, healthy meal. When Summer arrived, I knew. She had been driving along the beach, perhaps weeping. The Amazonian young woman hated to share her tears. Rarely and briefly, had she wept in the past. This morning, as we waited for information, we both neared, then repressed crying. For ourselves, and for one another. But when she now approached, I knew she had been crying. 
Age-wise, one would assume that being oldest, I was the most stoical. Yet, perhaps I was the least. In fact, the three of us were each a decade apart. Summer was in her early twenties, Rachel in her thirties, and I’d just approached forty. 
Conversely, Summer was softest deep down, and I was the most hardened. My arms gathered her near, as she unwound herself. “I’m starving.” 
 “Summer, I fixed surf and turf. A little lobster, a little steak. Salad. Salad, to keep my washboard tummy. Why don’t you feed Pluma while I finish up with dinner?” 
 “What’s wrong with Pluma? She’s hiding in the corner of her cage?” 
 I inspected the cursing lime parrot. “She’s not coming to where we usually feed her. She keeps going to the corner as if she’s hiding. Maybe she misses Rachel.” She’d never gone to the opposite side of the cage away from us. She usually wanted to get right up in our faces and scream obscenities. The bird did not want to be misunderstood when telling us what we should do to ourselves. 
After dinner, Summer and I called to check on Rachel’s progress. She was sleeping, and needed her sleep was the report. So, Summer decided that some of the recognizant work could be done tomorrow via phone, and etcetera. She listed the calls of potential information. Forensics, pester the Chief, check for reports, and her street snitches. While doing that from the hospital, where she could be with Rachel, I could be doing the gumshoe routine. I had a growing list of possible suspects. 
We tended to make a division of labor that would best use our individual attributes. Summer’s street-smart ways, having lived them when she was an early teen, produced her calculating cool manner. She truly could knock an unhelpful interviewee’s teeth out. And wouldn’t mind doing it, if she had time. They understood her safety zone. She wasn’t out for sport. It was all a turbulent plot for information. 
Some interrogation took a defter diplomacy. That was my unique quality. In court, I was known to have a lullaby-the-jury way with witnesses. Sew it with a needle, and then stick the final argument with a saber. I was usually very mellow and soft with my words. I could have sung my questions. Answers were tenderly invited from witness’s memories. And then sometimes it was a battery and assault of the judicial vocabulary. I was going for them with brass knuckles. 
I took the list of those needing to be questioned. Summer hated losing her cool, so she was fine with the way in which our agenda was completed. 
Glancing down, I saw a return callback on my phone from an earlier call I’d placed to Mandy Jewel. Mandy had laughed when I asked about an appointment with her in the morning. She reminded me she liked evenings and nights best. Mornings were for sleeping. Night life was for everything. It was only ten o’clock. She had guessed what I wanted to talk with her about. She was always fond of Rachel. And without my asking, she offered to help. 
 I drove to her enchanting apartment. Although she’d moved to the apartment after her retirement, it had displays of sensual women in every corner shelf, and on every table. Color designs were red. Great quantities of red. And irresistible women with their well-designed bodies seemed to come alive from their photographs. Her lighting was low, sensual. The apartment, and the woman, were not made for canasta. 
Mandy was high-quality fashion. Her silver, short-styled hair was carefully clipped. It once had been a high tower of blonde hair. Her makeup was tamed over the years from the surplus color and design of her working years. She insisted that she was a retired business woman and very glad she wasn’t some aging mistress. 
In a long, flowing silver-metallic and blue robe, she answered the door. “Come in, darling.” She handed me a goblet that was filled with a fancy drink. “A raspberry delight. Sit, Beryl. I hope I can help you. I’m putting feelers out to everyone I know.” She was in a talkative mood, but she never babbled, only related. 
“Please be careful, Mandy,” I cautioned. “This killer isn’t timid about killing.” 
 A flash of concern covered her face. “I’ll take care. However, I’ve been intimate with killers. In my youth, I can think of several that I knew. No telling how many I didn’t know.” She giggled a chaining musical opera. “I’ll let you know if I come up with any scuttlebutt. The moneyed usually don’t say much about what they hear. Some of the gossips yack, but it isn’t as reliable if you get the skinny from someone trying to climb the social ladder.” 
 “What would the Perraults be considered?” 
 “Wendell is old, old money. Even the cosmetic corporation was old. They must have made money, but cosmetics were only a branch. I think Wendell’s father might have given each of the children two or three companies. If I recall correctly, Wendell disbursed a construction company to pay off his first wife. But he certainly improved the cosmetic company with his new products. Some say he thieved his way to the top in the glamour industry.” 
   “I’d heard that he stiffed Curtis Rhodes.” 
 “Yes. Dr. Rhodes. I’ve met him. He is a truly pathetic little man. No pleasing him,” Mandy mocked. “And I know of what I speak. I sent him a variety of women. Finally, I just stopped taking his calls. Cheapskate. His wife was browbeaten throughout the marriage. She dumped him. It was no secret that he feels Wendell screwed him.” 
 “What about any antagonism with Wendell’s first wife?” 
 “She was bought off. Handsomely. She got the takings from the construction company? So, she picked up her boobs and left. I’m not aware that it was a particularly ugly divorce.” 
 “Usually with that much money involved, there are a few ruffled feathers,” I prodded. 
 “No, as I recall, they parted amicably. Peggy, his first wife, remarried immediately after leaving Wendell. She had wanted the house and one of the businesses. Sold the business and rented the home. Got what she wanted, as I recall. After getting half of the assets, she moved. Then about a decade ago, there was a kerfuffle when she decided to sell the house. It had some liens or something. She insisted Wendell pay off the liens or be sued. He must have done just that. Then everything was hunky-dory. As far as I know, it remained so.” 
“Then there would be no motive for her to kill him. And how about Glenda? Has she got any old money ties?” 
 “None at all. Glenda was just getting started on her bankroll by being the face of Perrault Cosmetics. That’s when Glenda and Wendell became enamored, and the rest is history.”    
“Any ideas about an enemies list for Wendell?” 
 “There’s always a motive where money is concerned.” She topped off my glass. 
“I’m searching for someone that hated Wendell. Someone he hurt, owed, or slighted in some way. Someone with shooting skills, or who could hire a hitman.” 
 “Beryl, I haven’t heard anything about a gangster gun in the town. Only a lot of little gangsters shooting up any target. Do you truly think it was definitely a professional hit?” 
 “Looked like it to me. It was a get in, make your Z, and get out, deal,” I answered. 
 “In my former trade, those kinds of deals were what we called money in the cash register.” Her upper right eyebrow lifted as her lips curled. “I miss having a stable of girls. I know, you think its objectifying woman and all that, but I saved some of those women. Dolled them up. I encouraged them to improve themselves. Stand up for themselves. Some married into good arrangements. Some educated themselves and became upwardly mobile. Learned the tricks and made themselves better. Improved themselves and found good homes. I took some off the street. I did look after them.” 
 “Learned the tricks,” I said as I shook my head. Amused, I commented, “Sounds as if you might be talking about an animal rescue service.” 
 Playfully, she tossed one of the pillows at me. She knew I wouldn’t change my opinion of women being objectified, and purchased. We chatted on about some of the women I’d represented in court. Her ladies did get picked up by the cops once in a great while. She always sorted it out, or had a knowledgeable attorney sort it out. Often it was me. Night court was rarely pleasant. 
Then I finished my razzle-dazzle raspberry cocktail, and left Mandy Jewel’s apartment. 
 Under a slathering of stars, I drove slowly back to the yacht. The drink was making me sleepy, yet I knew I couldn’t get restful sleep. I’d face a fitful few hours trying. Rachel was not out of danger. And there was a free-range killer out there. 
Pluma greeted me with a chain of curse words. “Chingada!” 
She must have thought that translated into ‘goodnight.’ 
 I looked in to check on Summer. Sleeping, probably lightly, but sleeping. She needed to get rest, I thought. She was our detective agency’s brawn. 
This case was personal. We would bring the killer to justice, no matter what it might cost. 
 “Chingada!” Pluma squealed. 
I replied, in a parental correction kind of way, “Pluma, that would be a simple buenas noches.” 
 Pluma was definitely missing Rachel. The parrot’s swearing was not up to snuff. 
 




Chapter 3

   
   
 Morning didn’t seem as hectic as I’d imagined it might be. Summer had written a note saying she wanted to spend the morning at Rachel’s side. She had gone to the hospital, and would be making the phone calls I’d written down on the back of a scrap of paper. I would be paying a visit to Dr. Curtis Rhodes. While at the Perrault Cosmetic Corporate Offices and Lab, I would scrounge for dissatisfied employees. When people believe that they’ve been done wrong, they usually tend to become more loquacious. 
 This seemed not to be the case with Doc Rhodes. He was portly, somewhere in his mid-fifties, and his face was smooth as a baby’s backside. He was a lower deck vice-president of Perrault Cosmetics, and probably felt his ‘takings’ were not adequate compensation for having created the secret ingredients in the face cream and lotion. 
 He met with me in one of the small interior offices. Nothing I had to say would meet with his approval. His grumble told me that he had very little to say. His chin was held high. As he walked, he gave his full weight to the balls of his feet. It might well have made him feel taller, but it appeared to be a tippy-toe walk. 
Only one way to handle this interview, I figured. “Doctor Rhodes, so nice to meet the creator of Perrault’s brilliant products.” 
 He waved me into my chair, across from the desk. “And you’re a bodyguard?” 
 “Yes, we were providing guard service for Glenda Perrault. My partner protected Glenda from the crime.” 
 “I heard all about it on TV. Too bad about Wendell, but it was bound to happen someday.” 
 I leaned forward, “And what do you mean?” 
 “The way he treated people.” His hands continued to clench and unclench. It created an edgy twitchiness. 
“I’ve heard that you’re a part owner in the company. And I’ve also heard you aren’t a big fan of the Perraults.” 
 “Don’t consider me a suspect.” His shoulders lifted. “I wouldn’t kill anyone.” 
 “Right now, I’m attempting to sift through suspects and eliminate anyone I can.” 
  “I’ve already spoken with the police. I’ve got an alibi.” His gray eyes squinted. “And I don’t own a rifle.” 
 “I’ll be upfront with you. By now you’ve probably guessed that it was probably a contract killing. A hired gun. I don’t suppose you know any sharpshooters?” 
 His face flushed. “Of course not, I’m a doctor.” 
 “If you’re eliminated, do you have a guess as to who might want Wendell and Glenda killed? Angry clients, employees?” 
 “Perrault has had a couple ugly lawsuits. Recently, one of the litigants was a woman named Olga Carleton.” Glancing down with an expression of disdain, he muttered his afterthought. “If I poured bleach in my eyes, after being told bleach doesn’t belong in an eye, whose fault would it be?” 
 “I heard Olga wanted to cash in big.” 
 “Our earnings dived when she made her accusation. Corporations shouldn’t be responsible for silly, brainless women.” His teeth seemed to grind for several seconds. “After that we put an even larger disclaimer on the side of the jar. Common sense. I’m thinking that the Carleton woman did it on purpose.” 
 “Blinding an eye doesn’t sound like a great idea. And she didn’t walk away with the twenty-five million she wanted. A hundred-grand probably went mostly to legal bills.” 
 “She was livid.” The first hint of a smile drew his lips up slightly. “Some people sue for legitimate damages. I don’t think she was one of them. A firm like this should not be robbed. My product is a safe product, and has been for years. Stupid woman.” 
As the Bard says, he was protesting way too much. “Any other people you think might be implicated in the murder?” I quizzed. 
 “Ross Milton is our publicity man. He claims to be so smart. He’s in marketing. He’s always had a thing for Glenda.” 
 “If he had the hots for Glenda, why would he kill her? Or have someone kill her?” 
 “Maybe he realized that even with Wendell dead, he didn’t have prayer.” Smirking, he added, “All I know is that Ross never got along with Wendell. Glenda worked more closely with Ross, and insisted that he continue with Perrault.” 
 “That puts him on my suspect list,” I fabricated for his benefit. That was new information. Not logical information, but all the same, I filed it away in the safe storage of my mind. “Anyone else you can think of?” 
 “Look around. Glenda always said this is a family. We’ve got many, many dissatisfied family members. Wages aren’t keeping up.” 
 Sitting back in the chair, I assumed a relaxed poise. “And tell me again why you shouldn’t be high on my suspect list?” 
 “I’ve got friends in high places. Some are hunters, but none of them are sharpshooters.” 
 My turn to smirk. I stood. “I have friends in all kinds of places.” Considering what Mandy Jewel had told me last night, I also had an image. Doc Rhodes wrangling with high-priced escorts for payment. “You can bet I know all about this town. And what I don’t know, my friends can fill in the blanks.” 
 Perplexed, Dr. Rhodes frowned as he struggled to rid his face of displeasure. 
I stopped by the front office only to find that Ross Milton was at the Perrault Mansion. He was assisting Glenda with making funeral arrangements. Because Perrault Cosmetics was in West Palm, as was the home of Olga Carleton, I would stop by the Carleton home first, before going back to Palm Beach. 
When I reached my car, I sat, plotting my route. I called to check in with Summer. Her text mentioned they were doing more tests. Rachel was groggy from pain medication, but she was improving. My return text explained what I’d found out from Rhodes. 
Finally, when I got to speak directly with Summer, she reported that she’d talked with Chief Powers. Tom had repeated his prior agreement with me. He would have reports sent to us, along with whatever else he deemed important. Summer had also spent part of the morning contacting her confidential informants. Most of Summer’s C.I. were low-budget, on the street, types. Great for finding druggies and dredges. But billionaires and socialites – not so much. I would be surprised if any of them could garner much information on anyone in the higher stratosphere of Palm Beach. 
I mentioned that I wanted to visit Olga, and then go on to the Perrault residence. I needed to check on Ross Milton. Also, I wanted to see how Glenda was holding up. Summer agreed to stay with Rachel. She hadn’t made any arrangements to do anything other than work her lists. She would pour over the reports that we were privy to, compliments of Chief Powers and his concern that Rachel’s shooter be found. 
 “Thanks, Summer. That will give me extra time at the Perraults. I can check the outside, and check some of the household employees.” Since we’d only been on the job a couple days, I hadn’t had a chance to get to know any of them. 
 “I recall they weren’t friendly. But we were outside security, so naturally they thought of us as interlopers. I didn’t see any friction between employers. But they would have looked at me as a spy if I’d dug too deeply.” 
 “Is Rachel still improving?” 
 “Yes,” Summer answered with a bantering laugh. “I’m seeing a little romance between Rachel and Doc Hanna.” 
 “Romance?” I disputed. “Rach is too wounded for thinking about women.” I paused. “But Hanna Zachary is gorgeous.” I shrugged with curiosity. 
“If she can’t heal Rachel, who can?” 
 “Summer, have fun with your reports. And make certain our partner doesn’t get herself into any trouble.” 
We laughed. We had nearly lost a member of Trevar’s Team, as we became known. Previously, we were called The Radclyffe-Hull Trio. Coined by Tom, originally, it was also what the media called us. When we asked to be known as Trevar’s Team, they were happy to oblige. After all, we’d just solved a large murder case, so they would have called us anything we’d have liked. Rachel and Summer had decided on Trevar’s Team. I was outvoted. 
I drove swiftly to get the Olga Carleton interrogation completed. Upon arrival, I took note of a well-kept, modern, small home. While I didn’t believe anyone with a dozen bird feeders hanging outside would make a good murder suspect, I had to inquire. 
Olga had been watching TV. I had to press the doorbell for nearly five minutes. Finally, the door fanned open. Before me was a middle-aged woman that might well have been any housewife in the city. Nothing distinguishing to set her apart, I thought – until she opened her mouth. 
“I already talked with your other asshole detectives,” she announced in one of the gruffest, gravelly voice I’d ever heard. “I have no damned idea why the hell you’re bothering me.” 
 “I just have a few questions. May I come in?” I would allow her to believe I was police investigator until she asked me for my badge. Then I’d quickly flip my P.I. credentials. “I know it’s an imposition, but we want to get this crime solved quickly. I want to eliminate you from our list of suspects.” 
 Following her inside, I took note of the living room. A very normal looking home. A very ordinary looking woman. She flopped on the chair. I sat across from her on the sofa. Finally, she spoke. “Do I look like I go out killing people? I’m the victim here.” She reached for her eye patch. She’d forgotten to put it on. Fancy that. 
“I agree. May I call you Olga? You can call me Beryl.” 
 “That’s a funny name.” 
 I smiled a hard smile. “Yes. Olga, do you have an alibi for where you might have been?” 
 “Me and the Mr. were here all day.” 
I saw an eye patch on the end-table. She hadn’t had time to toss it over her eye. That was her reason for blinking and rubbing her eye. 
 “Does Mr. Carleton have a rifle?” 
 “Your other detective asked that already. No guns here. I wouldn’t allow guns in my home.” 
 “Relatives or friends – anyone you know who might be a sharpshooter?” 
 “My son has a gun. He wasn’t allowed to keep it in the house. It was out in the shed. Most young fellas have a gun. But now my son, Andrew, lives in Miami. He took it with him when he moved out. Constantly I fought with him about not have a weapon here. I love Andy, but the kid never minded me.” 
 “What does he do for a living? 
  Her hand covered her eyes a moment. “He’s a cop.” She pointed out a photograph of him. He was indeed a Miami officer all decked out in his uniform. 
“I hope he minds his commanding officer better than he minds his mother,” I commented, jokingly. 
 “Hell, I couldn’t get him to make his bed. He gets commendations now.” 
 Cop with commendation, not high on my suspect list. I mentioned, “Nice that you have a policeman son. I read about your court case with Perrault Cosmetics.” 
 Her eyes began blinking. “I have to live with bad vision.” 
 “Rotten that you got such a small settlement,” I commiserated. 
“I’m glad Wendell Perrault died. Too bad the bitch didn’t get killed, too. If they would have paid me the twenty-five million, I wouldn’t be so angry.” 
 I stood. “If I would have been your attorney, I wouldn’t have recommended such a large amount. I would have had you settle for five million dollars.” 
 “Good thing you aren’t a damned attorney. Nobody asks for only five.” 
 “I actually am an attorney. And a good one. You would have had a five million payoff instead of the hundred-grand you’ve probably already spent.” 
 Looking dumbfounded, she uttered, “We got that shit lawyer, and he said we should think big. It would get their attention.” 
 “You pissed off the corporation. They don’t mind shooing flies. But they’ll knock the stuffing out of crows carrying artillery.” Turning, I strolled down the sidewalk. After getting into my car, I glanced back. Olga was still leaning against the door’s frame. I doubted if she’d get much more done than daydreaming of five million dollars this afternoon. 
 I, however, had another appointment on my agenda. 
 The journey from the Perrault Corporate Offices had taken longer than expected. Then, stopping by for a visit with Olga also chomped time. The return to Palm, was also time consuming. Sometimes the bridges were clogged. My wait was used for good. I texted Summer only to find that she was wading through reports and had found nothing interesting. Rachel was feeling much better, and borrowed Summer’s phone to leave me a text. 
That, I assumed was Summer and Rachel going against the instructions of Hanna. I shook my head. At least I didn’t worry about a text tearing stitches out of Rachel’s lung. 
There was no normalcy since yesterday morning when I got the call that Rachel had been shot. This was new territory. One of the two women I most loved in the world was shot. The combination changed. I’d always felt that our profession made us vulnerable. But the vulnerability lived next door. Now it had moved in on us. 
I put my phone away, crossed the bridge, and drove to the Perrault Mansion. 
 There were several people there, presumably they were executives from Perrault. The mansion had become a satellite office. I spotted Glenda across the room. She beckoned to me, pointing toward a room off to the side. As I entered she squeezed the door closed. “Have a seat, Beryl. We need to talk about our arraignment.” 
 I pensively sat. She seemed in total control. Her tall, shapely glamour was in full ‘take-charge’ mode. Employees had called her authoritative, and also brash. Although there was a saccharine eloquence about her, it didn’t seem phony. “Yes,” I murmured. 
“I first wanted to check to see how Rachel’s doing. She saved my life. I called the hospital earlier and spoke with Summer. I couldn’t speak to Rachel, but I conveyed my gratitude.” 
 “Rachel’s a fighter, so she’s doing as well as possible. And how are you doing?” 
 “I’m also a fighter.” Her eyes lowered. “I wanted to talk with you about our contract. At this time, I’ve taken over the use of the corporate bodyguards as my personal bodyguards. They had been watching Wendell. They’re already on the payroll. What I had in mind was to pay your firm the full end-of-contract amount. That would pay off your service contract. However, because you won’t be security, I want to hire you for your services as private investigators instead.” 
 I breathed deeply. I had expected after her first few sentenced, that she would be dumping our firm. “To be honest, we have already started an investigation into the shooting.” 
 “I’d assumed that you had.” She opened her desk drawer to pulled out a deposit slip. Into Trevar Investigators, Inc., she had deposited a chunky amount of money. As she handed the paper to me, she added, “This will take care of bodyguard fees. Please let my assistant, Ms. Cerilo, know about any expenses. She’ll see that you’re reimbursed.” 
 Glancing down at the numbers on the check, I felt the shock of amazement. “A quarter million dollars?” 
 “Yes. And another quarter mil if you find who committed the murder. An incentive bonus. I want this case solved.” 
 “Very generous of you. And we were told that you’re going to make certain all of Rachel’s medical bills will be paid.” 
 “The least we can do. She was our employee at the time she was hurt.” 
 “We are going to find the person or persons responsible.” 
 “The Chief of Homicide rattled on about how it was a paid hitman and that’s the most difficult crime to solve. I wasn’t terribly reassured by his demeanor.” 
 “Tom Powers isn’t an optimist, but he is a decent detective.” 
 Doubt covered her face. “He continued to ask me about my marriage. If Wendell and I were feuding. I continued to ask him why I would pay someone to shoot my husband and to shoot me.” 
 “He was asking standard questions.  I also have a battery of them.” 
 We sat on opposite sides of the small antique desk. “Have at,” she said with a shrug. “I can’t imagine what my motive might have been. I love…loved my husband.” 
“I’m just guessing, but one motive you might have had is money.” 
 She laughed, not the sparkling laugh she used for television promotions. This laugh was with slight irony wrapped around it. “Money. Ten years ago, I married Wendell. He was having money problems. Loans for growing the business. Then there was Curtis Rhodes. He was trying to gouge the company. Wendell’s ex-wife had helped herself to another bundle of money for some post-divorce deal. A house she owned had liens. Not that either Wen or I held that against her. We both just wanted her out of our hair.” 
 “I heard that Peggy wanted the marriage dissolved. She didn’t lose any time, sold, rented, and moved to the other side of the country.” 
 “I’m impressed with your information gathering,” she stressed. Her eyebrows raised. “I truly am impressed.” 
 “No children from his first marriage?” 
 “Wendell and Peggy talked about it, but as time went on she saw the writing on the wall. And Wendell and I married ten years ago. He was fifty and I was half that. He claimed he was old enough to be a child’s grandfather. This company became our child. We were attentive to it, so we had little spare time. Some people think that I didn’t want my nails broken by changing diapers.” She leaned forward, “But I guess I wouldn’t mind being encumbered,” she said with a chuckle. 
 “Did Wendell make you feel encumbered?” My rapid-fire question surprised her. 
 “Wendell was the type that never felt threatened. Being a handsome man with wealth wasn’t what gave him confidence. His confidence was a part of him. He wasn’t the one concerned about death threats. I was concerned he would be hurt. I insisted that additional security be provided. Beryl, I know how it looks when a young woman marries an older man. In the last ten years, I never once strayed. I was never tempted.” 
 “And I’m guessing that you don’t think he would have strayed?” 
 “We were together nearly all the time. I would have known if he cheated.” 
 “Can you think of any motive, or anything that might be construed to be a motive?” 
 “I recognize that money and other men would be the motives that investigators question first. As for money, Wendell would have handed me anything I wanted. And I explained, Wendell was the man I wanted.” 
 Pausing, I bit my lower lip. I could feel my brows drawing closer. “You’re sure there isn’t another man in your life?” 
 “Not a one.” Her body language told me she was beginning to be miffed. “Look, I had nothing to do with this or any murder. It might behoove you to find the person writing notes, phoning, and making threats. I believe that person is the one responsible.” Her shoulders eased, and her expressions softened slightly. 
 I was glad that the auto deposit had already gone through the banking system. I continued without a trace of confrontation. “How about Ross Milton?” 
 “He’s the corporation’s public relations genius.” She frowned. “Where did you get that?” 
 “In passing, someone said you two were close. And it was mentioned that Ross and Wendell were at odds from time to time.” 
 “Of course, we’re close. He works all the promotions. I spent more time with him than anyone else here. But he’s never been more than an employee, and a friend. And my husband trusted me. They had a few different ideas of promotion. Wen didn’t have a creative thought in his head. He tried not to admit it.” She walked to the door and opened it slowly. “My friend, Ross, is in the den. Just take a right. We’ll both be glad to take a polygraph.” 
 My smile was with both eyes and lips. “I appreciate your cooperation, Glenda. And I thank you for hiring Trevar Investigators, as well as for your generosity.” Naturally, the fact that the add-on quarter million bonus to find the killer was a reason not to suspect her. Offering up polygraphs was another reason. But experience is a strict teacher. Lots of guilty people offer rewards. They mistakenly guess that takes them off the suspect list. 
As for the letters threatening Wendell. We had checked out some of them, and nothing came of it. That usually doesn’t make sense. Why warn someone with death threats? That would only assist the victim to become better prepared. Hire more bodyguards, which was just what Wendell did. The more guards, the more difficult a murder would be come. 
There seems always to be different renditions of murder. Some minimal profiling helps, but directions change. 
The den was equipped with bookcases, trophies, logos of Perrault Cosmetics, and splendidly selected furnishing. Ross Milton was seated on a small sofa. Stacks of paper, photos, and samples of cosmetics were on a dynamically large coffee table in front of him. 
 As he looked up, I entered and quickly sat in a chair that had been pulled up directly across from the attractive man. I guessed he was in his mid-forties. Handsome, thick grayish-blond hair, and eyes bluish gold. 
With irony, his well-modulated voice said, “Come right in have a seat.” 
 “I’m Beryl Trevar, and our boss, Glenda, suggested I speak with you. I’m investigating.” 
 “I know who you are.” His grin was boyish, and lush. Thin fingers directed his stylish haircut to the side. It was apparent that he was in great shape, and probably worked out at least twice a week. Toned, but not bodybuilder ripped. “So how can I help you?” 
 “I’m interviewing Perrault’s employees. I want to see if anyone has any information. Or suspicions.” 
 “To be honest, I didn’t really work that closely with Wendell. We saw the company going up two different paths. His was solid old company. Mine was light, breezy, well-tailored to womanhood. Goddess. Make them all feel like goddesses. He just wanted them to look the part.” Ross’s resonant voice chuckled. “I wanted the product to allow a woman to be the goddess.” 
 “And where did Glenda stand on the two viewpoints?” 
 “She was in the middle. Probably more on my side. A modern woman. But Wendell was a funny guy where Glenda was concerned. He pretty much ended up agreeing with her on what she wanted.” 
“Someone mentioned that Wendell thought you might be having an affair with Glenda.” 
 His laugh was almost rehearsed. “I told Glenda that we should tell Wendell about me.” 
 My frown was automatic. “Yes?” 
 “Glenda insisted that the allegation of Glenda and myself was good for my reputation.” 
 “I’m slightly confused,” I uttered with bewilderment. 
“You can keep a secret?” 
 “If I can’t, I’m in the wrong business.” 
 “I’m gay,” he announced. “Wendell might have wondered about Glenda and my closeness, but he trusted her. Glenda vowed never to tell, when I came out to her. No matter what anyone says, gay rights are limited protection. We’re in a conservative area. I’m interfacing with some first-class haters. They think I’m a playboy. You know what I’m saying. I’m certain some people have refused to hire you because you are part of that wild trio of lesbians.” 
 “Thankfully, enough people aren’t haters.” I gave a deep, gratifying sigh. “We’ve plugged along without too much resistance. Is there anyone you suspect might have wanted Wendell dead?” 
 “Curtis Rhodes is forever angry about losing what he considers to be his part of the company.” Ross rubbed his chin. “I’m uncertain why Rhodes didn’t take Wendell’s buyout offer. Please don’t mention this to anyone, but there was something going between the men. Curtis and Wendell. One had something on the other, or both had something on one another.” 
 “Why do you suspect that?” 
 Lowering his voice, he answered, “I study people’s reactions. Groups. Individuals. My success depends on it. A couple times, when Rhodes would be in Wendell’s office they would get loud. Usually it ended with Rhodes leaving, slamming the door on his way out.” 
 “Did you ever hear what was going on?” 
 “Once I heard Rhodes shout about something being in the past. It didn’t make sense to me. He said the word ‘animals’ – using it like a threat.” 
 My thoughts rushed. “Has Perrault ever done testing with animals?” 
 “I didn’t think they had. In fact, I seem to remember that Wendell had denied it at one time. But I haven’t been here that long. Glenda wouldn’t have gone for that. She is an animal rights activist. However, she went along with Wendell about not being supportive to other causes. LGBT, women’s rights. I know because I suggested most of our clients are women, we should back women’s shelters.” 
 “That logical.” 
 “Glenda was for it, and Wendell wasn’t. He always said women purchased the cosmetics, but in most cases, husbands paid for them. He also said that women in shelters don’t buy expensive cosmetics.” 
 “I’m becoming less sympathetic to Wendell,” I muttered, with a slight smile. 
 “He was a fairly decent guy to work with. His headset was forged decades ago. But he did attempt to make sure Glenda got her way about most things.” 
 Leaning over, I placed my business card on top of the stack of papers. “Please give me a call if you can think of anything that might help with the investigation. No matter how unimportant it might seem, anything you can remember might be of assistance. I’d appreciate knowing.” 
 “I’m pretty sure the police investigators have Dr. Rhodes on their radar. And me, too. That’s why I’m telling you this. Anything I said to the police just made them scrutinize me more. So, admittedly, it shut me up.” 
 “I understand, Ross.” 
 And I did. Chief Powers probably thought Ross and Glenda were getting up to something. I was relatively certain, they were only making up sweet words for the colors of Perrault lipstick gloss.  
 




Chapter 4

   
   
 I reached the hospital parking lot a little before noon. Not prepared for what was ahead, I paid little attention to the Emergency’s bay entrance. I knew it was lit up with police vehicle emergency roof lighting. While walking, my gaze swayed to the area. Several police squad cars were blocking the area. Drug related shootings were getting more and more frequent. Maybe it had been a long night in gangland. 
 Curious, I decided to enter through Emergency, and the go to Rachel’s room from there. It was a surprise to see Tom Powers. “Chief,” I greeted him in the long hallway. 
 “You’re already working the Perrault crime. We won’t need your help on this one, Trevar.” 
 Grinning, I mentioned, “You always need the Team to give you a hand. Drug shooting?” 
 “Naw. Murder. Sad.” As if struck by a light bulb idea that was pitching thunder to the ground, he whirled back around. “What a minute. Maybe you might know something.” 
 “I’m listening.” I touched my ears. “Just ask?” 
 “You probably know the lesbian bars here in West Palm.” 
 “The two prominent ones are Purple Sand, a sports bar, and Glitters is a dance bar.” 
 “Yeah, Glitters. It was in the alleyway behind there. You know that street entertainer – mime, does a little acrobat stuff? Small, mid-twenties, always wears sort of circus duds. A little tumbling, you know tossing balls in the air…” 
 “The one they call Pixy?” I interrupted. Panic struck. Not Pixy, my mind corrected. 
“Yeah, that the one. She hangs out at the lesbian bars. Sells shells, juggles. She also sells roses. I don’t know if she’s lesbian. She’s developmentally disabled, or something, so nobody knows anything about her background.” 
 Thoughts appeared rapidly. “She doesn’t talk. When she does, it makes very little sense. I know her. But nothing really about her past.” 
 “None of you gals wanna talk much with police,” he complained. “We can’t even find her identity. No name. Maybe you can check it out. Somebody must know. They’ll talk with you.” 
 “Pixy, is she okay?” 
 “I was on my way to stop by and see Rachel when the call came in. I stopped here first. They brought her in earlier this morning.” His eyes were blinking, and he was visibly upset. Stalling. His expression blanched. 
 “Tom, tell me.” I leaned forward. 
“They lost her on the murder scene. But continued CPR.” 
 Words in my mind were fumbling. “No, not Pixy. Tom, we’ll all help. Who would want to killer her?” Disbelievingly, I shook my head. Thoughts scrambled to be understood. 
“Check around your lesbian places for me, will you? Tell Rachel I’m on a case, but I’ll drop by first chance I get.” 
“Yes, or course.” I stepped away, then turned toward the elevator. Pixy, everyone called her Pixy. My mind explored this news. Pixy was someone we all knew for the past couple years. She would stop me on the beach when I was doing my jogging and reflexive training. The Team needed to be sharp. That meant hours of training. Weightlifting, boxing, yes, but also the defensive arts. We wanted to be able to protect ourselves. With precision. Reflex, brain, brawn, and learning to anticipate was essential. It had saved us before. 
Pixy followed me on the beach sometimes. She would imitate my actions. Some of her training must have emphasized grace, and artistic talent. However, her training was as hidden as her name. We didn’t know the pertinent details of her life. Because she rarely talked, it was difficult to decipher much of this child/woman. 
She was loved by tourists, and residents alike. The small busker wandered the streets of Palm Beach and West Palm Beach plying her flowers, doing acrobatics, and miming. Miming for real. Her face was usually smeared thinly with white pan makeup. One side bore indentations – scars the length of her face and head. She was impish looking, mischievous, and her thick dark hair was cut in the old pixy style, perhaps the style movie stars in the seventies wore their hair. Everyone guessed that she was quirky because it was part of her act. 
Her name might also have been invented by her hairdo, or by her clothing selection. Over her very short, slim and limber body, she wore harem pants, with floral or geometric designs. Baggy pants, with bright neon fitted tank-tops - sometimes matching. On her head, tilted, she wore one of her several porkpie hats. Usually the brightly colored, short-brimmed hat was with its brim upturned. Her foot fashion was mostly ballet-type shoes. I’d also seen her, when out on the beaches, wearing canvas boat footwear. 
The first time I saw her in the plaza, I figured she was doing circus training. These were rehearsals for her. But as time passed, I knew she made it up as she went along. I realized it was completely improvisation. Whatever her body would allow her to do. It seemed at times both her body and mind was short-circuited. On her good days, her performance was more fluid. 
Once in a while, she would be tuned in. One day we were sitting on the sands. The beach was crescent-shaped. Cusps, the curving mounds of sand, were beside us. Such a wide sky, I’d thought. Waves lifted, surf swayed, and Pixy and I watched. 
When I looked over at her, I realized we were both sitting cross-legged. We were also both intrigued by the vast, miraculous ocean. I caught a glimmer in her eyes. “Stay,” she said when I stood. 
 “I’ve got to get back, Pixy. I have an appointment.” 
 Her hand reached, and I pulled her up. That’s when she said, “Nerves.” 
 “Nerves?” 
 “Nerves,” she repeated the word over and over. She finally said, “Nerves. Nerves too busy for brain.” She pointed to herself. “Nerves too busy for brain.” 
 I never forgot that, because perhaps that was the explanation of her.  

Nunc pro tunc, I pulled from my legal Latin training. Now and then. Now, I wouldn’t have walked only another half hour with her. I wouldn’t have merely been half an hour late for my appointment. Now, I would have spent the day with her and cancelled the afternoon appointment. Now and then, we all have them, regret them, and wish do-overs were possible. 
My eyes teared. Both Rachel and Summer also knew Pixy. But just as with me, it was surface knowledge. 
I had been told that Rachel had been moved into a private room. As I was checking out the brass room number plates, I saw Summer. 
 “Hey, Trev, I’m going out for some lunch. Want me to get you anything?” Summer offered. 
 “Hold it a minute. I have news,” I said as I pulled her arm. When I told Summer what had transpired, I saw the blood draining from her face. 
 “That can’t be.” Summer hit the side of the tile wall. “No. Do they have any suspects?” 
 “None. Tom wouldn’t mind us snooping around. They don’t have a name, address, or anything else on her. Maybe fingerprints will get a hit. But only if she’s been reported as a missing person.” I paused. “The Perrault case is going nowhere. It’s a stand-still murder case. Maybe we can investigate both cases.” 
 “Two major cases. Tough cases. We’re without our third detective.” Summer’s usual proud stand became a slump against the doorway. Her hands pressed her temple. “How can we manage?” 
 “We just can. I want to see Pixy’s killer brought to justice. You’ll see, we can do it.” 
 “Rach is recovering beautifully.” Summer was getting onboard with the idea. “Yeah, other than pain meds which might be a small impairment, she could work computers. You know, check reports, get information to us.” Summer’s head pressed back against the hall’s wall. “Damn, Pixy is so small. And her life was messed up with her problems. How could anyone do this?” 
 “Maybe money. She could have had a good day busking on the streets. Cash. Maybe someone was desperate for cash. Needed drugs.” Inhaling deeply, I reached for Summer’s shoulder. “Look, we watched out for her when she was alive. We’ve got to watch over now, too.” I knew that both Rachel and Summer had also given her lifts around town. Watched to see if she was okay. Bought her meals, soft drinks, and given her money. “Let’s continue thinking of anything that might be relevant. Do you want to come with me to tell Rachel?” 
 “No. Just tell her I’ll be back later.” Summer pushed away from the wall. It was a jettisoned kind of shove. Summer was ready for our double duty mystery solve. She gave a tough, resilient smile. “Hell, yes. How about we each check with the bars? I’ll cover Palm bars, and you can take West Palm. We can meet later at The Radclyffe and get the Pixy case set up. A file.” 
 “Shouldn’t one of us stay with Rachel?” 
 “Dr. Hanna Zachary is not only keeping her eye on Rachel’s lung. She has also become keeper of Rach’s heart.” 
 My head shot back and my eyes popped widely open. “Really?” 
 “On my honor. Hanna has taken over. She glares at me when I mention the case to Rachel. She wants her patient to rest.” 
 “Rach doesn’t usually respond to being babied when she’s ill.” 
 “She isn’t minding so much. Hanna has a great bedside manner.” 
 Summer and I laughed loudly. “I’m happy for them both. But not so thrilled about Hanna controlling Rachel,” I said through an objection. 
 “Let’s say she’ll try to control Rach.” 
 “Summer, we can do this. We can work two cases. Aristotle said, ‘Law is order, and good law is good order.’” 
 “Oh no, not your quotes,” Summer said as she tapped her forehead. “And Marlene Dietrich said that detectives are only policemen with smaller feet.” She glanced down at her running shoes. Her feet matched her tall, athletic build. “I have caught every perp I’ve ever chased.” 
 My own deck shoes weren’t scuffed. 
Watching as Summer walked away, I thought about how we would keep two cases going. Attempting to solve two cases wouldn’t be easy. We wouldn’t want it any other way. 
 I knocked on the door before entering Rachel’s hospital room. 
Rachel had taken a bullet. She appeared in the usual post-op state of being haggard. Her lovely face was washed out. Radiant auburn hair was limp, and dull. It was pressed back away from the face, but sometimes a wave or two would escape and become a curtain. With half-lidded eyes, she blinked. Her hazel eyes were stark and darkly circled, perhaps from trying to convince her body of the assault. Rachel’s complexion was tawny, still splendid, but tired. 
For a moment, I felt weakness. Perhaps she was still more critical than I thought. Then she smiled. She must have read my mind, and wanted me to be encouraged. 
 “Hey, Beryl,” Rachel greeted me. “Going to catch me up one what you’ve been up to?” 
Hanna was issuing the evil eye in my direction. I responded, “Sure. Let me check with your doc. Dr. Zachary, may I go over the case. I need to tell Rachel that I’m finding nothing of interest in the Perrault case. And that we’re taking on another case.” 
 “Beryl,” Hanna began, “She needs rest. She’s improving, but she needs rest.” 
 “Taking on a new case?” Rachel tried to move so that she could better see me. “What new case?” 
 Solemnly, I went over all the information I had about Pixy’s death. When I saw that her eyes were misting, I handed her a tissue. I could tell Hanna was perturbed. 
Finally, Hanna said, “Rachel really shouldn’t be upset.” 
 “Rachel knows the young woman,” I countered. “And Rachel should determine what she’d like to do. You don’t even know Pixy.” My words were barbed. 
 Hanna’s flinty eyes protruded. “I just attempted to save Pixy’s life. The first responder tech had kept her heart going. I gave the final attempt at resuscitation. I held her as she died. So, don’t you dare tell me I’m not invested.” She stormed out. 
 I felt terrible for several moments. Finally, Rachel uttered, “I know you’re feeling angry about this. Me, too. And Hanna is also feeling miserable. I could tell when she walked in a while ago. Can’t you cut her some slack?” 
 “You really care for her?” I questioned. 
 “Yes,” Rachel responded. “She’s a decent person. She’s trying to patch me, make me better. I’ll talk with her about working on the investigation. I’ll try to do what I can via computer and phone. Sometimes my brain is a little hazy from pain medication. I’ll give it my best.” 
 “I’ll bring your computer to you later. I don’t want it to be too much for you. I know now that I couldn’t make it without you, Rach.” 
 “Don’t worry, I’ll flirt with the good doctor. Charm her. Oh, by the way, she told me that the lungs heal quickly. Sometimes only a couple weeks.” 
 “You’ll be fine in no time at all. You’re strong.” 
 “And I’ve got a wonderful doctor.” 
Rachel’s eyes began to droop. Her meds were hitting. And she had just told me that she’s falling in love with her doctor. I would immediately go to Hanna’s office to apologize. Things were stacking up. I was dealing with Rachel’s nearly being killed. And with the death of a young woman that charmed our lives. The poor kid had been disfigured by some accident, and it had obviously also left her with a brain injury. Then she was beaten to death. I wasn’t certain how I could find out her backstory. But I was going search. 
I kissed Rachel’s head. Hanna was back in surgery. That meant I’d save my apology for another time. 
Meanwhile, the best place to begin the investigation was the place where Pixy’s body was found. I drove to the glitzy, rainbow colored lesbian dance bar. It was a hookup place, and usually calm. The back alley was cordoned off with crime tape stringing around the area where Pixy’s beaten body was discovered. Barely alive, one of the officers told me. Another said she was gone, but had been resuscitated on the way to the hospital. 
Another officer, a tall African American woman, restricted my way. I flashed my I.D. and explained, “Chief Powers gave me clearance.” I read her badge. “Officer Timoteo, I don’t recognize you but I’m sure one of the others will vouch for me, and let me through.” 
 Her glare broke into a beautiful smile. “I recognize you. It was your partner that got shot.” 
“Yes.” 
 “I’ve just transferred from Miami. My first ten years I worked records, and investigations. The last couple years I was on the streets in Miami. I thought Palm Beach wouldn’t have crime. Sorry about your partner.” She lifted the tape while I snuck under. 
“Do you know anything about what happened?” 
“Only that someone was standing near Glitter’s backdoor and heard what sounded like shouting. It was after closing time. She just looked out for a moment, then went back inside. She hadn’t seen anything.” 
 Handing her my business card, I asked, “Can you let me know if you find anything out? And another case we’re working on, I would appreciate any help from you.” 
 “Will do. I’m a fan of Trevar’s Team. Especially Rachel because of our cop connection. Chief Powers said we are pulling out the stops on both Pixy’s murder and the Perrault shooting homicide. I’ll ask around. And let you know anything I hear about either of the crimes.” 
 “Thanks,” I said holding out my hand, I felt her firm handshake. 
“My name is Jill Timoteo.” 
 Not that I’m always a good judge of character, but Officer Jill Timoteo impressed me as someone I could trust. Her eyes were intelligent, concerned, and devoted, I believed. She was helpful, and I also believed she would continue to be cooperative. Her uniform was crisp, clean, and just so. Her form was proud, yet approachable. 
I neared the place where Pixy’s nearly lifeless body was discovered. The killer viciously beat her, then shoved her under shrubbery. I wondered if that indicated it was rushed job. If it was a robbery, she might have fought back. In a rage the killer beat her. Didn’t want her discovered right away. Perhaps he wanted it to be a clean getaway. 
The detectives were collecting evidence they might have missed earlier. Processing the scene of a night slaying for a second time, when the sun offered better lighting, was standard. The area was bloodied, particularly under the shrubbery. The splattering indicated to me that she was indeed beaten there. Perhaps the killer didn’t have a car, so he drags her to the shrubs. If he had wanted to sexually attack her, he would have taken her farther back. There was still bound to be some light spill out from the door having been opened. The killer must have been hiding. 
Glancing around, I didn’t see any kind of a camera security system. I knew there was one at the entrance of Glitters. I used my phone’s camera to photograph the area. I sent the shots directly to Summer and Rachel. 
Scanning my incoming messages, I saw that we’d received the first files on the murder. Tom was definitely making certain we were in the loop. 
Inside, I spotted the owner/manager of Glitters. She sat alone, looking completely bewildered. I went directly to her table. “Hi, Cheryl,” I greeted her as I sat across from her. 
“Hey, glad to see you here. Damn, what’s happening to this area. First Rachel gets shot. Now, little Pixy is murdered.” Her face blanched. Cheryl Garth was in her late thirties. She’d purchased the bar several years ago. She described herself as being a fluffy, loveable dyke. Her light hair was spiked and dyed in different colors for different events. It was rainbow splotched. Her full face was usually joyfully. Today it had dismal written all over it. “Want something to drink?” 
 “No thanks, I’m investigating Pixy’s death.” 
 “I’m having a little bracer.” She lifted her hand to order a drink. “Sure you don’t need something?” 
 “Thanks, but I’d better keep a clear head. Do you have cameras in the back?” 
 “No. I’ve been wanting to have the system installed. I wish I had.” Dejection filled her face. “Hell, the kid didn’t deserve to die like that. She never did anything to upset anyone.” 
 “Pixy was in here earlier in the evening?” I inquired. 
 “Before closing, actually. She only had a couple roses she was hawking. I guess she’d spent most of the evening at the Purple Sand. Someone mentioned that she’d been at the beach doing her busking yesterday afternoon. Then Purple Sand. She must have had a good day and evening.” 
 “So, she would have had a bankroll?” I knew that no money was reported on her body when she was discovered. 
“Probably a good taking. She didn’t stay that long. She didn’t sell the roses, so she went to a couple of regulars. She did that grandiose little bow she does, and presented them with the roses. I didn’t see her leave. Damn, this is awful.” 
 “Is there anyone she might have talked with about where she was going?” 
 “You know, she didn’t talk. And what she said rarely made sense. The only one I ever saw her really conversing with was a marine biologist. The woman doesn’t live here. She’s a professor in a school somewhere up the coast. Maybe Maine or Delaware. No, it’s Vermont. Anyway, this biologist is named Evan. She often took Pixy home.” 
 “Were they romantic?” I questioned 
“Naw. Pixy’s brain injury made her oblivious to anything like that. They seemed to be friends.” 
 “Anyone have a last name for Evan?” 
 “I never heard it. She hangs out at Silky’s Garden Grill. I know that’s where Evan and Pixy would meet. Evan liked the food at Silky’s. I recall she would bring her iPad with her wherever she went. Once she told me she got lots of her research done while hanging out at Silky’s” 
 Checking my wristwatch, I saw it was a little after lunchtime. I had missed lunch, but perhaps Evan would be doing some after-lunch research. I scooted the mile down the road to Silky’s. 
Silky’s was a West Palm lesbian neighborhood bar and grill. Owned by Silky Gomez, it was an upscale seafood grill. I’d teased Silky that her lobster sandwiches were nearly as good as mine. The truth was that I watched her at the grill behind the bar. I wanted her recipe. Naturally, she knew that. I loved joking with the woman in her mid-fifties. Her Cuban heritage had gifted her with dark hair and sparkling eyes, a full moon-round face, and broad lips with a perfect smile. A clean apron hung from her medium-short, portly frame. 
Silky had never, to my knowledge, announced the reason for her moniker. Although many of us guessed, from time to time. We were never privy to her secret. 
 Because of my interest in cooking, I enjoyed stopping by Silky’s when in the area. Over the years, it had become a kitchen away from home. A place of enjoyment. This was the first time I entered with a heavy heart. 
Before I even sat down at the bar, she had placed a cup of freshly brewed coffee in front of me. Too much temptation, I thought as I sipped. I then thanked her. “Hits the spot!” I gave her a thumbs up. “Coconut?” 
 “And?” 
 After another sip, I answered, “Almond?” 
 “A new flavor,” she nodded. Her shoulders then dropped slightly. “You’re here about little Pixy? Lo que faltaba!” She’d said what we all thought – ‘just what I needed’. “First Rachel is shot nearly to death. Now this.” 
“I was told a woman named Evan had befriended Pixy. I’m here to find her, and see if she knows anything about Pixy’s identity.” 
 Silky’s arm lifted as she pointed. “In that booth. The professor.” 
 Standing, I lifted my coffee. “I haven’t eaten yet. How about one of your lobster sandwiches. Hold the fries.” 
 A dismissive wave was given by Silky. “I’m bringing fries. You bony bitch!” she indicted my figure. 
 After a quick shrug, I took an opposite seat in the booth. “You’re Evan?” I questioned as I sat in the booth. 
 “Yes.” She looked at me quizzically. “What do you want?” Her tone was sharp, unfriendly. Her reddened eyes scowled. There was an attractiveness, a natural attractiveness. Short, light brown hair with natural waves hung around her face Her short haircut shingled in back and was stylish. Yet her haircut was purely for ease of care. Her jade eyes seemed to have gold flecks when the lighting hit them.  
“My firm is currently investigating the death of a friend of ours. I thought maybe you could assist us. I’m Beryl Trevar, with Trevar Investigators.” 
 “I’m Evan Finch. Sorry if I came on brusquely. I just found out about Pixy an hour ago. I’m not handling this very well.” 
 “I’m sorry. I think we’re all shocked. I desperately need help to identify her. The police have nothing at all. Not even her name.” 
 “I have no idea.” Her emotions became more tranquil, yet there was a flatline kind of expression. “I befriended her month before last. She sold me shells.” 
 “Cheryl Garth, owner of Glitters, mentioned that you took her home once in a while. I wonder if you could tell me her address.” 
 “She doesn’t have an address. She lives on a dilapidated old fishing ship. I could take you there.” 
 “I’d really appreciate it, Evan.” I watch as Silky carefully placed my platter on the table. My hands wrapped around the enormous sandwich. “Could you could tell me anything you know about her, while I eat lunch. Then we can check out where she lives.” 
 “Sounds fine. I’m unable to get anything done with my research project. This doesn’t make sense. She didn’t have enemies.” 
 While I finished eating the scrumptious lobster sandwich, Evan gave me as much information as she could. She had befriended a young woman who was disabled through some type of blunt force. Pixy was schooled in the busking arts of mime, juggling, and some, albeit limited, acrobatics. This limitation also might have come from an injury. Small in stature, probably, I estimated a few inches less than five foot, Pixy might have been in some form of circus training. Evan knew of no other friend, with the exception of an elderly semi-vagrant living aboard the houseboat docked next to Pixy’s craft, The Ghost. 
Evan had met Frank Leroy, aka Lefty, the first time she dropped Pixy back at The Ghost. Lefty Leroy had introduced himself to Evan. He explained that since he had a ‘rattle-trap’ Chevy truck, he often brought Pixy home after she finished busking and selling flowers. 
When we arrived, and I met Lefty, I had misgivings about him. But after he broke down upon hearing the news of Pixy’s death, I decided his concern was valid. He was a heartbroken senior man, telling me that she was like a granddaughter to him. He’d driven to the areas where she usually hung out last evening, he explained. He figured that she’d been picked up by Evan, and so didn’t question her safety. 
He mentioned that he had no idea who might have killed her, but recently there was a couple young fellas, high school or college age, that had bullied her. They might have stolen her money a few times. I gave him my card and asked him to let me know if he thought of anything that might be helpful to the investigation. 
 Next to the houseboat was docked a dilapidated older fishing boat. The Ghost. It had long ago ceased to be seaworthy. It was now moored to the dock, and had housed the victim of a murder. I examined the craft. The upper half of the hull was a chipped and worn Capri blue. The lower part of the hull was white. It was dirt-tarnished, and rot was beginning to set in near the waterline. The cabin was painted a fresher white. However, the grime was beginning to build. 
Evan and I boarded. “You have a key?” I questioned. 
 “She gave me a key when I brought her a television. She enjoyed a kid’s show called Splash and Bubbles. But her TV had broken. I picked her up a new TV, then hooked it up for her. When I finished tuning for her, she gave me this key.” 
Evan turned the key. The door fanned back to show a room in disorder. But not as if it might be ‘turned over’ in a robbery. Just messy, and things out of place, but not unkempt and dirty. 
“We shouldn’t touch anything,” I cautioned. I took a rubber surgical glove from an envelope I carried with me. “I can snoop without losing prints.” 
 “You P.I.s come prepared,” she muttered. 
Turning on the lights carefully, I got a better look at everything. The clothing she wore, was stacked. A clean stack on one side of the dresser, and a heaping mound of dirty clothing on the other side. 
After an hour of photographing, and searching, I put a call into Homicide Headquarters. When I reached the Chief, I could tell he was miffed that I didn’t call him immediately, before boarding. In past years, it would have created more tension. Then he didn’t like the Team solving crime. Now, it appeared, there was more than enough crime to go around. 
 The Chief had also told me that the fingerprint database had not identified Pixy. Nor had the dental search given up anything. She was not registered as a missing person. 
 We waited until the detectives arrived, then on our way down the ramp, I saw Lefty exit his houseboat. “Mrs.,” he called out. I looked nothing like any Mrs. Somebody. However, I did answer to his call. “You was asking about visitors. People who knew her. You said how we should tell about this?” 
 I moved nearer, “Yes?” 
 “Well, Pixy girl didn’t own the The Ghost – she was squatting at first. Then last year when she kept getting notices from the salvage folks that wanted the boat, some lady comes and buys it. The lady knew Pixy. I could tell. Anyways, she pays cash for it. I know the salvage yard fella that had bought it. Then he sells it to this lady, and hell, he stuck that money up his ass. He wasn’t paying taxes on cash.” Lefty cackled. “I know his type.” 
   A cash deal. I fidgeted with my pen and pad. “What was the yard’s name?” 
 “Don’t know what he’s calling the business now.” 
 “Can you recall when that purchase was made? I can look to see if the boat is licensed and to whom it’s registered.” 
 “Now, that’s a hell of a good idea, girl,” Lefty said with a laugh. 
By the time Evan and I arrived back at Silky’s, where she’d left her car, my mind was spinning. We’d talked about the kid’s show that Pixy loved. In it there was a seahorse named Ripple. Pink. When Evan told the story of Pixy pointing to Ripple, then pointing to herself, she did it with fondness. Pixy was always in the state of excitement when seeing any seahorse. I also loved seahorses. With their prehensile tail, elongated snout – foreparts-horse and hind-parts-fish. Now, that would be something Pixy and I had in common. That I had not known we had in common, assuredly. But meaningful now. 
 Evan had also said she liked my dimples. She did that with a wispy smile of her eyes. It had spoken sentences to my confidence. 
After leaving her off, I checked my calls. Glenda Perrault’s assistant had called to ask if I’d found anything about Wendell’s murder. I promised a full report in the morning. 
 Heading to the hospital, I decided that Summer, Rachel, and I would have a confab about both cases. Then Summer and I would return to our yacht to make file entries on all the information we had so far. When I got to Rachel’s hospital room, her royal highness, Dr. Hanna Zachery, was on her high horse. 
 Both Summer and Rachel were looking guilty as hell about something. Hanna was reading them a major riot. Turning, with her white coat flaring, she nearly screamed her scolding to me. “They’ve been working all afternoon long. Rachel needs rest. Can’t I make you understand that?” 
 “I’m sorry,” I stuttered. 
“It won’t happen again,” Summer promised. 
 Rachel’s face flushed. “Hanna, it’s important that we get as much information as possible on the cases. They go cold quickly.” 
 “Yes,” Hanna’s fists squeezed. “Patients who don’t take doctor’s orders also can go cold very quickly.” 
She bumped my shoulder as she stormed out. Rachel issued a sigh. “Sorry. I really wanted you to like her.” Rachel shut her eyes. “I adore Hanna, but she does have a one-note personality.” 
“Rach,” I teased, “I’m crazy about her. Just now, when she said the cold deal, I could see how much she cares for you.” 
 The three of us laughed, Rachel’s hands paddled in the air, “Don’t make me laugh. My ribs aches.” 
 “A serious subject,” I offered. “Pixy didn’t have any known next-of-kin. No one to pay for her final resting kinda bills. We have enough, from our Perrault retainer. What do you two say we take care of burial, services, whatever…” 
 “Our coffer is filled,” Rachel said. “Yes, we really need to pick up the final tab. Great idea. I’m in.” 
 Summer paused. “I’m in. I wish there would have been more we could have done for her while she was alive.” 
 “Let’s think on that. There may be something else. Maybe a memorial or something,” I suggested. My partners quickly agreed. 
We stayed for a little longer, then when Rachel’s eyelids fluttered to a stop of sleep, Summer and I snuck quietly out. 
 Repeating Hanna’s ‘cold’ comment, Summer got into the elevator. As the elevator lowered, she began to howl with laughter. “Cold cases and cold patients.” 
 I joked, “The doc doesn’t want Rachel cold.” 
Summer sputtered, “She wants Rach steaming hot. Smoldering hot!” 
 Sneering, I added, “After the trio’s last love interests went out from under us, we vowed to do without love interests for a long time. We called our vacation, our renovation time after a hard-won case. Now it looks like Rach is abandoning renovation time.” 
 “Come on, Trev, you’re just jaded because of getting dumped by your love interest in our last unfortunate case.” 
  “I was jaded way before that,” I answered. “I’ve been jaded since I was a toddler.” 
 “That I do believe,” Summer smirked. 
 “I’ll meet you back on The Radclyffe in ten. I’ll fix us some chow, then we can work on files for the rest of the evening.” 
 After Summer left, I sat in the hospital parking lot for a couple of minutes. There seemed so much to comprehend about the last couple days. 
How would we ever make it through the mire and maze of two murders? Also, the attempted murder of Rachel. 
I stuck a lemon drop into my mouth. I thought of my last lover. That was a file I wished not to review. Still, the memory of romance was with me. The engine of love seemed forever unexplained.  
 




Chapter 5


 

   
 “Where you floozies been? Where you floozies been?” Pluma was due for a late feeding, and she wasn’t holding back her surliness. “Putas. Putas!” She gave several ‘caws’ of warning that indicated her feathers were well-ruffled. Expletives were prominent when she was displeased. Her feathers were flailing as she clutched her swing bar. 
Pluma had been the parting gift from a drug lord that I had defended when I was practicing law. I kept him out of the slammer. However, he was shot down by a competing drug dealer. I was bequeathed a parrot. My gift, Pluma, was a very creative parrot. She’d picked up the vocabulary of the gangsta and his pals. Most of whom didn’t have the intelligence quotient of the bird they were coaching with cuss words. Pluma’s rude specialties were wolf whistles and kisses. Yes, her beak shoves through the bars and she smooches the air repeatedly. My partners say that the parrot has no shame.  
I contend that poor Pluma had no idea she was screeching such garbage. Or maybe she did. She was still located in the back corner of her immense cage. When I slipped my index finger through the bars, she attempted to attack me. 
Because Rachel’s workload was based aboard the yacht, she and Pluma were best buds. In Pluma’s mind, aka bird brain, Rachel was her soulmate. Now, having not seen Rachel for a couple days, Pluma was acting out. Being a little feathered terror-beak about everything. First, the hiding and resisting our friendliness, and now calling Summer and me a couple of whores. 
  “Knock it off, Pluma,” Summer mumbled. She slid a grape through the bars. “Trev, she isn’t eating.” 
 “She will when she gets hungry enough.” 
 Summer glanced back at the cage. “I’m not very hungry either. Just something light for me, please,” she ordered. 
This was always nice for me, since I could practically live on salads. I began dinner by planning one of my favorite toss-it-all-in recipes. Chilled beets, artichoke hearts, avocados, cherry tomatoes, hardboiled eggs, green onions, radishes, lettuce leaves, along with my yogurt, lemon oil and herbal dressing, would make a magnificent, healthy meal. 
Summer sat on a stool at the counter watching as I sliced, diced, pounded, seasoned, and cooked. I told her everything I’d found out about Pixy. I would be checking on the mystery woman that bought the broken-down wreck of a boat that Pixy called home. And we discussed the police investigative reports from the case. 
“Also, some young men – high school or college – bullied Pixy on various occasions. We need to check that. This woman, Evan Finch, said she’ll keep an eye out for them. She was very helpful.” 
 “You said she’s a marine biologist?” 
 “Professor of marine biology, I think. She lectures.” 
 “And she’s Sapphic?” 
 “I think so. But I didn’t ask her.” 
 “I would have asked her.” 
  “I know you would have.” I inhaled a deep breath. “Also, the cop I spoke with outside of Glitters took my card.” 
 Summer’s eyebrows bobbed. “Is she cute?’ she playfully inquired. 
 “Adorable. But I don’t even know if she’s Sapphic.” 
 “You’re a piss-poor investigator, Trev.” 
When the salad was plated, I sat down across from Summer. “And your day?” 
 Summer reported, “I had a day of checking things out. I got hold of the owner of the rifle that killed Perrault in Miami. He repeated nearly verbatim what was on the police report. He and his family were in Kentucky. The gun was stolen from his garage, along with a few of his tools, and couple of jet skis. None of his neighbors saw the burglary go down. It was sometime between midnight and six in the morning.” 
 “And the rifle was then sold to the highest bidder. A hitman,” I issued my best guess. 
 “It is going to be tough tracing a sale on it.” 
 “We’ve got two difficult cases.” I munched the salad. “We need to figure the motive on the Perrault case. Pixy’s killer might not have had a motive. It might have been a random murder. She couldn’t have fought back against most people. Her balance was difficult, even when she walked. I wish we knew what kind of accident caused her face to have been smashed, and her brain injury. Maybe someone injured her, and then wanted her dead. To shut her up.” 
 “Her injury happened years ago. She’s in her mid to late twenties. So, it may have happened when she was a teenager. It may not even have involved another person. She could have been alone when it happened. If there were a perp, why would a perp wait so long?” Summer inquired. 
 “Why would a random person pick on her? Kill her?” 
 Summer’s eyes dimmed. “Why are there bullies in the world? She was small. A woman. That translates to her being easy prey. And bullies pick easy prey.” 
 We had all felt the hatred of bullies. Rachel had felt the marks of bullying because she was somewhat affluent, and her mother is a judge. Summer’s background of being a middle child in a middleclass home hadn’t helped her cause. She was bullied for her demeanor. She is not a stand-back person. Classmates knew she was different. She knew she was lesbian way before she’d named it – or someone called her a dyke. And in my own childhood, I was bullied for my poverty, my drunken parents, and my studious intent to succeed. 
I would never forget the huge, pimply school boy that tormented me about my aspirations. He’d said: You nothin’ but a lowdown, poor girl right out of the South. You better throw away those learnin’ books and open up your legs. 
 At a young age, I had to become a lesbian behaviorist. That lowdown, poor girl kept her legs closed, and became a leading Florida attorney. 
Summer did even better than that. She learned the art of punching. She went after bullies with the old one-two. And a third bash of Summer’s fist, and her rage, drove a bully away in a hurry. 
My musings backward didn’t last long. We cleaned up the kitchen, and decided to make a trip to West Palm’s Purple Sand. It was the sports bar where Pixy often went to entertain. It was a gay and lesbian hangout, equipped with a volleyball sand pit. Muscles abounded. After talking with the bar’s owner, Lyle Wills, we knew he was being as helpful as he could. He just didn’t know anything relevant. He took my card, and as with everyone else, he promised to call if he heard or saw anything. 
 We were gathering lots of eyes and ears. 
Early days, but I was feeling dejected. I suggested to Summer that we head toward Palm Beach and check out the swank, upscale lesbian bar in Palm’s center. I wasn’t certain if Pixy had entertained in the romantic, exclusive restaurant. But it was worth a try to check out Orchids. 
Summer and I were dressed in our casual street clothing, and we weren’t even admitted. We did get an audience with the proprietor in her chic office. She disclosed that Pixy had not been allowed to enter and do her busking. She had, from time to time, stood on the street outside and sold roses. 
 When the owner spoke of Pixy, she said she’d been denied passage inside because of a policy. As she said Pixy’s name, it was with the arrogance of smelling something very disagreeable. I caught the flicker of anger on Summer’s face. I quickly got her out of there. Hers has always been a combustible, sharp, and unforgiving temper. 
 From time to time I’d taken women to Orchids to wine and dine them. That wasn’t happening again, I vowed. Then I heard the owner call us as we began to leave. She mentioned that she’d seen Pixy at the Palm’s Oyster Bistro. We thanked her for the tip, and felt just a tad less hostile toward her. 
Knowledge that Pixy frequented the Palm’s Oyster Bistro was new information. It was Palm Beach’s touristy grill and restaurant near the town square. It hadn’t been on my radar screen because it was primarily a straight place. Many gay and lesbians went there for the seafood, and the fact that the owners were lesbians. 
It had seemed that Pixy gravitated to gay and lesbian bars. She felt safer there, I assumed. Everyone watched after her, protected her. We all knew her. Or we attempted to know what we could about her. 
 Summer suggested since our dinner had been light, that we share a platter of coconut shrimp at the bistro. 
 “Best coconut shrimp and oysters on the planet,” Summer praised. 
We found a quiet booth. We sat, then ordered the shrimp, some herb flavored garlic bread, and cappuccinos. Because it was nearly ten at night, the place was clearing out. That, I thought, would make interrogation easier. 
When delivered, I took a sip of the excellent coffee. “Just what I need.” I toasted the server. “Great” 
She grinned, “I think we have the best coffee in Florida.” 
 “You could be right,” Summer said as she flirted with a grin. 
 I glanced at the woman’s nametag, “Mia, we’re investigating the homicide of Pixy. I was told that she frequented the bistro. Did you know her?” 
 “We all did.” Mia sat on the edge of the booth, and Summer quickly moved over for her. 
 “Is there anyone you can think of that might have had a problem with her?” I questioned. 
 “Naw,” she answered. “We feel just terrible about her being killed. We’re all really upset about it.” 
 Summer asked, “Did you ever see anyone bully her or anything like that?” 
 “You know, she did come in once in a state. We could tell she was crying. She sort of indicated someone took her money. She appeared roughed up, and before she finished her story, she was definitely sobbing. She just kept saying ‘they take money’ and she made a fist.” 
 “No one saw what happened to her outside?” 
 “No, we got her some pink lemonade. That’s her favorite. Barb, the owner, took her into her office and sat her down. Her eye was puffy, so I think Barb put a compress on it.” 
 “Is Barb around?” 
 Mia stood. “She’s in the kitchen. I’ll send her out.” 
It was quick blink of time before Barb arrived. “How can I help you?” 
 After introductions, I told her we were after information about Pixy. “Have you ever noticed anyone bothering her? You know, giving her a rough time?” I asked. 
 “I saw her right after some young men were bothering her. I patched her up. It looked as though she’d been hit. Damn, as if she didn’t have enough to contend with.” 
 Summer questioned, “Did she say ‘men’ had done it?” 
 “I think so,” Barb frowned. “Oh, I remember now. A customer was just coming in, and she said she saw some guys shoving her. They took off in a small red convertible.” 
 “Was the customer a regular? Someone we can talk with?” 
 “No, she was a tourist. She’d yelled at the two men. Told them to leave Pixy alone. The driver hung out of the car and screamed back that they were only pranking on her, and they called her a freak.” 
 Frowning, I muttered, “I wish I could find that woman.” 
  “She was from Cambridge, Massachusetts. I remember that because she said she recognized the shirt of one of the guys. He had on a t-shirt with the Harvard logo. She commented that she lived in that area. Harvard.” 
 Summer sighed. “That doesn’t narrow it down. You can buy Ivy League imprinted clothing anywhere. On line, anywhere.” 
“Status symbol, I guess,” Barb said. “We see millions of college imprinted clothes. Anyway, I was more interested in patching Pixy. So, I didn’t pay attention to her.” 
  “If the woman charged her bill, would you have a record of it?” 
 “I can check back. It was over a month ago,” Barb answered. “I’ll send you over a coffee spiked with a little Irish for you, while I check.” 
 True to her word, Barb indeed sent an Irish coffee to us. 
Summer and I sipped slowly until Barb returned. She disclosed that the credit card was held by a woman named Tess Norris. No area, but Barb had already supplied us with the probable area. We thanked Barb profusely for her help, and for the drink. She said she thought she’d recognized us as having solved one of Palm Beach’s biggest murder cases. Also, we’d come in to her establishment a few times. However, she mentioned, she doesn’t always see customers when she’s in her office or in the kitchen. 
We promised to come in oftener. 
 Driving back to the marina, I listed more things to add to our inquiry calls. We had discussed returning to the hospital to see how Rachel was doing. With a chuckle, we agreed that Rachel was in good hands. Hanna would keep us apprised, and call if she needed help. 
Summer agreed to check out the woman named Tess Norris. Then in the morning we could contact her to see if she had any information, or could I.D. a suspect – if and when we found a suspect. If he was driving a red sports car, he probably wasn’t hiding his light under a damned basket. 
 Walking toward the yacht’s gym, Summer said she would be exercising. Her ripped musculature frame would not be ignored. And her mind would undoubtedly be reconstructing information she’d gathered. Win-win. 
I felt restless. I decided to run by Mandy Jewel’s apartment. Naturally, I called first to make certain she didn’t have a party going on. Then I drove to her place, and was greeted with a crazy frosted glass of her ‘signature’ cocktail. Luscious fruit filled the goblet. The chilled glass was bigger than my head. Mandy dubbed the drink her peach pleasure. Mandy’s Peach Supreme. 
  In her smooth, honey-dripping voice, Mandy told me that she had put her feelers out to the high-toned socialites of Palm Beach. To very little avail, but she did give me the theories of the many underworld former gangsters that she’d spoken with on my behalf. 
 Palm Beach caprices and curiosities were of interest to the insiders. The pleasured wealthy had opinions on most things. 
  “No one knows a thing about Perrault’s killer,” she said with a hearty swallow of her bedecked drink. 
I swirled my drink, sipped, and sighed. “We aren’t getting many breaks. But I knew this was going to be arduous. Contract killings require knowing motive.” 
“Oh, dear, that’s the one thing everyone said. It wasn’t a contract killing,” she informed me. 
 Pausing, I looked back into her face. “How can they be so sure? I mean it was a very polished, sophisticated homicide. Precision gunman, just the right time, quick exit. This person or persons knew what to do.” 
“I would have thought it was gun for hire. Offing a multimillionaire is serious business. Lots of security.” Her rushed speech added, “Mean security.” 
 “Did anyone say why they didn’t think it was for hire? A professional hit?” 
 “There haven’t been any major hit men in the area.” 
 “They know this how?” I quizzed. 
 “One of the Palm Beach bon mots is that life is not only unfair; it is untidy. But old money knows how to keep death fairly tidy. This homicide was made to look like it was professional. And it does. But it isn’t. That will keep investigators busy. The rich folks know that trick. Use that trick.” 
 Uncertain about her sources. I asked, “How about the newly minted rich?” 
 “Those with nouveaux credentials don’t really give a fuck about anyone else getting wacked. As long as they are okay.” Her lip lifted. 
 “You’re in touch with your former women. Anything they might have said?” 
 Her head reeled backward as she howled laughter. “Those women aren’t interested. They are mostly affluent. They understand camisoles, serpentine bracelets, and preening.” She paused, then remembered, “I’ve met so many interesting characters in my time. Celebrating the days of youth makes me happy.” She barked a quick laugh. 
 My lips pursed. “Me too,” I joked. My sun-powered smile burst into a chain of giggles. “Mandy, I enjoy talking with you. You lift my spirits.” 
 “Well, kid, I may not be a brand-new model, and my greyhound thinness is a thing of the past, but I sure as hell have rich memories. I was leggy, stunning, and I provided the extras.” 
We continued chatting for another half hour of uproarious laughter. She did that for people. I finished my drink, and just before we said our goodbyes, I asked. “One more question.” 
 “Yes?” 
 “Do you have any more bon mots to share?” 
 “Beware of social larva – not quite a moth, and certainly not a butterfly.” Her enormous smile brightened. 
“Would you consider Glenda Perrault a social larva? And do you think she could have murdered her husband?” 
 “Beryl, you’re a smart woman. That’s why you were my attorney. If not Glenda Perrault, perhaps someone like her. Ambitious, and impatient.” 
 “But the shooter’s first two shots were direct hits on Wendell. The next shot probably would have been a direct hit on Glenda. If Rachel wouldn’t have interceded and taken the shot. I wouldn’t let any sharpshooter aim and fire in my direction if I were paying them to off my hubby.” 
 “So, you’re down to someone like Glenda.” She laughed. “I have another old Palm Beach saying. Beware of escorts with sweet souls and limpid brown eyes whose neuroreceptors are in high gear.” 
“You made that up,” I accused with a chuckle. 
 “No. If I were going to make up a story, it would be gritty and very, very sexual.” 
 I chuckled as I left her apartment. I heard her door shut. Someone wanted both Wendell and Glenda dead. Unless Rachel only interceded in time to break apart an errant bullet meant to go astray. That could easily have been Mandy’s inference to look inside. She didn’t believe it was an outside hit. 
 My return drive to The Radclyffe was slow, and purposeful. I was thinking about what Mandy had said. When I’d parked my convertible, I stayed seated for many minutes. Glancing out at the ocean, I watched a meter of life passing. The circlet of blonde shores fenced in the lifting blue of the sea. Ashore, wavelets created bobbing lights. 
There were hints of maroon flashing in the waters. 
 




Chapter 6

   
   
 Waking early, I had sensed that the morning had a strong summer mugginess. I slipped into shorts and a t-shirt for my morning jog. It occurred to me as I ran across the sands of my favorite beach, that the sweet woman known only as Pixy, would not be cheerfully following behind me. Never again would I look over my shoulder and watch her run. 
 I redirected my thoughts. Two cases – and no one was excluded. Case #1 was the Perrault case. It was the murder of a corporate billionaire with a butt-load of enemies. Case #2 was the Pixy case. It was the homicide of a young disabled street busker with no known enemies. 
 My brain attempted to streamline the sequencing of these crimes. 
What I had committed to memory was that the fact that clues were scattered all over the place. Spouse is first to be looked at in any case. Perrault’s wife was also nearly a victim. The top candidate was not on my radar. Hints that she was entangled in a romance with one of her employees had been eliminated. Glenda and Ross were not involved in a romance. Still high on the guilty list was Dr. Curtis Rhodes, partner. He despised Wendell for what he considered cheating him out of his proper share of the company. And another motive - another strong candidate was Olga Carleton. She was a customer that had sued the company and lost the suit. She hated both Perraults. And there were other disgruntled employees, unhappy clients, and maybe a mob hit. Any one of them could have offed Wendell. 
Other dissatisfied candidates were being called by Summer and Rachel. These people had all either resolved the problem, or forgotten about it. 
Now I was conflicted about Mandy Jewel’s words. Had Rachel interrupted the shooter from a fake shot that had been taken with the idea of missing? Was that only an alleged errant slug gone amiss into my partner’s lung? Just enough to take suspicion from Glenda? Yet Glenda was in direct line of fire when Rachel was shot. No wiggle room. Also, why did Glenda then hire the Team to investigate the crime? 
 I mentally listed the people I’d need to talk with about it. I would save Dr. Rhodes for a day or two. Maybe see if Summer could break his story. I didn’t want to antagonize him. Rachel had a list she was checking, doing more thorough backgrounds on everyone. She might turn up something on someone. Maybe she could come up with hidden debts of Curtis Rhodes. 
 The Carletons had been checked by Perrault’s legal team prior to the trial. We had the case notes, and I’d looked them over. They didn’t really have the money to invest in a hitman. Not a hitman like this one. Precise. One or two bullet take out. And if their son was a policeman, there was a probability that they wouldn’t cross the line on criminality. If for nothing else, they would not wish to tarnish their son’s badge. Olga bragged about him. 
 Gleaning some information initially from Felipa Cerilo, was a good sign. I took my phone from my short’s pocket and dialed. “Hi, Felipa. This is Beryl Trevar. I wanted to chat with you. You were cooperative and helpful during our last talk. It is much appreciated. I thought I would invite you to have lunch with me today. I know that Silky’s Garden Grill isn’t far from Perrault’s Cosmetics.” 
 “I do know where it is,” Felipa answered. “Yes, a quick lunch. Things around here are busy. Without Wendell, it’s a bit confused.” 
 “I understand. We’ll make it quick. Can you meet me around noon?” 
 She agreed. When we met, I could heap praise high. She was a rock kind of person, and she probably hadn’t really had accolades for her years of service and loyalty. She’d set my investigation in motion, and I appreciated that. 
Walking back to the yacht, I considered the Case #2 – the murder of Pixy. After lunch, and interrogating Felipa, I would stay behind so I might talk with Silky. Check to see if she’d heard anything. 
 I was also being drawn back to Pixy’s dilapidated craft. We’d let Tom know about the craft, and he was doing a search of the boat. I hoped that he’d finished up with the homicide team’s investigation there. I wanted another look at it, and I also wanted to chat with her ‘sketchy’ neighbor. Lefty Leroy might have a morsel or two of information. 
After a semi-cool shower drizzled over my heated body, I dressed and drove to West Palm’s lonely tattered docks. There were a few crafts, in various stages of repair. Used for weekend fishing perhaps. However only Lefty’s houseboat and Pixy’s craft were homed year-round. At least, her boat had been lived in. 
 The area was still cordoned off with police crime-scene tape. 
Sound was amplifying from Lefty’s boat. Bobby Dylan’s bootleg series was playing. 
“Permission to board,” I yelled out as I reached Lefty’s gangplank. 
 “Come on.” He appeared in the doorway. He pointed to a couple deck chairs. “Let’s have a seat. So much excitement here yesterday.” His face withered into disapproval. “I tell ya, I don’t like excitement.” 
 “Mostly, I don’t either. I see they’ve left the tape up, so they’ll probably be back later. Then maybe unseal the perimeter this afternoon.” 
 “Cops ask me about it. I’d like to see the killer caught, but I just got no idea for sure who killed her. Did you find that salvage yard fella? Or the lady who bought The Ghost? The lady was little. Like Pixy. Maybe they were related. Both about the same age. Well, the lady may have been older. But they looked different. Except they were both so small.” 
 “The salvage yard owner, any more ideas?” 
 “You might want to check a few miles north. There’s a place there. Could be he bought it.” 
 After chatting several minutes, I made my way to The Ghost. Lefty had already cautioned me not to violate the crime tape’s boundary. I told him I was helping with the case, and knew the Chief of Homicide. His look of disapproval indicated his estimation of me might have fallen drastically. From this I believed that gnarled elderly man was law abiding. 
Again, I scoured the small vessel. Pixy had lived here. It was her home. I sat on one of the chairs where she probably watched her favorite show. Turning on the TV, I viewed the cartoon characters. I watched a few minutes. Jogging my memory took me back to when Pixy had talked about Splash and Bubble, and other of the character’s names. She seemed disappointed that I didn’t recognize the names. Now, I knew them. 
 I recalled that I’d been sitting on the beach after a run, and observing the waves. Pixy had approached me and sat. She showed me some of her shells. I purchased three of them. I’d forgotten that. I meant to give one to each Summer and Rachel, and I was planning to keep the one they hadn’t selected. But I somehow misplaced them. Now, they seemed valuable to me. I vowed to look until I found them. There was so much unfinished business. 
 I’d reminisced about trying to communicate with Pixy, as I often did. I felt frustration. She said Ripple, and pointed to herself. Now I knew she had told me about the Seahorse named Ripple. From her favorite animated show. She felt like Ripple, or maybe emulated Ripple. 
Now, I would put my memories away. A glance at my wristwatch showed I’d have time to drive up the coast to take a look at the new salvage yard. Then I should be returning for lunch with Filipa at Silky’s just in time. 
 The salvage yard was small, and was indeed the place I was looking for. I’d asked one of the workers about Pixy’s ship. I stepped into the shanty office, and saw a rugged, unkempt man of about forty. “I’m Vern Hume,” he announced. 
 “I’m Beryl Trevar. I’m wanting some information about the craft The Ghost. You sold it to a woman, and I’m attempting to locate her.” 
 He rummaged through his files. Papers were crammed in a grocery box. When he came up with the paperwork, I was amazed. The name was Lacey Cross. I took a photo of the paper, with her signature. 
I thanked him, and quickly retreated from the dusty shanty. By the time I reached my car, I had dialed Rachel. She was healing quickly, she claimed. She stated that Summer had left to deliver the case report to Glenda at the Perrault Mansion. I inquired about the records search for the owner or Pixy’s craft. 
 “Got it right here.” Rachel was obviously hunting for her notes. She had, however sent copy of the document of ownership to my phone. 
Squinting, I read the name on the document aloud. “Lacey Inge.” I looked back to compare the signatures of Lacey Cross and Lacey Inge. “Signatures match. First name the same.” 
 “Last names don’t. Strange.” Rachel sighed. 
 “Maybe Lacey had married. Registered married name,” I guessed. 
 Rachel’s sarcasm hadn’t been eliminated by the bullet. “Maybe she’s hiding her penchant for buying beater-crafts.” 
  I chuckled. “Rach, when you get time, would you check out the names?” 
 “Will do. I’m getting tired of being here. Hanna is wonderful. I’m not a good patient, so it is especially warming to know she loves me anyway.” 
 “I was wondering how long it would take for you to mention that.” 
 “Beryl, I’m not a fall-in-love kinda gal. She mystifies me,” Rachel confessed. 
“When does she plan to spring you from the hospital?” 
 “In a day or two, if I keep working on her. But I’ll need to recuperate when I get back to the yacht. She said a week of bed rest. At least I’ll have my office there.” 
 “Rach, don’t rush it. I don’t want to see all this reparation go down the drain.” 
 “Hanna doesn’t want all her amazing stitch work to go down the drain. I’m being very gentle, and careful.” 
 “Look, I’ve got to dash. I’m meeting Felipa at Silky’s for lunch.” 
 “Silky’s huh? Isn’t that where the woman you called adorable hangs out? Evan something-or-other?” 
 “Yes,” I said with a smirk. “But it’s also near Perrault’s Cosmetics. I was being considerate of Felipa. I can read that Felipa is a very punctual, precise woman. I want to get her thoughts on a few things. She knows she can trust me.” 
 “And it’s obvious that Glenda relies on Felipa. A great source. And you secretly hope that Evan will be there at Silky’s?” 
 “Evan. Her last name is Finch. Evan Finch.” 
 “Shall I run a background on her?” 
 I paused. “Maybe. If you have time.” I took a few raspy breaths. 
 “I’ll make time.” Her cynicism was in full bloom. “As I recall, your past romantic selections weren’t without danger,” she accused playfully. 
 “They were challenging. And hopeless.” 
 “That sums it up. I’ll see if Evan Finch has any priors.” 
 “Thanks, Rach. Don’t overdo. You need to heal so you can get back home. Pluma misses you. She’s staying in her corner, spitting back grapes, and she’s being quiet. And I miss you.” 
 “I’ll concern myself with healing for Pluma. When she’s in a corner, not eating, and not cursing, she’s hurting.” 
 “We’re all hurting without you there, Rach,” I admitted. 
 “I’m fine now. Please, be safe out there. Watch your back.” She snickered, “As you are aware, I didn’t watch my back closely enough.” 
 “But Rach, you did protect Glenda’s boobs.” We both laughed, and I liked that. 
While driving my sleek, newly purchased Mercedes convertible to Silky’s, I wondered how I would keep my car safe. In the past, my vehicles had been ravaged because I was a hand’s on, ride ‘em cowgirl detective. People liked to beat up on my car. And me. I also thought about my past’s bad romantic choices. Although feeling guilty that I mistrusted, I understood my reasoning. I’d been duped. That left behind only tattered trust. 
Evan Finch’s rented beach Jeep wasn’t around. However, Felipa’s silver Lexus was pulling into the side parking lot. After we were seated and had ordered, she pulled a file from her fancy leather bag. She opened it. Papers fluttered, then she rearranged them. 
Throughout lunch, she released her findings. 
“In confidence,” she sternly warned. “There were a few things that haven’t been adding up.” 
 “Like?” 
 “For instance, Curtis Rhodes has asked for two advances on his salary. That’s unusual. He’s making way more than he should be making. He lives in a small apartment, and I don’t think he has a woman who would be draining his funds. Nor does he gamble. To my knowledge. I thought you’d like to know anything I find out of the ordinary.” 
“I do, definitely.” I knew that Mandy Jewel had told me he’d visited hookers awhile back when she was running the game. But that was a cash and carry deal. And he even did that on the cheap. Or at least he attempted to pay bottom dollar. I would repeat that thought to Mandy verbatim. Mandy loved bawdy thoughts. “Anything else?” I quizzed with a probing gaze. 
 “At the mansion, the head gardener yelled at one of the uppity secretaries. He called her terrible names. Glenda reprimanded him and threatened to let him go. As he stormed out of the office, he mumbled about it being too bad Wendell was the one killed.” 
 “Does Glenda know about that comment?” 
 She crouched nearer. “No, she has so much she’s dealing with that I didn’t want additional burdens for her.” 
 “A good decision,” I agreed. I wouldn’t want him chastised, then he might bolt. He was a suspect. 
 “Beryl, I realize Glenda’s a suspect, but she is mourning. I go into to her office and see that’s she’s been crying. She and Wendell were so close. Always together. She wouldn’t have harmed him.” 
 “Back to the gardener,” I said, pulling his name from my memory. “Drew Acherman, right?” 
 “Yes. He’s an unfriendly, despicable man. Wonderful with the grounds. He’s an excellent worker, but he is socially rough. Uncouth,” she tattled. 
 Recalling Summer’s interrogation notes, he was similarly described. Handsome, in his early thirties, with dark stringy hair, and in excellent shape, he was cut, ripped, and proud of his toned body. Around six-foot, his frame moved with a cunning arrogance. Or maybe it was just a gardener’s pride in his Palm trees. 
“If you could send me his work record - background from his file, I’d appreciate it.” 
 “Well, after all,” she debated with her conscience, “you are on the Perrault payroll.” 
 “I really appreciate your assistance, Felipa.” 
 “I want to see the killer brought to justice.” As an afterthought, she also added, “And the perpetrator that shot your partner.” 
 “Thank you, Felipa.” 
 She stood to leave. Checking her list, she tucked her information into her bag. “That is about it. But I’ll continue watching.” 
 Her walk to the door was more of an official march. 
At the register, I nodded to Silky. “Lunch was yummy. Any more thoughts about Pixy?” 
 “I miss her. Oh, and Evan left a message for you.” She dug out the paper that had been stuck beneath the register’s tray. 
 I took the note, then swiped my card, signed, and left. 
 In my car, I opened the note and it informed me that Evan was planning on being out at Pixy’s place. She would like to meet me aboard The Ghost. That gave me time to drop by home and see if Summer had any additional information. She wanted to work on updating Rachel’s immaculate notations in the office. I’d see what else she could tell me about the gardener. Then I would be better informed to stop by the Perrault Mansion on my way to meet Evan. 
Summer was hastily scouring the office of the mounds of letters, notes, etc. “Let’s lock off the office until Rach is fully recovered.” 
 I laughed at her suggestion. “Are you more frightened of Rach or Pluma?” 
 “A tie.” Summer lifted her own notebooks from under the pile of papers. “Tess Norris is from Cambridge, Massachusetts. I got ahold of her. She repeated what she’d told Barb. When I told her that Pixy had been murdered, she was stunned. She said that she’d look through the Harvard yearbooks for the man she’d seen in the Harvard shirt. She would check student photos and let us know if she’d recognized anyone. She’ll call.” 
“That gives me an idea. If you get time, could you make a check of any student at Harvard that lives in Palm Beach, or surrounding areas?” 
 “Beryl, there will probably be dozens and dozens. But I’ll check.” 
 “On our other case, news is that Curtis Rhodes is getting advances on his paychecks. I’ll try to check that out. I’m going over to the Perrault Mansion now. I want to interview your gardener buddy, Drew Acherman. Felipa is suspicious because he got caught losing his temper with one of the women employees. Called her names. After Glenda rebuked him with a warning, his temper flared again. As he was leaving, under his breath he said that it was too bad Wendell was the victim. Inferring that Glenda should have been the one killed.” 
 “From everything I could discover, he’s definitely a hothead.” Summer closed her eyes, recalling her encounter with him. “The word asshole is too strong for most people. But it fits him perfectly.” 
 “Any suggestions for me?” 
 “Don’t be yourself.” 
 I gave her a departing glare. 
The drive to the mansion would probably be a wasted trip. Making any determinations about Acherman after hearing the descriptions of him from an employee, and from Summer, was probably going to be skewed to an automatic dislike. I thought I’d drop in to see Glenda. Let her know my firm was earning its huge fee. She wasn’t in, so I left a note that I was interrogating a few members of her house staff. 
Outside one of the yard groomers was tidying a few flowers at the entrance. The man was from Mexico, and was happy I spoke Spanish. He pointed in a direction, then told me that was where he thought I might find his boss, Señor Acherman. I asked the garden worker if he’d seen anything on the day Wendell was murdered. He had not. He was repairing the ride-on mower. He pointed out a putty-colored stucco building filled with garden equipment. 
 Walking in the direction he’d pointed, I saw the area where the rifle shots were fired. I took the detour to look again to see if there was anything else that I hadn’t noticed. It had been disrupted, probably by the homicide detectives gathering evidence. There was still tape around it. The days had made it look haphazardly spread about. Usually, Forensics neatly replaces the tape. It hadn’t been that windy, so I wondered if someone had tampered with the crime area. Although it looked the same, my eyes followed a couple sets of footprints out toward where the small speed craft had been waiting for the killer. It would have been a rushed job. Quick shots, drop gun, take off, and make it to the craft. Then blaze from the beach through the waterway. 
“You’re not supposed to be here!” came the stern warning from Drew Acherman. “This is off limits.” His deep voice was low, stern, and threatening. I whirled around. “You aren’t supposed to be her, lady.” 
 “I’m working with the police, and with your employer.” I dug through my pocket to pull out my credentials. I clipped them to my waistband. “Call Glenda, or Chief Tom Powers,” I instructed. 
“I’ve seen you at the house. The woman who was shot, she was with your firm, right? I already talked with a partner of your service.” 
 “Yes. Rachel was shot, and I believe you did speak with Summer. I’m just checking with you to see if you can help me with this case.” 
 Laughing, his gruffness eased. “Hell, if that tough Amazonian partner of yours can’t beat the information out of me, you got no prayer. Summer, she is one rugged woman.” 
 I joined in his joke. “She really is a ball-buster. I’d watch out for her if I were you.” 
 “I don’t know a damn thing about the killing. Wendell was always nice to me. I don’t know who would have wanted to kill him. Maybe a competitor.” 
 “Did you ever see anyone skulking around here?” 
 “Nope. I already explained to the cops. I scare people off the grounds. And if you’re thinking of checking my sheet, I’ll tell you. Yes, I have a record. Battery, I get drunk and smash people up. People that bother me. But I’ve been staying sober for the last couple years. And I’m clean.” 
 “Did Wendell and Glenda know you have a record?” 
 “They knew. Wendell asked me to be protection around here. We have security. But some of them are robo-cops. I terrify intruders. Be truthful. Didn’t I scare you?” 
 Hesitating, I gave him a nod of agreement. “That would be a definite yes.” 
 “Wendell knew I can take care of myself. And if I’d been nearer to him the day he was shot, I could have taken care of him.” 
 “Who killed him?” 
 He glanced away. “One badass. Whoever he was, he knew how to aim a gun.” 
 “If you get any more of a defined answer, let me know.” 
 “I’ll let you know when I know.” 
 He followed me to my car. I assumed he meant to warn me that he was a tough guy. “Thanks for the escort.” I got inside my car, turned the ignition, and gunned my engine. 
“I do have one secret to share.” He leaned against my door. 
 “So, share.” 
 “I love beating the crap out of people that cross me.” 
 “A threat?” 
 “Naw, not to you. I catch the guy who killed Wendell and I’ll beat him to a pulp right before I call the cops.” His glower softened. “I liked Wendell. He hired me, knowing that I have a record. He gave me a chance. I don’t mind Glenda unless she gets bitchy. But Wendell was okay. Nobody had a right to kill him.” 
 “No one has the right to kill anyone.” Driving away, I thought to myself that I’d like to turn the murderer of Wendell and the shooter of Rachel over to Drew Acherman’s fists. And while I was at it, I wouldn’t mind having Acherman take his rage and fists to the murderer of Pixy.   
Pixy. She didn’t deserve to be murdered. A woman somewhere in her twenties, I would speculate. Woman, yes. She was a small, energetic woman. Her mental state led people to believe she was a girl – she seemed like a girl. Her presence was that of a child. Uncontrollable, indecisive, and yet she knew how to stand on her hands. She knew how to entertain crowds of locals and tourists. Her performances weren’t perfect. Her hat was upturned on the ground, and she depended on the tips from passersby. 
She smiled, and those who watched her acrobatics smiled. I was pretty sure that others took that magic of hers with them. Just as I did. Pixy improved our day. It became just a little better. 
 I drove to the aging dock where the deteriorating vessel, The Ghost, was moored. The ship was protected only with a ribbon of yellow. I considered that Pixy had very little in the way of material things. She needed very little. I wondered about the working of her mind. Guessing that the brain injury happened because of an accident, I assumed that it had to do with the massive crush of her head and side of her face. Who had done that to the young woman? I wondered. Where were the people in her life before she’d been injured? 
 “Hi, you!” Evan’s cheerful voice broke into my thoughts. 
 I teased, “Hi. Do you have information, or did you just want to meet again?” 
 “Both.” Her eyes had a sparkle, and I believed her. 
“Good.” I said it with a conviction that meant to be assuring. Of course, I was interested in her – as a woman. But reality dictated the conditions. She was only staying another few weeks. She needed to get back to her professorship. And I was mentally entrenched in two murder cases. Both with more suspects than non-suspects. 
 As we walked to the craft, we saw Lefty out in a rowboat. We traded waves. Evan shook her head. “The guy would rather fish than do anything else.” 
 “Did Pixy go fishing with him?” 
 “Not that I know. There were so many things I never knew about Pixy.” Her sigh was one of pathos intermingled with grief. “I wish I could have known her better.” 
 Grinning, I asked, “Do you fish?” 
 “I don’t have much time available. But I used to fish with my dad.” 
 “Another question. Since you’re a marine biologist saving the sea, and all sea life, do you eat fish?” 
 “Sure. Why?” 
 “I thought it might be a professional courtesy of some kind.” 
 We chuckled together and it sounded nice. I offered her a lemon drop. Then explained that my ex had hooked me on them. 
 “Your ex,” she repeated. “I Googled you. Dang, your ex was something. The smoldering singer. She was hotter than a dancehall on planet Venus.” 
 “There was more than lust.” My mood suddenly dropped as if a curtain fell. “It was the real reason that the Team and I had a long vacation away. My exhaustion was mental and physical after being dumped. The trip was to tickle my soul back from the devastation.” 
Evan gave me a long deliberate stare. “In other words, I’d better keep my distance. I’ve also been hurt, but not as recently,” she disclosed. 
Entering The Ghost, I asked, “Will you tell me everything you knew about Pixy?” The change of conversation wasn’t totally avoidance. I required a shift of focus. 
“I’ll try.” Again, we carefully searched the contents of the vessel. I hoped that Evan’s memory would be jogged by seeing some treasure belonging to Pixy. As she gazed around, it was only sadness. “I recall she pointed to her face once. Then she fell to the floor. I took it to mean a fall. She’d fallen and injured her face and the side of her head.” 
 “Does the name Lacey Cross or Lacey Inge mean anything to you?” I questioned. 
 “Nothing at all. Pixy didn’t talk in sentences, nor did she even talk in reality. I know she was bullied by some guys. I could see her fear when they drove by.” 
 “Outside of Palm’s Oyster Bistro she was attacked by a couple of high school or college aged men.” 
 “I recall Lefty told me about that. It was then when he decided to try to find her to bring her home after she worked late. When I got into the mix, I’d always look for her. The night she was murdered, both Lofty and I had checked to find her. We’d assumed that she’d ridden home with the other.” 
“These guys, what can you recall about seeing them?” 
 “They’d drive by when I was walking with her, or a crowd was watching her. I’m pretty sure they’d rolled her. Pixy had very little short-term memory, so she didn’t react to things. She did show fear when they would drive by. She wasn’t making much money through tips and selling roses and shells, but by the end of some evenings, she’d have a bankroll of two or three hundred dollars in her pocket. Some of it she hid in the boat. The rest she used to live on.” 
 “She had been a squatter on the boat. But then this woman named Lacey purchased The Ghost. Did she charge Pixy rent to live there?” 
 “I’m not sure. I only know when I gave her money, she hid it. So maybe she was saving rent money. I tried to make certain she was okay, so I’d bring food by for her. But I can’t say what she might have done with the money.” 
 “Back to the guys. Would you recognize them if you saw them again?” 
 “I think I saw the small sporty ragtop yesterday. “ 
 “Red?” 
 “Yes. Well, a reddish orange, actually.” She paused. “When they saw me, they turned off South County Road onto Royal Poinciana Way.” Glancing back at me, she offered, “It was a three-tire turn. As if they were eluding me. Or didn’t want to be seen by me.” 
 “Listen, I want you to tell Chief Powers about this. He might have mug shots for you to look at. And you also might want to keep a low profile. If these guys have seen you with Pixy, they probably know you can I.D. them.” 
 “Beryl, I’m not sure I could.” 
 “They don’t know that. They do know what kind of vehicle you drive. Be careful.” Crime doesn’t come with a blueprint. That means outlining crime is impossible.  
 




Chapter 7

   
   
 A Palm Beach credo was: The sun shines for everyone. Waking was fitful. No matter how much light shined across my stateroom, I knew that both Wendell Perrault and Pixy were completely out of brightness. 
Wendell was not quite the sympathetic victim. He had his detractors. There were constant smear campaigns about his company. Pixy was, for all practical purposes, an innocent. There is a term in law called quantum meruit. Literally it means as much “as he deserves” and it comes down to equability, enrichment, and who benefits from what. 
My head was still spinning after I’d showered, dressed, and ate breakfast. I couldn’t judge that either case was more or less justified. Both murders were wrong and sad. I was always glad that I’d never been called for jury duty. 
Meanwhile, the proverbial old platter was heaped high with possible killers. Suspects. Clues were strings jutting out of a skein of yarn. To recap the investigations, I’d suggested to Summer that we begin the day early, at the hospital. 
Summer and I arrived in time to catch Doc Hanna as she exited Rachel’s room. 
 “I’m keeping her one more day.” 
 “You said that yesterday.” My voice indicated impatience. 
Hanna squinted in my direction. “Beryl, if I trusted you even a smidge, I might consider it. You’ve already got her making hundreds of calls. If I released her, you’d probably have her doing combat training, or chasing a criminal.” 
 “She wants to work the case,” I argued. “Summer and I shall both watch that she doesn’t do anything strenuous. And that she wears the shoulder sling to keep her side still. And that she stays in bed for a week. Pluma misses her.” Plea bargaining with Pluma wasn’t beneath me. 
 “That parrot can stand one more day without Rachel,” Hanna was insistent. “Oh, and by the way, I’ll be spending time there. Rachel issued an invitation. I’ll be carefully monitoring her.” 
 “I’ll bet,” Summer munched her words. 
 A side-glance almost made me laugh at Summer’s narrowed eyes. Although fierce now, Summer’s glare had been much more dangerous a few other times in her past. Her features indicated she was ready to pounce. I intervened, “On my word, we’ll make certain she rests.” 
 “Tomorrow I’ll release her. If she gets rest today.” Hanna was clearly provoked by the investigation. But so what? I was also plenty provoked. With hands on her hips, she addressed me, “If she gets rest.” 
 When I saw Summers mouth purse, and then open, I took Summer’s arm and led her through the doorway into Rachel’s room. “I tried to get your doctor to release you, Rach.” 
 “It’s fine,” Rachel said mildly. “Did she mention that she’ll be staying over with us?” 
 “Yes.” My answer was terse. “She doesn’t think we’ll watch you.” 
 “Cut her some slack,” Rachel said with a laugh. 
 “Let’s get this meeting started. I’ve got places to go,” Summer’s scathing tone singed. She sulked on any occasion she selected. 
“Okay,” I answered. “First, case one. Wendell’s killer was probably a pro. Bought and paid for – presumably. A neat and tidy homicide. Suspects include Glenda, Dr. Rhodes, Ross, a peppery gardener named Drew. Cosmetic litigant Olga. And a variety of unknown sharpshooters.” 
 Rachel quickly mentioned, “What we know. Glenda and Ross are probably not sweet on one another. He’s gay. Dr. Rhodes is a broke, disgruntled vice-president/shareholder/employee. He’s needing money for something. We need to find out what is drying up his cash. Gold star beside his name. Olga Carleton and her husband haven’t any previous records, but there have been a few suspect litigations – trip and fall, small stuff. She is angry. But Olga and hubby Rex don’t appear to be typical ‘hitman’ purchasers. Media film show Rex hobbling with a cane, and looking very bedraggled. He was quiet in court. Olga was shouting. Their son is a cop, so they probably wouldn’t want him in trouble if mom and dad were caught hiring a paid killer.” 
 “There are dirty cops.” My suggestion was hastily ignored by ex-cop Rachel. 
 “Maybe Dr. Rhodes needs more pay advances so he can pay off the blackmailing killer?” Summer offered. 
 My voice nearly whispered, “He just doesn’t seem like the type to locate a hitman. Milquetoast personality. He’d need to secure a gunman. There are police sting operations that would frighten him. And if you go to the gutter to find a contract killer, you have a chance of the gunman turning on you. Turning State’s evidence if he gets caught. Risky. But maybe he’s angry enough. According to Mandy Jewel, he was a conniver who tried to get hookers on the cheap. That indicates he wouldn’t really go to the high-class contract killer.” I frowned. “If there’s anything at all high-classed about a murderer.” 
Rachel jabbed, “You should know about that. You represented and sprung most of them in this area.” 
 My jaw clamped. “And I purchased a luxury home, and a Lamborghini. I had seed money to start up our agency. I sold and spent everything to have so I could participate in the joy of chasing down the bad guys. I hope one day to get in your good books. Redemption. Until then, drop it, Rach.”      
“You’re a reformed advocate of criminals,” Rachel stated pointedly. 
I wasn’t about to thank her for that remark. “Case two. Pixy. No one knows her name. She’s been harassed and bullied by two young men. At one point probably beaten. High school or college aged guys. They may have been spotted in a red convertible – sporty, no other description. We know they followed a beige Jeep. Rach, can you check and see any of the surveillance cams in the vicinity of South County Road and Royal Poinciana yesterday. Check if either shopkeepers or traffic lights have the car turning rapidly sometime during the afternoon. See if you can get us a copy. License plate photo, maybe.” 
 Rachel reported, “Will do. Nothing on Lefty Frank Leroy. Nothing on a Lacey Cross or a Lacey Inge. I expanded the search to all of Florida, and nothing.” Rachel winched slightly as she attempted to move. “I hate the sharpshooter that did this to me.” 
 “Me, too,” I spoke apologetically. I’d almost lost one of my most beloved friends, and I was upset with her because she reminded us of my nefarious days in court. “Rach, I’m sorry.” 
 “Please, you two don’t get soppy.” Summer rolled her eyes. “Anything from Tom?” 
 “He probably hasn’t got as much as we’ve got,” I answered. “He’s held back on us before, so I’m willing to only tell him the need-to-know intelligence.” Both Rachel and Summer grinned. I continued, “One thing I told him. Because the car carrying the possible killer, slash, killers of Pixy was attempting to elude Evan Finch, the police should keep an eye on her. She’s not sure if she could identify them, but the punks don’t know that. The men might just want to eliminate her from the witness list.” 
 “Harvard. Or Harvard Shirt,” Rachel nodded. “I’d love to get that one solved.” Her eyes closed. Her pain meds were kicking in. 
“We’ll get the killer,” Summer vowed. 
 We all knew the anguish of missing Pixy. She wasn’t in our lives daily. However, very nearly every day. Because she was one of life’s drop-in anytime persons, we never knew when she’d arrive. When or where she would begin her show. Her routine. That meant she was everywhere, or so it seemed. And always. A helpless young woman was killed for no reason. Probably by terrorizing, harassing youth, intent on later in life becoming the harassing devils of commerce or politics, or both. The young men were obviously ‘entitled’ bullies. The car driven was in that category – two or three hundred grand. Damn them. 
 Leaving the hospital grounds, I checked my phone. There were two calls. One from the officer on scene after Pixy was killed, and the other from Evan. 
Jill Timoteo, the first officer on site to view Pixy’s body, suggested we meet at the murder scene. She wanted to refresh it in her mind. See how it looked after the days since the killing. 
It sounded reasonable, so I drove directly to the back lot of Glitters. 
 “It never hurts to scrutinize a crime scene more than once,” she articulated with a businesslike declaration. We shook hands. 
“Glad we can talk,” I said with a nod. “Murder makes time stand still for the first couple minutes. Then everything is impacted by the sudden realization of it.” 
 “Beryl, when I was in Miami, murder was rampant. Here, well, it’s another world. And who thinks anyone would kill someone like Pixy.” 
 “Anything new?” I quizzed. 
 “Oh, yes. The reason I called. Something has been bothering me. The autopsy photos looked weird, and I recall when I saw Pixy’s body, I thought it was strange.” 
 “Rachel also got a set of the photos.” 
 “There was a mark on the neck. Seeing that took me back. I zeroed in on it. I couldn’t figure out if the assailant was trying to strangle her. You know, some ligature kind of thing. But the marks also looked as if someone struck her with something. A cane or something. And it made a circular whip-like mark from the violent blow.” 
 My recollection tumbled backward. I’d also noticed it. I’d even asked Hanna about it. Hanna believed it to have been her collar ruffle indented the skin. But I knew it was more of a contusion. And with the same slant at a hook, a cane. Something strange. The strangeness resonated. 
 A cane, I considered. I’d seen a cane leaning against Lefty’s door jamb. He did have a gimp, but barely noticeable. I made a mental note to check it out. 
“Jill, this could be important. I’ve never seen it on a body. Or a crime photo. It was something that struck her like a weapon. But what weapon would hit with terrific impact and leave that mark?” 
“I’ll continue to check it out, Beryl. I’m doing double shifts now, so I don’t have much research time.” 
 “I’ll mention it to Rachel. She’s a genius when it comes to this stuff,” I said with a laugh. “Maybe she can come up with the answer. Thanks for letting me know. I really appreciate your help. And if you can think of anything else, please let me know.” 
 After Jill’s squad car left, I thought I’d check inside at Glitters, and see if anyone had any suspicions. While I was there, Cheryl Garth approached. She mentioned that there was a fund for Pixy’s funeral and burial. I explained to Cheryl that Rachel, Summer, and I had decided to pay for it, and had notified the Homicide Department that Trevar’s Team Investigators would be taking care of bills, and perhaps a memorial of some type. Whatever had been collected at the various bars could be used to pay for a tribute day for Pixy. 
 “That’s generous,” Cheryl exclaimed. 
 “Just one thing, we want it anonymously gifted. You can tell the other bars that it’s being paid for by someone wishing to remain nameless.” I gave a helpless grin. “We’ve come into a spot of financial good luck. It’s just something we want to do. Pixy was special.” 
 “To everyone.” Cheryl eyes began to tear. “You’re going to catch who did this.” 
 “Yes.” 
 “For certain?” 
 “Yes. For certain.” Perhaps it was a lie I was intent on telling myself. But I believed it. So, it was fine. 
Evan’s call was because she was concerned that a car was following her. I assured her it was okay. I explained that I’d talked with Chief Powers. He’d suggested an undercover car follow her. I also mentioned that she should take different routes, park in secure places with large groups of people. Stay safe. She said the small apartment she’d rented for the summer was well lit. I teased that would be wonderful news for a shooter. Lots of light meant the killer could get off a good shot. That had only mildly amused her. I also invited her to stay over on the yacht. 
She laughed. I liked her laugh. It was half a laugh with a chaining giggle. “Beryl, staying on a yacht sounds lovely. But you do realize I’m temporary. I’ll be leaving in a few weeks. I’ll be returning to Vermont and my professorship.” 
 “I know that. I wasn’t implying romance.” 
 “Pity, because it would probably be one very special and hurried romance.” 
 “There is a lovely guest bedroom. Why don’t you get your things together and meet me later at Palm’s Oyster Bistro? I want to chat with Mia and Barb about seeing Pixy after she’d been roughed up.” 
 “I’m sure I don’t need a P.I. guarding me,” she teased. “I’ve got that tail watching my car now, so I should be safe. But I would like to meet up with you later. I’m working at the Institute on something now. Later?” 
 “Later. I’ll call and let you know where I’m at.” I was concerned that she didn’t seem to be worried about her safety. I was, however, very troubled about her staying alone. “Be careful,” I cautioned. 
My next trip would be out to Lefty’s houseboat. First, to check the cane, and second to get any information I could about Lefty Frank Leroy’s background. His past was almost as elusive as Pixy’s. 
 Identities. It seemed that people attempting to keep their identities untraceable came to Florida. They ran down the coast, as if they were able to renew themselves in some way. Lose part of themselves and then recover a new identity. Perhaps Lefty’s past was one of these sketchy identifications that never reveals itself. Running from a nagging spouse, bill collectors, the law, and the list went on and on. Probably nearly as many excuses as there were people. Subcategories by the bushel filled to the brim. 
 By the time I’d scooted across West Palm to the slip where Lefty’s houseboat was docked, I’d decided to go in with a friendly, conversational visit. Getting to know him. He was seated on a deck chair, watching as I approached him. 
“Come on aboard,” he yelled. “Want a beer?” 
 “Sure. If you tell me where to get it, you can stay seated and I’ll go in and get me one,” I offered. I like checking on where suspects live, and how they live. 
 “Right inside. The fridge is on the right. Bring me one, too.” 
 Collecting the two cold beers, allowed me several sweeping looks at his home. It was not as grizzled and filthy as I’d imagined. In fact, it was nearly orderly. I could see inside the other room, a bedroom. I caught a glance at the corner of his bed. He’d been in the military. He’d made his bed exactly as he’d been taught when in service. 
Exiting, I looked carefully at the cane. It was exactly where he’d left it when I first saw it. And I noticed it had over a week’s worth of dust on it. I handed him the can of beer. 
“I hope you like this brand.” The mottled skin on his reaching arm appeared to have been badly cut at one time. My imagination guessed he’d been in a knife fight. 
“Yes, it’s fine. A hot day like today, there’s nothing better than a swig of beer.” After another sip, I mentioned his cane. “I didn’t know you use a cane.” 
 “Rarely. Just when my foot’s acting up.” 
 I walked nearer to the cane, and lifted it. It was very dusty. I had gauged correctly, it certainly hadn’t been used for over a week. “An accident?” I asked. 
“Nope. Got shot in Nam. My plane got shot down. I spent a few months in a prison hut. Punishment cage.” He wiped the sweat from the beer can’s rim. “People say that we should be proud of our service. Sure, I’m proud that I served and did what they asked of me. But the thought of war still sends chills shivering through my body. When you kill, it makes you different. I went over there one way, and came back a different guy. I got me all kinds of scars. But I was lucky to come back. Lots of my buddies didn’t.” 
 “Death seems so useless,” I commented. “What have you been doing since the war?” 
 “I been everything, it seems. Whatever I could get. When I got back, not many hired us. Some thought we were killers. There wasn’t much employment to choose from. Then I went from Ohio to Texas. There was supposed to be good jobs there. No such thing. I went to Detroit, and after that, I came south. Maybe I should’a stayed in the military. But I never wanted the responsibility. We were a lot a of kids just trying to do what was expected of us.” 
 “Thank you for your service, sir.” 
 His head went up slightly. “You’re welcome. I never told Pixy I was in the military. I didn’t want her to think I was a killer.” 
 “She wouldn’t have thought poorly of you, no matter what. You were kind to her.” 
 Tears slowly drizzled down his face. His hands swatted at them. “I miss that kid. She never made a lick of sense. I usually had to try to figure out what she was saying by just guessing.” 
 Pitching the empty beer can in the trash, I stood. “I know I say this every time we part, but I’ll say it again. If you can think of anything that would help in the investigation, would you let me know?” 
 “I surely will.” 
 “Oh, I also wanted to ask, is there any place where Pixy might have hidden anything. You know a note, or any clue?” 
 “There’s a false board. Painted red, so she’d remember. She would put some of her money in there. I showed her how to open and close it when she first moved in. Before it was abandoned, this old guy lived there and showed me. He’d put his Jack Daniels inside. I think Pixy just put a little cash and change. I’m not sure.” 
 “Maybe when Evan gets here, we can look.” 
 “I know how to open the door. Pixy never remembered the key. You want me to show you the red board?” 
 “Yes, that would be great.” 
 He carefully placed his beer on the hand rail. We walked to the door. “See this here lock is all uneven.” He gave a rap and the lock popped completely out. Inside the boat, he lifted the red board against the wall. We looked inside. There were ten or twelve one dollar bills and several stacks of coins. There couldn’t have been more than fifteen dollars total. There were also two shells. One was a True Tulip. The other was an Apple Murex. Pixy’s accumulated treasure. 
 I thanked Lefty for breaking into The Ghost and showing me the hidden makeshift safe. After leaving, I realized I felt a sickness after having invaded Pixy’s privacy. After all the snooping my profession requires of me, I’d never once felt that emotion. 
 Evan and I ended up meeting at Purple Sand. She explained that this weekend the sports club/bar would be having a volleyball match. She’d signed up for a game in the sandpit. She wanted to check the time of her match. The bar staff dressed the part of various sports. Relaxed, Purple Sand was an interesting, nicely decorated meeting place for those sportspersons. When I saw Evan, I teased, “You’re a jock?” 
 Laughing, she admitted it. “Yes. But only to keep my normally sedentary body healthy. I get quite a bit of time swimming, and snorkeling, but on land, I don’t get enough exercise. When I’m home in Vermont, I’m usually teaching, or I’m in a lab working on projects.” 
  We both ordered salads. In a sports/health bar, it seemed appropriate. Seated at a small table, we sipped on our juice drinks. I inquired, “Aren’t summer sports in Vermont different than in Florida?” 
 “Some are. I’ve always lived in Vermont. Now, I spend a couple months of the year in California lecturing and doing research, and two months here in Florida. The best of all worlds.” 
 “Sounds perfect.” 
 “Yes. I am in my mid-thirties and live at home with my father.” 
“Your dad knows you’re lesbian?” 
 “He does. He said he probably knew before I did. Dad is a professor of literature. A Longfellow scholar. He named his only child, me, after one of Longfellow’s characters. Evangeline.” 
 “Does your mother work?” 
 “My mother died giving birth to me. My father was much older than my mother. I’m not certain he wanted a child.” 
 “I’m sorry.” 
 “My childhood was wonderful, in spite of the fact that I didn’t have a mother. My maternal grandmother moved in with my father and me. Dad, his mother-in-law and a child. If my father wasn’t so mellow, I’m certain it could have been a very crazy household. Dad is a kind man. Quiet, intelligent, sensitive. We’d walk in the woods and he’d point out all the lessons of the forest. I also became enthralled with the ocean. We spent winters in the cold North. And summers in the hot South. My grandmother died two years ago. It was the same time that my sweetheart decided I was too boring for her. We’d lived together for several years, but she finally discovered my lack excitement. I moved back in with Dad. I didn’t want him rattling around alone in a big house. And your family?” 
     “My family is Rachel and Summer.” I hesitated. “My father died when I was a teen. Both of my parents were alcoholics. We lived in poverty. When I was fifteen, my father was killed in a bar fight. My mother ran off shortly thereafter. She had too many bill collectors and responsibilities. I’d been on my own from the time I could remember. I pretty much raised myself. Parental control is what most kids dislike. I had no parental control. Living according to my own rules is really all I ever knew.” 
 There was pity in her eyes. I hated it, and for that reason rarely told anyone about my family unless they asked. I looked down at the table, Evan’s hand was covering mine. I felt her squeeze my hand. 
“Beryl, I respect you for battling your way out of poverty. It couldn’t have been easy.” 
 “Thankfully I have always had a surplus of ambition and luck.” 
 She grinned. “And brains and personality.” 
 “Evan, I’ve had some good fortune along the way. Maybe that’s what breaks my heart when I think of Pixy. I’m determined to find out who she was. What happened to her.” 
 “I’m glad you’re doing this. I know the police are investigating, but I also know they’re spread thin with both Pixy, and the Perrault murder. Plus all the other crime.” 
 “The Team just needs a break or two. Summer is an excellent detective. She’s strung very tightly on this one. Rachel was nearly killed. Pixy was our friend. Summer doesn’t vent. She stores all the anger inside. When we catch the killers, and I believe we shall, Summer could go at them like their worst nightmare.” 
 “I’m pretty strong, but I’d never want to face off with Summer.” Evan grinned. “Or any of you, for that matter.” 
 My other hand reached to cover her hand. There was warmth, and gentleness. “I’m not as buff as Summer, or as young. So, I’m required to fight dirty. And I do every chance I need to. The saying is - it goes with the territory. Some people think it’s exciting. But I’m not sure I’m one of them.” 
 “Dad is a pacifist, and he definitely preached nonviolence. Maybe that’s why I’m so freaked out about the police tail following me. It’s unsettling. The undercover is going to follow me back to my apartment after I leave here. And he’ll begin at eight in the morning. I’m not used to having someone tailing me.” 
 “I’m glad Powers is having you protected. If the killer is on the loose and he suspects you can identify him, you could be in danger. I know it isn’t easy. Powers has from time to time put Trevar’s Team under surveillance. If he thinks we know more than we’re telling him. He believes it’s for our own good. Most of the time, cops blow my cover, and get in my way.” 
 “I’ll be fine,” she reassured. 
 I walked Evan to her Jeep. With a too sisterly hug, I cautioned, “Just be very observant. If even the smallest thing is out of place, let someone know. Be cautious. Don’t take any chances. If you need me, call immediately.” 
 Her eyes glistened as she gave a quick wink. “I’ve put you on speed dial. And I shall shelter in place if I’m endangered.” 
 She kissed my cheek. 
 The rustle of palm fronds seemed musical. Perhaps love and songs present themselves incrementally between solitude and turbulence. 
Evan Finch seemed persuasive. Perhaps I appreciated her tranquility.  
 




Chapter 8

   
 The night was another fitful sequence of awaking many times with the clutch of fear. Now I was fearful about Evan’s safety. Although Evan felt secure in the confines of her apartment, and given the fact that she was escorted to her door by the police presence, I was apprehensive on her behalf. 
From waking, exercising, and taking my shower, Evan was my concern. I dressed quickly in my usual slacks, cotton knit top, and button-front shirt. Fashion meant only one thing to me. All clothing worn loosely so that my weapon, in its holster, would remain concealed from the public. As always, I checked the readiness of my Beretta before carefully fitting the gleaming gun into its leather envelope. 
As I slid into the comfy seat of the breakfast nook, Summer placed a small plate of croissants on the tabletop. She filled my empty cup with a wonderful coffee blend. Its aroma filled the galley. Summer hinted, “I’m hungry for something more substantial.” 
 “I’ll fix a little something.” 
 “Eggs, bacon, sweet potato fries, and some fruit.” She bargained, “Fries tossed lightly in minimal oil. Or baked. And maybe only two pieces of bacon.” 
 “Right,” I challenged, as I cooked her breakfast. “Like that’s going to be the world’s greatest cholesterol dump.” 
 “Trev, I’m in my early twenties. I do watch my diet. But sometimes you get tyrannical.” 
 “Naw. Just concerned. There’s the old saying that hunger makes everything taste good.” 
 “Trev, did you check your messages?” 
 “Not yet.” 
 “Rachel said that Hanna would be bringing her to the yacht early this morning.” 
 “I thought we were going to pick Rach up.” 
 “Guess not,” Summer answered as she sat. I loaded her plate with yummy fuel - to get her active lifestyle fed for the morning. “Thanks for fixing the feast,” she said. 
“You’re welcome.” I sat back across from her. “Everything is ready for Rach’s return. I hope.” My hasty glance in Pluma’s direction insisted that I add, “Pluma will be happy. I’ll bet she lost a dozen ounces.” 
 Summer snickered. “She’s been on a rampage without Rachel around. Her seed mix must not be right. Maybe she’s getting too much thistle and not enough safflower, sunflower and millet. She sure hasn’t exhibited much friendliness. She’s such a diva bird. She’s this reality parrot without her own TV show. She’s been getting so withdrawn. I always knew she liked Rachel best.” Summer’s morning, low-register voice added, “Not that I care if I’m some damn bird’s second choice.” 
 I countered, “Rachel is onboard in the office more than we are. We’ve always done the legwork, and Rach takes care of all things on ship. Pluma is bound to have bonded more with Rachel.” 
 We were, I thought, very much like telepathic talkers. We could even finish one another’s sentences. It had to be that way. Many instances insisted that this teamwork be in place. It was critical to saving one another’s lives. And our own. We both began speaking at the same time. Then I encouraged her to talk. 
 “I figured Pluma and I were nearer. A simpatico kind of deal,” Summer stated her case. 
 “But Summer, she has always known I’m the one who originally rescued her. She knows I’m her primary parent. And I understand how she feels about Rachel.” 
 Our security system alerted us that someone was approaching. I quickly stood, then gave the cabinets a whisk with a counter towel. Folding it, I then rushed outside. Summer followed behind. 
Summer sniffed, then released a heavy sigh. “I hope Dr. Hanna Zackary doesn’t order us around and scold us.” 
 “Hanna isn’t going to do that when she’s on our yacht,” I stated. I gave Summer a good-natured shove. “Remember, she isn’t carrying heat and we are.” I patted my side and felt the intrusion of my holster. 
From the dock, I heard Hanna call out, “Hi. Listen, can you two make certain there’s nothing on the deck or floors that Rachel might trip on. She needs healing time, and nothing can disrupt that.” 
Summer let out a lengthy, loud groan. She muttered, “Trev, I’ll go inside and remove the road barriers we erected.” 
 When Rachel boarded, we gave her gentle hugs. We’d been warned at the hospital not to put stress on her wounded area. Or any area. Tenderness. Care. I answered Hanna, “No disrupting going on here.” 
 The doctor gave me a sour look. “Good. Now she’ll need pillows. And I brought a foam wedge so she could lean back. Don’t let her walk more than a block, and make certain she doesn’t trip. Probably just walk her down the marina dock. I hold her arm, like this,” Hanna instructed as she demonstrated. Once inside, everything was orderly enough to meet with her dictates. Hanna had inspected everything. She then took medication from her bag and placed it carefully on the counter. “I’ve got to get back to the hospital. Call if you need anything, and take care of my patient.” 
 Under her breath, Summer muttered, “She’s our partner!” 
 When Rachel walked near Pluma, Pluma recognized her favorite parent. The parrot squealed, “Pluma wants a fuckin’ cracker. Pluma wants a fuckin’ cracker.” 
 The three of us simultaneously grinned. “Rach,” I joked, “she’s been miserable without you. We’ve missed you, too.” 
“Me, too,” Rachel said as her eyes teared. “I didn’t figure I’d ever see this good ship again. And Pluma,” she added. 
 That set Pluma off. She was officially back to her old self. She jabbered, “Pendejo. Puta, puta, puta,” she screeched. “F-ing crackers!” 
 Rach neared the cage. “I’ve missed you, Pluma. With your cursing, your caterwauling, and all your outrageous behavior. I’ve missed you.” Pluma was out of her corner, and sticking her beak between the bars to touch the love of her life – Rachel. 
 “We’ve always eluded death,” I spoke softly. “This time it was a faceoff between us and mortality. Our Team. We only do what we do because we’re together.” 
 Rachel beamed. “I promised Hanna I would rest.” She made her way to her stateroom. Summer and I followed after her. On a high standing tray, we had set up her phone, computer, and any office files in which she might find pertinent case information. She laughed. “Great, you two fixed up a little satellite office for me. I’ll do my research and searches from here.” 
 She sat on the bed, leaning back against the wedge and pillows. “Rach, don’t overdo,” I cautioned. 
Rachel teased, “I know Hanna is pretty opinionated, authoritative, and…bossy. But don’t be afraid of her. I’ll handle her.” 
 “Sure, you will,” I joked. “Okay, I’ve got to get my day’s schedule planned.” 
 Summer scanned her list. “I thought I’d take a float down around the area behind Perrault’s Mansion. Tom claims all the security film has been collected, and it shows only a very dark area, with a small unidentifiable boat. No enhancements for additional identification.” 
 I went back to the office, to check out which part of the list to begin first. I wanted to drop by Perrault Cosmetics. I would be looking for Glenda, Ross, and certainly Curtis Rhodes. Where was Doc Curtis spending his money? 
 My phone rang, disturbing my agenda. The voice on the other end was panicked. “Beryl, it’s Evan. Please come quickly. To my apartment. Now.” 
 “What’s wrong?” I rushed to the doorway. 
“A bomb,” she answered. 
 “I’m on my way.” 
 I shouted to Summer, “Emergency!” 
 “What’s up?” she’d heard the distress in my voice. 
 “Summer, it was Evan. There’s a bomb. We’ve got to get over there to her apartment.” 
 “Her apartment?” 
 “Yes. I’ll meet you there.” 
 Rachel called out, “I’ll get authorities. Let me know when you get there.” 
            I ran to my car, and Summer had already started her motorcycle. She’d reached the main road before I had. When we’d crossed the bridge to West Palm, we went different way. On cycle, there were ways of taking shortcuts. 
As I arrived in the parking lot of Evan’s apartment building, I spied billows of smoke and flame from her burning Jeep. Evan was leaning against an unmarked vehicle. I could tell she had cuts and abrasions. There was the undercover guard next to her. Two squad cars were just arriving. I heard the sirens, obviously, the bomb units and fire department were also heading to the area. Follow the smoke, fellas, I thought. The plume of petrol fueled smoke was over twenty feet high. 
 As I reached her side, the ambulance arrived. 
“Are you okay?” I questioned. 
 “Fine. I moved away from the Jeep quickly enough.” Her hand reached for my arm. I could feel her trembling. Stark fear covered her face. 
“What happened?” the inquiry stuck in my throat. 
 “I came outside, started to get into the Jeep, I looked down at the ignition through the door’s window. There was a small crack between the key casing. I hadn’t noticed it there before. I’d only had the door open a couple inches. I quickly shut the door. As I backed up, I heard something – a wispy flash. I began to take a dive. That was when the bomb when off. It threw me several feet. My wounds are from falling on the ground.” 
 Looking at the inside of the car, as the fire was being doused, I saw the entire interior was burned. A cinder, I thought. “My God, you would have been killed.” I held her to me. 
 “Beryl, I was thinking that yesterday you said I should be observant, and cautious. Another few moments and the wires that were connected to the ignition would have detonated it. I’m lucky that my police shadow had arrived.” 
 I smiled, “You’re lucky you and your tail didn’t get blown away. Your guard was at least there to call an ambulance. I’m glad you were observant.” 
 While Evan was being swabbed, and taped, I nosed around to see what the bomb squad was saying. It was a very unsophisticated bomb. However, it was powerful enough to take out the entire vehicle and everyone that would have been inside it. 
I’d wondered what had happened to Summer. When I saw her skidding around the corner I was relieved. “What took you so long?” 
 She was out of breath. Quickly she dismounted, and rushed to me. “Copy these numbers.” She called them out from memory. 
 I had flicked on my phone’s memo system and repeated the plate number. “Got it.” 
 “As I was riding, I spotted a car two blocks away. It was being driven erratically, and fast. Coming from this direction.” Summer gasped for air. “Trev, it was a small convertible carrying one driver. Red. I followed, trying to chase it. He knew he was being followed, so he’d slam on the brakes – trying to make me slide. Trying to lose me. But I got his tag.” She was breathless, gasping as she leaned against my car. “I spotted him while he was attempting elude a vehicular homicide,” she chided. 
“I’m glad you’re okay.” 
 Before the medical responders finished patching Evan, I phoned Rachel with the information. She had pulled the plate number immediately. Owned by and registered to John Hodges. 
 Summer questioned, “Did registration come up?” 
 Perplexed, I frowned. “It did. John Hodges.” 
 “John Hodges. The hog-rich real estate developer?” 
 I glanced back down at my phone. “Must be the same one. The address is his mansion. I recall the address because I’ve been there. When I was practicing law, I went there to see him and his fleet of financial attorneys. It was ten or twelve years back. My law firm was smallish, but known for doing great work. He wanted me to work for his company on a case. I went to talk with him. When I found out that he wanted me to work on a women’s rights issue. It sounded really dirty. He wanted me to tear a woman up while she was testifying. I told him that I thought a male attorney might be a better selection. He said he wanted a woman attorney so that would strengthen his company’s case. The woman had been harassed and fired. Wrongfully.” 
 “And you told him to flip off.” 
 “I did. Admittedly, I’ve done my share of springing bad mutts. But I wasn’t going to protect a man who had a woman in his cross fires.” 
 “Right on, sister,” Summer said with a smirk. 
 “Something like that. It was the smarmy way he went about it. I didn’t like the guy. What I don’t understand is what he would be doing with a sports car when his drive of choice is his elegant limousine.” 
“Maybe it’s his child’s toy. It was a younger man driving. Maybe the plates and ownership is his name, for his son.” 
 “I think he had a son and daughter. Kids back then. I haven’t kept track of him.” I paused. Evan was walking toward me. “Look, I’m going to take Evan inside and pack up her belongings. I’ll take her back to the yacht. She can work from there. She’ll need a new rental car, and she’ll need to keep out of sight.” 
 “I’ll pull a report on John Hodges. See what his son is up to,” Summer said. 
 “Summer, be careful. We’re all on the danger playboard now. He knows Evan, he knows you. And he knows we’re after him.” 
 It seemed natural when Evan walked into my arms. We then took everything from her apartment, loading it carefully into my car. I’d notice she’d set up a small lab. As we dismantled it, we put it into a large cardboard box. 
 “You’ll have room enough to set up your lab in the spare bedroom.” 
 “After I get a different rental car, I’ll just return the lab equipment to the university. I have a small office there. Right now, I’m working on reports and don’t even need the set up. With a different vehicle, I can go directly to the university lab to work. Stay out of the limelight. It should be okay for a few weeks.” 
  “We have some information on the man that could be responsible for killing Pixy. And we’re at risk now.” I explained about Summer’s encounter. 
“Can’t the police pick this guy up?” 
 “It might not be so easy. John Hodges is a very influential man. If it is his son, there’s a possibility he’ll buy testimony. He can buy witnesses. And conversely, buy off witnesses. Eye-witnesses are needed to win in court. At this stage of the game no prosecution would take the case to a grand jury. Not enough evidence.” 
 “I wish I could give a positive I.D. Someone tried to kill me today. I wish I could help in some way.” 
 “One thing, Evan. What we share about the cases we are working on is to remain strictly confidential. Whatever you hear from the Team can’t be told to anyone. That includes police, or anyone. We can’t chance it.” 
 “I’m fine with that. I rather assumed that to be the case.” She smiled. “No consorting with the cops.” 
 Amused, I said, “Just be careful. Don’t take chances. We’ve come this far, and we can solve it from here. I’ve never wanted to solve two cases as much as I want to solve these. Both are personal.” 
 Naturally, I was aware that the more personal a case is, the more dangerous it is. 
 Evan nodded affirmatively. “I want you to be very careful. And for my new roommates on the yacht to be careful, as well.” 
 “And,” I said shaking my head, “it appears that Doc Hanna will be spending time on The Radclyffe-Hull. She’ll be watching after Rachel.” 
 “Won’t she need the extra bedroom” 
 “I think she’ll be sharing with Rachel.” 
 “Ohhhhh,” Evan said. She then burst out laughing. “Isn’t Hanna the one with a rather domineering spirit?” 
 “I’m guessing before the sun sets, she’ll have appointed herself skipper of The Radclyffe. Or empress of Florida.” 
            When we arrived at the marina, Evan and I each took a load of her belongings onto the yacht, and into the spare stateroom. I asked Rachel, “Do you think Hanna would prefer to stay in the guestroom?” 
“She often works overnight and stays at the hospital, so I’m sure she’ll be fine bunking with me.” 
 My smirk matched hers. “Well, I certainly wouldn’t want you disturbed. Or to be disrupted.” 
 “Hanna is a controller, I’ve accepted that,” Rachel’s answer acquiesced. “But she’s an angel. My angel. Do you think Summer’s upset by Hanna’s abrasiveness?” 
I answered, “Do you think there’s saltwater in the sea?” 
 “And how about Evan?” 
 “Evan has the evenest temperament of any of us. She’s low key. And yes, she’s a lovely woman. She’ll get along with everyone.” 
 “It amuses me to think a woman like you might end up with a tranquil, sweet-tempered woman.” Rachel rubbed her eyes. “This medication is making me a tranquil, sweet-tempered woman.” 
 “Probably not a true conversion. Rach, are you falling for Hanna because she saved your life?” I inquired. 
 “I have feelings for her. Beryl, I was nearly killed. I’m not questioning my emotions. I’m just enjoying the fact that I still have feelings. Hanna is a good person.” 
 “And you, Rach, are one of the best women in the world.” 
 As she always did when praised, she saw that it was overridden by a topic change. “Oh, I checked on John Hodges. He has a son that just turned twenty-one. Sounds like a kid that would like a red sports car. His name is Ryder John Hodges.” 
 “It may be a bingo. Can you check Harvard for class photos of Ryder? Email them to Tess Norris. See if she might recognize him.” 
 “Will do. I’m pretty sure Tom hasn’t got this information. Want me to hold it until we’ve got something solid.” 
 “I think we should keep the lid on it. We’re dealing with one of the wealthiest families in Florida. I don’t want to give anyone a head’s up and go in too soon. A leak could only endanger us more, and the case.” 
 “I agree. Right now, we’re only dealing with the punk kid. Privileged kids usually dislike authority. It isn’t relative to them. Their families sweep up after them. I’ll check on priors. But if the kid was part of bullying and building bombs, all traces probably will have been swept clean. This will be a touchy one.” 
 “A media story about a busker getting beaten to death isn’t news. A billionaire’s son having committed the murder becomes a major news event. This needs to remain a very independent investigation.” Finding a murderer is one thing. Having proof positive – well, detective work is needed by the boatload. Money buys off truth. Amicus curiae, I considered – friend of the court. Bucks sometimes buy these friends. They turn into enemies of the court with money in their pockets. 
 “Anything else?” Rach asked. 
 “It’s just so good to see you home.” Our smiles comingled across the room. The spirit smile was some mystical helix between hearts. “And anything you need, let me know. I’ll be out scrambling around trying to find something, somewhere.” 
 “What about Evan? Would she like to borrow my car?” 
 “Evan is going to have a rental car delivered. Then she’s going to the university to work on a report for the rest of the day. She’ll let me know for sure. You might tell Tom. We’ll get the new rental’s information to him. We’d appreciate it if he could give Evan another shadow for when she’s on the road.” 
 “I’ll let you know when I hear from Tess. I’ll also mention it is confidential information.” 
 “Great. We don’t want this getting out in front of us. And please instruct Summer to stay far away from the ruckus. That kid knows who she is. He’s got her made. We just don’t want to show our hand until we’ve got a fist filled with proof.” 
 Rachel looked up from her computer’s screen. “Beryl, this case is a new experience - the bomb being set off and all.” 
 Grinning, I teased, “That’s right. We’ve only dealt with guns, knives, fists, cars ramming us, and boats overrunning us. And what’s your point?” 
  Rachel knew I need a good chuckle. “This case is bombastic!” she sputtered, grabbing her sides as she began laughing. 
“I’m telling Hanna you made yourself laugh.” 
 Quickly I debarked the yacht. When safely in my car, I snickered, bombastic!   
 




Chapter 9

   
   
 “You want to see me, Chief?” 
 I had been summoned to chat with the good Tom Powers. In his office. He got right to it, and in my face. “What’s Evan Finch got to do with all this murder and mayhem! She ran around with Pixy What’s-her-name. But she says she couldn’t identify anyone. So why would Pixy’s killer try to bomb the hell out of Evan?” 
 “I’m guessing Pixy’s killer believes she could I.D. him. Or them.” 
 “Come on, Trevar. Don’t try to give me everything the chicken delivers except the egg.” 
 My grin converted to a snicker. “Tom, Tom, Tom. If I had anything more, you know I’d love to enlighten you. You have access to all the same people we do. You should be way out ahead of us on the investigations. What do you have on the case?” 
 “Somebody tried to shove a bomb up somebody’s rear. I think you probably know who it was.” 
 “I have all kinds of ideas. If I knew, I’d be knocking down some doors. Look, both of these homicide cases are perplexing. The Perrault murder looks like a contract killer.” 
 “And Pixy?” 
 “We don’t even know her name. Usually it takes knowing the victim so a motive can be traced to a perp. We’ve got very little. I’ve been hanging out in the lesbian bars, and there aren’t any suspects. These are the women that helped Pixy. Watched out for her.” I leaned back. “Now then, come on, let’s be having some of your suspicions.” 
 “The first homicide. I’m thinking one of the Perrault employees. Or the wife, Glenda. She’s quite a looker. Maybe she found a new, young gentleman friend. Or an older gentleman with a larger bankroll.” 
 “She’s not high on our list, Tom.” I didn’t want him steered off course. “From all the interviews, it seems she loved the guy.” 
 Tom played with the pen on his desk. He had recently given up cigars, so he took to chewing pencils and pens. “If you knew how many times over my career I’ve heard that it was a perfect marriage. One gal was pouring poison down hubby’s gullet while she was professing her love. Naw, whatever the hell a perfect marriage is, it usually isn’t.” 
 Tom’s appraisals of whatever his point was, always reminded me of Yogi Berra. 
 “Hey,” I giggled an intro to my sentence. “You’ll enjoy this. Summer called on Olga Carleton.” I saw Tom’s face crinkle into disapproval. “Anyway, Summer claimed she must be directly from the devil’s scrotum. I figured you’d like to hear that one.” 
 “Your partner is a character,” he challenged. “But I have to say, she nailed that one. I’ve gone through four detectives. Nobody wants to go back for a second interview with Olga.” 
 “You still think it could have been the wife, Glenda?” 
 “It could be. You can rarely go wrong by guessing the spouse.” Tom tossed some papers around on his desk. A hint that he was tiring of our talk. 
“Tom, the motive is weak. She depended on Wendell to run the business, while she fronted and hawked the cosmetics. She hates running the business. And I don’t see any love interest.” 
 “What about this guy, Ross Milton? His name keeps coming up.” 
 Tossing Tom a bone was like performing a force-feeding. I’d give it another shot. “Tom, I didn’t see any chemistry between Ross and Glenda. Just trust me on this one.” I wasn’t outing Ross to prove my point. 
“And the second murder,” he said with a quizzical glare in my direction. “You run around with all those women, so you’d have some information.” 
 Laughing, I put my hands into my pockets and then pulled them inside out. “I’ve got nothing. The killer didn’t leave a calling card. No prints; no hints. By the way, how is your daughter?” I always asked that when the topic of lesbians came up. His youngest daughter was once so very crazy about Summer. 
“My daughters are all fine.” He closed his eyes. His hand mopped his face a moment. “I’m not sure my wife is ever gonna get over how Sarah is. Guess she’s trying.” He paused, recalling when his daughter ran off with Summer. “We were both devastated about it. And we were even more hurt when Sarah went back with her first lover. This is just between you and me. Trevar. I’da picked Summer for my kid anytime over the smartass lesbian she’s with now.” 
 “Summer is a fine human being,” I certified. Although I wouldn’t have needed to say a word. “Sarah will be okay.” 
 He turned and walked back behind his desk. “Yeah, I believe that. Oh, by the way, I put a detail on your friend. Evan Finch.” 
 “I greatly appreciate that, Tom.” I knew it’s procedure for a tail to protect someone that has recently had an attempt on their life. But Tom wanted to take credit. At this moment, he seemed to need it more than I did. “Thank you.” 
 “How’s Rachel?” he asked. His question was a welcome conversation changer. 
 “She returned home this morning. Doing much better.” 
 He pressed the pen to his lips. “Look, tell her I asked about her. Damn, she was one of the best officers this force has ever had. And you had to do your head-hunting program to steal my best cop. For your P.I. firm. That was a step down. Then she gets shot.” 
 “How is that my fault?” I questioned with a good-natured lift of my hands. Palms were upward as if I might be blessing his office. “Rachel was needing a career change. Some excitement.” 
 He gazed out of the window. Over the last four years we had this conversation probably ten dozen times. He would forever hold it against me. 
“Get out of here,” he sharply barked. Just as he did after nearly all of the meetings we’d shared. 
“Tom, I’ll keep you informed. And thanks for shunting the reports to us. No matter who the Perrault shooter was, nobody wants the killer caught more that Trev’s Team and you. The sniper shot Rachel. And he killed Perrault. And we both want the killer of a harmless, helpless young woman busker. Whatever the reason, it wasn’t fair play.” 
 I then scurried out of there. Before he had to tell me a second time to vacate his office. 
 While sitting in my convertible, I returned Rachel’s call. She announced, “Tess Norris said the resemblance of the man, Ryder Hodges, is close. She still wasn’t certain she could formally I.D. him.” 
 “Just like Summer couldn’t identify him. Kids wear hoodies, billed hats, sunglasses. It isn’t all for skin protection. But Rach, at least it wasn’t a matter of hearing ‘hell no’ that wasn’t him.” 
  I felt dejection. In my gut of guts, I knew it was Ryder. He killed Pixy. No doubt in my mind. The questions were many. Was the other man who traveled with him also involved? Why would Ryder have killed Pixy? Motive? This entitled, spoiled brat of a filthy rich family didn’t need to kill anyone for money. And she was a busker. A disabled street person. What was his motive? She obviously hadn’t seen him in the commission of a crime. And if she had, she couldn’t have communicated it. Money, blackmail? There was no reason to have killed Pixy. 
 Hatred was left on the table. Did he hate her because he assumed she was lesbian? Or for her talent in entertaining. It was minimal, and it was haphazard. Her charm was trying so hard to be entertaining. 
Going down my contact list, I returned Summer’s call next. She had, as I insisted, left her bike at the marina. She’d used Rachel’s car to drive through the central district. She had inquired in a few of the luxury watering holes where college kids hung out. She’d asked the waiting staff about Ryder. Most said he dropped by once in a while. At the Ale House, Summer asked a bartender for information. She’d known him from meeting at a LGBT party. He promised he wouldn’t let Ryder know she’d asked. Ryder was often seen with a kid named Javier something-or-other. When Summer attempted to tip the bartender, he declined. He said whatever she wanted Ryder for, he was glad to help. The two men had always been trouble, the bartender offered. 
 Summer told me that she was about to contact Rachel, and report the first name of Ryder’s pal. Rachel would then scour the various news sources, and high school yearbooks for both young men. The probability was that Javier was Ryder’s sidekick. The two of them had knocked Pixy around. Time would tell. 
 And time was ticking. 
My third callback was to Evan. She picked up immediately. Her earlier call wasn’t an emergency. She just asked if she could bring anything for dinner when she returned, and asked if I was okay. 
“Evan, I’m fine. You’re the one that almost bought the farm this morning. How are you?” 
 “The day has improved since nearly being murdered,” she joked. “I’ve been sitting in a quiet little university office writing about boring research. Is there anything I can bring for dinner? I’m passing by some great takeout joints.” 
 “Thanks for the offer, but I’m going to make a nice homemade dinner when I get back to the yacht. Rachel requested my cooking. She missed it.” 
 “Summer mentioned that you’re a great chef.” 
 I laughed. “I do try.” 
 “Well, then can I get some groceries?” 
 “Our pantry is well-stocked. Just take safe roads, and call if you spot anything crazy.” 
 “The tail is meeting me immediately when I leave here. And I’ve been watching the rental car through my office window, so I’m staying secure.” 
 “Please take care. I don’t want anyone harming you.” 
 My voice expressed my interest. There was a mild, repressed chemistry. An attraction. But we were playing it safe. She would be leaving in weeks. And neither of us were interested in a summer romance. Perhaps the truth was, we weren’t willing to take a chance on any romance. Particularly a temporary one. 
 As I made my way through traffic, I decided to check out Perrault Cosmetics. Things weren’t breaking on that case. I disliked thinking negatively. But contract killings often take years to chase down. 
Glenda Perrault was off selling cosmetics. Ross was at her side. Fine, I thought, I really came to see the people I considered more suspect when it came to murder. 
“Hi, Curt,” I said as I entered his office. 
 “I’d prefer you call me Dr. Rhodes.” He pressed his spectacles back. There were times when his eyes gleamed raw anger. He hated me, and that made my job easier. Snidely, he said, “If you had a title you’d worked for, would you like me calling you by your first name?” 
 Yes, it had made my job easier. He was way too insistent on his M.D. title. I’d check that out. “Well, Dr. Rhodes, I actually do have a title. I’m not the pretentious type, so I don’t insist on it being used. However, if you’d like to call me Esquire Trevar, I wouldn’t be opposed to it.” 
 “You may have a law degree, but you’re nothing but a gumshoe.” His acerbic words pressed through his pursed lips. 
“I’m going to find out who killed your employer.” I knew that would trigger a reaction. He wanted to think he was in charge. 
 “I want you out of my office, and don’t come back.” His mouth was trembling as words spewed, “You don’t know what you’re doing. I don’t know why Glenda put you on the payroll.” 
 “Speaking of payroll. I’ll bet as a stockholder, and on the board, that you’re making a few bucks. Probably doing very well for yourself.” 
 His face became inflamed. “I’m not in the Perrault’s big money category, but I am being paid as the founder of the face creams.” 
I knew when I was being lied to. I considered my next comment. “Maybe the money Perrault gave you to buy the rights/patents for the products has run out.” 
 “What do you know about my business dealings. The case has been sealed.” 
 “Actually, the transactions are mostly public. No wonder you were a little miffed with Wendell. He was way smarter than you – doctor. He put together contracts that probably boggled your mind. Bought out your rights, the patent. Lock, stock, and barrel. Then kept you on here at the lab. Maybe to keep you quiet. But about what?” I tried to speculate what Dr. Curt had on Wendell. 
“Get out of here,” he ordered as he stormed to the door. 
“Sure.” I walked slowly. He hated that. “If you had anything to do with Wendell’s murder, I’m going to find out.” 
 His face was very, very stormy. I noticed the rapid blinking and a facial tic. I waited ten seconds, and bingo – the trifecta of nerves – his face flushed brightly. 
On the way to my car, I called Rachel to ask if she’d check out Curt’s credentials. Also, to see what went on with the transfer of Perrault stock, as well as rights. Who held the patent to the best-selling facial products? 
When I arrived back on board The Radclyffe, I was thrilled to see both Summer and Evan entertaining our resident invalid. Seeing Rachel contented was a treat. Although I could tell that she held laughter in, to safeguard her wounded ribs, her semi-laughs were heartwarming. 
 Rachel had been checking out the credentials of Curt Rhodes. She awaited a call from a Central American medical college. Shady, and not terribly reputable, the college was at least old enough for him to have gone there decades ago. 
 “Both patients are doing well,” I said as I sat on the edge of Rachel’s bed. Glancing over at Evan, I teased, “You do look as if you’ve been in a fight.” 
 She touched her taped skin. “A couple of scrapes and scratches. I’ll probably have a bruise or two. But I’m fine.” She smiled. 
 I considered that if she wouldn’t have noticed the Jeep had been tampered with, she might not be alive. “You look great.” 
 Evan gave a nod, and said, “I’m mostly concerned about playing at the Purple Sand volleyball game tomorrow. I’m hoping I’m not too stiff to play, and I’m hoping I can bring my game.” 
“Great, we can all cheer you on,” I offered. “Except for you, Rachel. I’m betting that your personal physician won’t allow it.” 
 Rachel gave me a look of exasperation. “Hanna won’t be here for dinner, but she asked if you would save her some chow.” 
 “I’ll get started on that now.” My first response would have been, that I was glad Hanna wouldn’t be around to growl orders. But I was behaved enough to just make my getaway. I exited to the gallery, and heard Evan following me. 
 “Can I help,” she asked. 
 “Sure. I’d like that.” 
“I can’t wait to meet Hanna.” 
 I bit my lip. “A little overbearing, but her heart is in the right place. And certainly, she’s done a great deal for Rach.” 
 “She told Rachel that she would check out my scratches, and make certain they weren’t infected. I might be added to her patient list.” 
 Laughing, I shook my head. “I could certainly check out your wounds, so she wouldn’t have to.” 
 Evan flirted, “Yes you certainly could.” 
 As I began fixing Rach’s favorite meal, I realized I was impressing Evan with my culinary acumen. “The menu is a wonderful lemon shrimp pasta. Shrimp, lemons, mushrooms artichokes, etcetera, with a cup of grated Parmesan cheese. We’ll place that on a bed of clean baby spinach, then add shrimp sauce. Garnish with green onions and cheese. A chocolate cheese cake dressed with designer pecans, caramel, and love.” 
 “Incredible,” Evan stated. 
When I began serving dinner, I winked over at her. 
“As long as Hanna isn’t here,” Summer joked, “Rach said she can join us at the table. I’ll fix some cushions and pillows to make it nice and comfy for her.” 
 We convened in the luxury of the dining room. Candles warming, conversation bubbled. The evening was a jocular time of comradery. 
At eleven, everyone made their ways to their appointed beds. 
 I awoke when I heard Doc Hanna entering. 
Rachel had given Hanna an entry card, so the doctor could get in both the marina private entry, and aboard our yacht. I hoped the doc would return the card. I figured she would when romance faded away. Rachel never allowed women much of her time, and seldom any of her future. This had a different feel to it. Yikes, I thought. What if Hanna was in charge of me, too? 
I was welcoming to her. Awoken in the middle of the night was fine. I heated up dinner for her to eat. As we sat across the breakfast nook, she briskly chowed down. “Thanks for fixing this. It’s delicious,” she complemented my chef hobby. 
“Glad you’re enjoying it. For me, it’s recreation. I find it soothing.” 
 “Some days I find being a doctor gratifying. Other times, I find it a little horrifying.” 
 “Why so?” I asked. 
 “The responsibility.” She frowned. “You should know. When you’re protecting people, you’ve got their lives in your hands. Rachel nearly lost her life guarding someone.” 
 “Yes, but with us, it isn’t an everyday kind of thing.” 
 “With me it’s been nearly every moment of my life since I became a M.D. When I’m not caring for someone, I’m worrying about them. Thinking of how I could make them better.” 
 “That’s more responsibility than you need to worry about. I just do my best, and once in a while I second-guess, or feel guilt. But usually not so much.” I edged, skirting the truth. I hadn’t had a great night’s sleep since Rachel was shot. 
 When Hanna finished, I took her plate. “Thank you.” She looked away. “You know I’m falling in love with Rachel.” 
 “I knew you two are sweet on one another.” I was trying for an easy-breezy conversational tone. “Rachel, seems fond of you, too.” For the next ten minutes, Hanna listed probably everything nautical she knew. Telling me, perhaps because she thought I needed a boat lesson. Or enlightening me on her vast grasp of general knowledge. 
When she left my side, I went up to the flybridge. I gazed into the night sky. Sitting on the upper deck, I searched the shadows. Night on the ocean seemed to be another realm. The star’s luminescence blinked. Mellow colors softly blurred in splotches on top of the sea. Clouds scooted across the horizon. I closed my eyes as I considered the sound of the tide. As it receded, there was evening’s fluency in silence. 
It seemed abundantly clear that Rachel and Hanna might end up together. In which case, I would need to begin liking the doctor. 
“Hey, Beryl,” I heard my name. “I checked your stateroom, then I ran into Hanna and she said you were up here. She seems nice to me.” 
 “I’m sure she is.” I patted the cushion beside me. “Have a seat. The sky is performing a heck of a show tonight.” 
 “It is lovely. Beryl, I hope you know how much I appreciate your looking after me. All of you. You’re so hospitable.” 
 “We run a sweet ship.” My mind was not feeling at ease. It was swirling with suspects. There had to be clues I wasn’t seeing. That concern never left me. 
I felt Evan’s hand on mine. “Do you want to talk about it? About whatever is bothering you?” 
 “The cases. They both seem to be stagnating. I know we are discovering a great deal, but nothing is fitting. One case has too many prime suspects. The other has one, but bringing charges seems impossible.” 
 “Today I did a search on John Hodges. You weren’t kidding when you said he’s powerful.” 
 “Powerful. He gets his way by bullying or buying. He wins. I’m worried about any case we may build. John Hodges can afford to buy his son’s freedom. The kid must be aware of that.” 
 “I backhoed some information on Ryder.” 
 “Backhoed?” 
 “A term I use. I went way back, checking old deleted files. Redacted information. Sometimes you can take a file back, and the information is there. Ryder was in trouble during high school – even then. But it was expunged since he was under eighteen. He just turned twenty-one and for some reason, any filings in the last three years were wiped clean. However, there are ways. I can’t be sure of everything, only that he was a wild, reckless, pain-in-the-ass kid.” She grinned as she confessed, “I’ll tell Rachel about backhoeing. Or as they say in scientific research, hacking for clues about guppy sex.” 
 With a brief laugh, I asked, “You’re into guppies?” 
 “All things in the oceans. The utopian frontier,” she dramatically answered. Then she offered, “Seriously, if I can help in any way.” 
“Thanks. Tomorrow I’m going to ask Rach and Summer to interview classmates. Call the women that interacted with him at Harvard. Dirt might be covered up his actions, but chat often uncovers it. Gossip. Glossed up and wiped away. Money is a pretty good disinfectant. But general scuttlebutt usually stains pretty thoroughly.” 
I considered, if need be, I could send Summer up to Cambridge to do some snooping. When I looked up, Evan was walking away. She then turned, came back to where I was seated, and she leaned over to kiss my cheek. I felt chills. 
            “See you in the morning,” she whispered. 
 I’d just ignored Evan. I knew better than to ignore a woman. Both Evan and I knew that I wasn’t ready for romance. Not when I was trying to defang crime. 
 




Chapter 10

                                                                                                                                                                             
  
 Morning seemed fairly well-behaved. Hanna had scrammed from the yacht very early. Emergency suturing waited for no woman. She was off to save someone with her handiwork. Thankfully, she had saved Rachel. While exercising in our gym, I concluded that maybe she had little post-it-notes scattered about with tasks, and suggestions she might have had. 
After a shower, and an imaginary search for a list from the doctor, I fixed breakfast for everyone. By this time the women were awake. Summer was jogging on the beach. Rachel was probably breaking her promise to Hanna by getting up to be seated at the breakfast nook. Evan helped me in the kitchen. I slid my crazy ship-imprinted apron on. She’d tied it securely. It was nice to have her around. 
 When Rachel joined us, I asked her about checking in-depth on Ryder’s past. Between the lines of police reports. Seeking files through backhoeing. 
“Records may well be gone, and maybe I won’t get any more than Evan found,” Rachel said as she tore a croissant and slipped its flaky corner into her mouth. “The Court often erases and tidies when the kid is under eighteen. And depending on the disposition of the case, sometimes the age is twenty-one. But I’ll check it out.” 
 “Summer is going to stay here with you, Rach,” I muttered. “She’ll be checking Cambridge for any stories. What do you think of the idea of sending her up there to snoop?” 
 “My guess is it would be more productive for her to chase down information on the kid called Javier. From what I’ve got, he was a local high school grad, but didn’t go on to college. Ryder Hodges hangs out with him when he’s home on vacation from Harvard.” 
“You’re right,” I acknowledged. “We need her here.” 
Rachel covered her eyes a moment. “Oh, and we got a last name for Javier. That guy Summer talked with about Javier checked it out. His last name is Ramon. Javier Ramon. The bartender also said that both Ryder and Javier finished high school together just last year. Hodges got kicked out of a ritzy boarding school. But it didn’t exclude him from Harvard.” 
 “Did he give you the name of the private boarding school?” 
 “Yes. And I called them. They don’t divulge information about their student, or former students. No charges were made.” 
 I slipped a forkful of omelet in my mouth. The burst of hot pepper was perfect. “We certainly know the way that translates. Those Ivy League folks cover for one another.” 
 Evan grinned in my direction. “I’m so glad I don’t need to include bad guys in my research. Rotten for my blood pressure. But just think, I wouldn’t have needed to study to get into a top college. Born rich would have taken care of it, as well as bad behavior.” 
 “A bad guy tried to bomb your butt,” Rachel nonchalantly commented. “You do realize that now you’re a target. While we can’t prove that Ryder killed Pixy, which I’m certain we all believe, it can be proved that Ryder attempted to murder you. Forensics is sifting through what’s left of your Jeep for all the evidence they can discover. That means there may be some evidence. There is no trace of evidence in Pixy’s murder.” 
 There was concern in Evan’s eyes. “After today’s volleyball game, I’m going to stay out of sight. It’s just that I promised to play on the team, so I really feel obligated. My partner and I only have a ten-point game.” 
 “I’ll be with you, and I’ll be carrying my weapon,” I said. “But it really would be wiser to sit it out.” 
 “I agree,” Rachel spoke. 
“My father taught me not to neglect my promises.” Her face saddened in increments. “It’s just that I never like to let him down. I mean, can you imagine a man losing his wife and spending the remainder of his life raising a kid? He dated women, but never allowed it to get serious.” 
 “Maybe he didn’t fall in love again,” Rachel remarked. 
 “Probably not. He still has Mom’s photos everywhere. And wears his wedding band.” 
 Rachel shrugged ever so slightly. “There you have it, Evan. He’s still in love with your mother. Whether or not he had a child, he still probably wouldn’t have married again. And you’ve kept him company.” 
 “And my grandmother was also there.” 
 “His mother was also with him?” Rachel quizzed. 
 “No. My grandmother was my mother’s mother. Confusing. But she always loved her son-in-law They got along great together, and she adored me. We were all happy.” 
 I took Evan’s hand in mine. “Evan, if he would have wanted to remarry, he would have.” 
 She admitted, “You’re right, of course. I just want to make him proud of me. He was a great dad.” 
 “A close call because someone wants you dead, would not please him,” Rachel countered. 
 I asked, “Have you even told him?” 
 “No. I had called him last night, but didn’t mention the bombing. I just said they were changing out the Jeep I’d rented.” Evan added, “And I don’t want to let down my teammates.” 
 Rachel and I smirked. “Ask enough questions, you’ll usually get to the true answer. You want to play?” 
 “Yes,” she answered. “When I’m involved in a game, I think only of the sports event.” 
 “I’ll be with her,” I said to Rachel. “You don’t have to worry.” 
 Rachel’s grimness softened. “Both of you be careful. We’ve got a close call on each of our cases. Let’s not test our luck.” 
 The three of us laughed, nervously at first. 
The term ‘third time is a charm’ came to mind. 
Driving Evan to the Purple Sand Sport Bar was a quiet trip. Perhaps the danger was sinking in. The outside volleyball sandpit was large, and wonderfully groomed. Evan had a chance to school me on the rhyme and reason of such a game. When some of the women were warming up, they provided a sample game. Evan pointed out techniques. Then Evan and her partner played against two enormously fit opponents. These women were in it to win it. 
While attempting to watch the sandpit, the small rows of bleachers, and the women coming and going, I was happy that the male clientele remained inside drinking. The gay guys had no interest in the world in seeing four women out in sand, bouncing a ball back and forth. They would stay inside in the air-conditioned barroom sipping their splendidly well-poured Piña coladas, Bloody Marys, and Lemon Sunsets 
 Scraps of information from the crowd included: She’s getting underneath the ball. She keeps putting it into the net. Serving Errors. What an athletic build. Powerful. Great defense. In the deep corner. Outside – wide. Served an ace. The block was terrific. They lost momentum. 
 The voices were describing Evan’s team when they spoke about lost momentum. “Sorry you lost,” I commiserated as I handed Evan a towel to wipe her perspiration. 
“I tried.” 
“I thought you were wonderful.” 
 “I’ll buy you a drink,” she grinned. “For saying that. My heart wasn’t in it. Yes, I was concerned about everything.” She appeared troubled. 
We went inside, found a booth and ordered screwdrivers. “Evan, maybe you should stick closer to the yacht. It might not be a bad idea,” I encouraged. 
“Maybe I should pack my bags and go home to Vermont.” 
 “If that’s what you think is best.” 
 She touched my hand. “No, I’d like to finish my research. And get to know you better.” 
 “I’d like that too. But I don’t want you harmed.” The orange juice tasted refreshing. I wanted to protect Evan. But I suspected Ryder Hodges of being responsible for one fatality. And the woman across from me was nearly killed. I looked into her eyes. Evan Finch was a kind, decent woman. A bright, fine woman. Maybe, I argued with myself, I should have insisted that she return to Vermont. I wanted to get to know her better, too. 
After delivering Evan back aboard with Rachel, we ate a lunch and discussed the crimes. Then I decided to stay in Palm for the remainder of the afternoon. First, I would drop by the Perrault Mansion, so I could chat with Glenda. For some reason, she was high on the police department’s suspect list. Or perhaps just high on Tom’s list. 
For whatever reason, I was also determined to talk with her about Curtis Rhodes. Something just wasn’t adding up. It became even more of a question mark when Rachel had problems digging up Rhodes’ dermatological credentials. Apparently, after finishing whatever degree, he had not found employment at a hospital or a medical center. That was when he began his small facial cream company. Guaranteed to make skin into an organ of pure love. After nearly sinking the business, he made a deal to sell most of his business. It would become part and parcel of Perrault. It sounded great to Curtis. A huge boost of bucks. And more where that came from. Then the bickering, and soon the hatred of his ‘employer’ – not partner as he’d been led to believe. A quick attempt at fighting the original paperwork failed. Wendell’s attorney knew the definition of iron clad. And he was not afraid to use it. Fine print is a bitch. 
“Glad I caught you,” I said to the harried Glenda. She looked as if she had just arrived. 
“Have a seat, Beryl. It’s been a wild day.” 
 I sat slowly, across the desk from the newly named CEO. She had inherited all of Wendell’s titles. “I had a few questions about Curtis.” 
 “He’s now accused me of trying to set him up. He said you’d been bothering him.” She continued unpacking items from her immense handbag. “Now he slurred me by saying he thinks I killed Wendell, and you’re trying to find a fall guy. And he’s our fall guy of choice. I didn’t sic you on him.” 
 “Of course, not. He’s a suspect. We know that. And he’s a fool if he doesn’t think he’s a suspect. Is there any reason his bank account would be running low?” 
 “Who knows. He should have plenty of money. Not as much as he’d like. He wants half of the company. He really wants the power.” 
 “When he joined Perrault, did he believe he would be getting more money?” 
 “Naw, he was absolutely thrilled to have any money again.” 
 Leaning near, I asked, as if it were in the strictest confidence, “You’re aware that he has no M.D., no PhD, no D at all?” 
 “Wendell eluded to that when they were having one of their shouting matches in the boardroom. I honestly didn’t give a flip one way or the other. The man hasn’t done a thing since he joined the company. Each of our newly researched products has come through our group of chemists. They won’t work with him because he’s an ass. Curtis felt great about having his own office. Ha! He’s such a fool. No one wants to be around him.” 
 “Now, I have a more difficult question. Why would Wendell have kept him? Did he have something on Wendell?” 
 “Don’t be ridiculous!” She gave one of those old 1950 movies laugh. She lifted her neck, throwing her flawless head back, and chaining laughter. And abruptly stopping. “Not at all.” 
 “I had to ask. I don’t understand why Wendell wouldn’t have set him loose. Even if he had to buy him off. People like Curtis are bad for personnel’s morale” 
 “Curtis isn’t completely stupid. He has a contract stating that he remains on the board, and as a partner. He can’t really be voted off. Or he would have been dumped long ago.” 
 I quickly suggested, “Okay, now pretend I’m Wendell. I know that Rhodes is not a doctor. That is something to be held against him. I would say, Curt, it’s over. Pack up. Tear up your contract, or I’ll tell the world what a phony you are. Sort of a double-back blackmail. Well?” 
 “If Wen would have kicked him to the curb, we would have needed to also tell all of our consumers that the information originally provided them was a hoax. The famous product line was not invented and developed by a doctor, as they had believed. And in court, Wen would have had to state that he knew about it. Or suspected.” 
 Rats take care of other rats when their tails are all on the chopping block. “Now, it makes sense. You’re certain that’s all the surprises in the Perrault history?” It just didn’t seem like the end. 
“All that I know. And you’re an attorney. I’m your client. And I’m asking you to keep everything I tell you confidential.” 
 “It will be kept confidential. However, now might be a good time to fess up with your clients. Your husband dies, and you discover Curt Rhodes has a secret. Your honesty demands that you tell the world.” I realized this might just be her motive. 
She laughed. “No wonder you were one of the leading attorneys in Florida.” She paused. “I can’t do that. First, I’d have to incriminate myself because I really don’t want to commit perjury. Beryl, I’m a small-town girl, with some looks and a gift of gab. I’m not a corporation cutthroat. I close sales. I don’t wipe out my opponents. I’ll put up with Curtis until he gives me too much trouble. Then I’ll buy him off one final time.” 
 I paused. “And you’ve no idea what he’s throwing his money away on?” 
 “No. Do you?” 
 “Speculation – if he’s not paying off a hitman. He likes the ponies, the ladies, or the pharmaceuticals.” 
 “I’ve never seen any sign of his indulging in drugs.” Glenda frowned. “He always had a fancy woman on his arm for parties, but they never acted interested in him. So, I think they might have been ‘for hire’ rather than his girlfriends. Gambling? I doubt it because when we had office pools, he’d wave us along and say he didn’t have money. He’s always been a tightwad.” 
 “So I’ve heard.” I wasn’t saying where I’d heard it. 
As I stood to leave, Glenda went to the liquor cabinet. She poured a drink. “Would you like to join me with some excellent wine.” She took a gulp. “I get so lonely for Wendell.” 
 When I got to the door, I said, “Some other time.” 
 “Wait,” she called to me. She approached, examining my face. “I’m going to give you one of our gift bags of cosmetics. You are such a beautiful woman, it’s a shame what you’re doing to your complexion.” From a small cabinet, she pulled a decorated gift bag. “Here, take this.” 
 “I do use wrinkle cream – a night moisturizer.” 
 “Beryl, it’s letting you down. Your skin is crying out for attention.” 
 I lifted the bag, as a wave, “Thank you.” 
 Before I left, I saw she’d taken another several swallows from the stemmed glass. She’d nearly drained it. I recalled that I had witnessed the same desperation in my mother’s eyes after my father died. If I had any doubt about Glenda’s guilt, it was dispelled. She was hurting. 
 There are times in life when you want to be an untethered kite. For some reason, I wanted to call on Mandy. She always had a way of lifting my spirit. While driving toward the Mandy Jewel apartment, I passed by Glitters. I took a sharp turn. Suddenly, I found myself parking in front of a small store that was cattycorner to Glitters. I walked to the corner, then looked up. There was a surveillance camera directly attached to the building’s converging lines. I stood exactly under it. The line of vision was direct. It would have filmed Pixy’s death. 
 Quickly, I took out my phone to check my notes. Summer had interviewed Aubrey Portilla, the store’s owner, twice. Both times the proprietor denied having the cameras on. Summer wasn’t convinced. We’d made a joke about it. The business, Portilla’s Handbags, had probably never had the cameras off. The handbags were luscious. They started at nine-hundred bucks a bag. That was the cheap stuff. 
 This was a good time for me to pay Aubrey a visit. I was getting nowhere with either investigations, and getting there fast. Nowhere is not where I wanted to be. 
 “I’m Beryl Trevar,” I introduced myself. I inhaled the leather smell of the merchandise. Glamour, and hefty price tags. 
“What would you like to look at, dear?” Aubrey was medium height, fashion conscious, and took on the airs of a princess. With dark hair, complexion, and ebony-colored eyes that followed my every move, Aubrey was a handsome woman approaching sixty. She cleared her throat. 
“I have some questions to ask you, if I might?” 
 “Certainly,” she said with a sales smile that probably hurt her to make. 
“You have a surveillance camera on the corner of your building. I’m going to need to borrow the information.” 
 “What information?” 
 I hated it when someone feigned stupidity. “You know what I’m talking about. The night the young woman was murdered.” 
 “I don’t have that. We’ve discontinued the service.” 
 “I don’t believe that the service isn’t working. It’s an older system, but that system is a workhorse. If it weren’t working, you would have gotten a replacement in the last week. Especially with the crime of a murder that took place nearby. Your merchandise is expensive. I’m guessing your insurance company insists on security cameras.” 
 “Who are you?” 
 I pulled out my P.I. credentials. “I’m investigating the woman’s murder. You can cooperate with me, or I can have my pal, Tom Powers, get a search warrant.” 
 She was blanching, trembling. “I swear I don’t have anything. You’ll just have to get that warrant.” 
 “Aubrey, you’re terrified of talking. I can understand that. Ruffians are everywhere. Even the nicest areas become targets.” 
 Her mouth bobbed, “Look, I’ve been here a long time. I’m not worried about someone throwing a stone, or pouring paint on my establishment.” 
 “I know who you’re frightened of. Someone powerful, rich and desperate.” 
“Please leave.” 
 “I want you to call me if you wish to cooperate. Pixy. She never harmed anyone in her life. She had in some way been harmed. But she lived without hurting anyone. She tried to bring joy and happiness to people. Think that over. What kind of a world do you want to live in?” 
 “I know what kind of a world I do live in.” 
 “Let’s try to make it a better world.” I tossed my business card on her counter. “Ms. Portilla, these handbags are worth a fortune, so don’t pretend you don’t have surveillance. I’m not believing that for a nanosecond. Your handbags are too expensive to leave unprotected.” 
 She read my card. “Ms. Trevar, your card says you speak Spanish. Do you?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Lo barato sale caro,” she uttered. Cheap things cost you in the end. 
 She was correct there. 
I walked a couple blocks, just to regain my composure. Once I’d passed by several storefronts, I began feeling somewhat uplifted. As I passed a small grill and bar establishment, I turned. A shadow from the side-entrance moved, following me. I made a quick abrupt turn. It was Ryder Hodges. Face to face, I studied him. He knew it was me, and he knew I realized he was following me. 
My heart was thumping against my ribcage. My breathing became ragged. 
Ryder elicited fear. That quality made him an immediate opponent. A bully depends on it. So does a dictator, or a hardened criminal. Ryder was only twenty-one. His frame was large, six-two or three. Athletic, strong, agile. His face was not smoothly, handsomely tailored, as most moneyed young men. His creepy grin was locked, frozen. Eyes sparkled with an evil glow of elation. I didn’t want him to see my fear, so I glared back at his unnerving stare. 
“Better watch where you’re walking,” his threatening voice dared me. A laugh escaped. There wasn’t a reason to laugh, but he had. 
 “I know you’re Ryder Hodges. You’re not intimidating me.” 
 “Sure, I am,” he said as he moved nearer. “And I know you and your Team have eyes on me. Ding, ding. Round one,” his voice spared with mine. “And I can get any girl in this state. You and your girls can’t.” 
 “Any woman I’ve ever been with has been with me of her own free will. Unlike you. I hear you need to dose them, drug them, beat them, coheres them, cajole them, or buy them. And perhaps murder them.” 
 “You’re losing round one,” he said with an arrogant insolence. 
“But you can bet your ass, I’m not going to be losing the match.” 
 “You’re a joke. You and your women just stay away from me. Do yourself a favor, pretend you never heard of me.” 
 Combatively, I said, “That isn’t going to happen. You’ll make a mistake.” 
 “Nothing in my life is a mistake. I purchase remedies.” 
 “Florida is a death penalty state. The remedy can be costly. And the purchased remedy might not work in the jury of public opinion.” I saw a flicker of fear in his eyes. “Some people can’t be bought.” 
His head then went back in an act of defiance. “Boom, boom,” he uttered with malevolence. His face was twisted with a grin of evil. “Flesh flying, all torn apart with one boom. The second boom is an echo.” 
I didn’t want to touch him, or I would have given him a slam to get him out of my way. I walked around him. He turned and went the opposite way. 
When I returned to my convertible, I called Mandy Jewel. I could use one of her enormous, strong, and delicious drinks. And a few of her stories wouldn’t go amiss either. 
She issued an invite, and I hustled to her apartment. 
 Mandy stuck a decorated glass in my hand as I entered. It was a strawberry margarita.  “Thanks, I’m glad the Marina isn’t far. I may have to walk after this.” 
 “Drink up. You’ll be fine. What’s happening?” 
 After telling her about the clash with Ryder Hodges, she warned me, “Beryl, you want to be very careful. Please promise me you’ll get extra security for The Radclyffe, and you women.” 
 “I know he blew up Evan’s Jeep. And he killed Pixy.” 
 “That poor little girl never had a chance.” 
 “Not a chance,” I repeated. I sipped the drink. It was refreshing. I wanted it to cool me down, but it wasn’t. “Mandy, these cases have been cases from hell.” 
 Her laugh was rushing as she agreed, “You’ve got crazy luck with both being difficult. And the Perrault case?”
  
 “I’m not getting anywhere. I’m searching to find out where Curtis Rhodes is spending his money. Oh, and how well do you know Aubrey Portilla?” 
 “Your second question is easier. Have a seat.” 
 We sat, and I waited a moment while she thought. “Aubrey is doing quite well as a business woman. A couple of divorces. I think she’s single now. She comes from money. Makes money; spends money. I’ve always gotten along with her. To my knowledge, she’s never been in any trouble.” 
 “I want her to give me the surveillance tapes, or information from the camera facing down over Glitters. Any ideas?” 
“She wouldn’t have anything to do with a young busker, so she hasn’t got a chicken in the cock fight. I can’t imagine Aubrey going out of her comfort zone for a poor street entertainer.” Mandy slunk back in her chair. “Come to that, I can’t see her doing anything for anyone. Not that she’s a shitty person, but she isn’t what I’d call a philanthropist. Not sympathetic and not big-hearted.” 
 “That’s the impression I got of her, too.” 
 “I don’t think Aubrey’s going to give up information. Her background is interesting. She came over as a very small child from Cuba. All her life she’s resisted involvement. She mistrusts. I honestly don’t believe she’ll part with any information that harms her, or could harm her.” 
 “In other words, I may not be able to solve this case.” 
 “Old Palm Beach bon mots don’t always tell just one secret. Life’s answer is that there is no answer; the bottom line is that there is no bottom line.” 
 I took another sip. “Mandy, she could be this answer.” 
 “Could is a rickety old word. Now, on to your other question. Dr. Curtis Rhodes is locked in his strangeness.” 
 “You mentioned that a few of your girls refused to deal with him.” 
 “He wasted their time. They ended up getting stiffed. I ended up getting stiffed. Stiff as in swindled. Pleasure for him, as I heard it, is different. I’ve made it a point never to talk about the gentlemen with whom I dealt. But I like you. Trust you. I’ll speak my mind. He has a severe desire to be the ruler, the boss. If anything, he wanted not to please a woman. He wanted to treat the women with angry words, degradation. Some of that will work with women. Money and a great tip makes that acceptable to a woman needing funds. He was cruel, not assault and battery mean. Cruel.” 
 “And any other bad habits?” 
 “That one was enough to get him kicked out of my escort service. I’m not sure where his money goes. It sure as hell isn’t for clothing. He may be paying off a hitman. Or blackmail.” 
 Grinning, I nodded my agreement. “I’m looking for something that may or may not be attainable. I’m frustrated.” 
 “Get a good woman,” she shrugged. “A deliciously wonderful woman.” 
 “That might not be a bad idea.” 
 When we parted, I considered Mandy’s advice. Although it was still light out, I was pretty sure I’d missed dinner time. A peek at my phone told me I had calls from nearly everyone. They all knew I was in the vicinity, and would be home soon. 
 On the return trip to the yacht, I received an emergency call from our client, Glenda Perrault. Since both Mandy’s apartment and the Perrault Mansion were in Palm Beach, I was only minutes away from Glenda. 
 When I arrived, I realized I had indeed interpreted Glenda’s distress call correctly. Glenda was intoxicated. She was wobbling, and her speech slurred. I had covered my eyes and whispered to myself, “On, noooo.” 
 “Beryl, I’m glad you’re here.” She began her maudlin tale of woe. In her life, she’d had such a difficult time climbing to make it to the top. Finding the love of a man, and now losing him. 
Finally, I said, “Glenda, I don’t believe Wendell would have wanted you to be sad.” 
 “I know,” she whined. “Look, sit over in that chair and I’ll give you a facial while we talk. Your skin is too wonderful to throw away. Beryl, you must preserve it now. With your bone structure, and those dimples, your face is a magnificent canvas.” 
She threw a towel over my back. My eyes widened as she began massaging my temple. My minimal makeup as removed, and she began layering me with concealer, with anti-aging creams, secret revitalizers, and something that was supposed to be absorbed into the skin to refresh and hydrate the crap out of my face and neck. My eyes had never been so widely opened. I feared. 
“Beryl, this will give you the youthful, glowing skin you desire.” 
 She had poured me a goblet of expensive wine. I sipped slowly. She continued topping up my glass, and I continued drinking slowly. She drank considerably more quickly. Finally, as she poured wine into my goblet, there was so little to top up, I was afraid the kinetic energy wouldn’t hold the wine’s surface tension until I got it to my lips – for another very tiny sip. 
She had already started reapplying makeup. I was getting more nervous than before. Now she was not only demolishing my healthy skin self-regiment, she was rebuilding. Painting and powdering. 
“Was there anything new about the investigation?” I asked. She quickly steadied my lips and slathered them with lip gloss. 
“Beryl, I called you because I have no one else to talk with. Ross is unavailable. Even Felipa didn’t pick up her call. I think the authorities believe I had Wendell killed. They keep questioning me. Have you got any clues at all?” 
 “Only what we discussed. It’s common to look at the spouse.” 
 “I’ve taken a polygraph.” 
 “Not admissible in court. And not one-hundred percent reliable. For that reason, it isn’t used to accuse, nor to eliminate you. However, in most cases, it weighs in your favor if you’ve passed.” 
 “I still wonder if it wasn’t Curtis,” she murmured. 
“I’ve been attempting to find some reason that he needs money. The only reason I can think of is that he needed to purchase the service of a hired gun. However, hitmen want the money upfront. It would have previously been paid. What he needs money for now – well, that could be a case of the shooter blackmailing him.” 
 That scenario might be because he’d hired a two-bit gunman rather than a profession. The professional goes away, and usually stays away. Mandy had told me she had it on good authority that it wasn’t a gangland hit. 
Glenda suddenly sobbed. “I miss Wen so badly. My life is coming apart.” She went to sit on the sofa. 
I followed, and put my arm around her shoulder. “You’ve got to be strong right now. For yourself and for Wen’s memory, and the company. It’s important to keep that goal in mind. Be strong.” 
 She noticed when I glanced at my watch. “It’s getting late. I’m keeping you, Beryl. You need your rest. I’m depending on you to help me.” Glenda leaned back and then slid down into a fetal position on the couch. I left her, passed out, with her tears still dripping. 
 The security guard at the door mentioned that he would call for her maid to come and get Glenda to bed. I’d seen him around before, so I asked, “Does she get like this often?” 
 “Since Wen died. She sits and plays music and drinks. Then breaks down crying.” His frown deepened. “I even suggested grief counseling.” 
 “It might help,” I agreed. “I know you were here when Wendell was killed. Is there anything that might have come to you since the murder?” 
 “I wish I could help. I already told Summer Wade about my recollections. I remember immediately going to Mr. Perrault, to cover him. I had my revolver drawn as I looked in the direction the shots came from. The killer was behind the bushes, I saw movement. I heard a boat of some kind immediately after the shots.” 
 “And you saw movement at exactly what point?” 
 “It was hearing shots, then…” he broke. He realized the sequence. “Wait, the movement behind the brush was when the boat’s motor was heard.” 
 We looked at one another. “There had to have been two,” I deduced. The shooter and the speedboat driver. 
“Yes. Undoubtedly. Unless he had a remote-control starter.” 
 “You’ve been a big help. Thanks.” Additional information implicated a second person. The complicity would be shared. No matter who pulled the trigger. 
Leaving, I conceded that my face did feel soft and subtle. I couldn’t bring myself to look into the rearview mirror, even for a peek.  
 




Chapter 11

   
   
 By the time I arrived home, the only one awake was Pluma. She screeched a few bars of go-blank-yourself. Not using ‘blank’ for the sake of being polite. 
 Walking past my mirror stunned me. Poor inebriated Glenda had tarted me up with a hot and wild makeup job. I laughed as I took a selfie. Rach and Summer would enjoy the image. And I would be elated that they now knew I was a good sport. 
 Poor Pluma had called me a throwaway whore, in Spanish. With my painted red cheeks, the poor parrot probably took me for a cockatoo. A very spicy cockatoo. 
 After a quick shower to wash off my cosmetics, I vowed to never get near an inebriated cosmetics goddess again. I slipped into bed, but my brain wouldn’t shut off for sleep, or even rest. And it was solving nothing. 
By the time morning began, I was ready to either try sleeping in, or getting up to face a bleary world. I opted to make my way to the galley. I was surprised to see Summer making a pot of coffee. 
 Although we’d discussed my meeting with Ryder and his presumed threat, we went back over it. I repeated his boom boom line a few times. Then I said that I almost preferred his evil chatter to the facial makeover that came later. 
 I suggested that Summer take a gander at the selfie I’d taken last night. She began flipping through her phone. When she reached the selfie that I’d sent her, she roared. 
“Trev, you were late last night, and I almost came after you. Good thing I didn’t. I don’t want to look like that! Ever!” 
 I grumbled, “I warned you off with my text messages. Then I took the selfie for you.” 
 “How was Glenda when you left her?” Summer quizzed. 
 “Sleeping on the sofa.” 
 Explaining the evening, I felt satisfaction in finding a clue. There were two involved in the shooting. 
“Trev, when the ambush happened, I honestly couldn’t tell you if branches and foliage moved or not. My eyes were on Rachel.” Summer was in deeply entrenched I thought for a few moments. “So, there were two. We don’t know either of them, so it might as well be ten.” 
I could see the frustration in her eyes. I could feel the frustration in my own eyes. 
“Summer, I don’t see Curt Rhodes doing anything dangerous. But suppose he hired two hitmen. One of them is now blackmailing him. Maybe the one driving the boat was a local thug. Someone assisting for a few bucks. Maybe the sharpshooter mentioned the name of the one that took out the contract to the boat driver.” 
 “Could be. Have you ruled out Olga Carleton? After the verdict, she was threatening the Perraults.” 
 “I don’t think they have the money.” From all appearances, I couldn’t see large amounts of money. “Summer, I just think she was probably ventilating about harming Wendell and Glenda. She seems the type that would bluster empty threats.” 
“Motive-wise, our two best suspects are Doc Rhodes and Olga.” 
 Sipping coffee, I then rubbed my weary eyes. “Maybe ‘Mr.-not-really-a-doctor’ and Olga pulled off the deed together. But they hate each other. That’s another quiz. Why would they be in bed together? Rhodes claimed she was a nutty woman who was after a paycheck. She screamed that he’d invented the terrible product that blinded her.” I paused. “Or as we know now, she was not so much blinded.” 
Summer squeezed her lids tightly. “Olga puts on quite an act. I don’t see her throwing in with Rhodes. Running the clue list, I keep excluding Glenda. But Tom says she’s still high on the police’s suspect list. Do they know something we don’t? Drew Acherman has done time for violence. He’s a sharpshooter. He claims he was hunting since he was a boy. He’s obviously been around boats and engines.” 
 “Tom likes Glenda for the setup. But I still say Glenda wouldn’t have had shots coming her way. And last night she broke down. I admit, in the beginning, she appeared way too cool. But I think she was in shock immediately after the shooting. Not indifferent, but maybe so stunned that her demeanor locked up on her. Last night she was intoxicated, and she was devastated. I figured it could have been an act. But acting is tough when you’ve consumed too much booze. Easy to give it away. I saw the wine being gulped, so I know she was emotionally impaired by booze. I asked the security guard. He said she grieved often when she was alone.” 
 Summer stood. “I’m going for a run. Then I’ll come back, shower, and begin the day.” 
 “Summer, was Evan upset that I spent the evening out?” 
 “I’m not sure. She did say that after talking with her father, she thought it best she windup the research today, and fly out. He doesn’t want her to get hurt.” 
 “It took you all this time to tell me about this?” I huffed. 
 “It took you all this time to ask about Evan?” 
 That stopped me. “I see what you mean. I’m no good at romance when I’m in the midst of a case. We might have had something. I botched it by being too involved in the murders.” 
 “She told me not to tell you, but she said another reason was that she was worried about you. Worried that you might be harmed if you didn’t keep your edge. She feels uneasy about all of us carrying our weapons. Too many guns make civilians uneasy,” Summer said with a shrug. 
When Summer exited, I wrote a note to Evan. I put it in the guestroom on her luggage. I offered to take her to the airport. I expressed my sorrow that we wouldn’t have more time together. 
 Then I cursed. I got out to my car. One would have thought I was in a swearing competition with Pluma. If not the threat of losing a profanity contest to a parrot, I would have strongly competed. I slipped a lemon drop in my mouth to console myself. 
My mind was pounding out hints from each conversation I’d had. I would first go to West Palm to check out Olga’s alibi again. She and her Mr. were home at the time of the shooting. Neighbors could corroborate her statement. And they had. They would testify they’d seen both of the Carletons that morning. Times were sketchy, and differing. But they’d seen them. 
Yet I would keep looking for anything out of place. Or in the least oddly criminal. I also wanted to chat with her husband, Rex. 
The house looked closed for business. Curtains drawn. Maybe, I concluded, they were in Miami visiting their cop son. Media film never showed photos of her son, Andrew or Andy. Perhaps he was embarrassed by her lawsuit against Perrault Cosmetics. Some cops see enough litigation because they often need to testify. 
When smacking the door to get attention didn’t do any good, I walked to the back of their home. It looked as though Rex Carleton might have been in the junk business. There was a small hauling trailer with rusted hardware, and nearly rotted boards. It was filled with junk iron, an odd selection of broken household items, and even books. 
“What you want?” I heard a voice behind me. His voice was as gravelly as his wife’s. They might have had problems when answering the phone – hard to determine one of their voices from the others. Other side of the coin – they could easily cover for one another. 
 I turned to see Rex making his way toward me. The last image I’d seen of him was when I looked at the media film of their court case. He had a limp. However, as he moved there was no hint of a limp. “Mr. Carleton. I’m Beryl Trevar.” 
 “I know, I seen you before. You’re that nosey detective. We don’t want snoops around here. You’re on my property.” With his shoulders lifted, he didn’t look as weak as he had appeared. About six-foot, and a bit huskier, Rex had a haggard, angry face. “I don’t know what you’re bothering us for. My son is a police officer and he said we don’t need to talk with you.” 
 “You don’t want to clear your name?” 
 “My name is clear. And I want you off my property. You got no right at all being here.” 
 His movement was good for a mid-fifty-year old suddenly pretending to have a limp. I’d ask Rachel to check out how many slip and fall lawsuits he might be connected with in the past few years. 
“Looks like you’ve got a pawn shop going on out here. Is any of this for sale?” 
 “No.” 
 “What about the books over there?” 
 “You stay away from them. And everything else on my property.” 
 He had put himself in between me and the mound of trash. “It looks like you’re going to throw this away. I have a book collection and I always buy old books. A dollar each.” 
 “I want you off this property now,” he ordered sternly. “You got no right to snoop.” 
 “I thought I saw a very good book of poetry,” I argued. As I walked ahead of him, I glanced over at the books. Nothing telltale. I reached as I went around the corner and tipped a few books. Several were white power books. Although I didn’t get a good look at any of them, I knew what they were. My brain was saying a very loud whew! 
When I got back to my car, I pulled out my phone and got onto Amazon. I looked up the books, and they would fit into the libraries of a white supremacist. Obviously, the books were being tossed out. Wondering about the dichotomy – Rex’s son a cop, law enforcer. No other signs of KKK placards, or white hoods, and they didn’t look like the type. I questioned if the books might have been part of some clean-out of an apartment, a junk dumpster. It could have meant anything. Now the question was if he wanted me off property because he didn’t want me to see a bunch of old Klan books. Or more likely, he wanted me away from them because they hated me for representing the Perraults. Their sworn enemy. 
The history of the Carleton’s was brief. Background check showed they had lived in Wyoming for several years. No arrests. Nothing since moving to Florida. Clean. With a cop son. 
 I chuckled as I started the car. It had to have been my sparkling personality that Rex found a tad too obnoxious for his tastes. 
Driving, I passed by Silky’s, then turned back around to stop and park. It was a little idiosyncrasy of mine. After an ugly interview or interrogation, or just plain unpleasantness, I would always follow up with something pleasing. A walk under palm trees. A stroll on the beach. Or a visit with Silky. Evan’s rental car wasn’t around. 
That reminded me to contact Rachel and see if the results had been released from the crime scene explosion. Negative, she said. Tom Powers had reported that Forensics found nothing. There were the typical mixtures of bomb materials. Products found anywhere, available from a million different stores, and available online. No prints, nothing providing a clue. Or the shadow of a clue. 
 “You’re looking glum,” Silky commented as she rounded the counter and placed a cup of coffee in front of me.” 
 “Case is going nowhere. Evan is returning to Vermont.” 
 “I thought she had another week or two.” 
 “So did I,” I answered with such a grumble that I amazed myself. “I understand after her Jeep was blown up, why she would be cautious. And why she would return to the safe spot of Vermont.” 
 “Hey, she stayed to play volleyball. That took courage. Maybe she’ll come back after you’ve solved the crime.” 
 “I’m not sure this area holds many good memories for her. She was nearly killed.” Hesitating, I admitted, “And I think we’ve solved the case. But it’s one of those crimes that is tough to tie down.” There were so many tentacles in both murders. My thought continued – and one crime seemed as if it would be nearly impossible to prosecute. Money buys power. Power buys everything, I admitted. I felt that old tinge of guilt. Money had once bought me. Bought the services of an attorney. As Rachel often reminded me, I was springing the bad actors. 
 Silky grinned. “You two looked at one another as if you cared a little.” 
 “It would be difficult to care for someone in my profession. Right now, my mind is whirling with so many complexities. What woman wants that?” 
 “One that wants you,” she answered. 
While Silky took other orders, I called Evan to ask if I could take her to the airport. Although I’d left the note for her earlier, I thought she might not have seen in before making arrangements. She reported that her trip to the airport was already taken care of. One of her university friends offered to help her drop the rental car off and take her to the airport. She also explained that she knew I was in the middle of this investigation, and she didn’t want to put me out. 
 I told her I’d love to see her again. She replied that she wanted to go back to The Ghost to take another look. She figured it would be sold, or someone would destroy it. She suggested we meet there. That way I could have another chance to evaluate the boat, and get to better know the victim. 
 We decided on meeting in half an hour. I chatted with Silky for fifteen minutes, and then drove to the docks. 
Perhaps, I hadn’t realized how wonderfully wide Evan’s smile was. We boarded The Ghost. Old boats and ships were called ghosts, and perhaps they were. Each memory in my mind could also be called a ghost. 
I thought of Pixy. A young woman without a name. 
Again, Evan and I roamed, examining each area. I opened the secret hiding place. I took the two shells. I handed them to Evan. “She’d want you to have these.” 
 Evan handed them back. “I’m not certain when they’ll release the body. These belong to Pixy. Maybe you could have them buried with her. They must have meant something to her if she put them in here.” 
 I squinted as I looked in the small, dark vacuum of a cave – where hidden things were kept. On the base, nearly stuck down on the floor of the makeshift vault, was a paper. I pulled it out. Drawn were several shells, flowers, a boat, and a seahorse. In very difficult penmanship was the word B-O-T, and L-A-C-E-Y. It had to have been a message. It didn’t make sense. If the paper was a clue, I had no idea what she might have meant. And I would probably not know the meaning until the case was solved. She’d written the name of the woman owning the boat. That may have been the entire message, and meaning. 
‘Bot’ could have been Pixy’s way of spelling boat. Lacey was the first name of the woman that purchased The Ghost. Perhaps, it meant something to Pixy. 
 Sadness washed over me. I didn’t know her. Even though we shared time together. There was an inability to understand her. Confessing that I knew so little hurt me. Although I didn’t know what good the tiny slip of paper could do, I put it in my pocket. I would place it in a frame and keep it on my desk. 
Evan turned on the television. For several minutes, we watched the show that was Pixy’s favorite – her video obsession. When the little seahorse did a flip, Evan sighed deeply. “Beryl, I recall when Ripple the Seahorse did that turn, Pixy stood, jumping around. She pointed to Ripple and then to herself. She patted her chest. Then she pointed down and said fall. I could never understand what she meant. I often wondered if she was warning Ripple not to fall.” 
 Silence took our joy. Then I said, “It would have been so difficult to live a life that she had. Yet she always seemed happy. As if entertaining fulfilled her. It was enough. When she wanted to communicate, it wasn’t enough.” 
 Evan swallowed. Her eyes filled. “Somehow I feel that way about us. You and me. We weren’t enough. Maybe one day. I might come back. Maybe next summer. Maybe I’ll catch you between romances and cases.” 
 “Maybe.” I felt a sadness. We were drifting out to our own seas. Hers was in Vermont. Mine was here. Her life was doing research to keep sea urchins alive. Mine was finding criminals. “I’m sorry you were endangered.” 
 “My father insisted I return. I’m his only child, so I understand his concern.” 
 She moved toward me, and I moved into her arms. This kiss we shared was as passionate as any I’d ever know. Softly so, and without expectation. Her goodbye whisper was brief. “Please stay safe.” 
 I watched as she went down the rickety boarded dock. She got to the car, waved, and drove away. There was a lump in my throat. I wasn’t certain if my emotions were tangled because one of the Team was nearly killed, and then a woman I cared very much about was also nearly taken. I only knew that I wanted to bring the ones responsible to justice. 
 “Ahoy,” I heard. It was Lefty coming out onto the deck of his houseboat. “Too bad that gal is leaving.” 
 “Yes.” 
“She was a good ‘en. Why that gal saved Pixy’s life once.” 
 “Evan saved Pixy?” 
 “Yep. Pixy goes walkin’ down the beach and into the sea. There’s a rip-current a playing with the ocean. Well, quick as quick, Evan swims out there and drags Pixy in. I’ll never forget that. And when I found out Pixy was killed, I thought of how she’d been saved only to finally be lost.” 
 For several moments, I hated Ryder Hodges more than I thought possible. 
 “Would you like to come in for a brew?” 
 “Naw, but thanks. Another time.” 
 “I don’t imagine you’ll be comin’ around anymore.” 
  “Maybe I will,” I countered. “I never know where I’ll be, or what I’ll be doing.” 
 “Think you’re gonna find Pixy’s killer?” 
 “Lefty, have you ever had a fish that you keep trying to land? The fish is elusive, and maybe you have even had it hooked, but you haven’t landed it?” 
 “I’ve had lots of those. One big old devil had my name on it. Give me a heck of a tussle. But danged if it didn’t keep getting away. I dreamed every night about catching that fish,” he divulged. 
 “Did you ever catch it?” 
 “Yep. Damned straight I did. But funny thing. I didn’t have it stuffed to put on the wall like a trophy. And I never ate it. I give it to a woman with lotsa little ones. She fed her big family. And I stopped dreaming about that fish.” 
 I turned and walked back to my car. 
 Probing my mind was not assisting me with the helplessness I felt. 
 




Chapter 12

   
   
 The reoccurring dream of Rachel being shot intruded on my night. Although it was in my imagination only, often times that makes it worse. By morning, I’d found that the sheets surrounding me were twisted and confining. It was as if I might be fighting my way through what had happened to Rachel. I could see the carnelian blood oozing from Rachel’s chest. I felt paralyzed. And often my dreams hiked on to where a young woman with only the name Pixy had been beaten to death. 
 I wrote a note to Rachel. We needed to beef up our own security surrounding the yacht. If Ryder or his buddy, Javier, were any kind of swimmers, they could easily attach an explosive device to the hull of our ship. 
Driving directly to the Perrault Mansion took only minutes. Its morning starkness was coming alive with waving palm trees, and the bustle of grounds groomers. Drew was walking briskly toward me as I parked. 
“You’re up early,” he greeted me. Both his hair and his facial stash had been trimmed slightly. The sideburns that had been drooping like hedges, had been evened out. He looked less terrifying. Maybe his boss, Glenda, was on an employee beautification spree. 
“Just checking a couple things. Oh, by the way, I know that you were working on equipment when the shots were fired. Did you hear them?” 
 “Everyone here probably did. Except me.” 
“Did you hear the boat motor?” 
 “I didn’t hear anything. I can’t help you.” 
 Collecting my thoughts, I asked, “Have any of the men working on the yards said anything, discussed anything with you?” 
 “These guys just want to get the grass mowed, trees trimmed, and get the hell out of here.” 
“You said you liked Wendell. I’m wanting to solve his murder. Anything you have that would help me, I’d appreciate.” 
 His silence wasn’t going to tell me one damned thing. 
At least he didn’t need to manufacture his words. 
I made my way to the mansion’s entrance. Glenda was in her office. She looked up slowly. 
“Hi,” she said with an embarrassed smile. “I’m sorry that I over-imbibed.” 
 “As long as you’re okay. I was concerned, but I know you’re going through a loss.” I wasn’t going to tell her that my face felt very hydrated and moisturized. She could easily wrangle me into another makeup session. 
“Most of the employees, and even the police, think I’m too much of a stoic to be mourning. Once in a while, I sip wine. It makes me less lonely. I think of the times Wen and I were having an evening of fun and wine together. Only now I’m alone.” She motioned for me to sit. 
“You mentioned awhile back about being involved in charity work. My crew and I are contributing for some kind of memorial for the murdered woman named Pixy. Unfortunately, I’m not much of a fund raiser, but it does take my mind off losing her. Involvement in a project like that can certainly help with loss.” 
 “You’re a friend of hers, that poor little girl?” 
 “Yes. She always showed a childlike innocence.” I smiled. “She was special.” 
 Glenda’s eyes pinched. “Yes, I often saw her on the streets. Although I purchased her flowers, I should have helped her in some way.” 
 “I’m not sure she wanted help then.” 
“Maybe I can help now,” Glenda murmured. “Anything to keep me from the self-pity of losing Wen.” 
“Losing anyone is tough, but in these circumstances, it is even worse. You could have been killed. You’re still contending with the concern of knowing there is a killer out there.” 
 Her face registered a flicker of fear. “I’m glad I have security. When my limousine drove through the gates yesterday, there was even a policeman watching.” 
 My shoulders leaned far forward. “How did you know it was a policeman?” I inquired. 
 “An unmarked car, but he was in uniform.”  
Making a note to check with Tom, I then continued. “Glenda, make certain that your driver doesn’t stop for anyone. Even someone in uniform. Unless it is someone in a marked car. Even then, have your driver call. I’m not trying to frighten you, but until Wendell’s murder is apprehended, you’ll have to be cautious.” 
“Thanks for reminding me. I’ve canceled a few of my personal appearance.” 
 “That’s best. It will make it easier on your security detail.” I stood. “I’d better get out there. If you need me, just call.” 
 “I truly apologize for the other night. You’re such a lovely woman, I’d hate for your complexion to become crepe skin.” 
 “I appreciate your concern. I’ll try to take better care of it.” My smile reassured her. 
“For the sake of your dimples,” she reiterated. “Perrault Cosmetics believe every woman should be an ingénue.” Her goodbye was a tip of the fingers air kiss. 
I got back to my car. Immediately I called Tom to see if he had an officer stationed outside the Perrault Mansion yesterday. He replied there had been no one. He mentioned that Perrault’s security was like a small army. I told him the entire story. He planned to talk with the head of their security company. 
Heading toward the downtown area, I pulled off at Glitters. Although I wanted to talk with both Cheryl Garth, and Aubrey Portilla, the first call was to Officer Jill Timoteo. She was in the area, and drove to where my car was parked. 
Jill’s demeanor was all business. “Can I help you?” she questioned as if it were an interrogation. 
 “Jill, I have a favor to ask you. You worked as a Miami policewoman, right?” 
 “Yes, for years before I transferred here. They called us ‘suit and boot’ women. Why?” 
 “Did you ever know an officer named Andy or Andrew Carleton?” 
 “I heard the name, but didn’t know him.” She hesitated. “I can’t even tell you why I recalled the name. And your favor, you want me to check, right?” 
 “Yes. And I want you to keep it under wraps, because I’m not sure it’s important.” 
 Her eyebrows shot up when she snickered. “You’re checking on something that is a covert inquiry, and it’s nothing important.” 
 We laughed together. “You just cornered me. You are not only methodical, but you’ve got a sense of humor. Okay, it might be important. But I don’t want to alert him to the fact that he’s being checked. If I officially talk with Tom, no telling who might find out.” 
 Her head nodded affirmatively, “Thanks for your trust.” 
 “Thanks for being someone I can trust.” I looked across the alleyway to where Pixy had been murdered. “Any other information on Pixy?” 
 “No. I hope her killer is found, convicted, and executed.” 
Grinning, I added, “That list often takes time. But I’m big on law and order.” 
 She returned to her squad car. I walked to the front door of Glitters. 
With a minimum of actual light and glitter, the dance bar was large and forlorn. Cheryl nodded her greeting toward me. “Any news on finding Pixy’s killer?” 
 “Nothing,” I answered as I sat at the glitzy bar. “I was just wondering about Aubrey’s shop. Do you know anything about her security system?” 
 “I know that it works. I know that she’ll tell you it doesn’t. Or she’ll say that it wasn’t on.” 
 “So, you’re thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked. 
 “Probably. I know she doesn’t like trouble. She doesn’t really trust the law. Her family came from Cuba.” 
 “And she isn’t about to turn over the security information that might show the killer of Pixy?” 
  “There are influential people that play by the rules. And some make their own rules,” Cheryl blurted. 
 “Cheryl, has she said anything to you about it?” 
 “She doesn’t trust anyone. That includes neighbors. No, we talked briefly about how terrible it was. She said she hated to see crime in the area, but crime was everywhere.” Her sigh was exaggerated. I understood. “Look, I’m not saying Aubrey is a bad person. She’s just cautious.” 
 “Any of your customer’s go out using the back door?” 
 “Pixy. But no others. As I mentioned before, everyone parks their car on the side parking lot. Nobody walks through our kitchen and backroom to enter or exit. Sometimes one of the staff goes out. But we were all inside when Pixy left. Pixy was the exception. I allowed her to use the back door. She would go out the back to walk up the alley. No one thought anything of it.” 
 “She always left through the back?” 
 “Most of the time. She would go out the back if she wanted to catch a ride with one of the gals at the Palm’s Oyster Bistro. Barb or one of the servers would give her a lift from there. A couple times I’ve taken her out to some ratty dock.” 
 “If you hear anything…” 
 “I’ll let you know. It makes me nervous to think there’s a killer or killers out there. Hell, now when we close up, we all go out to our cars together.” 
 I suddenly had the urge to give Aubrey Portilla one more shot at being a responsible crime-fighting citizen. When I opened the door into her shop, she looked up from the counter. One look at her sour glance in my direction, and I figured it would be a wasted stop. 
My mode of operation didn’t vary since I’d stopped being a defense attorney. Wearing down the witnesses was my staple. It very well might have been what overturned so many cases, and won so many cases in court. It was, perhaps, my best trait as a detective. Keep asking, rattle the witness, and sooner or later this thing called truth comes to the surface. 
“Hi, Aubrey,” I greeted her as if we were old pals. 
 “Hello. Back again.” It was a statement, not a question. 
 “I just wanted to make certain that you have checked your security equipment. Maybe found that it actually was on, and working the night a sweet young woman was bludgeoned to death.” 
 “I do not have any information to give you. I have no information to give the police.” 
 “I realize that,” I spoke as I leaned toward her, conspiratorially. “With your Cuban roots, I know if you could help to detect a killer in your new country, the United States of America, you would help.” I hesitated long enough for her gaze to shift. “After all, that’s why your family fought to get here. The land of freedom. As citizens, we have a responsibility to fight crime. I wouldn’t want to see this country to become corrupt like the old Cuba was. We’ve got to be vigilant. Each of us. We have a personal responsibility not to be indifferent about crime.” 
 When her words came out, I knew that she knew who killed Pixy. And that she was terrified. “I can’t help you,” she blurted. It wasn’t an apathetic statement, it was self-defense. “I wish you would leave, and please don’t come back.” 
 “It isn’t really a matter of helping me, or helping Chief Powers, or even helping Pixy. It’s a matter of helping to preserve the freedom of your family’s new country.” Her jaw was set tightly. She wasn’t even going to say goodbye to me. And that was fine. My words to her had been heard. 
 Next time I visited her I would drop the name Ryder Hodges just to see her facial reaction. Glimpsing into her expression this visit had told me a great deal. She knew exactly what I needed to know. She had also been warned off. 
The Pixy case was as complicated as the Perrault murder. Both cases had their commonality with the other. Everyone seemed to know a little bit. Putting their knowledge into the thought barrel made it seem a swirling mess of a puzzle. It would take all of their knowledge to become an additive to the barrel and to be mixed in. Perhaps that would bring a resolution. 
At least it was what I was hoping. 
 Once safely in my car, I began sorting texts and missed calls. As usual, I returned Rachel’s call first. She was the search engine, the hub of Trevar’s Team. Again, I considered what Summer and I would have done if Rachel hadn’t pulled through. 
 “It’s me. What’s going on.” 
 “Summer said to tell you that she’s talked with a couple of Ryder Hodge’s old high school classmates. Off the record. They don’t want to be interrogated. Summer said one of them alluded to sexual misconduct. And someone said his hobby was explosives.” 
 “Where’s Summer now?” 
 “She said if I talked to you before she did, to tell you that the two of you should meet at Silky’s for lunch.” 
 “Can you let her know that I’m on my way. I’ll see her in fifteen.” I scouted the dial on my wristwatch. 
“Will do. I know she isn’t far from Silky’s now, so done deal.” 
 When we disconnected, I wondered if there would ever be a time when I would just hang up after talking with Rachel and not feel complete gratitude. 
 I drove at a good pace to Silky’s. Summer was chatting up one of the servers. When I sat, I asked, “What’s the news?” 
 “One of our prime suspects had a little upset while in high school. He’d already been kicked out of the fancy military prep school for a similar accusation. Rape. But it wasn’t reported. Then his senior year, he was in West Palm. He pulled the same thing. It was reported, but immediately withdrawn. The woman wouldn’t testify. No case.” 
 “Do you think there’s any chance of finding the West Palm woman?” 
 “Her name is Luana Reed. Her dad has since become a high-ranking official with Hodges Land Development. She’s in California. In college. A college that her family could never have afforded before her father was given the job working for Hodges. Nobody from the girl’s family is talking.” 
 “The Reed family will be drum tight. They’ve all signed confidentiality agreement contracts.” Of course, the Reeds would lose everything if they ever said a word about it. 
After we ordered, and our lunches were served, Summer hit her fist on the table. “Damn. This could be the break we need. And this Reed guy is pimping his raped daughter for his job.” 
 I felt a sorrow. While I couldn’t understand the Reed decision, I recognized the signs of being bullied by wealth. Reed would have been placing his daughter into a situation where a battery of attorneys would be taking potshots at her reputation. The Reeds would be poor, helpless, and the family would be ridiculed. The family would be dishonored by the line of questioning that his daughter would be subjected to. His option was to shut up, take the bribe, and give his child a great college education. His family could also gain financially. 
“Take it easy, Summer,” I said as I touched her arm. “Rachel mentioned that she’s getting photos of Ryder and his friends. She’ll do a Facebook search. We need to know everything we can about everyone involved.” I paused. “What did the woman you talked with say about it?” 
 “She said that Ryder had dosed the girl. The attorneys would have made her out to be a slut. Trying to entrap the wealthy kid. Her family opted to have charges dropped. Ryder got a get-out-of-jail-free card. The case went away. Ryder has no priors because no one will challenge him. And it looks like even if we get the goods on him, he’ll get lawyered up. Never set a foot in jail.” 
 “The car bombing. You chased Ryder’s car.” 
 “You and I both know that isn’t enough to put him away. If Evan were to testify, she didn’t see who set the bomb. It would be a weak attempted murder, even if I could I.D. him. And we’re completely out of luck on the rape case.” 
“I’d like to talk with Tom about it. See if he knows about the dropped charges. However, since it wasn’t a Homicide, he probably knows nothing about it. For now, I’ll keep it that way.” 
 “Tom,” Summer repeated. “Rachel chatted with Tom this morning. His new theory is that Glenda is having an affair with Drew Acherman. Acherman killed Perrault.” 
 “First, I interrogated the butt off of Drew. He said he had a record. Up front. And he had an alibi. Two of the garden crew backed him. They were with him.” 
 Summer shook her head. “Drew paid the guys to lie for him. They didn’t know what he was getting up to while Perrault was being killed and Rachel was nearly being killed.” 
 “What?” I said loudly. 
 “Drew just lost his truth credentials. One of his grounds workers messed up on the police interview. Got nervous and finally gave Drew up. Drew has no alibi.” 
 “Damn! He’s back in the bad boy lineup.” I frowned. “And as for Tom’s guess, I can’t see Glenda putting out for someone like Drew. He’s not even her type.” 
 “There are lots of ritzy women that like a little rough trade in their lives.” 
 I hadn’t guessed Glenda to be one of them. “Not Glenda,” I argued. 
 “Come on, Trev, give Tom his dues. He’s got to beat us out on something.” 
 “You’re right. As long as we solve the crime. This is just a little deal. I don’t believe it.” 
 I couldn’t get to my car fast enough. I drove directly back to the Perrault Mansion. Finding Drew wasn’t difficult. I spotted him near a bush of fluffy magnolias. “Why did you lie to me?” I asked as I pulled him around to face me. 
 “I don’t have to answer to you.” His face was suddenly a mask of hatred. “And don’t you ever touch me again. Got it?” 
 “You lied to me, and to the police. And you had your garden staff lie to me.” 
 “Relax, I told Chief Power that I lied. He wanted polygraphs, and I didn’t want to put the workers through it. They’d covered for me because they knew I wouldn’t have killed Wendell.” 
 “Relax yourself,” I spat as my anger accelerated. “Why the hell did you lie to me?” 
 “I hadn’t wanted to be a suspect. I have a job. I’ve been clean. I didn’t want to go down for this crime when I didn’t do it. Why would I kill a guy when he was good to me?” 
 “Money. Glenda.” 
 I watched his face convert to a deep frown. He was gape-jawed with bewilderment. “Whose money? And what’s Glenda got to do with it?” 
 “You answer my question. What does Glenda have to do with it?” 
 “Nothing. If I’d been the shooter, why would I kill either of them. I didn’t like her much, but I liked Wendell. And he was crazy about her. So I sure as hell wouldn’t have hurt her. I had no motive.” 
 The glare in my eyes made them feel like harsh lines. “You lied too easily to me about the garden staff.” 
 “I thought you were on my side. That you kinda liked me. Unlike your girlfriend, Superwoman. You seemed reasonable.” 
 “Summer is my business partner.” 
 “She doesn’t like me.” 
 “And you want me to believe Glenda doesn’t like you either?” 
 “Glenda is my employer. Now that Wendell’s dead, she’ll probably fire my ass. She likes me less than Summer likes me.” 
 “I doubt that.” Walking away, I repeated. “I doubt that.” 
 As I stomped across the manicured lawns, I recounted the conversation. I was taking very little away from it. Other than the fact that I hadn’t eliminated one of the suspects that I thought had been removed from the suspect pool.  
I had no prime suspect for Wendell’s murder. I had a few possible candidates for the title. There was still Drew, Curtis, Ross, and Olga Carleton.  

Onus probani, the accuser has the burden of proof. Since I had no proof, I was completely out of accusations. I was on the trail of my best guess. And I’d faltered on that one a time or two in the past. 
I’d tenaciously continue on by irritating people, aggravating them, making them wriggle with red hot nerves, and I’d hope for an airtight case. That’s when a confession looks good to a perp.   
 




Chapter 13

   
   
 The Team hadn’t had an official morning recap since the day Rachel was shot. Although she was healing nicely, she stabilized her actions by wearing a sling. It kept her shoulder and ribcage from being too mobile for their own good. Her lung and wounded areas still required her cooperation. That didn’t prevent her from meeting in our official conference stateroom. We planned to meet there. 
 With its large oak table, the room was our war room. We had meetings with our clients, and it was meant to be a special place for the three of us. I was mildly irritated, okay – I was pissed big time. Dr. Hanna Zachary had pulled up a chair and plopped herself down. 
Summer was never at her most congenial mornings. She barked, “Hanna, don’t you have sick people to take care of?” 
 Rachel wasn’t miffed, but she certainly felt the need to cover for her sweetheart. “I thought it would be nice for Hanna to see our day to day operations. In action.” Rachel was flustered. She always chained her additional words together to take up the slack of silence. “How we work a case.” Rachel opened her file. “So, I’ll take care of calls, and duties here with control central. Work on any leads, or anything you two find out in the field.” 
 Summer cleared her throat. “I’m planning to shadow Ryder and Javier. If I can locate them. I’m waiting for a mistake. Some misstep.” 
 I spoke up, “I’m planning to check at Perrault Cosmetics to see if anyone knows anything. Then maybe retrace Pixy’s final day. I’ll begin checking in on Lefty.” 
 “Planning to call Evan?” Rachel questioned. 
 “Yes, I miss her,” I curtly replied. “And I certainly don’t blame her for getting away from murder and mayhem.” My head sagged. “Damn, she almost died.” 
 Hanna butted in with her bossiness. “Beryl, it wasn’t your fault that someone planted a bomb in her car.” 
 My eyes narrowed, I could feel my blood pressure racing. “I didn’t say it was my fault.” 
 “But, I’m just saying that you probably feel some culpability…” Hanna’s voice stuttered to a stop. 
I turned my chair toward her. “I feel no culpability. I don’t build bombs to kill innocent witnesses.” 
 “That’s fine,” Hanna shrugged. “If you need to talk…” 
 I interrupted, “I don’t need to talk. If I do, I’ll talk with my partners.” 
 Rachel quickly spurt out a defense on the doctor’s behalf. “Trev, Hanna is only trying to help.” 
 “If she knows who killed Wendell Perrault and Pixy, and how to prove their guilt, that would help.” 
 Hanna stood, “Rachel, this was a terrible idea. I have things to do at the hospital. And I’m clearly not wanted here.” She stormed out. 
 Rachel leaned nearer the table. “Are you two satisfied? She saved my life. I’m trying to show her what that life is all about. She’s trying to be nice to you two.” 
 “Sorry, Rach,” I apologized. “We’ve got two cases that need solving. I’m not in a sociable mood.” 
 Rachel leaned back. “Okay, let’s take a glance at the Perrault homicide. There’s the police department’s consensus. Chief Powers has the idea Drew Acherman might be involved. The two of you think otherwise.” 
 “Rach. Who do you believe the perp is?” Summer questioned. 
 “Acherman did lie about his whereabouts. And he’s got a rap sheet. Glenda and Drew could have planned it,” Rachel answered. 
 I shrugged. “Drew told me that he just wanted to stay out of trouble. He knew if he didn’t have an alibi, he would be a suspect.” 
 “So, he got a couple workers to perjure themselves. And by the way, Tom isn’t going to charge any of them for the lie. He said the courts were to jammed up now, this was a minor thing. He doesn’t want to scare anyone off. He’s pretty certain Drew is implicated.” 
 “Rachel, that brings us to Drew’s motive,” I dueled. “It could implicate Glenda. Or the mob hired Drew because maybe Wendell crossed them. Or one of Wendell’s competitors. Maybe a competitor hated Perrault’s eyeliners. Wagged some money in front of the gardener.” 
 Summer sided with Rachel. “I think Drew’s guilty as hell about something. I don’t think he’s completely forthcoming. He’s attractive in a rough and tumble way. Maybe Glenda was having an affair with him. In fact, maybe Glenda seduced Drew because she wanted to take over the company. She wanted him to be the hitman. Wendell found out about the affair, so the twosome killed him.” 
 I countered, “I haven’t seen any chemistry.” 
 Summer argued, “Glenda is a spokesperson for a cosmetic company. When she’s televised, she goes on and on about the product. She practically has an orgasm over the flipping face cream. Maybe she has everyone fooled.” 
 Rachel and I began laughing at the same time. Rachel held her side. “Don’t make me laugh. My ribs still ache.” 
 I muttered, “Look, I don’t see how it translates from face cream enthusiasm to pretending not to love the grimy gardener. In fact, Summer,” I said with a glare, “he says she hates him almost as much as you hate him.” 
 She flexed her muscles and returned my scowl. “She does not hate him as much as I do. Not possible. I don’t trust him. Yeah, he’s got a little charm. He could be banging the boss.” 
 My head lifted. “Summer, can’t you say ‘seduced’ rather than banging the boss?” 
 I heard Pluma repeating, “Banging the boss. Banging the boss.”
For about twenty seconds we waited to see if the parrot was going to continue. Just as Rachel’s mouth opened, Pluma cut out with a string of tangled lyrics. Banging the boss. Banging the putas.” 
 I asked, “Anything more on Doc Rhodes, or Ross Milton?” 
 “Nada,” Summer uttered. 
“I haven’t got anything else on them,” I said. “I did ask Officer Timoteo to check on Olga and Rex Carleton’s police son.” 
 Rachel glowered. I knew she would protect the honor of the force. “The guy’s a cop. He probably wasn’t going to risk his job and pension over his crazy mother’s cosmetic mishap. She lost a court case. Or actually didn’t get as much as she wanted. But the case was bogus. Her kid probably doesn’t want any part of her. He moved to Miami,” she defended. 
 “You might check and see if there were any media photos of the son, Andrew, in court.” 
 “He’s probably ashamed of his crackpot mother,” Rachel’s chaffing remarks came with a dismissive hand wave. 
Summer giggled. “He probably wouldn’t have been wearing his uniform to court. And Rach, on the court film, just look for anyone hiding behind benches in the back of the room. Olga Carleton was playing a scam on Perrault and it was apparent. I’m amazed she even got any money.” 
“Let’s get on to Pixy’s case,” I suggested. 
 Summer divulged, “I’ve been concentrating on Ryder Hodges and Javier Ramon. Ramon is a middleclass kid. Been in very little trouble. The few people that would talk said that Ramon wasn’t bad, except when he was around Ryder.” 
 “I’m wondering why they hang out together,” I questioned. 
 Rachel responded, “I know they played high school sports together. Football and another sport or two. That must have been a commonality. Athletic departments sometimes will protect criminal activity. They can get away with anything because no woman wants to get the football star kicked off the team. Disloyalty to the school. That was even going on when I was in school.” 
 “Me, too.” I remembered back. I resented the pampering of sports athletes, and the utter ignoring of academic work. 
 Sports had always seemed to me to be too lenient. When an athlete committed a crime, he was protected. And games were too competitive, even against fellow players, while forgetting sportsmanship. Certainly, sports also have the potential for good. It gave kids a place to keep them out of trouble and good for training the body. Who is ever to know, I thought to myself. 
 Laughing, Rachel asked, “You never wished you could play shortstop on a softball team?” 
 “Nope,” I answered. “Did you?” 
 “We had some lovely players,” Rachel disclosed. “Dream makers.” 
 “Hmm,” I uttered, then changed topics. “Rach, not a major concern, but if you get time, could you chase down information on teams Ryder was on, etcetera?” 
 “Will do,” she said as she hastily made her notation. 
“I’m thinking we probably won’t get much more on Lefty,” I said. “He’s been a wanderer for half a decade. But you might crosscheck his name again.” 
 We stood. Rachel declared, “I’ll check everything, and get back with anything I find. And whatever you two discover, let me know so I can keep everyone in the loop. Don’t say it!” her voice lifted and she shook her hand slightly. 
 Summer and I traded glances. “What? Say what?” I ask. 
 “I thought one of the two of you would say that I shouldn’t keep Hanna in my loop. You both made it abundantly clear that she should not be involved in my work. Even if she saved my life.” 
 “Rach,” I began my argument, “I don’t dislike her. She’s just overbearing sometimes.” 
 “I hadn’t noticed that she was overly bossy,” Rachel responded with disdain. “She tries to be helpful.” 
 Summer immediately said, “We don’t need her help.” 
 Rachel turned and walked out of the room. 
 “Trev,” Summer huffed, “Hanna is the bossiest woman I’ve ever seen.” 
 I grabbed my front-button over-blouse, and wrestled my arms into it. Blouses were never a fashion statement with me. I never even cared if they matched my slacks. The blouse hid my Beretta’s bulge nicely. 
“You got that right,” I said snidely. 
“Your best bet – is Rach going to settle down with her?” 
 “I’ve never seen her this protective.” 
As we parted, walking to separate cars, I thought to myself about the enormous question. I enjoyed living with both Rach and Summer. We were more like sisters than best friends. Hanna was a nice woman. A good woman. But she would never be a sister, or come to that – even a close friend. 
 On my way to Pettault Cosmetics, I computed the number of questions I would ask each of the three suspects that were on my list. Filipa needed a general nudge, and she would spill the beans. Ross probably missed my company because he hadn’t seen me for a couple days. I’d give him lots of great questions. Doc Curtis, who was probably just a pretend doctor, would be able to ramble on and on for the remainder of the day. I’d listen to anything he had to say. I wouldn’t buy much of what he might say. But I’d listen. 
 Filipa had taken leave, she was headed to the mansion. She had some important business with Glenda. Ross was in, and although unhappy to see me, did welcome me into his office. Walls were covered with posters of Glenda’s smile beaming out from portraits affixed to partitions. Slather two-hundred dollar bottles of Perrault face elixir on your mug, and you too will be just as smashingly gorgeous as Glenda. In only a month or two. 
“Nice office,” I said as I sat across from him. 
 “I’ve got to show some artistry since I’m head of visual productions.” He laughed slightly. “I just keep a wall filled with Glenda’s magnetic smile, and that’s that.” 
 “I really wanted to check to see if you’ve heard anything.” 
 “Like?” 
 “Any rumors, gossip, or any talk about who the killer might be?” 
 “Look, Beryl, if I had a clue, I’d tell you. I’m not the brave he-man type. I don’t like bullets flying around. And if you remember, an attempt was made on Glenda. Someone wanted her dead. That someone might come back.” 
 “Have you ever heard any little secrets about Glenda and Drew?” 
 His expression was classic shock. It took him by surprise. A wash of questions flowed over his face. Leaning back, perhaps to recover, he asked, “Who would think something like that?” 
 “It could be that I heard it from the police department. A lower-level cop,” I said to cover Tom’s tail. “And I’m telling you in the strictest of confidence.” 
 His laugh became a roar. He leaned toward me. With complete delight, he allowed his laugh to skitter to a stop. Running his hand through his hair, he nearly began his chortling symphony again. “That I can tell you. They aren’t having an affair. Never have had an affair. Would never have an affair.” 
 “Why are you so certain?” I was bemused. 
 “Easy. She isn’t his type.” 
 “I thought you were going to say that he isn’t her type.” 
 “Drew has something sensual about him. An erotically charged animal magnetism. If he wanted her, she’d be there.” His eyes gleamed. Ross breathed deeply. “I’m his type. We’ve been together for the last couple years. Actually, he got his act together so that we could have a relationship.” 
 There were no words. My eyes were broadcasting my disbelief. “You and Drew?” 
 “Yes. He’s great with the gardens. The flowers. He could have been a florist.” 
 “Does Glenda know?” 
 “Not a clue. But I can tell you, they’ve never even given one another a glimpse.” His lips curled upward. “No one knows except you and me. And naturally Drew.” 
  Whoa, I considered as I headed for the door. We exchanged the goodbye pleasantries, but danged if I could remember a single word that was spoken as we parted. 
  Crossing Drew off my list, not that he really was high on my suspect list, I walked to Curtis’s office. I wasn’t certain how I would be coherent after that relationship shocker. 
“I know I’m the last one you really care to see,” I jabbered. “But I just have a few more questions. How friendly are you with the other employees here?” 
 “They’re dullards.” He put his pen down, but he continued looking at the paper stack he was fumbling with. “Anyone in particular?” 
“Two or three. I know you aren’t best buds with Glenda. But how about Ross?” 
 “Ross is filled with extroverted charm. He’s public relations polite. A phony. He stays away from me.” 
 “Does he stay away from you because you call him a phony?” I inquired. 
 “We aren’t interested in the same things. I’m a chemist. And I have knowledge. He’s a showman. People like him. But he hasn’t got a thing in his head.” 
 “I thought he was creative. You don’t like creative people?” I questioned. 
 “Is there anything they really do for the world?” 
 “I sing their music, view their paintings, and read their poems. I go to movies, theatre. I’d say they do a great deal for the world.” 
 His look up at me was definitely filled with arguments. But I’m pretty sure he didn’t count me high enough in the fine art’s food chain to explain it. “I’m a busy man. I don’t have time for this banter.” 
 “Lastly, on my list. Do you socialize with Drew?” 
 He looked bewildered. “Drew?” 
 “The gardener.” 
  “The gaunt angry man outside?” Before I could answer, he said, “I don’t hang out with any of the outside help.” 
 I gave a nod to the gaunt, angry man sitting at his desk. “Do you spend great sums of money?” 
 “What?” 
I’d hit a nerve. “Do you have expensive tastes that consumes your fortune.” 
 “I have no fortune. Remember, Wendell Perrault hoodwinked me out of my share of this company. I spent the pittance he gave me for my share of this company.” 
 “So, you’re like the rest of us, living hand to mouth?” 
  “My finances are not your concern. The Perrault’s have taken my entire treasury.” 
 “I find that you have such an interesting personality disorder. Maybe it’s a love/hate disorder. Why would you stay on working for people you hate?” 
 He slammed the papers on his desk. “Leave, or I’ll call security.” 
 “I am security.” 
I hadn’t put fist-fighting this strange, out of shape man on my agenda. I left willingly, allowing him to stay upright. I did, however mention that I’d be back.   
Walking to my convertible, I conceded it could have gone a lot better. But then, I was greatly appreciative of the fact that he didn’t have a letter opener handy. I popped two lemon drops into my mouth. Immediately, I bit into one. Spurts of lemon tasted magnificent. 
I rested in the driver’s seat of my car only long enough to return Evan’s call. It was amazingly good to hear her mellow voice. She had wanted to be sure I told Lefty ‘hi’ for her, since Rachel had told her that he was on my contact list today. 
 “I’m bringing him a take-along to eat,” I reported. “I’m sure he misses Pixy. They spent a great deal of time together. I’m glad Pixy had him to see her home.” 
 “Well, tell him hello. Beryl, I miss you.” 
 Swallowing, I answered, “I miss you too. Another time, another place. I think we would have been very good together.” 
 “We had a little chemistry. But Beryl, I don’t think we’d make one another permanent. We’re in different hemispheres on the romance globe. It’s as if our love was destined to stay on the ground floor.” 
 “Shouldn’t you have used an ocean metaphor, Professor?” 
 Her laugh knocked me out. Putting our laughs together was rather like braiding good joy. “I’m sure I can come up with a little verse for you.” 
 “I do hope that we see one another again.” I grappled with showing too much emotion. “I’ll call you later this evening, if it’s okay?” I questioned. 
 “I invite all your calls,” she teased. “I’ve been meaning to mention something. You know Lefty and Pixy were good friends. Some camaraderie. When they were together, it brought out trust in one another. He wouldn’t have harmed her.” 
 “Evan, I don’t think he killed her. I’m not really going to see him to interrogate him. And by the way, he thinks you should also be excluded.” 
 “I didn’t know I was included as a suspect.” 
 “You weren’t really,” I shared. “I think investigating you and Lefty would be a waste of time. I just want to drop in on him.” 
 “Beryl, I’m glad we can talk. I do miss you. I’ll be waiting for your call tonight.” 
“Adorable woman, I’ll talk with you later.” I hadn’t wanted to be sweet on Evan. But somehow it seemed that I was getting sweeter on her. I went to a speedy drive-through to pick up sandwiches for Lefty and me. I purchased the two meals that I liked most. I’d offer him his choice, and take the one left behind. 
 I was, admittedly hungry. And also, I confessed to myself, I was thinking about my feelings for Evan. I considered this emotion as I drove to The Ghost. I should have been sorting out what I planned to ask Lefty. Talking with Lefty was more a matter of just allowing him to open up and chat. Zeroing in was not an investigative technique that worked with him. 
 When he smiled, and waved, I realized that he was actually happy to see me. Many folks consider a detective intrusive. Of course, that was my job. Being intrusive. 
 “Hi,” he called from his houseboat. He waved me aboard. 
Lifting the sacks, I yelled, “Your choice. One is a lobster roll, the other is a shrimp salad.” 
 “Me and shrimp have always had a love affair goin’ on,” he said with a laugh. 
 I handed him the shrimp sandwich. “No questions today.” I sat. He went to get me a beer. When he handed it to me, I thanked him. “I’ll bring you some beer next time I stop by.” 
 “I never turn down suds,” he said with a laugh. “But you don’t have to do that. You brought a nice lunch.” 
“I’ve been thinking about Pixy. I want to know her name, so that there is something to put on her headstone. I’m at a complete standstill. There’s nothing on any missing person’s list.” 
 “Wish I could help. I told you all I could about the woman that bought the boat. And I never seen anyone else from her past. But then, I don’t see many from my past. Less as the years go along.” 
 “We do have the identity of the young men that harassed her.” 
 “It was more than just bugging her. That one guy roughed her up a couple times. I thought maybe they were robbing her. Getting off with her takings for the day. But Pixy started to put her money in two places of her clothing. So’s they wouldn’t take it all, I guess. Them fellas musta figured she was easy pickings.” 
 “While we can’t be sure about the guys, I have a hunch they did it. And I’m even more certain that they were responsible for the bomb that nearly killed Evan.” 
 “Evan is good people.” He shut his eyes a moment. There was a bleakness to them when his lids lifted. “I’m glad that she’s gone off to her home. Away from danger.” 
 “I’m glad she’s safe.” 
 “She was pretty adventuresome. Diving down deep, snorkeling. But I think her daddy knew it was just too chancy. Glad she listened.” 
 “Everyone has certain fears. What was Pixy’s fear?” 
 Hesitating, he muttered, “I don’t rightly know.” Then as if some rapid transmission of thought struck him, he said, “I do recall. Heights. See those rocks over there on the coast line? I remember one time Pixy and I were walking and I tried to climb up on a couple of them. She wouldn’t follow me. It terrified her. I mean, she’s usually doin’ somersaults and contortions in the air, but she wouldn’t climb up. I thought that was strange.” 
 “Evan said that she watched that cartoon show. And when Ripple the Seahorse did a flip, she would point to herself. She could do flips, but always on the ground. Never high.” 
 “Never high.” 
 I waded up the sack from the sandwich and chips. Glancing at my watch, I realized that I wanted to think. These murders were filled with their own dichotomies. What was left of the afternoon, I would use to pile information together. Thinking was like skipping. I felt like I was going somewhere, but as I went, I was also passing over the clues I needed. 
I said my goodbye to Lefty. I hastily drove to the shore where Pixy often looked for shells. And where she’d sold me shells. 
After parking, I took my shoes off. Walking along the shore, I gazed at a spot where Pixy and I had sat for a very long time once. She’d done a handstand, and when she dropped, I got up and went to her side. I thought she was hurt, but she waved me away. She had then held up her arms, showing muscle, as if she was a bodybuilder showing off her ripped upper arms. 
She had grinned at my concern. We sat, watching the ocean drag and flop waves. I felt discomfort sometimes, because I wasn’t sure how much of what I said to her was being understood. I recalled wishing I could have really talked with her, understood her. But on that sunny day, we had just sat there together. 
 Perhaps that was one of the best conversation I had ever truly had with another human being. Words hadn’t gotten in our way. Listening was a connection with nature. The ocean’s breaking surf often roars. Sometimes it whispers as it caresses the golden sands. Sounds of seagulls honked through the sky. Birds swooped, drenching their feathers as they attacked fish. 
  Pixy and I inhaled the memorable mist of the sea. We walked on the squishy sands of the beach. The clouds were gently filling a portion of the sky. The sands, sky, and the sea produced an enormous wonder. 
 I’d never asked her for her friendship. For whatever reason, there was no need. 
 Some luxuries don’t require a name. 
And now, the remainder of the afternoon and evening were spent in solitude. Both Rachel and Summer understood my requirement for being alone at certain times. 
All evening Hanna insisted on an attempt to cure me of my silence. 
 After dinner, she followed me into the office while I made notations on various files. She explained that Rachel was feeling pain, so she was heavily medicated and sleeping like a log. She claimed she wanted to get to know me better. I quashed that idea quickly, telling her I was too busy for chitchat. She made a hasty retreat, leaving me to my isolation. 
She wouldn’t have understood my invisible soul any more than she understood my rudeness.  
 




Chapter 14

   
   
 When I woke, I noticed that the doctor had cleared out early. That left Summer, Rachel, and me to have a confab about Pixy’s case. I was discouraged because of all the dead-ends. 
I mused over my notes, then said, “Okay, we’ve checked out all the possible places Pixy could have learned her skill as a mime. Or received busker training.” 
 Summer added, “Clown schools, circus schools, groups. Nothing.” 
 Rachel asked, “If you like I’ll send it through the data bank. But so far we’ve had no hits on a missing person with her description or prints anywhere.” 
 “For some reason, she wasn’t reported missing. There are runaway kids everywhere. And she might have dropped out of sight a dozen years ago.” 
 With a brusque sigh, Summer said, “I don’t know why a name makes any difference. It isn’t like most cases, where you explore the people from their past to find the killer. I doubt anyone sent a killer after her. What would the reason be? What in a past decade would suddenly make someone want to harm her?” 
 I countered, “But there is a chance. We know from the autopsy, and from knowing her, that she could have been harmed. She had facial and obviously head trauma that caused her disability and her disfigurement. Suppose it was a battery, a spouse physically shattered her face and head. Causing the disfigurement on the side of her face, and traumatic brain injury. Now, he or she thinks Pixy might bring charges for having harmed her. Maybe the perp just now discovered her.” 
 “According to the report,” Rachel said as she looked back at the autopsy information, “the injury is probably a decade old, at least. I agree with Summer, why would someone want her killed after all this time? I think we have our killer. I just don’t see anyone else.” 
 Summer added, “Besides, anyone seeing her would know she could never testify. They would realize her condition was too disabling.” Summer stood. “We know exactly who did it. Ryder and his moron pal did it. Or at least Ryder did the killing.” 
 “Okay,” the volume of my voice strengthened. “Let’s just say I want to investigate her past because I want her to have a name.” 
 “Take it easy,” Summer sat back in her chair. “Relax.” 
 “I talked with Lefty yesterday. He was reminiscing. He told me about how Pixy was terrified of heights. So, if she studied to be an acrobat, the chances are she wouldn’t possibly have been able to walk a high wire, or to do any flying through the air. That excludes acrobatics if she had a fear of heights. Pixy freaked out when she was on an elevated rock formation. But maybe that was due to a fall she’d taken.” 
 Rachel opened a window in her computer. “She wasn’t in a mime, juggling, or acrobatic classes/school anywhere in the United States.” 
 I closed my eyes. “Of course!” Sitting up quickly, I sputtered, “She could have been a gymnast. Small stature, she could do what is equivalent to a routine that gymnasts do.” 
 “I did check all gymnastic schools,” Rachel said. “I came up with nothing. No one missing.” 
 “The woman Lacey Cross or Inge knows everything,” I exclaimed. “Let’s all spend the morning doing searches for all gymnasts with any of those three names.” 
 As we each began checking there was quiet. Then Rachel gasped. She screamed, “A hit.” She read, “Holy…” 
 “What?” Summer quizzed. 
 “You two aren’t going to believe this. Olympics fifteen years ago. The silver medalist was a fourteen-year old American girl named Lacey Wyatt. The bronze medal went to a teammate named Dyan Cross.” 
 Summer had keyed in Dyan Cross, while my fingers flew to find Lacey Wyatt. 
 Summer confirmed, “Dyan Cross is from Boca Raton. She was seventeen at the time she won the bronze medal. Still lives in Boca, and is married to a man name Ron Inge.” 
 After staring into the screen for a moment, I turned it around for Rachel and Summer. “This is Pixy. Lacey Wyatt.” The photo showed a joyous young woman, child really. Hers was the same facial effervescence as Pixy displayed. Her hair was pulled back and into a twist. My mind backed up fifteen years to see a child with intelligent eyes, and optimism. 
We were silent, transfixed. I batted tears so that my eyes would stay dry. Yet, one tear escaped and slid over my cheek. 
Rachel pulled up the address of Ron and Dyan Inge. “Are you both going?” she asked. 
 Summer declined. “Naw, I want to get out there and continue tailing Ryder Hodges. I don’t want to miss an opportunity to have his ass sitting on death row. This is a job for Trev.” 
 “Do you want to come, Rach?” I invited. 
“I need to stay put. Central command might get information. I’m better here. The directions,” she said as she handed me the paper. 
 Taking it, I felt as though I needed to rush – to find the story. But there was also a part of me that didn’t want to know. I wanted to hang on to the young woman named Pixy. 
 Driving south, I made it to Boca in a little over half an hour. Boca Raton is filled with affluent people living in plush homes. Workers affiliated with high-tech companies select the community. Dyan Cross Inge lived in a luxury community with Spanish styled homes and beach-front properties. 
When a woman I guessed to be in her early to mid-thirties answered the door, I knew immediately it was Dyan. She was small, and just as Lefty had described her. He’d inferred she was hoity-toity and business-like. 
 After introducing myself, I asked her if she was acquainted with a former Olympian named Lacey Wyatt. She immediately told me I’d better come in. “Please have a seat, Miss Trevar. I am Dyan. Lacey and I were friends. I heard about Pixy last week. I’m so sad to hear about the terrible brutality that took her life.” Her pause gave her time to look away. “Yes, Lacey was the person known as Pixy.” 
 “I’m investigating the murder. I want to see the perpetrator in caught.” 
 “She didn’t deserve this.” Her eyes clouded as tears appeared. 
 “No, she didn’t.” I watched as Dyan wiped her eyes. I asked, “Why the cover-up?” 
 She pretended not to know what I meant. When silence scorched her vocal chords, she answered slowly, “There was no cover-up.” 
 “Of course, there was. You went to the trouble of using fake names for both the salvage company documents where you bought The Ghost, and for the records on the boat.” 
 “I didn’t want anyone bothering her. I secured the boat, a place where she could live. She showed me an eviction notice. When she took me aboard that old boat, I had been preparing to find Lacey a nice little home. But she hugged the side of the boat’s cabin. She truly loved living there. I purchased it. I provided clothing and necessities for her. She wanted to stay the way she was – as Pixy. Seeing her in such a state was difficult. But it was the way she wanted it.” 
 “Do you think she knew what she wanted?” 
 “Being a star athlete, then diminished. Well, I wouldn’t have wanted publicity for me, and I doubted Lacey would have wanted it. It was unwanted notoriety, and I shielded her from it. She was a silver medalist, and then to find her so debilitated was tragic.” 
“Do you know how she came to be in a debilitated state?” I asked. In all the years of watching for facial clues, I had never seen anyone’s guilt as apparent. She wanted to hide something. Her shoulders sagged. Her hands folded, and then clasped tightly. 
Her voice quaked, and her way of speaking was stilted. “We had finished up with tumbling sequences. We’d worked together on the bars, done our floor exercises. She had the best coordination I’d ever seen. Endurance, flexibility, and agility. She was a true champion.” Dyan’s pause allowed her time to look away. “She took a tumble from the balancing beam. She was never the same.” 
 “She fell from the balance beam? I’d like the details.” 
 “Yes. It was an accident. She had a wobbly dismount.” 
 “Forgive me, Mrs. Inge, but I’m sensing there was much more to it.” 
 “The story goes so far back.” Her hands were shaking. “My mother was our coach. Lacey had been abandoned, and had been in foster care. My mother saw the potential for what a brilliant gymnast she could be. She was. Although I was four years older, we trained together. We were like sisters.” 
 “What was the situation when the accident happened?” My inquiry was making her more distressed and nervous by the moment. Her fingers scraped through her hair with sharp jerky motions. Her eyes batted. My voice was insistent. “I’m wanting to understand how it happened.” 
 Her mouth finally opened as she grabbed for air through her quick breaths. “I haven’t talked about this in years. It’s too upsetting. We were in training for the Olympics. In our prior competition, I had come in third, and she was second – then three years later, Lacey had developed into an even finer gymnast. I was nearly twenty, and there was a major event coming up. I knew Lacey would manage to make the cut. I wasn’t certain I would.” 
 She suddenly broke down, tears began dripping from her eyes. Her legs had been crossed and she had been nervously swinging her foot. It stilled. Her body shook with her sobs. 
I quickly said, “I’m sorry for bringing up difficult memories. While investigating the crime, and it has been difficult for my investigators to get the full picture. And we need that.” 
 Pain was pressing her. Her face had a pinched expression. “I’ve never told anyone about that day. The day she fell.” 
 I stood, walked to her chair, and leaned down. “You’ve got to tell someone. I need to know.” 
 “Yes, I’ve got to say what happened. There’s no one else I can tell. Have I got your word you’ll never tell anyone?” 
 “Look, Dyan, I tell my partners everything. Our company pledges confidentiality. I’m an attorney. I can agree to give you client/attorney privilege. I promise you, it won’t go beyond us.” 
 “I was a jealous, silly girl. Lacey’s skill made her my mother’s favorite. I knew I would never be better than Lacey at the thing my mother judged us on. The balance beam was one of Lacey’s best routines. And most dangerous. I was told to spot Lacey as she did a very difficult dismount. There were just the two of us at practice. I stood there, as if I was going to spot her. When she was in the air, I realized one of her legs was out of synchronization. She was going to miss, and must be caught to avoid an accident.” 
“She fell?” 
 Her voice became hysterical. “I didn’t want for her to be seriously hurt, or killed. I just wanted for her to twist her ankle, something minor. But something that would keep her from the Olympics competition. At twenty, I knew that would probably be my final chance to win. And I would have a shot of it, if Lacey just hurt her leg, or arm, something minor. But as she went down, she tried to pull out, she went off to the side. When she landed, it was a hard landing on face, her head.” 
 “You allowed her to fall, so that you could win?” I swallowed my gasp. 
 “Yes. Yes. I killed her. She didn’t just die when she was murdered weeks ago. She died when I allowed her to die because I didn’t spot her properly. Protectively. Because she was never whole again.” 
 I corrected, “Dyan, years ago she didn’t die. She became a different person. And she was a wonderful person.” I held the sobbing woman in my arms. “I knew her, the entire area knew her. And loved her.” 
   “I loved her, but something poisoned me. Regaining my mother’s respect. She favored Lacey. The thrill of winning meant my mother might love me best. I’m so embarrassed. So sad.” 
 I patted her shoulder. “I think Pixy would have forgiven you.” 
 “You won’t say anything?” 
 “No, it won’t go public.” 
 “I have a family. It would devastate them.” 
 Glancing across the room to the photo on the wall, I saw Dyan, her husband, and a girl and boy, probably six and eight-years of age. “Your family?” I asked, pointing to the wall. 
 “My husband. And my son is named Wyatt, and my daughter is named Lacey.” 
 “You named them after Pixy?” 
 “Yes, perhaps so that I would remember what a terrible thing I did. Maybe seeing them each day, saying their names, is my penance.” 
“You made one split-second decision. The decision was to hurt her. Not to kill her. A vicious, cold-hearted murderer killed her. He wanted to kill her. That was his goal. What you did was not good. But it wasn’t your intention to kill her. You can’t allow that to be your life’s guilt. Your judgment was deficient. Now you’ve got to add in the good things you done with your life. You medaled in competition. You have a family. And in your heart, you know you did something wrong, but not murderously so. Now you can teach our youth to keep the perspective of winning. Honorably. You can do that, Dyan.” 
 “Lacey was so kind that she often hid her silver medal, so that I wouldn’t feel badly about having a bronze. She helped me be better.” 
 “Do you know where she put the medal? Perhaps at her services it could be displayed.” 
 “It was taken from her. One day I visited her and she acted out that someone stole it.” Dyan gazed up at the ceiling. “About costs, for a service, please let me know and I’ll take care of it.” 
 “It’s being taken care of. Perhaps you might want to contribute money for some kind of memorial we’re trying to get. I can let you know.” 
 “The funeral and internment costs are being paid?” 
 “She was loved by those folks in Palm. And many of the bars where she busked and hung out are having a special night dedicated to her.” 
“Please find the person responsible for her murder.” She clutched my arm. “Please.” 
 “I promise, I’m going to try. And I’ll never give up.” 
 I was aware that Dyan Cross Inge had issued her own justice. Had paid her own price. I hoped she would forgive herself.  
My mind continued to playback the word winning. For a damned medal. And all that medal brought with it. 
When I called Rachel, she told me Summer was still doing surveillance. We were all invested heavily in these cases. Trying not to make any critical mistakes was heavy on my mind. Because Summer wouldn’t be back until dinnertime, I held off on the news about Pixy – Lacey Wyatt, winner of a silver medal. 
   Before leaving Boca, I walked a shell-flecked beach. It just seemed right. Hearing Dyan’s confession stirred a strong emotion. Forgiveness wasn’t my greatest quality. I’d worked with too many dirtballs. They acted repentant, and were no such thing. But a few of them, I’d believed the contrition would stand. It hadn’t. Fewer yet, but some were truly sorry. 
Rachel texted me with a message to drop by Portilla’s Handbags. Aubrey Portilla wanted to speak with me. Within the next half hour, I was walking into Portilla’s. Aubrey came around the counter. “Do as I say,” she sternly commanded. When she went back behind the register, her arms were folded and her expression was dour, and angry. 
 “Yes?” I questioned. 
 “Look around. In the southwest corner, you’ll see a largish cognac-colored leather tote shoulder bag. Examine it for a moment, then bring it to the register. 
 I feigned looking for a handbag. When I found it, I gave it a cursory check. I then placed it on the counter. “I’ll take this one,” I commented with a shrug. 
 “Give me your charge card?” She politely smiled. 
I placed my plastic on the counter. She ran it through. Handing it back to me, with the receipt, she nodded. As she put the handbag into her elegant shopping bag, she said, “I think you’ll like this one. I rather have learned what women want.” 
 Glancing at the receipt, I argued, “You’ve made a mistake. It was twelve-hundred dollars and you only charged twelve dollars.” 
 “It isn’t a mistake. It’s a store gift. You made me realize my parents and grandparents fought to get to this country. To be part of this country. I can do a small thing to fight crime when I see it.” 
 “Thank you.” 
 I walked to my car, started the engine, and felt some happiness. The woman did what was right to assist in helping enforcement fight for justice. She gave me the handbag that I would have selected for myself. When I arrived at the marina, I unlatched the bag. I ran my fingers on the inside and felt the flash memory stick. I knew what file the thumb drive had captured. 
I entered the office, Rachel looked up from her desk. “You look pleased.” 
 “Somewhat. Yes.” I handed her the flash memory drive. “I wanted you to see it first. It may not be crystal clear. If it isn’t, I trust you to see how much definition you can bring out. I don’t trust this case to Forensics. Greased palms. John Hodges can hand someone a life-changing bribe. We’ll clean it up ourselves, duplicate it, then hand the original over to Tom.” 
 “I’ll get the flash memory stick’s file clean,” she vowed. With a sigh, she quizzed, “Beryl, you don’t trust anyone now, do you?” Her eyebrows shot up as she questioned. 
 “Not too many. Can you call with the results?” 
 “Will do immediately. Where you going?’ 
“Out searching. By the way, where’s Summer?” 
 “Still tailing Ryder.” 
 “Have her call me when she checks in.” 
I knew that the Team was more resolved than ever to solve this case. And the thumb drive would assuredly help. I hoped the file would conclusively prove that Ryder alone, or Ryder and his chum, had murdered Pixy. 
I spent the next couple hours doing a bio of Ryder Hodges. I interviewed some of the people Summer had talked with about Ryder. Scooping out information, one spoonful at a time, was my contribution to the investigation. One former classmate of Ryder’s told me that Ryder had eluded to a crime he’d committed in Fort Lauderdale. Ryder confessed, or actually bragged that he had strangled a woman. He said the woman had threatened to take him to court. He killed her. That had been a warning for others that might want to snitch on him. Ryder boasted of his crime. 
 As the afternoon continued, I became more convinced that Ryder was not in any way mentally impaired. He wasn’t mentally insane. He was evil. He was spoiled. He enjoyed control, and exerting fear. The consummate bully. I didn’t think any credentialed psychiatrist would find him insane. But the defense would find hundreds of shrinks to say he was. Top dollar. He might, I surmised, slip the death penalty net by faking. 
In any confrontation, it was paramount that I know this killer. I went back over every fact that we had discovered. His strong points, yes certainly, he was an amazing actor. He was smart enough to see all the escape routes. His weaknesses were his own belief that he had no weakness. His haughtiness and self-confidence. In crime fighting, I’d come to understand that courage often comes from a drug. In Ryder’s case, he’d stayed off drugs because of athletic drug testing. But his temper could easily impair him. I was counting on every break we could get. 
 I called Homicide and reported the information about the death of a young woman in Fort Lauderdale. Chief Powers would be checking it out. 
When I arrived home, I told Rachel and Summer the complete story about my talk with Dyan Cross Inge. And that it was to remain confidential. Summer interrupted, “But isn’t that a crime? She allowed Pixy to fall and nearly be killed?” 
 “The case wouldn’t even get to court. First, there is the statute of limitations. Secondly, she’d win her case. There were no witnesses.” 
 Summer questioned, “But she could confess. Why do you think she’d win the case?” 
 “Because I’d be the attorney defending her,” I retorted. 
 “But she did that to Pixy?” Rachel argued. 
 Rubbing my eyes, I finally looked across the office and into Rachel’s face. “Rach, she wanted Pixy, Lacey, to sprain an ankle. It was a freak accident. She hadn’t meant permanent harm to come to Pixy. And…” 
 “And?” Summer questioned with resolve to win the argument. 
 “And she loved Pixy/Lacey like a sister. The same love, and the same jealousy. Dyan is a woman in her early thirties. Living the good life, husband, children – incidentally, she named her children after Pixy. She looks as if she’s pushing fifty. There is unhappiness blooming out of every line on her face. She’s spent the last fifteen years with guilt. She believes what she did killed Pixy. She took the girl Lacey from the world. And it did. But Pixy was wonder, love, and she had the grace of sharing happiness. Different from Lacey, but she certainly was a human being who brought joy to others. Although Pixy couldn’t have interfaced in some ways, she communicated the love of handing roses or shells to others. What she gave the world can’t be marginalized or minimized in any way.” 
 The rest of dinner was quiet. After dinner, we adjourned to the conference room where Rachel showed us what she’d gleaned from the smudged images on the flash drive. Although she hadn’t been able to clean it up completely, the scene was there. Ryder was alone in his convertible. He drove beside Pixy, harassing her. Tormenting her by shouting, screaming taunts that terrorized her. Then he pulled his car into the lot, behind shrubbery. He opened the trunk, and he got something out. It was long, but not visible from the vantage point of the camera. He began pounding her with it. He dropped the stick. When she fell down, into the bushes, he hit her with his fists. He picked up the stick, and then returned to the back of his car. He threw the stick into the trunk. He got back into his car and roared away. 
“There’s no doubt in my mind that he killed her,” Summer indicted. 
 “Some of the images aren’t visible,” I commented. 
 “Still,” Rachel spoke, “surely it’s enough to arrest him.” 
 My voice broke, as if I suffered a bad case of strep. “It might be enough to arrest him. But I don’t want him simply arrested. I want him to be found guilty of capital murder. I want that jury to have the death penalty on their mind. I don’t think this would do it. The grainy images would be something a defense attorney would take apart. Ryder will be represented by his daddy’s battalion of legal eagles.” 
 “His father will certainly see that he’s protected,” Summer complained. 
 “So where do we go from here?” Rachel asked. 
 Summer stood. Her great physical presence was a bow with string pulled back, taut with a well-tuned strength. “We’re going to get whatever he was hitting her with, and just maybe it will have Pixy’s DNA on it.” 
 I instructed, “Summer, please think about the options we might have logistically to get our surgeon-gloved hands on that object.” 
 We each went to our respective staterooms. Tossing and turning, I considered how this could be a make or break case. With whatever implement in Ryder’s trunk, and the film, perhaps it was a slam-dunk case. 
I heard Hanna coming in, and then I heard Rachel’s laugh. Thinking over what I’d heard today, I was considering the Hanna/Rachel deal. Hanna was overwhelmingly bossy. She was opinionated. She was a hell of a good doctor. And Rachel appeared, for only the second time in her life, to be in love. Her first experience was when she had become a cop. Her lover was also on the force. Undercover, drugs. To validate her drug-buying, she snorted coke to prove she wasn’t enforcement. She got hooked. Rachel hadn’t been able to undo it. She’d lost the woman she loved to the streets. And finally, that woman disappeared. 
Now, Rachel found Hanna. I vowed to be more forgiving, understanding, of Hanna’s attitude. I’d learned something today. When we try to invade the lives of others, it doesn’t turn out at all good. When we intervene with fate, maybe for one brief moment in time, we chance ruining the lives that fate might have better touched. Dyan had interfered. And paid dearly for it. 
    She had lost her best friend.  
 




Chapter 15

   
   
 Overnight Summer had concocted a plan. We would try to find Ryder. Wait for an opportune time. That being the time he left the car unattended. Then Summer would watch, while I used my handy lock picks to open the trunk. I’d wear a latex glove, reach into the back of the trunk, snag the weapon, and then we’d make a run for it. 
As we drove the streets of Palm, Summer questioned, “What makes you think he didn’t toss the pole? Or take it in his home?” 
 “Because he’s an arrogant punk. Whatever it is, he probably wants it and would keep it.” 
 Spending a great chunk of the morning traversing the streets of Palm gave us a chance to go over the clues. 
Then, the final part came together. It was a puzzle being finalized, Rachel called to tells us a vital part. Tess Norris from Cambridge called. She read to Rachel an excerpt from a Harvard newsletter about Ryder being suspended from the football team. He had, however, been allowed on the lacrosse team. 
 My heart pounded. All three of us knew exactly what that meant. Pixy had the strange circular orb marking on her neck. Now I realized that it was the marking of a lacrosse net head. She had been hit first with the pole – a lacrosse stick. Stunned, and unable to fight back, or even scream, she was then beaten to death. 
There would probably be blood on the lacrosse stick. Perhaps the shaft would have blood, and skin with DNA on the head or mesh pocket. It would probably match with Pixy’s blood. And the handle would be dotted with fingerprints. Lots of ‘ifs’ which with to contend. We’d overcome a few. If Ryder had tossed the weapon in the Atlantic. If he had destroyed it in some other way. But he’d probably scored with it, and wasn’t giving it up. Our guess was he’d kept it because he’d used it on a lacrosse field. 
Tom Powers needed to build a good case to take to the prosecutors. Now, we had that case if we could get that lacrosse stick. That would tie the case together, along with the security film. Albeit a grainy film of the murder. It told a story. The murder weapon looked to be lacrosse equipment. Another part of the story. I worried, it could be a long, hooked branch. Without DNA. 
A lacrosse stick with Pixy’s blood would be a winnable case. No matter how many of the Hodges family attorneys showed up, and no matter how much armament they could stuff in their briefcases, they couldn’t win. Purchased witnesses could be discredited. It was a chance to fight for justice. The fight would be against huge quantity of dirty money that would spring a guilty criminal. 
 Perhaps, I admitted, the car bombing attempted murder of Evan might not be an airtight case. That remained to be seen. It made an interesting sidecar case. In addition to the murder of Pixy. 
“I just saw a red car on the right,” I said as Summer drove into the right-hand lane. “Looked like it might belong to Ryder.” 
 As we approached, we saw Ryder entering a tiny coffee establishment. He had parallel parked a few car lengths from the java bar. Summer and I nodded. I slipped on the gloves. I took the lock picks from my pocket. Summer, kept the engine of Rachel’s car running. She stood guard, looking out as I moseyed to the back of Ryder’s car. I quickly opened the trunk. When it popped open, there was the lacrosse stick. I picked it up and suddenly heard Summer beep the horn. Ryder had exited, and saw me at his car. Rushing, I dashed as he approached. Summer had pulled around, and threw open the passenger door. Leaping inside, I tossed the stick into the backseat. 
In the side mirror, I saw Ryder scurrying to his driver’s seat. His face was as flaming red as a solar flare. Summer was eluding him beautifully. 
“Where to?” she asked. 
 “Keep spreading the space between us. I don’t want to take him back to the marina. I have an idea.” Quickly I punched in Mandy Jewel’s number. “Mandy, I have a favor. You have parking at your apartment, don’t you?” 
 “Yes. What’s going on?” 
 “I’ve got a problem. Would you help?” 
 I gave her instructions. She was to be at the gate of the street-level parking entrance. She would open the gate. We would enter when we knew we wouldn’t be seen. That meant making certain Ryder, in his little sports car, was far enough behind us that we could get through the gate. We needed to stay out of his view. Mandy would shut the motor controlled gate quickly, and Ryder would be left wondering where we’d gone. 
 Summer raced, taking the two-wheel corners, and soon Ryder was several blocks back. Mandy was awaiting our arrival. She beckoning to us. Summer went through the gate. She pulled the car to the right, where it wouldn’t be easily seen. Mandy had closed the gates behind us. We watched as Ryder’s red car blazed by. 
Then we explained the situation to Mandy. She was giddy with glee that she had worked a gig with us. And done so beautifully. Mandy said, “Now, then, let’s go up to my apartment, have a drink that will calm you down. Then we can exchange cars. You can bring mine back to me whenever.” 
 “Thanks, Mandy. We’ll take you up on the drink later. Now, we need to get the lacrosse racquet back to the yacht. Rachel has evidence bags. We’ll take a few samples with a Q-tip, just for safe keeping. In case evidence goes missing. We’ll shoot film, and to have as evidence. With Ryder’s daddy owning a bunch of Florida, money was in good supply. Relinquishing the evidence might be worth it to a forensics worker needing or wanting an infusion of capital.” 
 Summer frowned. “Rachel mentioned that you mistrust everyone.” 
 “On this case I don’t trust anyone, because folks are easily bought with big amounts.” I wondered if my soul was becoming hardened. 
 “I can attest to that?” Mandy giggled. “I’ve seen all kinds of people bought and sold. And I never trusted, and rarely got burned.” 
Summer smirked. “I’m in the wrong profession. I get shot at.” 
 Mandy chided, “Better to die of life than to die of irrelevance.” 
 Summer laughed heartily. She then gave her watch a tap. “Let’s roll.” 
 “Let me know when you’d like me to pick up my car.” Mandy held out her keys. 
 My stare was one of concern. I said, “Mandy, I don’t want you driving our car back to the marina. I’m certain both Rachel’s car and my car have now been made by Ryder. So please wait for us to exchange the cars. We’ll do it.” 
 “You two be careful,” she said with her frown deepening. 
 “He won’t be looking for your car. So, we’ll be fine. Summer and I are both carrying. With one of us at the wheel, we still have the other of us riding shotgun.” I patted the side of my waist. “We’ll be absolutely fine.” I’d doubled up on my shooting range practice. 
 “Sounds like a plan,” Mandy said as she followed us. We placed the lacrosse stick carefully in her car, she admonished, “Watch out.” 
 We kissed her cheek, then left in her car to find our way back to the yacht. We would loop around a little, and use side streets only. 
Our trip through Palm was precarious, and carefully thought out. When we arrived at the marina, Summer parked beside my convertible. I opened the trunk, then slipped on latex gloves. Rachel and Hanna were at the door. It was quickly and precisely opened as we arrived. 
 Rachel said, “Take the stick into the office. I set up the table. We can photograph it, take samples, and then wrap it carefully. Make certain Tom realizes this is both his Christmas and birthday gift.” 
 Hanna questioned every single move we made. Rachel made certain we would have backup swabs – in case the stick and the net head went missing in either Forensics or an evidence room. She touched a swab to one of the small splattering of blood. She also swabbed a small spot on the handle area. It was all being carefully filmed, also just in case. 
 Rachel said, “I’ll call Tom and tell him to expect you. I’ll explain you just borrowed the lacrosse stick. Or maybe it fell out of a car’s trunk. And you found the Aubrey Portilla film contents from the security system in an alley.” 
 “Rach, good excuses,” I complimented. “Tom has to be fussy about getting evidence. It just falls into our awaiting hands.” 
 I placed the envelope holding the thumb drive in my pocket. I then quickly made my way to the door. I had wrapped the lacrosse stick carefully and placed it in a box. I began to call for a rental car to be delivered. 
 Hanna offered, “You can take my car.” 
 Rachel teased, “Hanna, I know you drive a beater, but between Beryl and Summer, they’ve wrecked a lot of cars.” 
 “Look,” Hanna’s assertive voice insisted, “I offered. And soon my student loans will be paid off, and I’ll get a fancy car that I might not offer up for those two to damage. But now, I’m all in.” She searched her pocket for the keys. 
 “That’s nice of you, Hanna,” the frowning Summer said. “Maybe Beryl should drive since I’ve wrecked a couple more than she has.” Hanna extended the key to me. 
On the way to Hanna’s vehicle, Summer said, “That was nice of her. But did you see the look she gave us and the voice she used when she said those two. You’d a thought we were going to leap the Grand Canyon.” 
 Arriving in Tom’s office wasn’t the usual. He usually made us wait. Not this time. We were lead right it, and the evidence was placed on his desk. 
Incredulously, he repeated, “Found the memory stick in an alley, and the lacrosse bat or whatever you call it, you found that in some public place.” 
“Just as it fell out of Ryder Hodge’s trunk,” Summer issued her statement with a crisp nod and a completely deadpan face. 
“Yes, that’s how it went down,” I lied through my teeth. And he was well aware of it. “Tom, have you had a robbery report? Anyone claiming it?” 
 “You know I haven’t. I’m going to send these to Forensics. I know State has a digital forensics lab.” 
 “Plug the memory stick in your USB and take a peek,” I suggested. 
 Summer urged, “In fact, fix some popcorn and invite several of the prosecutors to your office. They’re going to enjoy it.” 
 “Not a bad idea,” Tom said with a snort. “Of course, a signed confession would have been better yet. It’s going to take a few days to get the reports back on this evidence. So, we won’t make an arrest on the Hodges kid until we’ve got that checked out. And we need to talk with the prosecutors about what’sa go and what’sa no.” 
 “Tom, time is important.” I argued, “Ryder’s dad has probably already got him booked in at some swank hotel in Europe. Let’s keep the lid on as best we can until we’re ready.” 
 Summer proposed, “Let’s move on this yesterday.” 
 “Tom, Ryder Hodges thinks that Summer and I have the evidence. He chased us, we lost him. He wants that lacrosse stick. How about if I call him and tell him I want money for the stick. A fake blackmail. We’ll meet, and you can arrest him. Confession and all.” 
 “We’re doing nothing,” Tom huffed, “until we get the reports back. We need to know for sure if it is evidence. Then maybe we can go after him. Like you said, with a little covert deal. But not until we know for sure.” 
 Summer’s excitement was building. “We can be wired, then go in. He’ll undoubtedly confess.” 
 Tom rubbed his chin. “It’s tricky.” 
 I planned, “We’ll get a duplicate stick, then offer it up to him. For money.” 
 Tom nodded. “Okay, I’ll get that stick, and we’ll even scuff it similar to the actual one. An exact copy of the stick! You know, we could get this little scene played out perfectly. Get a confession.” Tom’s eyes gleamed. The guy was all in with our plan. 
“I just hope he’s not already on a trip to some sweet island,” I said. 
 “We’ll go as quickly as we can. He won’t want to leave the lacrosse stick behind,” Tom guessed. “He knows that’s solid evidence.”  Suddenly he stopped. “But what if the two of you get hurt?” 
 I laughed loudly, “Then Rachel inherits the yacht and business.” 
 “Seriously,” Tom replied, “I don’t want you two getting killed.” 
 I spoke with reserve. “We all know Ryder is scared. He knows we have his death warrant on the table. If he doesn’t get his hands on that lacrosse stick, he’s toast. I’m afraid if we don’t go for him now. He’s going to do a runner. We’ll make certain the meeting place is in the open,” I answered. “The least vulnerable place.” 
 “We can pull this off.” Summer’s voice was filled with determination. “Tom, Pixy didn’t harm anyone. She didn’t deserve being killed by a sadistic punk.” 
 “Naw, she didn’t,” Tom agreed. “We have to wait for the lab tests. The minute I have the reports, we’ll act.” 
 “Tom, we’ve confided in you before, and you haven’t betrayed our trust.” I looked toward Summer for confirmation. “I think you should know about something. But it must remain a secret until the criminal has been caught. And I don’t want this news out until then.” 
 “Unless you plan to commit a crime, your secret is safe with me.” His eyebrows squeezed together so closely that it looked like one long parade of caterpillars. “So, what’s up?” 
 “We’ve found the identity of Pixy.” Summer quickly added, “But you can’t breathe a word to a soul. We want everything as quiet as possible.” 
“You have my word.” He was perplexed. “I said it wasn’t going beyond me.” 
 “Her name is Lacey Wyatt.” There was no need to give a complete rundown on her resume. 
His eyes snapped open. “Lacey Wyatt, the little gymnast a decade or more ago? Olympics? Silver medal?” 
“She was injured from a fall,” I explained. “Head and face injuries. After the accident, she went from an exalted athlete to an unknown street busker.” 
 Summer quizzed, “Tom, you watch women’s Olympic events?” 
 With a bashful, quick glance out of the window, Tom admitted, “My wife does. She won’t miss summer or winter. If I want to have happy marriage, I watch with her. Otherwise I don’t know what she’s talking about when she tells me about the winners and losers. She gets herself emotional over them all.” He paused, trying to take it in. “I won’t say a word about this.” 
 “Thanks. You know how I said that I thought the Ryder and Javier were stealing her takings at the end of the day?” I asked. 
 “The bums,” Tom replied. “Yeah, I remember you telling me that. One of the reasons I want the judicial skies to open up and rain all over both of them.” 
 “It gets worse. I have it on good authority that someone had stolen her silver medal. When this comes down, and you’re searching items at the Hodges home, please keep your eyes out for her medal.” 
 His fists clenched. “Those jerks.” His eyes watered. “I want Hodges so bad. I want everyone culpable – I want them. And if that goes all the way up to John directly – I’ll arrest him. If he assisted his son, he’s going to be going down on a conspiracy to murder charge. He’s one of the most prominent men in the Florida, but he isn’t the most popular. And he’ll pay if he’s in collusion.” 
 Summer schemed, “I’ll be devising some plans for meeting up with Ryder, after we get the report. And the go-ahead for Ryder being apprehended.” 
 I deliberated, then said. “We’ll try to coax him to a place we feel comfortable. We’ll tell you about our meeting place.” 
 “Before you two leave, we’ll get you some wires. Rachel will know how to get them on you. Then keep us informed.” 
 Summer rolled her eyes. “Yeah, we’ll need help with your antiquated wires. I’ve got audio and video cameras that can be mistaken for little chunks of nothing,” she bragged about our surveillance props. 
 “I need you safe,” he repeated. “We’ll be hearing every word in real time.” 
 “Tom, we’re going in, and we already know that he’s dangerous. You do have your Swat Team on speed dial, don’t you?” Summer asked. 
 “Get outta here!” Tom barked. “And wait for proof positive.” 
 He was as concerned as we were. Well, probably almost as concerned. 
 On our return trip through the parking lot to Hanna’s car, Summer asked, “When we hatch this plot, do you think Ryder will have his pal with him?” 
 “He murdered Pixy by himself. He was also alone when he placed the bomb in Evan’s rental car. I’m not sure how much Javier knows. But Ryder might enlist his help when he attempts to silence us and buy the lacrosse stick.” 
 By the time we pulled up to the marina, I noticed even though it was just getting dusky out, Rachel had the lights all on. From the upper flybridge of our yacht, the lighting looked like search lights across the parking lot. Lighting bathed the entire ship. We would put the alarm systems on, and probably hear sirens a few times during the night. Seagulls had an uncanny desire to fly exclusively when our alarms were set and poised to save our lives. 
  Our pistols would be resting on our bed tables. We had what Ryder wanted. Or rather, he thought we had what he wanted. 
 I was getting ready for bed when my phone rang. It was Officer Jill Timoteo. “Hope I didn’t wake you.” 
 “Not at all. What’s happening?” 
 “I’ve been doing some checking on Andrew Carleton. He’s no longer a cop.” 
 I sat up with a start. “Not a cop?” 
 “No, he was kicked off the force weeks ago. It’s probably where I heard the name. Three or four officers were relieved of their duty. They’d been beating people of color. Mostly African Americans. Roughing them up. In one case, someone had a phone and it was photographed.” 
 “Jill, is he still in Miami?” 
“No, I think he’s back here. From what I hear, he’s with some white supremacy group.” 
 “Racists. They were cops?” 
The phone was silent. I could hear the anger in Jill’s voice, “There are bigoted cops. But I feel the same way. Jill affirmed, “If they were good cops, they wouldn’t be beating innocent men because of the color of their skin.” Her words were like hammers hitting steel. 
“Jill, I don’t really have a source in Miami. There’s something I need to know. A rifle, a long gun was stolen in Miami.” I quickly looked through my small notebook. I gave her the serial numbers. “If you could have one of your friends check and see if Andrew Carleton was possibly in the vicinity of where that burglary went down. Maybe it was on his shift reports. He might have been implicated. Anything you can get for me.” 
 “I’ll check.” 
 “I owe you one, Jill.” 
 “Okay. Promise if you get this guy, you’ll let me put the cuffs on him.” 
 I grinned, “You got it. I’ll keep you in the loop. I’m betting he’ll be going down for murder. That much I can tell you. In his parent’s back yard, I recently happened upon a huge trash trailer. There were Nazi and KKK books inside. Sounds like a pattern.” 
 “Beryl, I’ll be checking to see what I can find.” 
 “Thank you, Jill.” 
 “Thank you.” 
 I hung up, and cuddle back down on my bed. I would be awaiting Jill’s next call. I would have a busy morning, and wanted – required – a night’s sleep. 
Tossing onto my side, I cursed. My anger was making me tense. We had solved the mystery of who Pixy had been. We already knew who she was. We were feeling certain about our prime suspect being Ryder Hodges. But certainty wouldn’t happen until the DNA on the lacrosse stick matched Pixy’s blood. And it was a weapon with Ryder’s fingerprints. Until we had a confession, we had questions. Who else was implicated? Javier Ramon. And perhaps also implicated was John Hodges. Meanwhile, John could at any time, and effortlessly, have his son sneak out of the country. Secreted away. 
 We depended on the same thing that provided our finding the lacrosse stick still in Ryder’s trunk. Ego. John Hodges probably knew his son was in trouble. But his power excluded any thought that his son was fallible. This confidence could be his ultimate downfall, I considered. 
Taking John, or Ryder, down would require a very huge prosecutorial adversary. Not at all easy. The case wasn’t closed. It was still in the hunch phase. 
 I was feeling more optimistic regarding the Perrault case. It could have been Andrew Carleton. He was a dirty cop. We now knew that his shield was mucky and loathsome. There was nothing so begrimed as a bent shield. The stolen gun was a direct link to the crime. 
My computer was on my bed stand. I looked through the testimony in the trial of Carleton vs Perrault Cosmetics. I read Olga’s testimony. Just as I as getting into Rex’s testimony – I saw one of his statements. He’d had “a hell ova good job. Them some” - there was a pause for him to correct what he was going to say. “There was a black come in and took my job offa me.” 
 This comment, the books in the trailer, and the fact that Andrew beat African Americans, made me more certain. There was no doubt in my mind that Andrew Carleton killed Wendell Perrault. He was a sharp shooter. He was an enforcer. He knew guns. He knew how to sanitize a crime scene. I was convinced. I was also convinced that both Olga and Rex were aware of what had transpired when Andrew was caught beating an unarmed, innocent African American man. And Rex might have been the driver of the getaway boat in the killing of Perrault. It was well-known that Perrault Cosmetics backed equality. 
The hearts of some human beings are rancid. 
I tried to remember the joy that blossomed from Pixy’s heart.  
 




Chapter 16

   
   
 Preparation. The Team went through every possible scenario that might present itself. While awaiting results from Forensics, we attempted to predict what the cruel mind might be planning for us. We knew that there would be a meeting with Ryder Hodges. To ascertain a confession, and conviction, it all had to fall in place. The opponent was too rich, too influential, too powerful, and way too malevolent. 
During our one encounter, Ryder Hodges looked at me as if I was a middle-aged weakling. A woman rusting away. Summer and I had spent time working on that image in the course of the couple days. We play-acted out dozens of different problematic situations we might encounter. He was a football player. With size and strength, he had the advantage. But practicing with Summer must have knocked some of the rust off, and I was feeling agile. Anger also seemed to have a youth-enhancing quality. 
Rachel had been answering our calls. When I saw my phone light up, I realized it must be Ryder. “You’ve got something that belongs to me,” his menacing voice hissed. 
 “What might that be?” I asked. 
 “You know what. I want it back.” 
 “Perhaps we could come to a deal. I need to talk with my partners,” I stalled. 
 “You stupid bitches have something that belongs to me, and you’d better return it.” 
 “Your father has tons of money. I don’t,” I continued to flirt a deal. “For you, the noose might be tightening. You’ve bought your way out of other fixes you’ve been in. I could use an infusion of capital. Talk with your father about forking over a few million. His son stays a free man.” 
 “You’re blackmailing me. I don’t like that.” His jeered, “You’d better lower your expectation. You don’t have long to go on a shopping spree.” His chuckle was dense. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “I’ll see what I can do about getting a hundred thou. I want my property returned.” 
 “Come on, Ryder, you can do better than that. We’re talking about capital murder. I’m warning you, if you don’t shell out some big money, you’ll have every cop in the state after you.” I talked as sternly, and curtly, as I could. “Play it my way, and it will only cost your old man a little of his precious money. The cops won’t have a murder weapon that will send you to prison. Or worse. So, don’t play with me,” I advised. 
“My father won’t let anything happen to me. All for some disabled girl that got herself killed. She didn’t know what the fuck was going on. She was just some disposable chick doing cartwheels for pennies.” 
 My fists were wound with anger. “She was a woman. Beloved by many people. Listen to this, Ryder. Listen carefully. Don’t make the mistake of thinking your lacrosse stick won’t sway the jury. With Pixy’s blood splatter and your fingerprints! Think again, pal.” 
 “She was an imbecile!” his voice echoed. 
Pretending not to have heard, I spat the words, “Ryder, we get our money. Or we take the evidence directly to the police. I’m tired of messing with you.” 
 “I might have trouble getting the cash.” 
 “You damn well better get the money. You know you can always get money. You buy off rape cases, all your crimes disappear. Get the money to save your rotten ass from prison.” 
 “Talk it over with the other bitches. And don’t plan on bringing the tough bitch when we meet. I’ll be back in touch.” He discontinued the call. Summer was not invited. We had planned on that being the case. 
I contacted Tom Powers immediately. On speakerphone, I told the chief about the contact. All recorded. I had kept Ryder interested in a deal. During the previous phone conversation, there were my accusations, but there was no incrimination on his part. At least, there wasn’t any that couldn’t be explained away by a good defense attorney. 
I spoke pensively. “I just hope he wasn’t phoning from the airport.” 
 Tom huffed, “Don’t worry. We’ve got security watching all Florida’s airports. Ryder hasn’t used his passport. His father’s corporate plane hasn’t left the airfield. And by the way, we got a couple officers watching the marina.” Tom became gruff, “I know you women can take care of yourself, but you need backup on this one. You are a target.” 
 “Thanks, Tom. We’ll be in touch.” 
Waiting games never appealed to me. We awaited lab reports. Everything was on hold. We waiting for a punk to squeeze money out of his father. There was an ex-cop somewhere, perhaps hiding out because he’d killed a man. And he had shot my partner. I probably gobbled two bags of lemon drops as a remedy for waiting. 
I felt to be up in the air. That nervous energy put a case of jitters inside my skin. These mysteries were a bundle of hints, and they flopped in so many directions. 
I’d checked my pistol repeatedly. I’d slipped an additional sidearm in my leg holster. Opening the little pouch that was attached to the holster, I pulled out the three shells that I’d purchased from Pixy. These were the ones I had believed to be lost. I’d stored them for safekeeping. 
I quickly dispensed them to both Summer and Rachel. I told my partners the story of the shells. They were moved to have a small remembrance of Pixy. I filled the leg holster with half a dozen rounds, just in case. And I left the third shell where I’d found it. As a good luck charm. 
 Going into battle, every woman needs a shell. 
By noon, we’d had eaten lunch, and were becoming restless. A call from Jill confirmed that not only was Andrew Carleton in the area where the rifle that had killed Wendell Perrault was stolen, Andrew was one of the officers dispatched to the home where the burglary happened. The officers had found and arrested the car full of teens that had stolen the guns. Andrew and another officer confiscated the guns that were reported missing. Three were written on the report. Two were turned in. The third had been crossed out. The owner provided information on the third gun. Still missing until Palm Beach found that exact gun at the murder scene. 
 Bingo! I tried to entice Summer to go with me to the Carleton home. Check it out, a little surveillance. Carefully, since Andrew had been an enforcer, and would make us both immediately. 
 Although the former cop probably hadn’t realized he was being looked at for the crime, he was probably aware he could be under investigation. 
I announced my plan to at least find out if he was staying with his parents. Summer fidgeted, then stated that she wanted to go check out some of the places owned by the Carleton empire. She’d selected a list of addresses of abandoned property owned by John Hodges. One of them could very well be a place Ryder would select as a meeting place to trade off the money and lacrosse stick. If there was activity, it would be excellent to know the lay of the land. 
I warned her to be careful. She warned me to be careful. Rachel warned us both to be careful. This was a recognizance afternoon, I thought. I didn’t believe the chances were good that I’d locate Andrew Carleton. I was pretty certain that Summer wouldn’t come across Ryder. John Hodges probably had him stashed somewhere safe. 
Before dropping by the Carleton’s household, I stopped in to see how Lefty was doing. He wasn’t home, so I went aboard The Ghost. Someone else had gone aboard without permission. The place was turned. In anger, obviously for not having found what they wanted, they’d thrown the TV in a corner, smashing it to smithereens. 
It could also be a warning to me. Ryder was telling me that what happened to the old ship’s interior could easily happen to me. I could be ransacked, kicked, punched, tossed at the wall, and left for dead. Ryder might have been looking for anything Pixy might have left behind as a hint about the person or persons that bullied her. Or an admonition not to double-cross a rich star athlete. Coin toss. 
When I came out on the deck, I saw Lefty driving his truck toward the parking area. 
 “I just went over to the petrol station. Called about what happened to Pixy’s rig getttin’ trespassed and wrecked.” 
 “Tore the hell out of it,” I said as I walked the plank. “Did you hear anything?” 
 “I got an early start fishing this morning. When I got back, I saw the door was ajar. Went as far as the door, then come out and called. I got me a little phone, but I forget to charge it up. So, I drove over to called from the station. The cops’ll be here in a few minutes.” 
 “Glad you weren’t hurt.” 
 He laughed, “Me too. What the blazes does anybody want with all the junk in there.” 
 “Maybe they wanted to find something incriminating. Or just to be cruel.”    
Back in my car, I called Rachel to tell her someone had turned Pixy’s place. Telling her about the trespass onto Pixy’s boat, and the destruction of her property made me feel a sickness in my stomach. “They can’t even stop assaulting and bashing her after she’s dead.” 
 Rachel reported, “Summer just called. She said she only had a couple more places to check out. If you don’t need her, she’ll come back to the yacht.” 
 “Naw, I’m fine. I’m just heading over to the Carleton place. Nothing more I can do here. The TV was smashed in the corner.” 
 “Could you tell if it was more than one?” 
 “Not really. Ryder is large, and an athlete, he could have pitched the TV across the inlet. 
Rachel accused, “I can tell from your voice that you’re so angry, you could have pitched the boat and all across the inlet.” 
 Snickering, I said, “Rach, it’s so good to have your sense of humor back again. You can tell Summer, I’m just going to drive by the Carleton homestead.” 
 “You could always stop in, they might be having a KKK meeting.” 
 “Another reason, I’m going to pass right by. I just want to see if there might be evidence indicating Andrew is hanging out there.” 
  “If you need anything, just give us an alert.” 
 “Thanks, Rach.” 
 “And wear that wire Tom gave you. It’s back up, just in case.” 
“Just in case,” I repeated as I prepared the wire to be activated. 
  Driving to the Carleton home was a slow trip. Attempting to process the day, and the weeks, seemed difficult. Viciously beating someone’s property is rage. If it were the message or not, I took a message away. Someone would love to make my life turbulent. 
The Carleton’s home was dark, with drapery drawn. I examined the areas surrounding their property. Behind the trash, there was an overgrown field. 
Turning the corner, I noticed the tall man in t-shirt and shorts. I parked in front of a neighbor’s house, and watched. The man hadn’t noticed me. He was going over a fence, and through a field toward a shed. Once he had entered the shed, I pulled up photos of Andrew, and I was certain it was him. Although I didn’t know how much property the Carleton’s owned, I knew the area could be adjoining the back of their home. However, it was between two other homes. Beside the shed leaned a covered boat. Its shape was similar to the one believed to have been used in the Perrault murder. I knew for certain that it had only appeared recently. It hadn’t been there before. And why would the boat be against someone else’s shed? Or did the Carleton’s own the land directly behind theirs – reaching clear back to the next street. 
I called Rachel, and she quickly zeroed in. She reported, “The plot is owned by R. Carleton.” 
 “Contact Officer Jill Timoteo. Give her my location, tell her if she is driving a squad car, she should leave it a couple blocks away. And tell her to stay undercover. Give her information, and I’ll have my wire live. You may need to call the police in.” 
 “You’re sure it’s him.” 
 “Sure, enough to want him off the streets for a couple hours.” I watched as the man exited, and then reentered the shed. I was fairly certain he hadn’t seen me. 
 Within twenty minutes, Jill appeared. I gave her all the information I had. “You stay in the back. Give the police the coordinates, and updates. I’m going to talk to him before he takes off. Once he begins to run, we might lose him. Cover me.” 
 I stood, pulled my gun from its holster, and walked slowly in the direction of the approximately fifteen square foot shed. I yelled, “Andrew Carleton!” as loudly as I could. “Get out here now.” 
 The door creaked as it opened slightly. A shot was fired. Luckily, I had ducked and dived the moment I saw the crack in the door. The bullet ricochet past my shoulder. I heard it skittering on the ground behind me. I’d opened fire the moment my body hit the ground. 
“Get off my property,” he hollered. 
My mind was processing several probabilities at once. Guess one, that was my best guess. He wouldn’t have opened fire if he weren’t guilty. He was guilty, but he’d had help. He knew that Wen and Glenda would be venturing out on that morning, at that exact time. Guess two, Dr. Curtis Rhodes had coupled up with the ex-cop. He had told Andrew the exact time Wendell and Glenda were leaving. 
If I didn’t confront Andrew now, with my guesses, he would walk. Both he and Doc Rhodes would skate away on all charges. They would have the time to either clear one another, or to escape. 
It was a risk I had to take. I pulled myself up, and leaned behind a tree. Following my gut hadn’t always worked. I was counting on it working this time. 
“Andrew, you’d better talk with me. Dr. Curtis Rhodes has implicated you in the murder of Wendell Perrault. Drop your weapon and come out. You want to do any deal making, now’s the time. If you don’t step out, throw your weapon down, and drop to the dirt, I’ll assume Doc Rhodes’s confession was correct. You lead him into perdition. You are the 1st degree capital murderer. You planned it.” 
 As the door opened wider, I saw his face becoming whiter. His voice sounded jittery, “I didn’t plan anything.” This allegation had taken him totally by surprise. I knew the name of his partner, and I knew Andrew’s crimes. 
 “Come on, Carleton. You pillaged the rifle that killed Perrault. And you and Doc Rhodes were thick as thieves.” 
 That was all he needed to hear to convince him. Enforcers are not anxious to do time. Cops have very bad prison experiences. He probably needed an underwear change. 
“Andrew, I’m trying to give you a chance here.” 
His weapon was slowly reaching toward the air. He stepped nearer. “I’m not guilty.” 
 “Look, I’ve got you pinned in place. Okay, as soon as backup arrives, I’ll let them know you were the shooter and the planner in this conspiracy to committee murder. You didn’t want your mom to be cheated of her lawsuit money. Doc Rhodes had worked there. Although he didn’t like the Perraults, he wouldn’t have killed them. Unless the opportunity presented itself. You were the flipping opportunity. And he was willing to pay to have them killed.” 
 “He planned it.” 
 “Drop your weapon,” I repeated. Some inside sigh was released. My scenario was spot on. 
Slowly, he let the weapon fall to the ground with a soft thud. I walked to it and gave it a kick. I motioned for Jill to come out. She held her gun, training the barrel toward him. 
 He looked back up at me. His face pinched with the pain of being had. “You fuckin’ called the cops already.” 
 “I did. Officer Timoteo, I’ll hold your gun and cover him, while you cuff him.” To Andrew I said, “Down, hands behind your back.” I watched as he went to the ground, stomach down, hands behind him. He knew the drill. And he might have known that if he hadn’t behaved, I might very well have put a bullet through his lung. Just like he did to my partner. 
 Jill’s face beamed. She had him lace his fingers, and she snapped her cuffs on his wrists. 
 Two squad cars had arrived, and Andrew Carleton was walked to an awaiting vehicle. 
 “Thanks,” Jill uttered. 
“You’re welcome.” I reached for her trembling hand. We shook hands. 
As arrests go, it doesn’t get any easier than that. Not much gunfire exchanged. A confession heard by me, by a police officer, and it was recorded by my wire. Nope, it just does not get much easier. 
I rushed to my vehicle, I put my phone on speaker. “Rachel, explain everything to Tom. We just got the killer of Wendell, and your shooter. He’s being arrested now. I’m on my way to Perrault Cosmetics. In about fifteen minutes, send Tom there.” 
 My foot was heavy as I drove to Perraults. When I arrived, I activated the wire I was wearing. I ran through the hall, and burst into the lab. 
“What?” Rhodes shouted. 
 “A man named Andrew Carleton is being arrested for the murder of Wendell. He will be booked and will be giving his side of the conspiracy to murder. Your name was mentioned. You want to tell me about it, so that you’re on record now.” 
 “I had nothing to do with this.” 
 “He just told me it was your idea. You are going down for this, unless you talk.” 
 He nervously touched his collar. “He said that I did it?” 
 “That’s what he said? Why would he lie?’ 
 “No.” His eyes batted, and his lips trembled. “Of course, not. He approached me after the trial. He’d lost his job. Carleton was angry at the Perraults about how his mother was treated. He said she was accused of being a malingerer. Dishonored.” 
 “He called you?” 
 “I can’t remember. But we talked a few times. All I did was give him the time that Wendell and Glenda would be leaving the house. I didn’t shoot Wendell or anyone else. Nor did I recommend it.” 
 “But you paid him. And after, he wanted more hush money.” 
 “He borrowed money from me.” 
 “Curt, I think your bank records will prove that you withdrew cash at various times.” 
 Curtis wiped his hands across his face. He was flustered. Finally, he said, “I didn’t pull the trigger.” 
“I’m an attorney and it doesn’t matter if you pulled the trigger. Conspiracy to commit murder gets you nearly the same charge, and verdict. However, the jury decides. I suggest you be cooperative with the prosecution.” 
 A flurry of police entered, guns drawn. Tom approached me. I tapped my wire. “Did you get it all?” 
 “Loud and clear. Good work, Trevar. You better go tell your client who killed her husband.” 
 While Dr. Curtis Rhodes was being rounded up for his questioning in a small interrogation room, I found Glenda in her office. “What in the world is going on?” 
 “Trevar Investigators just solved your husband’s murder. We apprehended one of the killers earlier. With the help of a policewoman named Jill Timoteo. The term ‘ironclad case’ comes to mind.” 
 Glenda began to sob. “It was Curtis?” 
 “Curtis, and Olga Carleton’s son, the cop.” 
 Her face blanched. “An officer?’ 
 “Well, an ex-officer. He was the one at your gates that you told me about. At that time, he was scouting the area. Maybe he wanted to inflict pain on you. He was fired by Miami’s police department for his white supremacy affiliation. He and Doc Rhodes were in collusion. I’m not certain of the ringleader, but they conspired. I’m guessing that was why Rhodes needed money. Hush money. Whatever he had already given Andrew, must have been spent. Andrew wanted more. A fresh blackmail bank withdrawal had to be made by Rhodes, and his account was empty.” 
 “Curtis was such a secretive man. I never knew much about his private life.” 
“Just out of curiosity – what was the cover-up about? What was Curtis covering up, and what was Wendell covering up?” 
 “I’d hoped you won’t ask me. Now I feel obligated to tell you.” 
 “You just are obligated to pay us our final bonus installment for the capture of your husband’s killer.” 
 “But I also owe you the explanation. When Wendell purchased Rhodes Cosmetics, he wasn’t aware that there had been animal testing. Rhodes Cosmetics had indeed been using animals in his research. Because Wendell had always denied it when asked by press, he chose not to admit to it, even though Perrault Cosmetics had nothing to do with it. He thought they would think he was a liar and covering up. So, Curtis was allowed to stay on working for us. And Wendell never told about the animal research. I call it torture. I only found out about it after going through Wendell’s belongings. And in turn, for Curtis’s silence, Wendell never mentioned his falsified credentials.” 
 “It went far back? And it was a matter of keeping the reputation clean?” 
 “Wendell knew how I felt about taking care of animals. And Wendell also felt that way. He just didn’t want Perrault’s name besmirched even though he’d never done it, he had covered the prior owner/lab.” 
 “While you’re writing the check to Trevar Investigators, I hope you’ll make one out to provide for the welfare of animals.” 
 Her lips turned upward. “It is my favorite charity. I’ve been heartbroken since reading Wendell’s final letter. He said that it was the only dishonest, or dishonorable thing he’d done in his life. And it was. It was.” 
 “I understand, it would be difficult for you both. Now you can make it better.” 
 She opened her computer. “I just dropped a quarter million bonus in your firm’s account. And five million in the animal rescue account. Beryl, I hope you have a charity that gives you so much satisfaction as mine does me.” 
 “Yes, I think my partners are in lockstep with the suggestion I’m going to be making. Pixy. It would be nice to start a memorial in her name. Something that would assist women like Pixy.” 
 Pensively, she breathed deeply a moment. “I hope you’re sure that this Carleton and Dr. Rhodes will be charged, and found guilty.” 
 I stood. “They both confessed. Even as we speak, both parties will be insisting that their lawyers file motions to sever. They won’t want to be tried together. They’ll be going after one another to claim the other was leader of the pack. And they’ll both spend the rest of their lives in prison. Or maybe they’ll both be executed. The State could perform a two for one special execution.” 
 I gave her a nod. Her eyes became bleak. “My husband died because a miserable man hated him. I loved Wen, I truly did. And I’m so lost now.” 
 I went around to her side of the desk and my arm looped her shoulders. “I know that he loved you. And I know you felt that love. You’ll be fine, Glenda.” 
 She patted my hand. “Beryl, thank you. And please thank your partners. I’ll forever love Rachel for saving my life. Please tell her that if there is anything I can ever do for her, to call me.” 
 The remainder of my afternoon was spent in Homicide Division Headquarters. Tom, the prosecutors, and I sat going over each revelation, each clue, and each happening. The wire was a slam-dunk conversation with both Andrew Carleton and Dr. Curtis Rhodes. 
I opined the probability of Andrew’s parents having been aware of the killing. They were shady folks. Coupled with Andrew being fired for his racially motivated, brutal crimes against people of color, it was a pretty strong statement. If not white supremacy being part of the Carleton’s lives, they were undoubtedly cozy with the Klan. 
 Tom asked, “Why did you call Officer Timoteo?” 
 “I promised her that if I captured Carleton, she could cuff him.” 
 Bewildered, his voice had the jitters. He wanted to yell at me. “She’s brand new in Palm. She has only been a uniformed officer here ten minutes. You’re up against a killer, and you call her!” 
“No one could have wanted Andrew jailed more than she did. He was a bent cop. He is a racist. Chances are he’s a sexist. And the chances are 100% to .001% that he’s also anti-LGBT. 
 My reasons for the selection of Officer Timoteo could not have been any clearer, more meaningful, nor could they have been any more appropriate. A cop, an African American lesbian cop got the collar. The coward perp was brought down by an African American woman. The message was implied. Sisters wins! 
“Just dues,” he declared. Tom then began laughing. I’d seen him laugh before, but he was nearing hysterics. On the way to the door, his arm circled my shoulder. Then he gave my back a gentle slap. “You’re okay, Trevar,” he sputtered. 
I wouldn’t break his moment’s glee by telling him that I wanted a total win for our team, and a total loss for Andrew. He had nearly killed my partner. Rachel deserved an all-out win. 
 Arriving back at the yacht just before dusk, I waved to a couple of officers that were surveilling our ship, and marina parking area. 
Telling the story of the takedown of Perrault’s murderer, and the brewing anger of Andrew when an African American lesbian cuffed his white supremacist fists, was pandemonium. We laughed heartily for several moments. 
Summer finally said, “I was going to moan that you hadn’t called me instead of Timoteo. Now I get it.” 
We went over all that happened during the day. Although Summer hadn’t had a sighting of the elusive Ryder, she was guessing he was in a fixed position. His father had him on a short lease. And probably had a dozen pit bulls guarding his son’s door. 
I told them that Tom had a search warrant ready to go. Only he and the Chief Prosecutor had knowledge of it. When the forensic reports were returned, and there was enough evidence for an arrest, orders would be given to execute that order. There would be a dozen armored cops hustling through the doorway of John Hodges palatial home. I’d found the home obscenely showy. 
Finally, the more difficult task was to find Ryder’s whereabouts. This would be a bit trickier. I had a feeling that his pal was implicated in some way. With Javier, was it only petty robbery of a woman, along with teenage pranks? Or was it the whole enchilada? My conjecture wasn’t the strong gut feeling I sometimes had. If there were to be a showdown, I couldn’t use the ploy about Ryder’s buddy turning on him to save himself. The images on the CD showed the killing being done by only Ryder. But was Javier around the corner? 
Corners are deceptive. They have been known to cheat even the most aware viewer. No matter what, I wouldn’t stand for Pixy being deprived of her due justice. 
 No matter the cost. 
The past twenty-four hours had allowed a bluff to generate two confessions. Hard evidence hadn’t existed. I’d like to think it was the chaos of their guilt. As well as my interpreting their faces, and searching their nerve centers. I watched for the nervous veins that beat from a chicken-shit’s artery. The number of blinks per minute from the eye. And something that set alarm bells ringing through my body. 
 Reality recedes, and then once again rolls. The honest version was that either Dr. Curtis Rhodes, or Andrew Carleton, could have denied my allegation. But they did not. They greedily fought to be accomplices. Second in command rarely went to death row. Greed could nearly always be counted on to trip up criminals. 
 Naturally, knowing this trickery also won me cases in a courtroom. Summer often accused me of bamboozling my opponents. That was part of her reason for bringing up at least one attorney joke after every case. 
I recalled last humor. Summer’s chortle exploded when she told it. It went like this: What does sperm and lawyers have in common? One in twenty-five million makes a decent human being. She had doubled over laughing. I had not. I was not in the mood for humor at that time. 
 And these two cases? There would be no humor for these two current cases. They were both too personal. Taking down Carleton and Rhodes was quick. Painless. But watching Rachel struggle for life the first day after she’d been shot – that was the worst of pain. 
Speculative, but I imagined finding Ryder would be one of the most difficult showdowns of all. It was directly in our path. 
 




Chapter 17


 

   
 Morning had overtaken the night. 
After Summer and I had breakfast, she went for her run on the beach. Tom Powers then called and issued instructions to hightail it to Police Headquarters. There, I would sign my officially prepared statement of yesterday’s events. 
 Naturally, the remainder of the Perrault investigation would fall in the hands of the prosecutors. I was on the sidelines. It was my hope that both Olga and Rex would be found guilty of aiding and abetting, if not conspiracy to murder. I’d seen the curtains of their home twitch as their son was arrested. And I’d put my bet on the fact that Rex had driven the speedboat - the getaway rig. 
Curtis Rhodes, formerly holding himself out as doctor, and Andrew Carleton had lawyered up, but had both signed confessions. They’d already made their confession to my sweet little wire. They had already implicated one another. From my experience in criminal law, they would each be charged as full blown coconspirators. Or as I liked to call it, partners in crime. And as I predicted, they had severed. Two separate trials would probably not benefit either. But at least it would give them their legal reality show – each with top billing for a week or two. It would be two performances of who ‘done’ what, and to whom. 
 Tom and I hovered over his desk as he made an announcement. Andrew might have a trade in mind. Information. “Carleton indicated that he might want to work a deal to get himself out of a death penalty trial. He claims that white supremacists are infiltrating enforcement. He has some people he won’t mind giving up for his own clemency. Getting life, rather than death.” 
 “Ah, hell,” I cursed. 
“I’m not sure Rachel will be in agreement. But if we’ve got bigoted, racist cops, we’ve got to get them stopped.” 
 “She still hasn’t got complete control of her movement. Her ribs aren’t healed and …” 
 “You know we’re on Rachel’s side,” Tom declared. “But if we can get some of the rotten cops off the force, well, we want to do that too.” He added, as if he might be attempting to soften me to the idea. “Life in prison isn’t easy on a cop. And Rachel would want bad police off the streets. Many of the racial haters are also haters of LGBT. You know that.” 
 “So does Rach. I’ll talk with her.” 
After I’d signed the papers, and was ready to leave, Tom’s eyes twinkled. “Aren’t you going to ask me if the test on the Pixy, er, Lacey Wyatt case, came back?” 
 I whirled around. “The surveillance tape, and the lacrosse stick?” 
 “Surveillance tape showed more definition. It was either Ryder Hodge or his twin. The blood evidence on the head of the lacrosse stick was concluded to be the blood of Lacey Wyatt.  The wound on the neck – a forensic pathologist is willing to testify that it’s a perfect match with the lacrosse stick top. And prints matched Ryder’s driver’s license prints. Perfect match. Enough for an indictment.” 
 “You’re going to storm the Hodges’s palace?” 
 “I was waiting to see if you’d like to go with us? However, I’m betting he isn’t there.” 
 “I’d love to, but I’d better get back to The Radclyffe. We’re now concentrating on finding Ryder. He may call to deal for the lacrosse stick. I don’t want to miss his call. My guess is that there is evidence at his home, but he won’t be there. John has stashed his precious, high-priced son somewhere else.” 
 “Be careful out there,” Tom warned. 
 “You too. And Tom, Ryder is probably responsible to for the attempted murder of Evan, and several of our sources have eluded to the fact that he has knowledge of bombs. He bragged about couple of the area’s minor bombings. Ryder was tinkering with explosives back in high school. Back then, it was common knowledge, but no one would report it because of his powerful father. But I have a hunch that there may be a bomb factory over at Ryder’s palace. So please take care.” 
 Tom’s concern deepened. “I’ll call the bomb squad. Thanks, Trevar. If there are ingredients, we’ll test them against the bomb that went off in your friend’s car. That will add to the charges against the little punk.” 
 “Ryder wants that lacrosse stick. He’ll call me again.” 
 “Oh, before you leave, stop by the evidence vault. We have a facsimile stick. They muddied it up, banged it around and it looks just like the real one. But it’s phonied up.” 
Nodding, “Great. We’re ready for him. And I’m off to chase down the little punk.” I wanted to snare his butt, and see that butt slammed in the lap of electric chair. I was seasoned enough to know that in a courtroom, evidence was often discounted. I wondered if all the evidence we had could keep Ryder contained. 
Arriving back at the yacht, I found Rachel at her desk. Hanna was just leaving, and I gave her a sisterly hug. “I’m sorry if I’ve been a little resistant to you,” I uttered. 
 “We all know I’m abrasive and opinionated,” she offered with a smile. 
 Rachel quickly added, “And egotistical, conceited, vain…” 
 Hanna’s head nodded in agreement. “All that. I’m trying to rein in my vanity.” Pausing, her hand slid over her face. “I feel the need to show my authoritarian side with patients. I want them to help me to care for them. I want them to believe I can help them. Their belief in healing is such an important part of their cure.” 
 “As soon as I’m healed, you’ll leave me?” Rachel sat as near to attention as she could with her wound. 
 “I’ve been meaning to tell you that I’m transferring to New York in a couple weeks. I’ll be head of Emergency Care. I can’t turn it down, Rach. It’s very important. Big title, huge pay raise. But I want you to come with me, Rachel.” 
 Shock blanched Rachel’s face. “I was kidding about you dropping me.” She looked hurt. 
 “Rachel, I want you to come with me. We can even marry.” 
 “I’ll consider it,” Rachel looked back at her computer screen. 
“That’s all I ask. Consider it. I do love you,” Hanna said as she left. 
 When the door shut, panic flooded me. “Rach, you aren’t considering a move like that. Leave the Team?” 
 She swung her office chair around. “Not long ago you thought of leaving for a woman.” 
 “But not leaving. Just moving off the yacht. I was still Team.” 
 “Beryl, I’m a little lost right now. Give me time. She saved my life. I nearly died. I’m thinking about so many important life matters. I have no answers now. Please give me space, and understand me.” 
 Walking away, I felt an emptiness. My concerns swiftly changed to panic when I glanced out at the parking lot. “Rach, where did Summer go?” 
 “After her run, I think she must have gone out to finish checking her list. She wanted to find where Ryder might be.” Rachel picked up a list. “She had one or two final places to check. I’m pulling the addresses now to send them to Tom. Here.” She handed me the list. “Did she take her bike?” 
 “No, she didn’t come back from her run. The vehicles and her bike are still out there.” 
 “Oh, hell no,” Rachel gasped as she scanned her calls. Her face was ashen, and she replied, “No calls from her.” She tried calling Summer’s number. “No pick up, nothing.” 
“Tom is searching Ryder’s home. Call him and tell him.” 
 I rushed out to the parking lot. The two posted guards had seen her leave for her run on the beach, and she hadn’t returned. 
Running, full force along the beach sands, I tried to find Summer’s running shoe prints. They were easily identified. After sprinting half a mile of beach, I spotted tire tracks. I called Rachel to report my findings. Summer had been abducted. Trying not to lose imprints of the scuffle. I saw at least two other sets of prints. And Summer’s tracks comingled at the place where she had been loaded into the vehicle. Two large men’s tracks. And Summer’s tracks had stopped. 
I waited for what seemed an eternity. Finally, a squad car pulled up. I pointed out the crime scene. The officer called for reinforcement. I gave him my phone number, and told him where Rachel was. And to get hold of Tom Powers. 
Back aboard the yacht, I told Rachel about what had happened. I grabbed the phony lacrosse stick – the bait that could possibly return Summer. Rachel handed me the list of abandoned Hodges properties in West Palm. 
Breathlessly, I made it to my car. The tires squealed out of the parking lot. I had no direction, but I had a suspicion that they would be in West Palm. Perhaps this was a matter of Ryder wanting revenge. He knew he was going to be caught eventually. Why not go out with a killing or two. In his eyes, we were responsible for his problems. Just like the women he’d raped had been the responsible party, not the victims. Trevar’s Team was his enemy. He was going to kill Summer, and me. 
 Rachel had given the list to the police, with instructions to watch each of the addresses, but not move in. Surveillance only until we were alerted to where Summer had been taken. 
 I leaned the lacrosse stick on my car’s passenger seat. I drove expediently to West Palm. Glancing at the list, I found a logistically centered spot. From there it was only five or ten minutes to each of the abandoned properties. I didn’t wait long. My phone rang. I put it on speaker phone and patched it to Rachel. She would in turn alert the police. She’d wired me before I left, but she probably believed I would forget to turn it live. I hadn’t. 
“I’ve got your Team buddy, Summer. You want to come get her?” 
 “If you’ve harmed her…” 
 “Not yet. But if you don’t get here in a hurry, she will be going boom.” 
 My imagination whirled. He had a bomb. 
 “Ryder, where are you?” 
 “I’m near Belvedere Road and Congress Avenue. Go there, we want to be sure you’re not being followed. Just hang out at that intersection.” 
 I began to give him my auto identification, but he already knew I was driving my convertible. “Look, you’re going to have to give me some time to get there.” 
 “I got time. Summer doesn’t.” 
 I heard him disconnect. “Rach, did you get that.” 
 “Yes, from where he’s directing you, I’d say he’s at the Belvedere Road property. Copy Tom?” She asked. 
I could hear Tom’s reply that he was covertly surrounding the property. And he cautioned me not to go in if it looked too dangerous. However, he warned there would probably be more directions. It was too congested in that area.” 
 I parked near the intersection, as directed. A sedan pulled behind me and honked. My phone rang, and I was given instructions to follow the car, and not try to communicate on my phone. I agreed. 
 Following behind the car, I identified Javier Ramon as the driver. I knew he’d be watching in his rearview mirror to make certain I wasn’t talking. I texted Rachel as I drove. Something I detested, and never did. Until now. 
He turned into the parking lot at the back of a vacant building. I texted the directions to Rachel. The building was shabby and empty. We parked behind the lower-level dock. My car was thirty-feet from the doors. The unloading dock was built with the idea that the truck could pull in backward, trailer doors toward building. Slanting downward, a wedge shape driveway allowed entry. Unloaders could then unload their freight. 
The door had been lifted. In the base of the dock were Ryder, and Summer. She was taped to a chair. She wore a bulky vest. Her mouth was taped, and her eyes were frantic. 
 Javier ordered me out of the car. “Leave your phone and weapon here.” He had pulled a small caliper gun from his waistband. 
My car door opened. As he began to turn, I ducked behind the door. I pulled my Beretta out. “No,” I yelled. “I’m not going anywhere until he releases Summer.” 
 Javier shrugged to Ryder. “She won’t come,” he yowled back in frustration. 
I clutched my gun. “Javier, I have a clear shot. Hands up and drop your gun,” I said with authority. We were at a standstill. But my partner was being held. “Javier, you’d better do as I say,” I commanded. “I’m about to blow you across this lot. You tell him to release Summer now!” 
 Peripheral vision told me that Ryder stood beside my bound and gagged partner. I could now see that attached to the vest were explosives. Summer’s eyes blinked rapidly. Her head was stretched back. Her body tense. 
Ryder’s weird grin was teasing, frightening, and irritating. 
I again screamed at Javier, “I recognize you from your yearbook photos. Football. A tackle. I remember saying that Javier is one mean tackle. In person,” I continued, “you look twice as mean. And you don’t look one damned bit brighter than you looked back in high school.” 
 Javier’s glare told me that he hated being stupid. I would play on that. Use it to my advantage. Now, I was softening them both up. It was my way of entering their foxhole. I wanted them to believe I had nothing to do and nowhere to go. I could hang out with these goofs all morning. 
“Shut your mouth,” Ryder yelled. 
 I grabbed the lacrosse stick and waved it with my left hand. It was bait. Yes, and I would use it carefully. “I have something you want.” 
 He pointed to Summer, “And I’ve got someone you want.” Ryder pulled a phone from his pocket. “You see this phone? I hit the right number, and your friend goes flying across the state.” 
“Yeah,” Javier’s expression showed a flash of delight. 
 I knew Ryder wouldn’t be standing that near to the bomb materials if he planned to detonate it. Unless he had a delay rigged up. Ryder’s voice was merciless. “I’m going to enjoy this.” 
 Javier added, “Me too, Ryder.” 
“Jav,” Ryder hollered with irritation, “Fuckin’ idiot. Cover her with your gun. Don’t take your aim off her.” His mumbles showed his distress. 
 Javier waved his gun as he moved toward me. 
 I cautioned, “You take one more step and I’m blowing your brains out. I may have to fire twice to hit your little brain. Because as Ryder says, you’re shit-simple stupid.” I continued in a conversational voice. “I’ve got to concur with Ryder. Javier, you aren’t smart enough to see that your friend is leading you to a death sentence.” 
 “Death sentence?” His quizzical look was nearly pathetic. 
I pointed my gun at Javier. “Toss your gun down now.” 
“Hell, no, bitch,” he answered. “And I never killed anyone,” he defended. He was trying to figure out how he was in any way culpable for a killing. 
 I would give him a little lesson in the law. “Jav, Ryder has implicated you in murder. Capital murder. Death penalty.” 
 Javier’s eyes popped with fear. Back and forth from me to Ryder. “Hey, Ry, I didn’t kill anyone. Can’t we leave now. Go to another country. You said we could,” Javier was pleading. 
 “Jav,” I said with a sisterly voice, “don’t you see, you are over twenty-one. You will be eligible for the death penalty. Ryder will skate. In cases like this, the court tends to believe the older one coheres the younger perp.” 
 “He’s twenty-one,” Javier argued. 
 “But at the commission of Pixy’s murder, he was twenty that night. You were a solid twenty-one. That is if you were implicated?’ 
 Javier quickly replied, “Naw, I didn’t kill that girl. We robbed her a few times. But I never killed her.” 
 “So maybe you won’t be charged with accessory to commit murder. If you relinquish your gun now, and you’re taken into custody, you’ll get a petty larceny charge. A hand slap and a couple months – maybe even probation. But now you know that Ryder killed Pixy, and attempted to kill someone with a bomb, and is now attempting to kill someone. Well, that changes your status. You will be an accomplice.” 
 I was slathering it on thick. 
Javier gulped hard. He answered, “But I didn’t know about any of that until Ryder told me.” 
 “You are sliding from misdemeanors to felonies, right on down the slipper-slide to murder one conviction. In a few moments, this place is going to be crawling with cops. The Swat Team will have you in their sites. You’ll be surrounded by too many enforcers to even think about fighting back. Death row is a rough place to exist. I wouldn’t call it living.” 
 Ryder screamed, “Don’t listen to her. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.” He looked down at his phone. “Stick with me, Jav. I’m taking you with me. We’ve got a hostage. We can get to the airport. My dad has his plane ready. He got us new identities. We’ll go to Jamaica. Do some partying.” He was being as enticing as possible. And implicating John Hodges. 
“Or jail,” I said as I saw two squad cars pulling nearer. I held up my arms beckoning them to stop. “You’re surrounded. You haven’t got much time left. Drop your gun, and put up your hands,” I ordered. 
 Javier shifted. He twisted around for another look at Ryder. Then he rapidly obeyed. The gun slid from his fingers. With arms in the air, he slowly walked toward the police vehicles. A sigh of relief puffed from my lips. 
I turned my attention to Ryder. My gun was carefully aimed. Slowly, I planned to advance on Ryder and Summer. I walked out from behind the opened car door. 
 As I neared, his arm lifted to show me the phone. “One button tap and she’s dead,” he blustered wildly. He pulled a gun from his waistband. He pointed it in my direction. “And I’m shooting you as I press the key. We’ll all go together.” 
My right hand hugged the Beretta. It became heavier each moment. I felt a slickness of the gun handle as my hand sweat. In my other hand was the lacrosse stick. I gave it a little flick. I saw his anger, and his fear. I watched both his hands. 
“Let’s take a deep breath, Ryder. Think this thing through. Don’t do anything hasty,” I lulled. “There’s a way out of this. Give it up now. Save us all,” I implored. I continued walking nearer to him. “We can disarm, and talk.” 
 “Naw,” he was blinking wildly. “I set the bomb to go off in a few minutes. I thought I’d be gone, and then she’d die anyway. I can either press the correct number now. Or wait until this fucking bomb goes on autopilot.” 
Time-bomb! My throat was dry, and my mind was throbbing. Time-bomb, strapped on Summer. Suddenly time was not my friend. Panicked, terror reached for me and grabbed me. I could see Ryder skirmishing with thoughts of death. 
 I knew the bomb squad was waiting at the edge of the parking lot. They could diffuse the bomb. But time was ticking. Could they get to it before it detonated? “Ryder, we don’t have time to screw around. Put the phone down, move away. Give the bomb squad time to save us. Please,” I begged. 
 “No,” his eyes glared with hatred. “No one is going anywhere.” 
 He raised both his phone, and his aim of the gun. The gun was aimed directly at my head. I saw him begin to pull the trigger. 
I had few options. One would take precision, and if it didn’t work, Summer and I would die. We all would die. 
 I was within four feet of him. I needed to act quickly. He continued squeezing the trigger. I shot the place near his lower wrist in the hand holding the phone. If the bullet hit the target I’d aimed for, his wounded hand would open. In my other hand, I swung the lacrosse stick as I dived toward the place I hoped the phone would land. As I vaulted horizontally, my arm rolled and the stick’s mesh pocket was directly under the falling phone. I’d caught it. My dive had also thwarted Ryder’s shot from hitting me. Placing the stick and mesh pocket carefully on the ground, my gun arm aimed back in his direction. When it was trained on his weapon, I saw him move his pistol, pointing toward the phone that was now on the ground. 
I heard gunfire spurting around me, over my sprawled body. I screamed. I felt the scream from Summer, although she was gagged, I knew it was there. When I stood, I saw the bomb squad rushing toward us. I pointed at the phone and warned them of the time-bomb. Quickly, they began dismantling the explosives. While another team of technicians worked on removing the vest, Summer’s eyes clamped tightly shut. 
The bomb disposal unit was in full armor, and was working diligently. 
I went to the side of Ryder. I knelt on one knee. “It didn’t need to end this way,” I said. 
 He coughed out blood and uttered choppy words. “You bitch, I could have beat the death penalty. My dad would have saved me. I’d have beat the charges. You said I was too young to get the death penalty.” 
 “I lied, you little punk. The time on the evidentiary security tape was date-stamped. It was after midnight. It was your birthday when you killed Pixy. Your twenty-first birthday, chum. If you live, you’ll be charged. Your pal will pull a deal, and testify against you.” 
 My glare down at him told us both that I wouldn’t bother to ask why he killed Pixy. Or why his brutality, his hubris, his wicked heart, had harmed others. I knew that his answer would be simple. It was what he wanted to do. And he did everything he wanted, got everything he wanted, and expected everything to be his. Without remorse and without contrition, Ryder’s actions were all about his satisfaction and his pleasure.    
Now, he wanted to leave me with words that would forever bring me pain. He uttered, “I laughed when I was killing her. I got a kick out of seeing her die.” Our glowering at one another was fierce. He continued, “I hate you.” He struggled, blood was rushing from his mouth. He’d been critically shot by three police snipers. And there was a wrist injury that was my contribution. He sputtered, “I hate…” 
 “I hate you, too.” My next words were not heard by him. “Ding, ding – the final round, you sanctimonious, rabid coward.” The medics had done all that they could. It was over. He was gone. I felt sorrow for his victims. And regret for his evilness. Telling a dying murderer that I hated him was all in this day’s work.  
I went to Summer’s side and I knelt beside her as the bomb squad labored to extricate her from the explosive-packed vest. She continued to tell me to get back. I continued to tell her I was there, and staying. Carefully, they detached the bomb. It was then taken to the disposal unit. The unit was then driven to the center of the lot. 
One team member lifted the phone and began unpeeling the layers of instruction that were meant to kill Summer and me. They hoped they could disarm that part so that the bomb could then be safely dismantled before it exploded. One technician said he didn’t like fireworks. I believed that was to lift the spirits of victims that had been tied to a death by a bomb. 
 Within three minutes, we watched as the bomb detonated. The force lifted the disposal vehicle from the ground. I shivered thinking what it might have done to Summer, and all the responders. And me. Three very important minutes. 
 When untied, Summer stood. Because of the tape restraints on her legs, she stumbled into my arms. “I got you.” 
 “This is a role reversal,” she teased. “I usually rush in and save you.” 
 “I was feeling a rush of payback.” 
 “Glad you selected today. I almost lost it when you made that dive with the lacrosse stick. That’s what I call excellence athletic aplomb.” 
 “Who knew I could have been a champion lacrosse player?” I joked. Or maybe, I conceded, it had been lucky reflexive training. 
She leaned against me as we walked toward a squad car where someone would be taking our statements. I told her about Rachel being invited to N.Y. Summer grimaced. 
The investigator motioned for me to sit in his car. My statement was first, and I hurried. I saw one of my best friends, a sister, nearly killed. I saw the man that wanted us both dead as he died on the ground. Too young to die. Too young to kill. Coddled, spoiled, saved from prosecution. Justice was purchase on Ryder’s behalf. But not this time. 
 I covered my eyes. I recalled the old saying about battle fatigue. You need to return to the battlefield for your soul. When my eyes opened, I glance back toward the scene of our life-death engagement. I wondered if during the battle there was anything else I could have said that might have diffused the carnage? Ryder’s determination not to take prisoners had been made when he set the time-bomb. He signed off on killing. Yet, I would struggle for my soul for a very long time. No matter what the outcome of this showdown, there would not have been a triumphant outcome. It was not victorious. 
Looking across the parking lot, I saw Rachel’s BMW. Rachel had been restricted from driving, but she had driven to us. The three of us hugged. We tried to make certain that Rachel’s hugs were soft. She was squeezing way too hard. But her secret was safe. Summer and I wouldn’t tell Hanna. We weren’t squealers. 
Tom had called. He was at the Hodges Palace. The place was a treasure trove of evidence. Although he knew that there would be no trial, everyone had to have evidence. Tom had tried to comfort John Hodges. Losing a child is unimaginable, he commented to us. Then he told us that John had claimed it was his own fault. 
“What could I say to that?” Dejected, Tom asked. “It wasn’t the time to tell him the truth.” 
“There was nothing you could have said,” I answered. 
 “That’s all I had. Nothing. His son raped and brutalized at least half a dozen women. It looks like we’re going to have some hits on DNA for the Fort Lauderdale murder. And when his blood sample hits the database, who knows how many he’s killed or raped.” Tom hesitated. “And the team found explosives hidden around Hodges Mansion. They’ll probably be linked to your friend’s attempted murder. All kinds of things. John bought him out of his ‘predicament’ each time. As it escalated, John continued to blame everyone but his son. Or maybe he was just cleaning up bad press that might have tarnished his reputation.” Tom sighed. 
“Ryder wasn’t done killing.” I thought of his dying words. 
Tom’s voice was flat, lifeless. “Ryder would have continued killing. But maybe if his dad would have left him in the holding tank. Allowed justice to help make corrections. A taste of punishment often redirects kids. Maybe Ryder would have changed. Maybe Pixy would be alive. 
 “And it is possible that John was continuing to be an accomplice in aiding and abetting his son’s crimes.” 
Tom agreed, “I believe John was an accomplice.” 
 “Tom, Ryder implicated his father. He claimed John had his plane waiting. And new identities for both Ryder and Javier.” 
 There was a long moment of silence. “I’ll get someone on that now,” Tom answered. “Homicide offers up all kinds of culprits. Fatherhood should offer direction and comfort. Not this. John’s kid killed an innocent young woman.” 
“Pixy brought us laughter and joy. She would have been watched her cartoons about a seahorse named Ripple. She would sell shells, and roses. And her silver medal might not have been stolen.” 
  Tom was choking up, but he cleared his throat so no one would notice. “We found her medal in Ryder’s sock drawer. Stashed in a corner. I retrieved it. It’s been taken into evidence, but the case is nearly officially closed since Ryder’s death. It’s going to be a closed case very soon.  We’ll talk with you about where your Team thinks it should go.” 
 “To a place where everyone can see it. A place where brain injury, and other traumatic brain disabilities can be studied, and one day cured. A place where help will be given to everyone with similar afflictions.” 
Tom must have been shedding a tear, just as I was. “I need to go. A couple of investigators have some questions,” he stated.  
I leaned back on the car, waiting for Summer to finish her statement. Rachel had stayed near her. When I saw Rachel and Summer coming toward me, I knew Summer was spent. “Let’s get out of here,” Summer said. She shivered for a brief moment. “This has been a terrible day.” 
 “We captured a killer.” 
 Summer glared. “We aren’t going to be eliminating any more crime at my expense. That was too flipping close,” she grumbled. 
 “And I’m not volunteering anymore lungs,” Rachel teased. 
 “You aren’t really considering leaving the Team, are you?” I asked. 
 “I’m overly cautious of packing a gun, that’s not good. And since being shot, I’m really gun shy now. Being a P.I. takes courage.” She looked away. Both of her shoulders lowered. “I don’t have what it takes.” 
 “We need you, Rachel,” I countered. “You’re the calm that settles us down. You direct us, and no one is better at analyzing situations. Please reconsider.” 
 “We both want you at our sides,” Summer blurted. 
“What can I tell Hanna?” Rachel asked. 
 “Rach,” Summer shook her head, “you can’t up and leave us. If Hanna loves you, she can stay here. Tell her that.” 
 “She’s healed me, and she needs to go on.” 
 “But you don’t need to leave,” I disputed. 
 “I don’t need to, and I don’t want to,” Rachel relented. The three of us hugged. “Let’s go home. We are the Team!” 
 Rachel threw her car keys to Summer. “Don’t put a scratch on my BMW. Wait, I’m coming with you, she called to Summer. I can watch your driving for you.” 
 I knew Summer’s eye would roll. And they did. 
 My smile was curtailed as I watched them drive away. I could have lost either one of them. The power of sharing life. That alone is often treacherous. It involves that L word - loving. 
 Loving. I had to be on the side of love. For the opposite is hatred. And too many lives are lost to hatred. Sadness weighed me down. For there had been loss for so many. I planned to call Evan. I’d tell her about the events of the day. I’d ask if she would be returning for Pixy’s services. We needed to cheer one another. That would be nice. 
 Once in my car, I drove to a secluded shore. Perhaps to search for my soul. Retracting my convertible’s top, I looked out at the sky. 
 A bank of clouds moved gracefully across the sky. I thought back to one of the days when I sat beside Pixy on the warm sands. She had pointed to the sky. A sky looking similar to today. She said in her broken speech, “White shells fall. Through clouds. They come with water. I find cloud shells.” 
 I had remembered her words, because so many times they had gone through too many thought sieves and been disbursed through the caverns of her mind. But this conversation made sense. “Yes,” I had answered. 
Pixy had grinned that irresistible wobbly grin of contented bliss. “I pick shells like flowers.” 
 “They are like flowers, Pixy,” I had said. “No two shells and no two flowers are like.” 
 “I different.” She slapped her chest. “I different.” 
 “No one is more wonderful than you are.” 
 “I pick flowers like shells, too.” She had then hopped up, grabbed her bag of shells, and wandered away. I saw her walk about two hundred yards. She turned back to me. She had forgotten to wave. 
 Remembering that day filled my heart with gratitude. I’d met and known a silver medalist. But more importantly, I knew Pixy. I looked out, and up to the sky. The clouds were shells today. 
I waved. 
 




Epilogue


 


Two Weeks Later

   
   
 What would Pixy have thought of this festival that was designed to honor her. She would have been her gleeful, giving self. My glances around, full circle, spotted dozens of people I knew. The elite and elegant were here. The ragged beach bums were here. But Evan Finch wasn’t here. 
Checking every direction, my spirit dropped. I’d only spoken with her a couple times since I’d called to tell her about the death of Ryder – the man that had placed a bomb in her car, and nearly killed her. With memories like that, I couldn’t blame her if she never returned. But she had mentioned that she was going to attempt to be at Pixy’s service. She also warned that because previous commitments, and of weather delays, she might not get out of the airport in time. 
I was disappointed. She wasn’t there. 
Florida’s spacious sunshine was lighting up the area. The center plaza was filled with those wanting to pay tribute to Pixy – Silver medalist, Lacey Wyatt. Her service had statements by the mayor, the woman running for governor, several of Pixy’s friends, and finally Glenda Perrault. Glenda knew this cause was important to Trevar’s Team. She went all out. 
Glenda was a show-stopper. She knew infomercials, fronting one of the country’s leading cosmetic companies, and how to twist the hearts of the Palm Beach moneyed. She had pledged to contribute ten million to begin the new wing on the hospital. She also pledged that she was going to coheres all of her associates and friends to also support this cause. She’d told me that another major contributor was a woman named Dana Cross-Inge. Trevar Investigators had anonymously kicked in our entire bonus. And Glenda said there was a huge donation that would be enough to start digging the new center’s foundation, and provided for money to get it built. When I asked for a name, she grinned and told me she’d release the information later. 
Glenda vowed this center would be one of the leading medical foundations in the world. For both research and rehabilitation. It would be for those with disabilities from traumatic brain injury. Above the entrance would be a glassed cabinet holding Pixy’s her silver medal. 
This wing of the hospital would be called the Pixy Center. 
 The entry to the ward would have a statue of Pixy. Glenda had a beautifully drawn watercolor sketch – spec for the statue. It was Pixy, with her floral harem pants, fitted t-shirt, and short-brimmed porkpie hat. Arms lifted and extended, just as if she was going to begin a handstand, or perhaps a flip. At the base of the bronze would be an imprinted plaque with shells, roses, and her name. Names. 
 I gave Glenda the thumbs up sign when the painting spec was unveiled.  
Our Trevar Team comments had been read by one of the officials. The Team’s motto was to keep as low a profile as we could. Being investigators, we didn’t like being seen any more than we had to be. 
Mingling, I spotted Lefty. We chatted, then he said he needed to go. Had something to do and then get back to his houseboat to have a cool brew. The crowds made him nervous. Me too, I’d confessed. Chief Powers was busily chatting with one of the commissioners. We traded waves, and smiles. I had a chance to thank Aubrey, Felipa, Ross, and Lefty for their help. Naturally, when I saw Doc Hanna, I hoped that Rachel had made the right decision. We were pretty hard on the heavy-handed doctor. Then there were the managers of the restaurants, grills, and bars. I’d made a point to thank them for information. 
I saw Rachel and Summer chatting with Officer Jill Timoteo. I’d only seen her in uniform, and so didn’t recognize her until I saw her turn and smile. While thanking Jill, I noticed both Summer and Rachel acting a little constrained. Finally, Summer blurted, “Trev, did you know Jill wants to become a detective?” 
 “I didn’t,” I replied. “Jill, I’m sure you’ve got enough background, and years to get on the department’s list.” 
 Rachel corrected, “No, Beryl, she wants to join our team. Well, when I suggested it to her, she said she was interested.” 
 “Really?” It was registering, but I didn’t have a feeling for what my partners might be thinking. “Is that true, Jill?’ 
 “Yes, absolutely.” She paused. “I mean, I know the three of you work great together. Maybe I could moonlight until we both decide.” 
 I glanced at my partners. “We can talk it over, and let you know, Jill. And you can think it over.” 
 “That would be great.” Her smile widened. She turned and walked away. 
 Summer tugged at my arm, and whispered, “Look, we can use another woman on our team. We were short-handed on these cases. And you know, after all this publicity, we’re going to be in demand.” 
 Rachel’s nod of agreement was given. “Beryl, I shouldn’t be in the danger zones. I know that now. Guns. I was shot, and I don’t want to be a target. I can be dispatch, interrogate, paper chase, and I can do all the office tasks. But there’s a fear element. I’m probably not going to ever again be a street-worthy investigator. And we need another soldier.” 
 “Let’s give her time to think about it. She’d be walking away from a good career. I’m high on her, as you know.” 
Continuing to look for Evan Finch for a while, I finally gave up. I told my partners that I wouldn’t be going to all the galas planned in nearly every bar in town. They guessed that I needed time by myself. 
Before returning to my car, I saw Mandy Jewel talking with Glenda Perrault. I gave Mandy a hug, and thanked her for saving our skins when Ryder was chasing us. 
Glenda looked perplexed, “You two are friends?” 
 “Definitely,” I answered. I told the story of Mandy saving us. 
When Mandy was called away by another group, Glenda said, “I didn’t know you two are friends.” 
 “When I was a youthful, broke attorney, I used to help spring her women from jail. I got to know her, and liked her.” 
“Mandy’s the surprise donor. She kicked in twenty-five million.” 
 My eyes flashed open, wide open. “Mandy? I know she’s affluent. Upper class by most standards. But twenty-five million?” I questioned. 
 Glenda shrugged. “Not too many know that she could buy and sell most everyone here. She tends to keep it quiet.” 
“Wow,” I exclaimed. “I didn’t know she was so flush.” 
 Glenda’s laugh boomed. “If I had her money, I’d throw my money away.” 
 I grinned and shook my head, “That is a shocker.” 
 “Believe it. Her money transfer cleared.” Glenda examined my face. “Beryl, you really need to get more moisturizer on your skin. And wearing a wide-brimmed hat for protection wouldn’t go amiss.” 
             “I’ll moisturize immediately when I return home tonight.” I slid my sunglasses over my eyes. 
      “Good. And thanks for suggesting that I work with this foundation. I’m coping with losing Wendell better now since becoming more active with my charity work. And thank you for solving the case. It will never bring Wen back, but at least it helps to know his killers are behind bars.” 
I stopped briefly to tell Rachel and Summer that I was headed home. As I made my way to my convertible, I watched for Evan. She wasn’t there. It was that simple. Before returning to the yacht, I swung around and headed for one more look at The Ghost – it would be taken away for salvage later in the day. I’d wanted to see her one more time. 
Walking along on the dock, I noticed that Lefty was out on his fishing dinghy. 
When I crossed the plank onto The Ghost I heard sobbing inside. I recognized the sobs. “Evan,” I spoke softly as I entered. 
She turned. She explained, “Lefty picked me up at the airport. I asked him to bring me back with him, I knew I was already late for the service. I stopped here, because this is where I guess I was meant to be. Pixy’s memories are here. Lefty said the ship is going to be hauled away today. I thought you’d be at the festivities, and so I didn’t want to call you and interrupt you. I needed to thank you for keeping your promise to find Pixy’s murderer.” 
 “An Agatha Christie quote. ‘Every murderer is probably somebody’s old friend,’ she said in her book, The Mysterious Affair.” Hesitating, I then continued. “This murderer was not old, nor was he a friend. He was probably the only one who was not Pixy’s friend. How could that be?’ 
 “I wish the world knew the answer to your question, Beryl.” 
 It was as though I was looking at Evan for the first time. Or perhaps seeing her for the first time. “I’m so glad that you’re here.” 
 “Me too,” she answered. 
 My arms opened, as did hers. We stepped nearer, and I felt her. We were within one another’s embrace. “I was thinking about you, Evan. After the service. Well, I was thinking the same thing you were. I wanted to be here. One more time.” 
 Evan gazed around, then she suddenly smiled. “I don’t believe in ghosts, but I feel her spirit. Beryl, wherever she was, she left happiness behind. I hope they said that at her service.” 
 “They did. We create imprints on one another’s hearts. Pixy was aware when she gave that gift.” 
 “There was a little gleam with her smile,” Evan whispered. Our lips kissed gently. My fingertips traced her face. Evan sighed. “Your touch seems different.” 
 “It might be different. I was thinking about how Pixy imparted a unique belief of acceptance. Difficult to understand, but she seemed to be calling me here to say goodbye to her ship.” 
 Evan’s words were slowly spoken, “Not so difficult to understand. Maybe she wanted us both to say goodbye to The Ghost for her.” 
 I understood that Lefty had not wanted to see her ship leaving. Perhaps he went fishing to avoid the goodbye. But it was important that someone say a farewell. 
 Evan and I waited for the arrival of the tugboat. We sat on the worn timber boards of the dock. We looked out across the waves as the tug hauled away Pixy’s home. Small clouds traversed a magnificent sky. The ocean was lit up as if it had been lacquered and polished.  
 It was The Ghost’s farewell voyage.          
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