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The author of the Royce Madison Mystery Series creates an exhilarating new detective trio! 
An Investigator’s Team in Palm Beach!
A Yacht with Three Sapphics! 
Each Woman with a Beretta and a Smile. 
Look out World!
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1
THE SOLAR SYSTEM didn’t feel fine-tuned. Something about this case was way too shadowy and jittery for my liking. I’m not sure if there was a weird disconnect from my guardian goddess, but my inside voice had become a bell. An alarm bell. 
Our firm, Trevar Investigators, consisted of a trio of Beretta packing, savvy, strong, sexy women. One of them nearly always called me by my name—Beryl and the other one nearly always called me Trev.  
“This is actually exciting. I’m meeting her in person. Hey, her PR drug messages helped me clean up. If she could do it, so could I,” Summer confided. “Meeting her is a big deal to me. I can’t wait. 
“I can always wait when it comes to these kinds of deals, “I muttered tensely. I found the limousine’s enormous backseats uncomfortable. And the waiting was unsettling.
“Trev, these kinds of deals! Sure, it’s only another bodyguard gig. Except we don’t usually have this big of a brand name. This is big time important.”
“They’re all important. Our detective agency agrees to take the first hit. Famous client or not.”
“So why are you so concerned about this case?” 
“My trouble meter is blinking red lights. My inside alarm is going off. I can’t wait to see the back of this assignment.”
“Beryl Trevar, you can’t tell me you’re not excited about meeting her.” Excitement charged from Summer’s words. She’d been waiting all day for this. Our detective firm had provided bodyguard services for politicians, for wealthy clients, and numerous other celebrities—but it never fazed Summer. This impressed her.
“I just hope everything goes securely. Life is a lottery.”   
“Meaning?”
“If someone wants to off Sylvia Grant, this is one of their sweetest opportunities.” My comment was nearly swallowed away with anxiety. This kind of intrigue demanded a cool demeanor. Yet without taut nerves as one approaches the edge, there might not be the brace for a shotgun’s lethal spray of pellets. A perfectly aimed bullet could express an assassin’s message. So anxiety was a fine friend tonight, I acknowledged. Too much theatrical bravery seemed grotesquely out of place. “It’s a challenge.”
“Yeah,” Summer Wade agreed. Summer had hung onto the nickname I’d made up for her. She’d always claim she couldn’t give up her dubious occupation of drug sales because summer was her high traffic time. I always believed excitement was her reason for littering the streets with drugs.  
When I’d first met her five years ago, I’d told her she was quoting her summer trade so much that I was planning to call her Summer. Since she was rapidly changing aliases, she agreed to be called Summer permanently so her name would be recognizable. Naturally, I continued calling her Summer as a way of developing a friendship. 
After a rocky beginning, our friendship blossomed. It then converted into a business partnership comprising of Summer, a third partner, and myself. Our private investigation firm—Trevar Investigators, Inc.—solidified our friendship. And satisfied Summer’s need for excitement. 
Summer’s eyebrows arched as she spoke, “With all the haters out, conditions for a murder or two are good.”
“Our immediate problem is being on time.” My voice filled with impatience. Words mixed with annoyance. “The limousine was late before we even got to Royal Park Bridge.”
This drawbridge linked the small island of Palm Beach with the continental West Palm Beach. Waiting at the bridge was often my personal penalty box. For when it lifted its arms to allow floating vessels passage through Florida’s Intracoastal Waterway, it never failed to be the blockade keeping me from appointments. 
And I didn’t want to be late picking up the singing legend, Silvia Grant. She and her lovely Latina sweetheart of seven years, Lilia Franco, expected precision. Tonight, they were slotted to perform at the annual AIDS benefit held at the Center for Performing Arts in West Palm Beach. 
Summer defended, “I told you we didn’t have time to drop Rachel off before we pick up our clients.”
“Summer,” I argued, “Rach needs to be in place. Remember the enemy’s list. There’s a distressed, probably boozed up, Jeremy Howell. Sylvia’s ex-husband, slash, soon to be ex-manager, is armed and dangerous. We also have protestors waiting to have their anti-gay placards read and memorized. The godly haters are Sylvia’s detractors. There’s always going to be those who hate what they don’t approve of or understand, for no other reason than it isn’t them.” 
According to plan, the third member of our team was to be awaiting our arrival at the auditorium. The glamorous Rachel Rosen would be at her post, diligently ready to pounce on agitated detractors. She would execute her former profession as a law enforcer with due speed. She blended in the crowd better than when she was a uniformed member of Palm Beach’s finest. Her analytical mind made her a natural for bodyguard assignments. But Summer was the fiercest crowd control specialist. With Amazonian stature and strength, she was our firm’s solution to countering any violence that might erupt.  
Summer ruffled her muscular arms. “Nobody’s getting in Sylvia’s face.” Her upper lip curled. “Unless it’s her Argentine beauty.”
“Yes.” My abbreviated response interested Summer. I added, “Lilia Franco is lovely. In the best sense of all words relating to love.”
I’d first seen her while jostling the TV remote. Lilia was the ingénue on a telenovela, Spanish-speaking soap opera. I’d whistled through my teeth and commented that she was the loveliest woman I’d ever seen. She’d also been in movies. I had the DVDs and made it a point to watch them each several times. Admittedly, I watched with heart palpitations. 
Not that I carried a lesbian shopping list, but she seemed to possess every quality of passion I required. Sylvia Grant must have had the same reaction. Rumor had it that when they met, Sylvia immediately fell in love with the much younger love goddess. 
I was interested in the famous pair, and especially in the stunning Lilia Franco. When a promo announced she was to sing on a Latin American TV entertainment program, I watched with great attention. It was commonly known among the Sapphic Palm Beach community that Sylvia and Lilia were lovers. Although the tabloid TV shows issued a few rumors hinting at Sylvia Grant’s sexual orientation, it was mostly very hush-hush. Lilia was assumed by many to be a young singer learning from a world-famous mentor. The public seemed satisfied to buy into that explanation.
A glance at my wristwatch created a frown. Making it to our appointed destination before the tardy bell rang weighed heavily on my sense of impeccable timing. The trio’s firm contributed our services, and we stressed that we were always punctual for an assignment. Obviously, the show would wait for the star, but I had no intention of making the legendary singer await our arrival. 
“See, we have time to spare,” Summer repeated as the drawbridge lowered. “Sure you don’t want me riding in the backseat?”
“You ride with the driver so you can open the doors. I want you in front. I’ll follow with the women. Our primary concern is getting them through a crushing throng of fans and protesters.”
Summer flexed her pectorals as she gave the tail curl at the base of her short, sable hair a twist. Her dark faux-hawk added to her appeal. When the limousine pulled into the gated estate’s circular driveway, Summer whistled. “Even by Palm Beach standards, this is over the top.”
“Very impressive digs,” I commented.
A maid ushered us through the main hall of the Grant home. We were led back to the terrace garden. It was surrounded by jasmine-scented exotic flowers. There were hot pink hibiscus, burgundy bougainvillea, and an array of sweet blossoms growing in front of swaying palms.
I then viewed the lushness of the garden behind us. When my glance lifted, there was the opalescent ocean against a tropical sunset. I realized I was indulging myself in a great view. Possibly, I considered, I needed that moment to tame my concern about the countdown to danger. I reached for some odd mythological courage. ‘I am woman; hear me roar,’ the song’s lyrics said. I knew we were about to assault the waves of danger directly ahead of us. 
The horizon light flamed with a huge setting sun. I turned. Before catching my breath, Lilia Franco came through the doorway.  
Lilia’s sensual body was wrapped in a full-length sapphire gown. The gown sparkled. The woman sparkled. And her captivating dark eyes also sparkled with an enigmatic polish of intelligence and intrigue. Their color was that of melted Le Cordon Bleu Chocolat Noir. Her long curls matched the shade of her eyes. Her thick hair fanned back from her face, then draped down on her bare shoulders. Those shoulders, as was her face, were lightly tanned beige with a pink tinge. When her coral-colored lips moved to greet us, they seemed to kiss the words. Her voice was just as lilting as I recalled it when watching her on TV. She was cordial, yet brief. She went to the doorway to encourage her lover to hurry.
  “Whew!” Summer exclaimed with a slightly melodramatic whisper. “She’s hot.”
“Back in your cage,” I cautioned. “No need to antagonize the star by ogling her incredibly luscious lover.”
“A Sapphic goddess.”
“Sylvia Grant’s goddess,” I reminded her. “Brain on business.”
“Ease up, Trev. We’ve never lost a client yet,” Summer boasted. “We’re tough enough and we’re packing.” She reached to pat her side. Her jade-colored t-shirt was haphazardly tucked into oversized denim slacks. Beneath the wide gathering of her elastic waistband rested a belt holster. It wrapped a gleaming 9mm pistol. 
The Beretta was our selected agency pistols. They matched our mood. And often they went perfectly with our fashion. 
My own blue-sheened automatic was strapped to my body in a shoulder holster. It was beneath my rose-colored loosely fitting jacket. My wardrobe had been purchased with my arsenal in mind. I generally wore clothing that concealed the fact that I was armed. An extra magazine of ammunition was tucked into the pockets of my ivory slacks. A matching shirt pocket held a smartphone with recorder capabilities. My legal background made the trait of note-keeping essential. 
Sylvia Grant made her entrance. Her hand extended toward mine. I took its warmth. “Beryl Trevar,” she murmured. “I’m Silvia.”
My smile gave me away. As if I needed an introduction to the face that the entire world knew by heart. Her grin was filled with bursting energy. Her diminutive form was tapped into that energy. Sylvia’s pansy face, flashing dark eyes, and short, rusty-hued hair were celebrated. There was an animated vigor adding a dimension to her gusto. Dressed in a bright, multicolored evening dress, she sashayed. 
I motioned toward Summer. “And this is Summer Wade, one of my partners. Rachel, the third member of our firm is waiting for us at the auditorium.”
“You’re a trio, I read. I’ve got protection in triplicate.” Sylvia spoke with the same kind of enchanted punch as she delivered in her songs. “They call you Trevar’s Team and you live on a yacht called the Radclyffe Hull, right?”
“Right. When we began the firm three years ago, I’d just finished reading Radclyffe Hall’s famous Well of Loneliness. I had just dissolved my law practice. I’d sold my estate, my swank office space, and my Lamborghini. With the proceeds, I purchased a yacht. The remaining funds provided startup money for our newly formed private investigation firm. We christened the yacht The Radclyffe Hull.”
“And is your third partner as adorable as the two of you?” Sylvia questioned.
“She’s an ex-cop,” Summer reported. “I’m the ex-offender. And Beryl is the attorney.”
Sylvia’s raunchy, melodic giggle exploded. “So we’ll be in good hands. An ex-cop, ex-criminal, and ex-shyster,” she teased.
“I’m still technically a shyster. I’m just not practicing law at this time,” I said with a good-natured laugh. I reminded them with a point to my watch. “We should be on our way to the auditorium.”
“And on the way, I want to know more about the three of you,” Sylvia said. She lifted my hand as we strolled toward the limousine. I retrieved a quick glance at Lilia Franco. She was obviously unhappy over Sylvia’s display of affection. Lilia’s thick, dark lashes blinked sparks. I was uncomfortable, but Sylvia continued clutching my hand until we reached the vehicle. I instructed the two women to sit on one side. I sat opposite them in the huge back seat. Summer dutifully took her station in front with the driver.
“I hope you don’t mind my asking,” Sylvia quizzed, “but why did you dissolve your law practice?”
“I tired of charging enormous fees to spring the sleazy underworld drug lords.”
Sylvia inquired, “So why did you become an attorney if not to pillage and plunder?”
“Childhood poverty made me think money was a requirement of happiness.”
“You got religion?” Sylvia asked with a laugh.
“I got a jurisprudential conscience,” I answered. My smile then turned to a bashful laugh. “I realized my mistake three years ago.”
“I’ve done the mistakes.” Sylvia sighed heavily. “You already are aware of one of my major mistakes. Jeremy Howell.”
“I know he’s threatened you recently. We’ve got a background on him.” With confidence I pledged, “If he tries anything, we’ll be waiting for him.”
“He called last week. Completely sloshed. As usual, he was being unreasonable. I have no idea why I’ve put up with him.” Disgust covered her face. Sylvia shifted in her seat to look out the window as we rolled across the drawbridge. “He must have forgotten I’d fired him. He called to warn me not to do the AIDS benefit. Said it was going to hurt my career to be associated with a gay disease. Then he mentioned the tabloid fodder concerning my lesbianism might surface. I sensed his usual blackmail threat. He wants to expose Lilia and my affair. Until now, he’s been on the payroll and has been quiet. I told him to screw off. That’s when he told me I’d never live to make the appearance tonight.”
“From the reports, I take it he’s been violent before,” I commented.
“Yes. He’s been booked on assault and battery various times. He’s a vicious drunk. Put me in the hospital a time or two,” Sylvia glumly recalled. “Years ago, when we were on the road we both drank heavily. My past has had ups and downs. Mistakes.” She pensively sat back. “Plenty of mistakes.”
“Most of us have regrets. But as your songs say, we go on.”
“My biggest regret has been that I wasn’t much of a parent to my kid. I got sober and clean and became an anti-drug advocate. But my campaign didn’t work at home. My daughter is hooked.”
“Debra,” I pulled her name up from my memory. Debra Grant was the product of Sylvia’s first marriage. That marriage ended just before Debra was born when her father died in a fatal auto accident. “She’s about eighteen now.”
“Yes. She was raised by her father’s parents. I provided the money to take care of her, but I was on the road. I never had the opportunity to be a mother. But a few years ago, all that changed. She’s with me. I just hope it isn’t too late. Debra is going through everything I went through. Drugs, booze, and bad company. My salvation was that I became lesbian.”
“Summer was an addict. And a dealer. She was on the streets at fifteen. But when she turned eighteen, she cleaned up. And your campaign against drugs helped influence her.”
“Glad I helped someone. But my own kid isn’t having any of it.”
Before I could respond, the limousine rounded the corner. Parking directly in front of the auditorium, the vehicle rolled to a stop. Rachel appeared quickly at the side of the limo. “Rachel, our third partner,” I introduced the women.
“You’re all very sexy,” Sylvia purred. She seemed well aware Lilia had become agitated. “I’ll bet you keep that yacht rocking.”
“We’re usually too busy on cases for a social life,” I explained. My glance was in Lilia’s direction. 
Summer forcefully opened the door with a quick swing. Her eyes reflected sadness that touched me deeply. The haters were there with their anti-gay chants. I braced as I stood to look out at the placard-carrying protesters. They mingled with fans and press. 
Summer spit out her anger, “The detractors are out in force.”
I commanded Sylvia and Lilia, “Forget autographs and pleasantries. Follow closely behind Summer and Rachel. They’ll break the crowd for us. I’ll be right behind you.”
 There was a circle of pressing people. When we exited to begin snaking toward the doors, I heard Rachel’s voice commanding the crowd to move away. But the crowd rushed toward us.
Summer suddenly flung her body toward a large man. My nerves tensed. Summer shouted in the man’s face. She slammed him against a wall. Growling loudly, she screamed at him, “Move now.” That was followed by what I presumed to be a groin kick as the man crumbled. Summer turned to check our clients. “Under control,” she stated as our entourage continued. 
Our pace quickened as we made our way through the doors, then down the hall to the dressing room. Concert representatives had greeted us at the door, assisting with crowd control. 
My sigh of relief came only when we were safely inside the brightly lit room. While the women’s makeup and hair were touched up, I took a moment to relax.
“So far, so good,” Summer said. “That only leaves the performance and return trip.”
Although Summer made it sound simple, I recounted the multitude of dangers in my mind. “Once the performance begins, it becomes infinitely more problematic.” We all realized that a bodyguard wasn’t faster than a speeding bullet. The fraction of a blink could change everything. I was knowledgeable about that. In fact, I was living proof of it.
Once on stage, and at the curtain’s edge, I vigilantly observed all that I could. As Lilia preformed, Sylvia stood at my side. We watched together Lilia’s swaying hips as she sang. I wondered if the torrents of passion streaming through my body were visible to Sylvia. I hoped not. I was reminded I needed to be on constant alert.
“I love to watch her, don’t you?” Sylvia quizzed with a provocative murmur.
“She’s an excellent singer.”
“Beryl, that woman is the most sensual I’ve ever met. And I’ve been around.” Her coquettish grin emerged. “Hands down, she’s the best.”
“She is lovely,” I agreed. Lilia’s sequined gown shined under the bright lights. She moved to the music’s beat. I felt Sylvia’s motion as she rocked from on foot to the other beside me. “Does she ever sing in English?”
“Rarely. She’s self-conscious about her Spanish accent. I think it’s sexy.”
“She doesn’t have much of an accent,” I noted.
“No. But she’s such a perfectionist. Wants every bit of pronunciation on point. She wants our relation to be perfect as well.”
“It seems very good.”
“Most of the time.” Sylvia’s eyes closed for a moment. “But not all the time,” she confessed. “I have no idea what she sees in me. She’s much younger. Alluring—a true beauty. And she’s a saint to put up with me.”
“You love her. And she must love you.”
“Yeah. Sure she does.” As if addressing herself, she continued. “Lilia must love me. Not what I can do for her career. She’s a major star in Latin America. She’s got her own money. So I don’t know what else it would be. She must really care.”
“Anyone who has the love of a good woman is fortunate.”
“Love comes back to us in different ways. Maybe love returns when you don’t even deserve it.”
“You’ve brought us all pleasure with your voice. You deserve love,” I reassured her.
“But do I deserve her love?”
“She must think so. There’s a legalese phrase—Quantum Valebant. It means as much as a product or service is worth. She must believe your love is worthy of hers.”
Lilia took a deep bow. She walked toward us. Sylvia grinned, and then whispered in my ear, “I’m on now. Thanks. Thanks for reminding me how lucky I am.”
While Sylvia made her way to the microphone, my glance perused the audience. They were spellbound. When Sylvia began her legendary theme song, the auditorium became a temple. She belted the blues. Electricity captured the hushed audience.
Lilia passed by me. Her fragrant scent interrupted my thoughts. I smiled in her direction. “You were great. You have a lovely voice.” 
She ignored my compliment. Her eyes begged. “Please take care that Sylvia is safe. I’m frightened for her.”
“Lilia, I don’t want anything to happen to her either. The world loves her.”
“Not as much as I do.”
Sylvia Grant’s lyrics were sung with what seemed to be a life unwrapping. Her torch threnodies were like a ceremony inside her heart. From a rasp to a rumbling howl, she sang her soul. Being within yards of her was far different from the concerts I’d attended in the past. This time, I more acutely felt the haunting pain reflected in her songs.
Pain seemed an example of her life. She had used makeshift marriages, narcotics, and alcohol to hide her sexual orientation from a world of fans that she entertained. She wanted their approval. Adulation seemed to be as much of a drug as the others were. And although her fans were devoted to her, there were times they wavered. The press called her a lush, a has-been, deviate, and junkie. But most of her fans stuck by her. The press also acknowledged her genius, as well as the phenomenon of her career. Sylvia was worshiped.
There was concern on Lilia’s face. “Will she be safe?”
“I’ll protect her with my life,” I vowed. I continued to scan the stage area. It was as secure as we could make it. 
Throughout the remainder of the performance, and on the return trip to the Grant Estate, my promise to Lilia wandered through my thoughts. We safely delivered the women to Sylvia’s estate. 
“Glad that’s over,” I commented when the gate closed behind the limousine. I looked across the backseat at Summer and Rachel. “I was sure there would be trouble. I couldn’t have been the only one worried.” My statement wanted an answer.  
“Right,” Rachel replied with a sigh. “I was concerned. I always am.” She looked up at the roof of the limo and her eyes closed. “Always. But they’re safe and sound,” she enunciated as she gave a thumbs up sign.
“Yeah,” Summer added. “See, Trev, things went okay. All your worry was for nothing. That feeling you get when there’s danger—it was a false alarm this time.”
“I suppose it was,” I acquiesced. But I questioned why I didn’t feel as though it had been. I continued to feel impending danger. Only now, I felt even more powerless to throw myself between a client and death. If fact, I surmised, I was going in the opposite direction from where I believed the peril might be.
 
 
 



2
LET ME OUT of here, please… I mumbled through my sleep to the emptiness of my yacht’s stateroom. Dreams always tended to exhume my past.
The substance of my dreams often reflected fear and frustration. I was glad to be awakened by the telephone’s ringing. Although I’d tossed and turned most of the night, my subconscious mind was being unlocked by the reality of a nine o’clock morning phone call. That aura of sleep dissolved when I reached for the receiver. I was cocoon-wrapped in a sheet as I began to sit. Midway through my attempt, I realized I was talking with a distraught Lilia Franco.
Words were rushed and with great exigency. She asked, “Beryl, have you heard?”
“Heard what?” I responded. “I’m just waking up.”
“Sylvia…” her voice quivered. 
“What about Sylvia?”
“She’s been murdered. Please help me. I’m being held for questioning.”
“Lilia,” I paused, attempting to gather my thoughts. “Lilia, are you at the Palm Beach Police Station?”
“Yes. After they had interviewed me, they told me I might need an attorney. Last night you said you are an attorney.”
“Lilia, listen closely. If they attempt to question you again, tell them that I’m representing you. No more interrogation without my being present. They know better than to question without your Miranda warning.”
“They did warn me at first. But I’m innocent and thought they would believe I could never have harmed Sylvia. After the interview, it was apparent that I need representation.”
“I’ll be there in half an hour. And tell them nothing.”
My partner’s staterooms were down a small hall. They had left, presumably to do their morning jog. I collected my smartphone and rapidly text the news. Jaw-dropping news, I considered. There was both Sylvia’s demise, along with the fact that Trevar Investigators was now representing Lilia Franco.
Although I was not a practicing attorney, I was still a member of the Florida Bar. However, if Trevar Investigators were able to bring the true killer to justice, my defense attorney skills wouldn’t be required. I ended the communiqué by telling Summer and Rachel that I was on my way to police headquarters to assist Lilia Franco.
With a click of the TV remote, I speedily began my morning rituals. I breezed through a shower, dressed, and went through the galley. At the refrigerator, I stopped only long enough to grab a bottle of orange juice and a power bar. As I twisted the juice bottle’s top, I heard the first news bulletin being broadcast. Sylvia Grant’s body was found a few hours ago in her home. She had been bludgeoned to death. Police were questioning family, friends, and employees.   
Passing by the mirror as I exited the hull, I made a rapid perusal of the reflected image of my weary face. Long blonde curls surrounded a tanned, tired face. My light blue eyes seemed faded. My usual one-hundred-watt smile was dimmed. My spirit, along with my average height and trim frame, sagged. I realized last night that I’d had a queasy feeling about the assignment. And I’d spent an uneasy night attempting to refute that instinctual alarm. My mirror’s likeness confirmed work had continued long after leaving the legendary singer. I now knew it was with good cause.
Florida was known for being the home of orchids and alligators. Trevar Investigators determined cases in those exact terms. An orchid case was clean, neat, safe, and the check cleared. Alligator cases took us through the jaws of a mean gator to find resolution. While Lilia was the very essence of an orchid, my inside voice warned me of this case’s gigantic, snapping teeth.
By the time I reached my metallic lavender Firebird convertible, I had realized I was chained to a bad dream. Sylvia Grant’s song had indeed been shut down. Her living voice was forever silenced. The radio station’s newscast blazed with a flurry of speculative reports.
My auto weaved through the sleepy morning Palm Beach traffic. Before I arrived at the police station, Lilia had been released. I was glad she had awaited my arrival inside. Sneaking her out a side entrance would be easier than attempting to wade through the throng of paparazzi that was gathering at the entrance of the Spanish style police station. In true Palm Beach style, the multi-million dollar building remained one of the more elegant in the nation. It impressed out-of-towners. And Lilia Franco was definitely an out-of-towner when it came to crime. 
We took a side door. I escorted her to my car. Her sorrowful face was so serene that I wanted to kiss her. “You’re safe now. I’ll get you home,” I said.
“Thank you for coming to my rescue,” she spoke solemnly. “I feel so lost.”
“Lilia, I’m going to try to help you.”
When I turned onto Royal Palm Way, she announced, “I’m staying at The Breakers.”
“I understand it might be difficult to stay at Sylvia’s now.”
“I left last night after an ugly scene at Sylvia’s. That’s when I arranged for a suite at The Breakers.”
I drove in silence. The Breakers Hotel was a palatial, world famous masterpiece. The Palm Beach landmark had an exterior inspired by the Villa Medici in Florence. Its interior reflected Italian Renaissance artistry. We made our way past the Florentine fountain located at the hotel’s entrance. I suddenly heard the scurry of footsteps on the marble floor. Their distinct echo bounced around the Belvedere towers and arches. Members of the paparazzi had spotted us and were galloping toward us.
“Come on,” I shouted, grabbing Lilia’s hand as we rushed to a waiting elevator. My body stretched across the doorway to block the press before they entered. When we reached her floor, we made a beeline for her suite. I gave a sigh once we are safely inside. “There is something to be said for being in better shape than tabloid photographers. The hotel will get rid of them and watch for them from here on.”
Her smile was only a flash before reality extinguished it. “Sylvia didn’t object to the paparazzi. She said it was part of her job. I think she often enjoyed their attention.”
Lilia motioned for me to sit. The suite was opulently decorated. A chandelier’s glow reflected from mirrors. With dark wood furniture, the private living room might have been used for a motion picture set. Lilia Franco’s aristocratic demeanor belonged in these surroundings.
“I miss Sylvia,” Lilia’s face was softened by sorrowful, yielding eyes. Dark mahogany hair draped her shoulders. She was dressed casually in a sherbet-pink camisole, tan slacks, and sandals. She had obviously been rousted by the police at an early hour. She was not dressed for a police station visit. Nor was I.
“The world misses Sylvia,” I responded. “You loved her very much, didn’t you?” I’d refrained from saying that I’d noticed Lilia’s disapproval of the attention Sylvia was paying me. I wanted to express my condolences before asking what the fight was about. “I’m very sorry.”
“Yes.” She lifted a tissue to her eyes. Daubing the tears that formed redness in her eyes, she said, “She meant everything to me. The police say I’m a suspect. Can you help me?” There was an enormous pain in her voice.
“Lilia, when there’s been a murder, everyone is a suspect. That’s police procedure. They never exclude anyone. And, of course, I’ll help you. To begin with, I need to know everything you can recall about last night after we left Sylvia and you.”
“As I mentioned, we had a disagreement.”
“About?”
“You. Sylvia often flirted with lovely women. It was designed to make me jealous.”
I fidgeted. “I had no idea her behavior might cause a fight.” I discounted the word lovely. I was cute maybe, in an oddly plain way. Not in the least—in any way was I Florida glamorous. “I thought she was just being flirty to a fan. I didn’t think it might trouble you. Or that it might cause a fight.” 
“Nor did I. But she was often most difficult. When she drank, she was.”
“I thought she’d given up booze and drugs,” I quickly interrupted.
 “She had periodically resumed drinking. Because she was a spokesperson for the anti-drug and alcohol campaigns, everyone around her protected her from bad publicity when she drank. Her friends and family sheltered her. I confess that I was part of the cover-up. For the greater good, they said.” Tears seeped from Lilia’s eyes. “When she became drunk, there was little I could do with her. The rumored reports of her alcohol abuse, the disturbances, they were all true.”
“Was there a witness to the fight?”
“No. The maid had taken the evening off to visit her family.”
“What about Sylvia’s daughter?”
“Debra often stays with friends.”
“Was that because she didn’t get along with her mother?” From what Sylvia had told me, she disapproved of her prodigal daughter. Sylvia obviously had lied to me about her own blemished abstinence. Having been raised by alcoholic parents, I understood the drinker’s deception.
“They usually fought.”
“So, besides the killer, you were the last to see Sylvia alive?”
“Yes. I did not kill her, so I was not the last.” Lilia sat in a chair across from me and sobbed.
“I need to get a clear picture of a time frame. What happened immediately after we let you off at midnight? Everything you can recall, no matter how small the detail might seem.”
“Sylvia began drinking because I treated her coolly. She became verbally abusive. I was angry with her because of her actions. The way she acted with you and your partners upset me. When she drank, I became even angrier. We fought. She told me to leave. She was going to cut me from her life. She also mentioned she planned to rewrite her will. She would leave me nothing. I told her I have my own money. That also enraged her. While I packed my luggage, she telephoned her daughter. She told Debra that she would be excluded from her will. In her intoxicated way, she also called someone else with the same message. I don’t know who.”
“What time did you arrive here at Breakers?”
“It was about two in the morning. I remained here the rest of the night until the detectives arrived this morning at nearly seven.”
“How did they know where you’d be?”
“They told me they’d been informed by the maid that I would probably be here. I’ve stayed here in the past when Sylvia drank. When she upset me, I leave for my own protection.”
I watched as she fidgeted. “Do you know who would gain financially from her death?”
“Yes. The heirs, excluding me. I never depended financially on her. She often told me how she wished her assets to be divided. Often, to punish heirs, she threatened to exclude them. But I saw her last will. Debra was to receive the Palm Beach property and one-third of Sylvia’s money. Royalties mostly. She named me as a beneficiary of one-third also.”
My tone was pensive, on purpose. “Would Debra believe Sylvia might be cutting her out of her inheritance?”
“Perhaps. Debra is very spoiled. She knew her mother was becoming more and more disapproving of her troubled lifestyle. Sylvia saw herself in Debra.”
“Is Jeremy Howell heir to the final third of Sylvia’s estate?”
Lilia sighed as she turned her face. Either suppressing anger or in disgust, she answered with resolve. “No. But I believe he might be the killer. Sylvia had fired him. I think this time he realized she was truly not going to take him back as her manager.”
“You mentioned the inheritance divided into thirds. The other third goes to whom?”
When her jaws unclamped, she answered, “Helene Earnest. Sylvia’s medium. She channels Sylvia’s dead relatives. Helene directs her own center for spirituality. She convinced Sylvia to donate a great deal of money. Sylvia was convinced that was a charitable contribution.”
“Helene Earnest,” I repeated with mystification. “You mean the woman who uses the sage-name Loma?”
“Yes.”
My mind searched its mental index. Helene Earnest, a.k.a. Loma. According to guru gossip, she foisted gadget spiritualism. She was into the purses and pockets of many of the rich and famous. Now, she was to benefit from yet another massive contribution to her fraudulent case. With one-third of Sylvia Grant’s royalties, the attractive Helene would be set for life. The Loma’s luminescent eyes were said to reflect her theme. Which were— The Truth, The Light, and The Flame. Now her eye would also be reflecting The Wealth.
I inquired, “Why Helene? She’s known as an operator.”
Lilia’s lovely body twisted slightly as the line of her long legs moved. “Yes. Very much so. I never understood their relationship.”
“Helene, or Loma, purportedly knows intimate details of her follower’s lives. That’s what convinces them that Loma is on the level. How did she get the inside scoop on Sylvia?” I queried. 
“I have no idea. She was suddenly a part of Sylvia’s life. She attached herself.” With contempt in her voice, Lilia continued, “In more ways than one. She professed to be in love with Sylvia.”
“Were her feelings returned?”
Eyes blazing, Lilia spat, “Of course not. Sylvia and I have always been faithful. Sylvia had a need to believe in a higher power. Helene provided her with that. But there was certainly nothing else.”
“So the second threatening call Sylvia made about negating her will could have been to Helene or Jeremy?”
“I am inclined to believe it was Helene. I was in the room at the time. Sylvia asked if the person on the other end of the line was watching a will being torn into bits. Perhaps indicating that the listener has supernatural powers—which Sylvia believed Helene had. This is a question she would not have asked Jeremy.”
I cleared my throat. “And you’re positive Sylvia wasn’t romantically involved with Helene?”
“I am positive. She loved only me. Deep down, she must have understood that Helene was a hoax.”
“I’m sure the police have also interviewed Debra, Helene, and Jeremy by now. Are there any other suspects you can think of?”
“All that I can tell you for certain is that I did not kill her. I know I haven’t got the courage to murder anyone.”
I carefully inspected her face. “Can you list the reasons you would have for not killing her?”
“I loved her deeply. And I’m asking you to find the killer. If I were guilty, why would I employ your firm to capture the murderer?”
I stood. “Sometimes the killer tosses a misleading gesture by offering a reward. We call it a detour technique.”
“Only Sylvia and her killer can tell you I am not guilty. And Sylvia is dead.”
“The dead tell their secrets.”
Her eyes protested. “But the dead cannot speak.”
“The body of a murder victim provides forensic clues.”
Our glance connected. I realized I had already determined Lilia Franco was innocent. She was the most beguiling woman I’d ever met. My promise to save her was implied with my handshake at the door. Her hand was blossom soft and warm. It produced a flush on my face. My stoical, romance-resistant façade seemed to be dwindling.
Our walk to the elevator was deliberately slow. Lilia’s handshake had made me tremble. A battalion of cupids was doing aerial maneuvers. They were taking aim at my heart. The heart I once believed was not even at home.
On my way out, I checked with the desk clerk about Lilia’s arrival at the hotel. The clerk said Lilia was shaken, but there was no sign of a struggle. The singing star was quiet and went immediately to her room. Nothing was unusual. 
I had offered Lilia twenty-four hour security. She had assured me hotel security would be sufficient. She would only need us when she went out. And so I drove back to the yacht through the quiet streets of Palm Beach. 
Life was speculative, I considered as I parked and began my walk through the marina toward the yacht’s gangway. No one became an attorney without that axiom branded into their thought process. A private investigator added to that age-old saying with a slightly different speculation. If you wanted a crime solved, the underneath of each probe might be a deadly proposition. Over the past three years, our detective trio has faced some hammer-down, trigger-pulling episodes. 
The trio’s home and business was located on our yacht, The Radclyffe Hull. And The Radclyffe was a nautical dream. From her top—a plush fly bridge, raised pilothouse, and a sky lounge, and to the base of her rudder, she was a lady.
Our yacht’s pilothouse was equipped with an array of the latest communication and navigational apparatus in the control station. Her sky lounge had circular wraparound seating, wet bar, and an entertainment center. Then a spacious deck lounge with L-shaped seating on opposite sides of a Jacuzzi, including a game table and built-in electric barbecue. Far aft was what we called our toy department. There the tender, davit, and jet skis were stored.
The Radclyffe’s upper level, from the forward deck, housed our offices, client conference room, and a galley. The galley area contained a plethora of lavish features. Summer had whistled when first observing the kitchen area. Accoutrements galore, she had said with awe. The dinette had a raised settee adjacent to the gourmet galley. With pullout pantries, it was stocked with an assortment of gadgets that I’d collected along the way. Unique island cabinetry stored pots, pans, and china.
The galley was my sanctuary. Childhood poverty had made a gourmand of me. Early in my life, I’d been fed meagerly as a welfare recipient. My mother often traded benefits for cash—and cash for booze. I promised myself to compose meals that would treat my palate when I was old enough to make my way in life. I’d read somewhere that you needn’t go to fine restaurants to experience gourmet meals if you learned to prepare them for yourself.   
When I reached working age, I started busing tables at local diners. That got me through high school. Once in college, I had graduated up to fine restaurants where I soon became an underline chef slash pantry assistant. Not only was I well fed, but also the work taught me great chef’s secret techniques and ingredients. Along with scholarships, cookery provided my education. Law school tabs are costly, but I finally matriculated. I was exhausted but none the worse for wear. 
My love of the galley provided me with stress reduction. Nothing perked me up like creating a dish fit for the goddesses.
As for The Radclyffe’s formal dining area—it was done in cherry wood with taupe, muted dusty rose colors, and sand shades. Aft was a formal salon that had a panorama of the seascape through huge windows. It was tranquilly decorated in sea colors, accented by splashes of lighting that speckled the room with a warm ambiance. The aft deck serves as a bikini sun deck.
The lower level began forward with my full-beam mistress suite. Done in oyster white and highlighted with corals, it included a queen-sized berth, lavatory, walk-in closet, entertainment center, and adjoining spa. The other three staterooms—Rachel’s, Summer’s, and a guest room, also had similar amenities. 
Behind the staterooms were crew’s quarters. Since we were the crew, we had converted that area into our gymnasium with a steam bath, whirlpool tub, and recreation area. Far aft housed the engine room with generators, digital center, and machinery areas.
 The trio’s staterooms reflected individual tastes. My own was relatively free from clutter. My one indulgence was a bulletin board filled with the photographs of women I most admire. From Sappho’s likeness—a reproduction of the painting in the Museo Nazionale in Naples to Gertrude Stein’s photo with Toklas and Basket in front of their vintage auto called Pricilla. There was a vast assortment. Above the others were two photos of my partners. 
When I entered the office, our lime-colored parrot greeted me with her familiar cawish sound. It was followed by expletive suggestions about what I might do to myself—presumably under cover of darkness. Pluma had been partial payment for springing one of my underworld clients when I was an attorney. After the famous drug lord’s case had been dismissed, he was gunned down. I was stuck with the bird. Summer teased that I was given the bird by yet another satisfied client.
Pluma prided herself on scandalizing our visitors by the foul-beaked phrases she’d learned under the tutelage of her former owner. She wasn’t having any ‘Pluma wants a cracker’ lessons that I’d tried out to rehabilitate her languages skills. Her formative years were just too salty.
“Tone it down, Pluma,” I scolded. “Or I’ll wash your beak out with soap.”
“Chinga tu madre. Chinga tu madre,” she screeched in her Cuban accent.
“Best to your manacita, too,” I muttered while retrieving the bouquet of messages that were jammed into my favorite teacup. That was always a sure sign of Summer’s frustration with telephone duty. I unfolded them. 
Two calls were from Lieutenant Tom Powers of the Palm Beach Police Department. I figured, as head of the homicide division, he would be leading the Sylvia Grant murder investigation. His calls were going to inform me that Trevar Investigators, also known as Trevar’s Team, and sometimes as the Radclyffe Hull Trio, assistance was not needed on the case. Rachel had obviously made an early morning raid on the department’s records and resources. Her ex-cop ties were invaluable. 
Glancing out across the marina’s parking lot, I spotted Rachel’s conservative eggshell-white BMW. She was parking it precisely in its spot. Precision was Rachel’s specialty. She carried her small laptop protectively under her arm. As usual, one’s first sighting of Rachel was her fiery red hair. It was clipped stylishly into a neck-length sweeping curls back from her tawny-cream oval face. Her second most prominent feature was the official ice princess’s stare from her hazel eyes. With a blink, those eyes could convert from frost to fabulous. 
Rachel’s stride, although she’d spent five years as an enforcer, was elegantly feminine. No tough cop jazz for this Yale graduate—with honors. She was the second daughter of a Southern judge. She hadn’t forgotten the lessons taught by her mint julep sipping mother. But she didn’t carry the genteel, stylish mannerisms that required she become a spousal trophy. She rejected her mother’s attempt to dictate matrimony. Her father was an educator. He engineered Rachel’s philosophical views of Cicero, Goethe, Rousseau, and Shakespeare. 
At Rachel’s twenty-seventh birthday party, three years ago, she announced a gift to herself. Disillusioned about justice’s revolving door, she planned a career change. She was clearly tired of capturing, cuffing, and celling the bad guys. Then they were released immediately upon the arrival of a crafty defense attorney. Often I was the dirtball’s lawyer.
The career change was to join the private investigation firm I was starting. In her eyes, it was beneficial in two ways. She would be doing what she loved, and I would be out of the court system. I would not spring the perps for enormous bundles of cash. When I’d first mentioned Rachel becoming a partner, she had balked. I did, however, persuade her that I would be changing my ways. I would be at her side, chasing down the rotten dirt-bags. My honorable redirection met with her approval. 
And we were both delighted that Summer had decided to join the firm. While I just turned forty, Rachel was thirty, and Summer was the baby of the family. She was barely twenty-one. Rachel and I assumed den mother attitudes at times, to Summer’s consternation. We often joked that we had some very important decades covered. 
When Rachel entered the office, she sat in the chair next to mine and in front of the computer next to mine. She dropped an armload of photocopies on her desk as she expelled a sigh of exasperation. “Beryl, are you certain you want to do this?”
“Find the Grant killer or represent Lilia Franco?”
“According to those in the know, Lilia might be the killer.” Rachel dug through her handbag, which served as her mini office with phone, notebook, cosmetic storage area, and general catchall. “I’m working on several other cases right now.”
“We all are. But the cases are small and easily tidied up. What’s the real reason you don’t want us taking the case?”
Her face tensed. “I don’t like representing guilty people.”
“Rach,” I argued, “Lilia didn’t kill Sylvia. She loved her.”
“They had a knockdown, drag-out fight before Lilia left. I got copies of the police files. There were complaints about a row from the neighbors. As big as the property is, they must have been doing some loud shouting at one another. Then silence.”
I squirmed around in my chair before crossing my legs. “Lilia left the scene. She checked in at The Breakers.”
“But did she kill Sylvia on the way out?”
I whirled my chair around and glared back at my computer’s empty screen. Then through my teeth, I answered, “Lilia did not kill anyone.”
Rachel studied me. I felt her eyes boring into my skin. “Beryl, we’ve had clients before that have been less than candid with us. There is a possibility Lilia killed Sylvia.” Rachel opened one of her files and read, “Primary suspect—last at the scene, last to have seen Sylvia Grant alive. Guess who?”
Rachel slapped two more handfuls of papers on her desk. A little heavier weight paper and there would have been a thud. 
I rallied, “The murderer was the last to have seen Sylvia alive. Not Lilia.”
“Beryl, you seem to be losing your objectivity on this issue. Are you interested in Lilia?”
“Naturally, I think she’s lovely. But I also think she’s innocent.”
“I doubt that you’ve ever dated anyone more than three times in your life. So I hope you aren’t going to stake the firm’s reputation on a crush that will only last until,” she broke checking the calendar, “until Thursday.”
“Your allegation is that I’m finicky about ladies.”
“Allegation. Beryl, you’re talking like an attorney again.”
“I am a defense attorney. And you don’t like it one little bit.”
“I don’t like it because you hide behind it. Take a look at your sheet. Where romance is concerned, you have the staying power of an impatient butterfly. You’re the most emotionally buttoned-up woman I know. You don’t want to stick around romance long enough to bond. Lilia’s sheet shows she’s a suspect.”
“Sheet!” I repeated. “Now you’re talking like a cop.” I glanced into her face as together we chuckled. “Okay, I’m attracted to her. That doesn’t mean I'm not objective.”
“Our policy is against fraternizing with clients.”
“Lilia is mourning her recently deceased lover. She is also famous and wealthy. I don’t have a chance with someone like her.”
“With your dimples, you might just make it an interesting diversion for her.”
My silence was an answer of sorts. Perhaps it was a wish. “How about a late afternoon conference? I’ll touch bases with Summer, and we’ll plan it?”
Her right eyebrow lifted. “To vote on taking Lilia as a client?”
“I’ve already agreed to represent her.”
“The trio has always agreed together in representing clients. Summer may have an objection.” 
“She usually does,” I joked. Then my smile converted to a frown. “I’ll represent her alone if need be. Now, I’m going for a walk on the beach.”
“Beryl,” Rachel called after me.
At the door, I turned back. “I need to be alone right now.” Tears prickled behind my eyelids. It had been a very long morning. I realized my partners would need to nail me to the floor to prevent me from representing Lilia Franco. 
Meanwhile, I wanted to jog across the shimmering plumes of sand. I wanted to squint as the bars of light flashed through palms. Mostly, I wanted to sort out the cryptic messages my heart was sending my mind.
For three hours, I’d jogged, walked, and sat dreamily staring off into distant areas where I could consult my inside self. Nothing seemed to help. When my eyes shut, I’d touched Lilia’s soft lips. A dozen fantasies had presented themselves before I opened my eyes. The magnificent view of Lilia’s image emptied away into reality.
Boarding The Radclyffe, I felt the possibility of love within the grasp of my imagination. That had never happened before. Perhaps I’d only been a vocational lesbian. I’d practiced sex but never participated in love. 
I glimpsed at the office clock and suddenly realized I was late for the scheduled consultation. I scurried to our conference room where Summer slumped in her chair, her arms drooped from the chair’s armrests. “Rachel’s gone to the galley for limeade,” she curtly announced.
“Sounds yummy,” I replied. “Sorry I’m late. Only fifteen minutes, but we all know what a stickler I am for time. I was thinking about the murder.”
“Stop blathering.” Summer’s arms suddenly lifted into a tight armlock across her breasts. Her jaw had clamped for several moments before she spoke again. “I happened to open an envelope delivered this afternoon. It was a retainer check made out to the firm. Signed by Lilia Franco.”
“I hadn’t had her sign a contract yet. I was planning on dropping it by this evening. But yes, we’re officially representing her.”
With searing sarcasm, Summer muttered, “Where do you get we’re representing her?”
“I took it upon myself.”
Summer’s body of taut cords flexed, yet she maintained a softness. Although her charm was unequaled, her pout was also legendary. “Trev, you arranged to represent her without discussing it with your partners!” Summer’s voice sliced. “How’d you like it if we did that?”
“So you object to finding Sylvia Grant’s killer?”
“Your motive is more than that. You’re hot for Lilia.”
“Lilia is a wonderful person.”
“Oh, please! You’re falling for a singer slash soap star.” Summer sighed deeply, and melodramatically. “You want to hook up with our, or actually, your client. And here’s me thinking I’m not good enough for you. But that gold-digging skank is good enough.”
Silence intervened. Early on, Summer had made it known she was interested in me. She was a skeletal teen I’d bailed out of jail. She was young enough to be my daughter, had I been so inclined to have children at an early age. I attempted to help her clean up, and she had. Her body was now clean of drugs. It was now agile, with biceps rippling, and her tough-as-steel brawny stride. She walked proudly. Now her deep brown eyes glared with a glower of a buried love.
“Let’s not refer to our client as a skank,” I scolded. “And you’re way good enough for me. You’re still way too young.”
“Trev, I understand why you didn’t want me three years ago. I was a punk.”
I smiled. “You were my pro bono bonanza. That’s why you had a crush on me. I continued to spring you from jail. A savior yearning—nothing more.”
“It was more. I care about you.”
“And we’re fine as long as I sit here alone on the yacht night after night. But if I have a serious feeling for someone, it doesn’t meet with your approval.”
“I partially cleaned up for you.” Her lower lip scooped down into her pout. It was only one of her stock facial emotions. It only took a millisecond for that to shift to a taunting smile of arrogance. Then her head could dip with a shy humility. She’d learned the scales when it came to keeping people off guard. It was great for the PI business. Terrible for personal relationships, I considered. I never knew where I was with her.
The one thing I did know was that Summer was honest, reliable, and owned an indomitable heart and spirit. “No, Summer. You cleaned up for you. Entirely.” I also knew her astringent cynicism scalded. I hoped not to get burned. “I’m proud of you for cleaning up.”
“Trev, just answer me one thing. Why her? Why a singing, sexpot soap actress?”
“There’s more to her than that. I’m discovering she is remarkable. Not just lovely.”
“Your Latina is a suspect in the murder of her lover.”
“There’s an assortment of suspects,” I countered.
Rachel entered with a tray of glasses. “Hope this will cool you two off. I heard you arguing down the hall,” she accused. “I get the feeling that this investigation is going to be lengthy. And complex.” 
At the top of our firm’s stationery, and inscribed on the center of our long oak conference table, is our motto— Vita Celebratio Est. Life is a fiesta. I wanted our meetings to be festive. This one was off on the wrong foot.
“Well,” I attempted with my most jovial intonation, “let’s wind up our spyglasses and solve the Grant murder. To begin, please accept my apologies for taking the case without first consulting you both. Now the question is—do we wage battle as a team or am I on my own?”
Rachel nodded her affirmation. “I’m in. But you do understand why we’re upset with you?”
“I understand. You have my apology. Well, Summer, are you in or out?”
“I’ve been out for years,” her lips curled with her words. There was a small skeptical smile. “I don’t want to miss the action. I’m in on this murder thing.”
“Thanks, partners.” I repeated, “Thanks. To show how much I appreciate you both, I’ll prepare one of my extraordinary feasts tonight.”
Summer shrugged toward Rachel. “Cholesterol alert,” she announced. “I’ll need to strap on weights for the remainder of my life.”
I blew a kiss and scattered it with outstretched fingers. “Yes, my tender companions, tonight we’ll dine on something delicious, exotic, and calorically shameful.”
A delicacy would be required to sweeten up our team. However, it would take hours in the gym to make amends. That was the cost. So be it. 
My thoughts again found their way to Lilia. My blush had to have given me away, but my partners allowed it. Maybe they loved me again after all.
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MORNING CAME ALL too quickly. My dream began as a warm wrapper of love. Lilia was the star of my dream. I’m not certain where the detour might have been, but soon, I was chasing Sylvia Grant’s killer. First, there was hot pursuit, then terror-filled hot pursuit. I woke with a startling fear. An attempt at tricking my mind into returning to Lilia’s love proved too difficult. My alarm clock went off. 
The trio had divvied up assignments at the conclusion of last evening’s meeting. One could assume I didn’t hit the jackpot on the deal. I planned to pay a call to Sylvia’s ex, Jeremy Howell. On the way to his current address—a ratty motel in West Palm Beach, I thought over my approach to questioning him.
One of my law class professors lectured on interrogatory techniques. She informed the class that it’s all a card game. Stay in the game and win every possible hand dealt. Pay attention to all things said and implied. When the time is right, go for the victory. 
Summer’s questioning style was pretty much street taught. She’d probe with biting sarcasm. Pure intimidation was her technique. They talk to protect themselves from the possible verbal venom. She was never patient with them. They knew she wasn’t going to be. But she was always effective. The interviewee sensed that choking to death on a lie was a possibility. And Summer would not stand for deception.
Rachel’s interviewing was purely cop. Question and answer interrogation. All systematic and direct, she was. In a droll punctilious fashion, she gathered facts. Answers were neatly logged in a hand-sized notebook. Her tight block printing recorded every utterance.
With my courtroom background, I first romanced the witness. Then I badgered them with their own answers. In a Gypsy’s blink, they felt the vice’s grip as its jaws bit down on their contradictions. I loved that.
Although each member of our team’s technique appeared different, we had the commonality of usually getting what we were after. Sooner or later. I hoped for sooner when I pounded the motel’s door. I heard the chain rattling as Jeremy Howell fumbled to unfasten it.
“Yeah?” he said. He glared at me through sunken grape-green eyes. Iodine-colored eyelids droopily squinted. Thick eyebrows curled like stray wires. His hewn hickory face was puffy and pasty-colored. The face was surrounded by straggling gray, tangled hair. Facial stubble circled his ribbed teeth. He was no vision. In his fifties, each of those years had made him more haggard. Booze and drugs had taken their toll.
“My name is Beryl Trevar,” I announced while flashing my PI credentials. “I’m a private investigator. I’ve got a few questions I’d like to ask you about the death of Sylvia Grant.”
“You aren’t a cop. I don’t have to talk with you,” he grunted with breath that was sour from last night’s liquor.
In an attempt to inch my way into his room, I agreed. “That’s right. But it could benefit you. To the cops, you are a suspect. I want to hear your side,” I rambled as he suspiciously surveyed my face. “I want your story from your vantage point.” I took another stutter-step inside.
“You want to hear my side?”
“Yes.” In my monotone, lullaby-the-jury voice, I added, “It might work to your advantage. Maybe you can give me information about one of the other suspects that will free you from suspicion. And if you’re innocent, you can’t possibly object to giving me your rendition of events.”
“I got no use for cops or private eyes.” He gave a snort.
“Most people don’t really like us.” I kept my tone conversational—absolutely chatty. Spying a half-drained quart of bourbon on his end table, I suggested a buddy drink. That, I had found, was the combination to most alcoholic’s heart and vocal chords.
He moved from the doorway, allowing me passage in. His bay sports shirt was badly wrinkled. It had been hastily thrown over his undershirt. I deduced that from the fact his buttons were out of whack. And he was sockless, so he must have just stepped into his unlaced shoes.
With a limp chortle, accompanied by rattling lungs, he muttered, “Never seen a private eye like you. Christ, you’re great looking. A real doll.”
“You too, Jeremy,” I replied with heavy irony.
He laughed. “Yeah, in my day, I was a smoothy.”
“Maverick booze-ghosts got even over the years, huh?”
“Ex-wives got even,” he explained with a simulated 1940s charm. He tore the paper from a motel glass. Wadding the paper tightly, he threw it in the trash. He poured drinks. “Let’s us drink to the capture of Syl’s killer.”
I lifted my glass and took a quick sip. Scanning the room for clues yielded little more than a blizzard of dirty clothing and junk. Sloppiness wasn’t an incriminating act. Cigarette butts were mountains in each ashtray. The wastebasket was jammed high. Necks of empty bottles rose above the trash. Homicide detectives would have already checked clothing for bloodstains, as well as turned drawers for a murder weapon.
“So, Jeremy, who do you think might have killed Sylvia?”
“Not me. Hell, we had our ups and downs. We had us some good times when we were out on the road. Christ, we did us some real partying.” He sucked down another slug of booze. 
“I guess it was sort of a marriage of mutual destruction. You were her manager, and she was your star.” I paused. “Rumor has it that Sylvia was about to tear up your contract. Put you out of her action. After all those years as her manager, I guess that was tantamount to putting you out to pasture. That would piss off a saint. Ever been angry enough to threaten her?” 
He knew that was a test question. “Yeah. Hell, I lost my temper more than once. Her, too. She threatened to pitch me away like rubbish.”
“I hear you also threatened to expose her sexual orientation.”
“Yeah. Hell, I married Syl to cover for her. It was fine as long as Syl was chasing skirts out on the road. But when that Franco bitch got her hooks into Syl, it changed.” He gulped his glass empty. “Syl was always easily swayed. Franco accused me of dipping into the funds. Lilia Franco fancies herself a businesswoman. Thought I was falsifying concert expenses.”
“Any truth to the allegation?” Looking around, I figured he wasn’t spending his loot on accommodations. “Well?”
“Naw. Hell, I was good to Syl. And Syl knew it. Her girlfriend poisoned her against me. Well, Franco may have accused me of fiddling with the books, but she never came up with the goods on me. It did damage Syl’s trust, though.”
“So you threatened to tell the world about Sylvia and Lilia? Out them.”
“I might have said something in the heat of anger. But like I say, I was good to Sylvia.”
Leaning toward him, my stare anchored his. “You seem to have an elastic memory on that one, pal. Reports say you bashed her a few times.”
“Those were in our drinking days. But, hey, I didn’t snuff her.”
“Okay. So that leaves her channel, Helene Earnest, her daughter, Debra, or someone else. Sylvia angered everyone the night she was murdered.” E pluribus umum, I considered. One out of many suspects. “There were all kinds of motives. But who was the killer?”
“One of the others killed her.”
“Your best bet, Jeremy. You think Helene Earnest has the heart for murder?”
“She mighta killed Syl. Why not?”
“And might have Debra killed her mother?”
“Maybe she had it set up. She has some dangerous buddies.” Jeremy’s face turned to a full sneer. His eyes flashed. “But my best bet is Lilia Franco did it.”
“That isn’t my best bet.” My glance bore into his.
His eyebrows drew together like a steel wool line. “Did that bitch hire you to come after me?”
“My firm is representing Lilia Franco. Our objective is to find the killer.”
“She must be payin’ you off in kind.” His scowl became a leer. “She puttin’ out for you, sister? That’s why you’re defending her?”
“The remuneration to my firm is confidential. But wipe the dirt off your face. It’s purely business. And although I’m retained by Lilia, my job is to find the killer.”
“You wanna find the killer, check your client. Or one of them other dykes,” he grumbled.
“Jeremy, I’m asking you. My partners are questioning the other suspects.”
“I got nothing to say to you, sis.”
“I am not your sister. And should your memory or your manners, return, give me a call.” I handed him my card.
He read the card aloud. “Trevar Investigators. Must mean that you’re the boss. Since you’re after me, you must think I’m the guilty one.”
“I drew the shortest straw.”
“Look, they’ll all come into bucks. I didn’t have anything to gain.”
“Gain! Avarice is such an ugly trait.”
“So take a look at that greedy broad you’re working for.” His eyes raged. “She was the cause of Sylvia dumping me. If that bitch knows what’s good for her, she’ll catch the next banana boat back to Argentina. Hell, if I were gonna kill anyone, I’d a killed her first.”
“You’re in way over your head when it comes to threats, Howell. Anything happens to Lilia Franco and you go to the top of my suspect list. Not a healthy place to be, pal.” I stood and with deliberation, my stare hammered him. “You do understand what I’m telling you?”
“Don’t get tough with me, sister!” his words challenged. He sprang to his feet. His stubby, leather-colored index finger reached toward me. “I was bustin’ heads before you were born.”
“Don’t even think of touching me with your nicotine-stained finger.”
His finger poked against my collarbone. Exploding, my palms gave an automatic thrust upward against his shoulders. He pitched backward. His legs hit the chair behind him as he fell onto his blockish butt. His utterance was an indistinguishable curse word or two.
I issued an additional warning, “And while you’re down there on your ass, remember one thing—you don’t touch me. Not ever.” My words were like cap guns snapping and the detonation and admonition stunned him. He had found my soft spot.
Anger lurked behind his eyes. “I’m not impressed.”
I made my way to the door. Turning back, I enunciated with precision, “When I want to impress you, you’ll know you’ve been impressed. And Jeremy, don’t touch anyone I know either.”
“You wanna touch Lilia yourself. You’re falling for that tramp.”
“We’ve got early days in the investigation, pal. Don’t make the mistake of ever calling her that again in my presence.”
My drive to The Breakers was as if I had a race away from the desperation dumpster. I was pleased that my next stop was to see Lilia and have her sign a contract with Trevar Investigators. 
Lilia Franco’s greeting was flavored with a perfect smile. She invited me into her luxury suite. I sat beside her on the sofa, and our mutual glance was one of the appraising strangers. Those who were to be friends, or perhaps more. I reported the altercation with Jeremy Howell. I also mentioned my concern for her safety.
“You are kind to worry about my safety.” Her lilting accent accompanied a quick touch of her fingers against my folded hands. “I don’t believe Jeremy will harm me. I am usually well-protected with many people surrounding me.”
“He battered Sylvia when they were married. And he may have killed her.”
“I shall carry a small revolver. It belonged to Sylvia.”
“She packed a gun?”
“Although it was hers, I carried it for her. I took care of many of her small items. If not, she would have forgotten them. I dispensed her pills, cosmetics, and even carried her weapon for her. I attempted to care for the small things so that she might better concentrate on her performances. I’d forgotten I had the gun in my handbag until now. With Jeremy’s threat, I’m happy I’ve kept it.”
“Do you know how to shoot it?” I automatically reached to touch my holstered Beretta.
“Yes. And it’s licensed. It is a small revolver—a Lady Smith and Wesson. I’m acquainted with how to use firearms, but I’m not an expert.”
My eyes locked with her dark eyes. Mirrored sunglasses rested on my head. I wished they were covering my eyes. Eyes I’m certain were hinting at my desire for Lilia. “Here’s the contract. Trevar Investigators offers complete protective services. Are you certain you don’t want us to provide twenty-four-hour bodyguard service or post a guard?”
“That isn’t necessary. As I told you before, the hotel is extremely careful about not allowing anyone to approach me.” She leaned nearer. “I’m glad Jeremy didn’t harm you. He is unpredictable.”
“I’m no prizefighter, but I startled him. My partners are far more adept at strong-arming than I am. One partner learned self-defense at the police academy. The other learned on the streets first. Then she became a bodybuilder. I go through motions of working out and learning self-defense, but admittedly, I’m the agency’s weakling.”
“I very much like that you are feminine. Yet you also show strength in your carriage.” Flecks of light shown on her face. Her hair was pulled back and tied at the base of her neck by a scarf that matched her ivory slacks and knit top outfit. “I think you are not a true weakling.” She quickly signed the contract that I had placed in front of her.
“Compared to my partners, I’m a muscle chump.”
She laughed. Her eyes twinkled when a smile escaped. “How was it you became partners?”
My slightly nervous fingers worked through my long curls. “We’re an unlikely trio. Rachel knew Summer from the streets. I knew them both from the courtroom. I knew they were each formidable opponents. Hence, they would be magnificent partners. Things just came together.”
“And is there intimacy?”
I hadn’t expected that question. “No. Summer had a crush on me. And when I met Rachel, there was an attraction. I recall the first time I saw her in uniform. She was a gorgeous cop. We were getting ready to enter the courtroom for a case. I invited her to dinner and she accepted. I told her I wouldn’t mind if she felt like frisking me. She’d smiled. Then she found out that I was the defense attorney. I went for the jugular when she took the witness stand. After her testimony had ended, the romance had gone out of everything. But for whatever reason, we became friends.”
“Do your partners have lovers?”
“Rachel often has lovers. She’s irresistible to women. She sees a court clerk, a TV weatherwoman, a marine biologist, and an assortment of other lucky women,” I answered with a laugh. “Summer dates, but there isn’t anyone special.”
“And you?”
“I’ve never been in a committed relationship. I’m not certain if I haven’t found the right woman or if my dislike of constraints makes settling down impossible. Maybe,” I confessed, “I just don’t have a monogamous personality.”
“I have always been totally loyal and devoted to Sylvia. It was my gift to her.” She paused, glancing away. “I’m sorry that you’ve never known devoted love.”
“Maybe it’s a luxury I haven’t had the emotional reserve to afford.”
“You could never be faithful?” she questioned.
My mouth was dry as a dust storm. “Love terrifies me.”
“Do you think you might one day fall in love?”
“If I trusted someone enough, maybe.”
“I would be at a disadvantage if I were to fall in love with you.” Her voice was sultry.
“Disadvantage?”
“It is difficult for you to fall in love. But it would be most easy to fall in love with you.”
I shifted uncomfortably. “Love isn’t impossible.”
“You shouldn’t fear love.” She leaned forward toward me. Her lips softly grazed my cheek. “One day I hope you’ll find love.”
I quickly stood. “Perhaps I’m too absorbed in my profession. There always seems to be urgent business.”
“Beryl, when you have captured the murderer of Sylvia, you must promise to take time for romance.”
“Yes.” I had committed to solving the case. Plus, to my amazement, I’d agreed to allow romance its best shot at me. Quite an agenda for a morning’s work. Summer had once told me that when it came to women, I wasn’t the brightest puppy at the teat. Rachel agreed. She said love was one lesson I must have missed at the Lesbian Academy of Romance. My own admission had made me tomb silent. 
With contract in hand, I walked through the lobby. I realized I would have plenty of danger ahead of me. I was in grave risk of misplacing my heart.
“Holy sapphire!” I muttered to no one at all
I’d driven halfway back to the yacht when I decided to drop by and see if the badges had any information they were willing to share. The lead investigator on the case was one of their best. He tried not to talk with me at all, much less about his cases.
“How is your little harem?” Lieutenant Tom Powers questioned.
Seated opposite him in his award-bedecked office, I smiled my answer. Powers was convinced that the trio’s primary objective, besides interfering with police business, was hanky-panky. To tell him otherwise hadn’t occurred to me. Reason spoke too softly to be heard at times.
Powers had headed the Homicide Division for a decade. The tall, lean man was in his late fifties. He blamed me for his hair loss. When we met, his gray hair was thinning. It was currently a neatly trimmed crown. I’m uncertain if I drove him to pull his hair out in chunks, or if it dropped out on its own because he fretted over my interfering with his cases. His dark dot eyes were, however, still bright. They reeled around the room. Then they delivered a glacial grimace in my direction. With chiseled nose, taut-tendon jaw, and a deep voice, Powers prided himself on extracting confessions. His nearly immobile lips quickly clamped, just as they always did at my arrival.
“Just a friendly visit,” I offered.
“What do you need now, Trevar?”
“I hope you’ve emptied your bladder. I don’t want any accidents when I tell you that our firm is working on the Grant case.” I knew he already was aware of this, but as a professional courtesy, I mentioned it. I also got a charge out of seeing his expression.
“You know I already got the glad tidings. Rosen was in early to pick our pockets. It’s a regular gold rush for clues, eh, Trevar?” His squint was so deep his eyes became horizontal canals. “Your partner wanted photos released. Not supposed to be released yet, but Rachel talked me out of them.” He paused, taking a deep breath before his tirade. “Rachel Rosen. Best cop I had until you drug her off to your yacht to live with you and the ex-drug addict. All of Rosen’s promise was washed down the flusher.”
“Rachel didn’t leave the force kicking and screaming. She was ready for a change.”
“I don’t understand why she left. Much less with the two of you. You and your druggie and my best cop! I ought to do a drug bust out on your yacht.”
“Come on. Summer is clean now. She admits she did a little grass and sniffed a little coke. She never denied substance abuse.”
“She had more possessions than a voodoo mambo and you know it.”
“Okay, so she dealt a little. But now she’s working with young people. She’s trying for early intervention with school kids. She doesn’t even keep aspirin in her medicine cabinet. You know that. And what did I do that was so terrible?”
“You, Trevar, you are the epitome of a scumbag’s shark. Every drug lord in Florida lawyered up with you. You sprung some dirty boys. Your defense unleashed the scrap heap of humanity.”
“The system sprung them. I did my job.”
“And donkeys fly.” A few moments of silence were required for his ire to surge. “Besides, you women aren’t natural. I’m just glad my daughters like men.”
“If they inherited your disposition, I’m glad they like men, too.”
“What’s that called, lesbian chic—where you girls are all getting glamorous? Hell, we can’t tell the difference between you and regular women anymore. In the old days, we saw you coming.”
“State-of-the-art lipstick lesbians are now indistinguishable from sisters all over the world. Time has caught up with you, Tom.” I issued my thousand-watt smile. “So are you going to be cooperative with our firm?”
“I told Rosen, and I’m telling you—we don’t need your involvement in this case.” He leaned across his desk. His long chin was practically dragging on the daily calendar sheet beneath it. “Your client is high on our person of interest list.”
“Everyone’s a suspect. But why Lilia?” I hoped he would spill some information.
“No alibi. They’d had a lover’s spat. Lots of conflict in the relationship. Lilia Franco storms off. The question is if Lilia killed Sylvia Grant on her way out. Heat of passion thing.” He blinked before gazing out through the window blinds. Shafts of light filtered in giving a glint to the shiny surface of his immaculate desk. “And,” his voice became hoarse with reserve, “and there was a garbled Latin woman’s voice reporting trouble at the Grant estate that night.”
“What Latin voice?” I lurched forward.
“A muffled female voice with traces of a Spanish accent. But precise syntax. Sounds like Franco to me.”
I stalled for a moment. “Give me credit for a modicum of intelligence. A hundred thousand women in Florida sound like Lilia.” I tried to budge the stone in my throat without Powers becoming aware. He liked me flustered. “Debra Grant is in the company of a woman from South America. She’s got a criminal background.”
“Columbian. Anita Cruz is her name. They’ve corroborated one another’s alibis.”
“Well, there you are then.” My sarcasm scratched. “They ought to provide reliable testimony. A junkie and a pusher. It’s common knowledge that anyone snorting is dependable. Get them on the witness stand, and I’ll carve up their statements in a hurry. Corroborated one another’s alibis!”
“They’re being checked out. So let us handle this one, Trevar. You and your women have a vacation out there on your splendid yacht. Get yourself a commodore’s blazer with brass buttons and a yachtswoman’s cap. Sip a cool drink and relax. We’ve got this under control.” He was enjoying himself.
“Glad to see I’m a mood elevator for you.”
“You’re a Maalox moment, Trevar.”
I allowed a slight chuckle. “I really believe you could use our help.”
“Trust me, we’ll get the perpetrator. I’ve been a Sylvia Grant fan since her first record. I’ll nail the guilty party.” He spoke with a rare reverence. “She had a pure gold voice. She made our city her home. And she campaigned against drugs. I want this one solved. And solved yesterday.”
“That’s what we want, too. Access to the murder book might help us.”
His laugh out loud was nearly of hurricane force. “Next request.”
“Okay. I do have a request. My client will want her personal belongings from the Grant estate. So when the crime tape is taken down, we’ll need to get inside.”
“That’s right. The Grant kid is now the owner. I’d say that’ll take down property values.” His eyebrows lifted as he smiled. “So you want the Palm Beach Police Department to provide safe passage inside. Hell, Trevar, I’m glad I haven’t got your nerve in my tooth.”
“A court order can be arranged.”
“I’ll contact the daughter and inform her that Lilia Franco should be allowed on the property to remove her personal effects.” Tom Powers doodled concentric patterns on a file. A moment later, he glanced back up at the computer in front of him. “I’ll let you know when the tape comes up.” He had coughed before a question seemed to sneak out. “So, who do you think wasted Sylvia Grant?”
“Give me a megaphone attached to each of the suspects and hook them to a polygraph.”
His starched mouth twisted into a restrained smile. “So what’s your gut say?”
“We’ve got a bogus ex-husband recently fired from managerial duties. We’ve got a daughter running with ape substitutes. Then there’s Helene Earnest. They were all being threatened with a loss of income. Bad weather is tough on street people.” I issued a rapid, cryptic grin. “That’s my best guess.”
“You left out Franco.”
I stood. “She was in no way implicated.” My protest must have tickled his ribs. But my eyes signaled my serious intention to prove that statement.
“Losing your objectivity?” he sputtered a laugh.
 “Never. See you later, Lieutenant.” Objectivity was my quantum mechanics of wisdom. There was nolo contendre in my heart, but my eyes reflected strength. There were reasons why Lilia could never have been involved. Powers wasn’t going to buy it anyway, so why try for the sale.
After a quick run on the beach, I returned back to the yacht. I felt a relief. After a day of Jeremy Howell and Lieutenant Powers, I thought a ‘Lesbian Appreciation Timeout’ was appropriate. Rather than go out for the evening, I settled on quiet time alone in the spa. Once I’d submerged my nude body in the percolating whirlpool, relaxation began. The jets of water were healing and bubbles snapped against my ears. Accompaniment to the bubbling waters was the latest Sylvia Grant song playing in the background. 
Through the porthole, a coral moon spilled a lovely glow. A squall of emotion left me desolate. Dreams always seemed to invalidate truth. And truth was my most important commodity. I required it of those I loved. Perhaps it was because there was so little truth in my childhood. 
My eyelids eased shut with the very thought of Lilia’s name. If she were here… If she loved me… Her arms would circle my waist and draw me into her embrace. I could feel the quiver of her hips as they would press mine. Smoldering kisses would begin slowly. Our wetted lips would open warmly to devour one another’s softness. Our bodies would writhe rhythmically.
“Fuck you, pendejo!” Pluma’s screech derailed my thoughts.
“Turn it off, Pluma,” I commanded to no avail. She chained a long chapter and verse of her favorite suggestions for copulation. This was her usual welcoming speech. One of my partners had obviously returned. “I’m in the spa,” I yelled up.
I heard Summer’s familiar footsteps approach. She greeted me with a curt, “Hey, Beryl.” She called me Beryl when disapproving of my action. She was still miffed. Her anger always roiled, and when it did, she called me by my given name. One moment she could show compassion, the next cynicism. Her cavalier smile converted to a viperous strike of words at the drop of a hat. Her cool exterior was a hard shell. I’d known from the first moment we’d met that there was a great deal of turmoil beneath her surface. She had now decided to cut me some slack with conversation. “Anything to report?” she inquired.
“Nothing of any great importance. Rachel should be home anytime now. Maybe we can have a quick meeting.”
“I figured you’d be spending the evening with your client.”
“Our client. And no. She isn’t the type to hop into bed with someone. She just lost her lover.”
“Don’t get too involved. She may be going to the slammer. Only a couple of conjugal weekends a year isn’t too satisfying.”
I took the time to glare up at her. “She isn’t guilty. She isn’t even the type.”
“Since when do killers come from central casting?”
“Summer,” I plea-bargained, “if you want me to remain objective, then you should also keep an open mind. I honestly don’t think she did it. We have an entire universe from which to select a killer. At this point, the investigation is ongoing. There’s Jeremy Howell, Helene, Debra Grant and her gang, and maybe a disgruntled employee, a crazed fan, or maybe even a peripheral X person.”
“Anyone except your sweetheart.” She issued a knavish grin that went with her shoulder tattoo saying YOU LOSE, and her faux-hawk. “Right?”
“Summer, cajolery is beneath you,” I teased.
“You always use those big fucking words. You do it to put me down.” Her serenity was gone. In its place was a tight-lipped grimace.
I slumped back against the spa’s edge. “Can’t we be on the same team? We’re called a Team. It’s important. Lilia Franco deserves our loyalty. She’s our client. We have received an enormously generous retainer, and we owe our best effort. If she’d killed Sylvia, why would she be so impatient to find the killer?”
“Maybe the actress knows how to put on a good bounty hunt.”
“She wants the case solved. As long as she’s a person of interest, she can’t travel out of the country.”
“Trev, are you certain about your motives?”
“Yes. She’s grieving. There’s supposed to be a memorial service for immediate family and friends. Lilia has lost her lover, but when she attends the service, she’ll be considered guilty by some.”
“At least there won’t be a public ceremony. Other than the TV coverage. Where is Sylvia going to be buried?” Summer asked.
“The body, per request in her will, is to be cremated. The state requires examination not to exceed forty-eight hours.”
“Bet Tom Powers is upset. Nobody to be exhumed should there be questions later.”
“Powers is such a big fan, he’ll do whatever is easiest on the family. And comply with Sylvia’s wishes,” I answered.
“I wish we weren’t involved.”
“We are. Summer, it’s been a long day. I don’t want to do battle with you.” I stood, water dripping from my nude body. With towel in hand, I started patting my limbs dry. “I’m too weary to wait for Rachel’s return. Clear your early morning agenda for a breakfast meeting,” I instructed with a tinge of terseness.
“Early?”
“Early,” I repeated. “Time is crucial.”
“I get it. You’ve got to have a stopwatch solution to impress Lilia?”
As I slipped into my terrycloth robe, I admitted, “That. And also we need to ensure that the union of Trevar Investigators, Inc. remains.”
Often, daydreams are safer than reality, I considered as I took the lonely walk to my stateroom. If childhood carved us into who we become, moments when we feel unloved must make us even more frightened to love without restriction.
“Up shit creek,” Pluma squawked. 
“Exactly,” was my postscript to the darkness. Because Pluma spoke only English, Spanish, and parrot, I whispered the old Latin adage to myself and the silence. Quid hoc ad aeternitatum? What does it matter in the light of eternity? With the exception of now and me.
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GATHERED TOGETHER IN our conference room, the team’s early morning meeting began. Rachel had come with an armload of copied reports and photos. “I made a timeline,” she reported. The police got there right after Lilia checked into Breakers, and Debra Grant claimed to have been with Anita Cruz, and Jeremy was at his motel room sleeping it off. That’s what he told the cops when he was rousted several hours later.”
“Nothing concrete,” I said.
“No. The postmortem didn’t stop the clock. Sylvia had been dead over thirty minutes when the police arrived. The body was early-nonfixed lividity. So before three hours had elapsed.” Rachel carefully extracted the Sylvia Grant file with photos. She placed the first 8x10 in front of us.
My stomach twisted. “She didn’t deserve this.”  
“Gruesome enough for you?” Rachel asked. Knowing how painful the photographs were, she must have selected her bright tangerine-colored dress to brighten up the conference. It wasn’t working. Viewing murder victims in bloodied crime scene photos was always unsettling. She read the accompanying medical examiner’s report. “Contusion. Left mandible. Crushed occipital and temporal. Cracked frontal over eye socket.”
Summer’s expression was one of anger mixed with pathos. She’d selected an outfit far more appropriate for the occasion of scrutinizing death. She’d dressed haphazardly in denim shorts and a loose navy t-shirt. Her yellow headband was an afterthought. My own baggy trousers and brightly flowered over-shirt was also inappropriate, I’d decided after glancing at the first photo. I should have selected something very dark.
“Grizzly,” was my response. “She was clearly beaten to death. It began with a hard crack on the head. It was with a blunt object. Maybe a sawed-in-half bat was used to batter her. That tells us a world of information about the killer. Anger, frustration—it was a crime of rage committed by a violent person.”
“But no footprints. They were wiped clean, obviously,” Rachel said. “And the perp shed no blood.”  
My fingertips fanned the remaining photos across the tabletop. “Before we work on what we have here, let’s go over our reports and speculations. Summer, what do you have?”
“I checked out the places in West Palm where Debra Grant and her friends hang out. I questioned everyone. People were hostile. Probably fear of Deb’s pals. But I did locate a little bar over in Tequesta. A hangout slash drug cellar.”
“Are people truly afraid to breach confidentiality because of Debra’s buddies?”
“Anita Cruz is heavy into nose candy. From what little info I’ve come up with, she hooked Deb on cocaine.”
“The high price spread,” Rachel offered.
“Deb’s a snort freak. Anita Cruz’s brother is a drug lord. So the connection is drug availability. Even though he’s in prison now,” Summer added.
Rachel sat back, crossing her arms. She glared in my direction “What?” I asked.
“Cruz,” she repeated. “Cruz. Beryl, doesn’t that name ring a bell? Anita Cruz is the kid sister of the man you kept out of prison for a few years. If you’d still be practicing, he probably wouldn’t be serving time now.”
“That Cruz.” My words sighed out. “I have a news flash for you, Rach. He’s probably still dealing from behind bars. Maybe his kid sister is doing his bidding while he racks up good-behavior days. Summer, is Anita’s gang into murder?”
“You know the old saying. You’ll commit robbery for cocaine. For coke, you’ll kill. Maybe Cruz’s gang needs bucks.” Summer ran her fingers through her recently showered damp hair. “Sure, they’d whack someone.”
“Have a description of Cruz?”
“Rach can get us some mug shots,” Summer suggested with a shrug. “Cruz is in her mid-twenties. Hispanic. Maybe five and a half feet tall. Shapely, but slender. Eyes are like nails. Mean, tough, but not all that athletic. She lets her partner take care of the rough stuff.”
“Her partner?” I quizzed. 
“Partner as in business partner only. A woman they call Hammer. I think it might be short for Hammersmith,” Summer answered.
“Junie Mae Hammersmith,” Rachel inserted. “She’s got a very long sheet. A very ugly sheet.” To me, she said, “I’m amazed you’ve never represented Anita Cruz and Hammer. But then they aren’t able to pay the millions you charged.”
“I missed springing a few felons along the way,” I dryly reported. “So Debra Grant might have gotten the three of them access into the Grant home. Cruz and Hammer could have killed Sylvia.”
“Easily. Junie Mae Hammersmith is a pro-wrestler. Six feet of mean woman,” Rachel recalled. “She goes by the ‘ring’ name of Hammer. And don’t ever make the mistake of calling her Junie Mae. She nearly killed a court reporter for using her given name.”
“So Hammer has been inside,” I asked.
“She’s never been inside for long. Intimidation works. Never any proof. It goes away.”  
“I hear she assaults her women,” Summer added. “She launders ‘em the old fashioned way. Beats their heads on a rock. So if she ever asks you if you want a bust in the mouth, it isn’t a nipple invitation. Not that you’d be interested. Hammer is like a muscular wannabe Barbie Doll. Same big, blonde hair. Wears full makeup in the ring. Big, white snaggle-toothed smile. When she’s losing a match, she often tries to bit off an opponent’s nose or ear.” Summer laughed. “You’ll know her when you see her.”
“What is a kid like Debra Grant doing with these two?” I incredulously quizzed.
Summer crossed her arms. “Power, in Cruz’s case. She even runs her own pharmaceutical lab. What she can’t get out of Columbia, she can mix up herself. And Hammer is a wrestling star. They both can dispense drugs. From what I’ve heard, Debra isn’t a bad kid. She just picked her pals by the gram. And they gladly recruited her. She was probably rebelling against her mother. Deb is actually a nymph.”
“Meaning?” I asked.
“She’s adorable,” Summer replied. “I did a little flirting with her when Anita was outside the bar doing some business. Up close and personal. When I went by the bar where Debra was sitting, I tried to brush up against her. She didn’t object.” 
There was a flicker in her eyes. Summer didn’t need to explain. “It sounds as if Anita Cruz’s gang members are prime suspects.” I glanced at Rachel. She was thinking along the same lines as I was. “Now, Rach, what did you find out about the channel?”
“Helene Earnest gives the impression she’s from another planet. Example is the old sage, Loma. An old woman who takes over Helene’s body. And her messages get through. Helene passes the collection plate.”
“Might she have killed Sylvia for the threatened loss of one third of the estate?” I probed.
“I’m uncertain. She was in Sylvia’s pockets. And,” Rachel confided, “she claims to have been in Sylvia’s bed.”
“That would piss off the Argentine,” Summer interjected for my benefit.
I tapped my pen on the desk. “On the flip side, Helene must have had supporters. Why kill off one of the parishioners when there are other supporters?”
“Precisely,” Rachel agreed. “There are other celebrities and rich folks to buy a place in the coven. But Helene is charming enough to make me suspect her. Suppose Sylvia found out how the channel gets her information. Maybe Sylvia was going to inform the flock.”
“Kind of a weak motive.” My tentative words conveyed skepticism. “But possible. Maybe Helene’s unbalanced enough to get paranoid. What’s your reading on it?”
“Anything is possible.” Rachel shifted in her chair. “One thing I know about Helene. She is a very brilliant cookie. And how about Jeremy?”
“He’s a complete incompetent,” I mulled. “And if he were liquored up, he might have beaten Sylvia. Maybe the dispute got out of hand. I don’t think he, or any other batterer, can be excluded. He’s angry. No alibi. He’s large enough to have easily overpowered her. He’s high on my list.”
“It wasn’t a dainty murder,” Rachel commented as she glanced down at the photos. “I have to guess it was someone very personally involved. A burglar usually gives a quick smash or two to deflect capture. Getting out quickly is top priority. Leaving no DNA. The forensic deal on this is all the prime suspects had legitimate access to Grant and the home. Their DNA would be around her, on her, everywhere.”
Summer offered, “Beating her senseless could have been an addict gone ballistic. That’s an entire new set of rules.”
“So let’s get on to the official reports,” I suggested.
Rachel grinned. “I suppose Tom Powers gave me more information than he gave you?”
“That goes without saying.” I sighed. “In fact, he suggested that we were in no way to think of ourselves as posse comitatus.”
That provided the first laugh of the day. Unfortunately, it was the only laugh my day was to supply.
We quickly diagramed the day’s work. Rachel had been invited by Helene Earnest to join her for brunch. Summer was hot on the trail of Debra et al. I sat alone in the galley at the small nook. I munched a wonderfully concocted, creamy fruit salad. My penchant for innovative cooking was legendary.
I conjectured that all the evidence had an explanation. The suspects had all been in the room on the day of the murder. All hair, fiber, etcetera, and traces were accountable. No foreign traces. Sylvia’s blood was the only blood sample. She had apparently not fought. Probably she had been knocked unconscious, or perhaps killed, with the first blow to the head. She hadn’t been expecting the first punch. With all the blood, the perpetrator had to have splattered blood. Some washing machine probably long since laundered the evidence. More probable was that the clothing bundles had been deep-sixed. A ripcurrent laundromat took away all the clues.   
Later, Rachel was planning to work on a computerized re-enactment of the killing. She’d attempt to compute the way the body was positioned, and the blows sustained. She would then try to ascertain some logical scenarios.
I trawled the files for hints about the case. There was only raw information from which clues might be salvaged. I reexamined the photos. The body was in the state of generalized rigor. Wisps of Sylvia’s hair hung like moss across her haggard mask of a face. A geyser of blood had flowed from her head. Thread-like streams were visible near other antemortem abrasions. It was a blood corsage on her flesh. 
I squinted intently on the close-up photos of Sylvia Grant’s face. Cyanosis, I noted. But the coloring looked suspiciously drug induced. I knew she was inebriated, but the skin tones looked more like a heavier chemical overdose. My fingers traced the image. That shellac-yellow skin meant something. I’d seen death and knew there was a difference between alcohol and drugs. I hoped Rachel would be able to get the path report. Also, I knew we’d need the crime scene evidence list. 
Someone had murdered Sylvia Grant. Someone had killed the mica-eyed woman who fondled a song. I’d vowed to myself that I would find her killer. Admittedly, I wanted to protect Lilia Franco from any taint of suspicion along the way.
My eyes closed. Falling in love with a client was unethical. One of the reasons was it became infinitely more dangerous. It was not only contrary to good business practices, but it might cloud one’s perspective. 
I suddenly felt the guilt of a truant child. In my youth, my guilt belonged to me alone. Certainly, my parents never cared about my guilt or me. Not as long as it didn’t implicate them in anyway. When my father was around, he was usually intoxicated. My mother, with her once lovely smile, had given her life over to drink as well. When I was fifteen, my father was killed in a drunken brawl. My mother was faced with going it alone with the care of a daughter or just disappearing from the debt collectors. She had always had minimal responsibility for her teenager and was most concerned about not having enough money for the next quart of whiskey. 
Begging on the streets, being a bag lady, and unencumbered was her decision. I saw her packing her bags a few days after my father was buried. Both of my parent’s bodies had been depreciated by hard living. Time was an artisan of life, and it was a destroyer of cells. Life wore her away, and booze allowed her a way not to care. Maybe her vain beauty and too much booze insisted on her going it alone. 
There would be no way of ever knowing about my mother’s decision to opt-out. The contents of life are often sealed. Just as my office safe was sealed. Inside was a probable farewell semi-suicidal letter that my mother had written before taking to the streets, and leaving me behind to fend for myself. Although she’d hinted that she couldn’t go on living alone, I didn’t know for certain what her plans might be. The letter remained the way I had found it—unopened.
My childhood was one of neglect. With my mother’s exodus, it also became one of shame as well as guilt. I was bewildered by the universal truths of life. I decided not to search too deeply for emotional justice. My search for life’s verity became proclaimed justice in courtrooms. For me, admissible truth was more tangible and substantial than metaphoric reality. Evidence and preponderance are elements I could manage.
One of my teachers had evaluated me as being troubled. But she had written, Beryl Trevar does have a thirst for knowledge and a sense of inquiry. I supposed that was her way of saying there are storms within each of us. And in attempting to retract the tempest, we often redirect our quest.
I spent a great chunk of the morning on a different search. The Palm Beach old guard was skeptical of nouveau wealth. Newcomers undergo enormous scrutiny. Needless to say, my morning attempt to extract information from those living adjacent to the Grant Mansion yielded nothing. When I was allowed to talk with anyone, the quiet was deafening. 
The old guard also had numerous bons mots. One that springs to mind was that in a junkyard, everything you see was once desired or needed. I was convinced there were no junkyards in Palm Beach, just as there are no true burial grounds. So how, one asks, can there possibly be murder? By noon, I was convinced it must have all been my imagination.
I’d returned to The Radclyffe dejected. When the telephone rang, I half expected it to be a clandestine call from one of the dozen maids and gardeners with whom I’d spoken. It was Lieutenant Tom Powers. He informed me that Lilia Franco would be allowed to return to the Grant Mansion this afternoon to collect her personal belongings. Debra Grant had taken possession of the premises early in the morning.
 Powers added that Trevar’s Team was to relax. Not interfere with police business. He also mentioned that although Debra was heir to the mansion, and had the right to reestablish residency, the police department was insisting that no furniture be moved. So I wasn’t to allow Lilia to hoist the bed over her shoulders and pitch it wildly. He huffed that it was to be left as we found it in case there was a jury walk-through during the trial. 
I immediately called Lilia to tell her there was an all clear on getting her belongings. Debra would be there, but had promised to allow Lilia hassle-free access. Then I dialed Summer’s smartphone to tell her I planned on picking Lilia up to take her to the mansion. Summer informed me she was already outside the gates waiting to get in. She’d tailed the trio from Anita Cruz’s Boca Raton condo where they had been staying.
It was implied that I expected Lilia to be treated respectfully by the scum ball druggies.
Summer sighed deeply. “Trev, I’ll gladly frisk Deb. You can have your way with Cruz and Hammer.”
My laugh was muted. “Summer, I’ll pass.”
Her chuckle was refreshing.
Not so refreshing was foul-mouthed or fowl-mouthed Pluma. “Brujas.”
Sometimes, I had to consider that she probably didn’t process her vulgar chats. But just in case, I uttered, “And Pluma, I think you’re also a witch.”
Moments later, I was on route to pick up Lilia. She looked lovely. We drove to Sylvia’s estate. My Firebird rolled through the gates, and I spotted Summer’s motorcycle. We were greeted by the maid. Lilia’s thickly lashed eyelids blinked back wetness.
The living room’s neutral décor had been undisturbed. The place had been sanitized. Debra Grant stood near an etched glass panel that separated the rooms. With a scowl at Lilia, she mocked, “Didn’t you soak my mother for enough when she was alive?”
Cordiality by necessity, I surmised. “Ms. Grant, we want to thank you for allowing us to pick up Ms. Franco’s belongings.”
Debra folded her arms. “Yeah, damn nice of me to let my mother’s killer back in here.”
“We aren’t here to swap allegations,” I assured her. Glancing to catch Summer’s expression, I added, “And we certainly don’t want trouble. Nor will we tolerate trouble.”
My admonition was given.
Debra leaned her petite body against the wall. Her eyes narrowed with rebellion. “She’d better not take anything that belonged to my mother.”
“Debra,” Lilia spoke softly. “I loved your mother. I’ve never taken from her.”
“You never loved her.”
Lilia glanced away. Her voice was laden with sorrow. “We both loved your mother.”
Debra’s features thawed a moment. Her lower lip trembled. “You had a choice of loving her or not. I was born into it.”
I recognized the pain in her voice. My words were gently spoken. “Debra, your mother loved you. She told me about you the night she died. She was concerned about your future. Lilia also cares.”
“Like hell!” Debra spit her words.
Anita Cruz entered when she heard Debra’s voice lifted to a high note. “They givin’ you grief, Deb?”
“No.” Her nod in Cruz’s direction was obsequious. “Not anymore.”
“That’s right, ‘cause I’m not letting ‘em give you problems.” Cruz’s chisel-faced sneer was menacing. But the true hatred came from coal-hued eyes that were devoid of compassion. They zeroed in on us. Her spindly fingers roguishly combed through her short, black hair. “The bitches know better than give you trouble.”
“Watch the language,” Summer lashed.
“Watch your mouth!” The baritone threat boomed from the hall entryway. Junie Mae Hammersmith made her way toward us. “Don’t you talk like that to my lady friends. This Hammer will put a body hold on you that will put your f-in’ ass through your nose. You got that, punk?”
Summer’s confident frame moved nearer Hammer. My arm hooked her waist. Although Summer was in terrific shape, she was clearly no match for the hydrant-shaped block of solid muscle. “Leave it alone,” I cautioned.
“Timid?” Cruz questioned with a snicker.
Summer unwisely asked Debra, “What do you see in these two human blemishes?”
Hammer’s eyes raged. Cruz’s bony face tensed. “We’ll take care of you later, chingada,” Cruz muttered.
I stepped between the women. “We’re permitted by law to be here, so step aside.”
There was a warning in my voice. I gave a tap against the iPhone clipped to my waist. Beside the phone was my other constant companion—a 9 mm pistol. “We’d hate to call in black and whites. No telling what they might find in the way of non-prescription drugs.”
Debra quickly interceded. “We’re not giving you trouble. Fix yourselves a drink.”
“I’ll pass,” I said, walking past the three of them.
Anita Cruz and Hammer moved toward the bar. Cruz poured a tumbler of whiskey. She bolted it down. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. I could only imagine her finesse as a lover. I could imagine her roughly flogging out a climax with the delicate Debra. I could also imagine Hammer pounding Sylvia Grant to death.
Unfortunately, as I glanced back at Summer, she must have had similar thoughts. Her expression was one of great distress. “I’m okay,” she communicated.
We packed several cartons of Lilia’s personal effects. Summer began loading them into the trunk and backseat of my Firebird. I returned upstairs. Lilia was seated on the massive bed. Her eyes were ringed in red. I sat. My arms wrapped around her shoulder in a gesture of consolation.
“I’m sorry. This must be terribly difficult for you.”
Debra suddenly rounded the corner, bursting into the bedroom. “Didn’t take the Argentine whore long. Mom has just been murdered, and you’re fucking the pompous private eye.”
Lilia was shocked. “Debra.” Lilia’s voice was one of pure astonishment. “I have never been untrue to your mother.” Her shoulders stiffened. Then her head fell into the bowl of her hands and she wept uncontrollably.
“You may not have cheated on her, but she played around on you. The only way she could bed you was by promising fidelity. But that’s never been Mom’s style.”
“Your allegation is evil!” Lilia cried. She stood to face Debra. “You are becoming as evil as your companions.”
“At least they really care about me,” Debra shouted. “You took over my mother. And maybe you killed her when she was going to dump you.” Debra made a leap to grab Lilia’s hair.
Quickly, I stepped in between them. I took Debra’s flailing arms tightly in my grasp. Debra screamed obscenities that brought a crowd. Summer, breathless, sprinted into the room first. Behind her was Cruz and Hammer slogging their way upstairs.
Lilia moved toward Debra. “You’re lying about your mother. She didn’t want to end our relationship.”
Debra began struggling. Summer turned to restrain Lilia. Summer ordered, “Trev, let Deb go.” Debra’s arms continued to resist my own. Summer snapped, “I said to release her.”
With an edge to my voice, I responded, “I’ll let go as soon as she settles down.”
“I said now,” Summer barked.
“Okay,” I acquiesced with reluctance. As Debra eased from my grasp, she turned, swinging at me. Her fist grazed my chin. Summer quickly bridled her. I rotated my stinging jaw. My glance censured. Passing Debra, I gave her a shove. “Try that again, little girl, and I’ll put you over my knee and paddle you. And I’ll remind you Lilia just lost her lover. Now is not the time to upset her with lies about your mother’s infidelity. Show some respect.”
Summer’s shoulders squared. She squinted at me. “She only said that to get to your Latina.”
“You do remember who our client is, don’t you?”
“She’s your client,” Summer replied through clenched teeth.
“I’ll remember that when I make out payroll.” My rejoinder was with a scald.
“Fine.”
Debra looked pleased with herself. She motioned for Cruz and Hammer to leave, and then followed after them. Summer’s scowl remained. I suggested we allow Lilia a few minutes alone. On the way downstairs, I turned back to Summer. “Great show. That ought to make it easier for you to get in good with Debra.”
“It isn’t a show. You’re falling for the telenovela star.”
I swallowed a large wad of truth. “I care about her.” I suddenly stopped as if I’d been stapled to the stairs. “I know how to love. But I’m not sure I know how to fall in love. Real love.”
“Looks like you’re about to find out.” Summer’s glance was anguished. 
I reached for her, and she twirled from my grasp. We both continued down the spiral stairway. 
After returning Lilia to her hotel, I made some of the typical private investigator’s rounds. Legwork would go into my log. I checked all the taverns within a few blocks of Jeremy’s motel room. I met a couple of drinkers who actually bragged about being his buddies. I bought them a round of drinks and then they became my buddies. Lubricated memories escaped via well drinks. Jeremy Howell was known as a braggart. And, they inferred, he’d rat out his grandmother in a heartbeat. I suspected that was to eliminate them from any involvement.
Their delectus personae might have made me question their worth when it came to being Jeremy’s pals. They, however, looked overtly innocent. The entire afternoon made me long to be back inside a courtroom—where I would be longing to be out on the streets chasing dirtballs. 
I knew the key to alleviating my stone-gray mood. A quick trip to Publix for groceries allowed me to plan the evening’s menu. It also cleared my mind of murder. I rushed back to the yacht to begin the meal that lifted my mood.
“What’s for dinner?” Rachel asked when she got home. “Smells yummy.”
“Chateaubriand,” I answered. “Artichauts et pommes de terre au gratin.” I then translated, “Artichokes and potatoes. Peach Melba for dessert. I had a yearning for ice cream, peaches, raspberries, whipped cream, and pistachios.”
“Need to keep up your strength,” Rachel said with a laugh.
“What?”
“You did battle with Jeremy the other day. Today I hear you took it on the chin when you skirmished with Debra. That probably set your caloric count back.”
“I let go too soon. Her punch would have missed me.”
“Right. And even when you do get a punch in, you don’t deck your opponent. Sad.” She was enjoying it. “Jeremy must have tripped.”
“So he didn’t eyeball the carpet,” I defended. “His rear did a good bounce.”
“Tough to do with no balls. And he must not have any or he wouldn’t batter women.” Rachel sat on the chair. She watched as I performed my salad magic in the galley’s center island. “Summer also informed me that you don’t like Debra.”
“I just don’t get her. She’s had opportunity, money, even if Sylvia was missing most of her life, she didn’t go hungry. Debra is adorable. Long strawberry blonde hair, delicate features. She has her mother’s eyes, her little sparkle. And the eyes were sparkling for Summer. Too bad Deb is a snort freak.”
“Beryl, Summer isn’t going to return to her life as a druggy. Even if she becomes involved with Debra. I believe she’ll reform Debra before Debra could drag her back to drugs.” 
“And what about Helene? Is she still a suspect?”
“Yes. However, she says she could never harm her eternal soul mate.”
“How about the old imaginary cookie—Loma? Did Loma have it in for Sylvia?”
“I continue to warn Helene not to play Loma on me.”
“So your interrogation didn’t yield a confession?”
“It was an empty-handed day. Tomorrow, I’ll continue with background checks. By then, there should be more information.” Rachel poured limeade into glass. “Helene did give me a backrub.”
My eyebrows pitched upward. “So it wasn’t a totally empty-handed day?”
She smiled. “And what about your Latina?”
I wisely answered, “She’s there. I’m here.”
After a sumptuous dinner, I realized my mind had been on Lilia. I retired to my stateroom. A pinwheel’s worth of stars in the sky overhead glinted in through the blinds. Attempting to sequester honest thoughts, I realized my love had always been isolationist. I knew little about the apparatus of love. I’d been told love is an involuntary act.
Lilia Franco was a goddess of a woman. She demanded loyalty—body and soul. I probed my solitude and the powerlessness of that seclusion. My eyes tightly clamped, I elected to press for a dismissal from considerations of romance.
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AS WE BASKED on the deck under the morning soft azure sun, the trio made plans. Throughout a night of tossing and turning, my soul had sung a vigilante song. I was well aware that the trail of clues usually went into deep freeze very soon after a murder. 
I’d served my partners melon slices and Eggs a la Suisse. Rachel’s agenda was to track down the officers that responded to the crime scene. Summer decided to continue to tail Deb. Things were becoming chummy between them. My own plans included paying Helene Earnest a visit. 
After showering, I dressed in my typical tan slacks with an oversized bright floral shirt. Summer had left on her assignment. Rachel was at the computer.
“I’m on my way,” I announced, as I grabbed my keys to the Firebird. “Got anything I should know about meeting with Helene?”
“Preliminaries. She’s got a sheet.”
“What?” I queried.
“Her father was a magician and her mother was a faith healer. Helene was raised in the family business. At their revivals, both she and her father plugged into the audience. They wore wires and fed the information back to the mother’s fakery.”
“So Loma is hereditary?”
“Right. She was also busted three times for pickpocketing. She fleeced the crowds. That was early in her career. Then she obviously had bigger fish to fry.”
“Anything on Lilia?”
Rachel grinned. “Stay seated. This one will rock you.”
“What?” My back tensed.
“She spent her adolescence in a convent school. She was programmed for nunhood. According to the background check, she’s an innocent. Her PR people worked to overcome that. Lilia Franco isn’t the sexy star she portrays. Came from a large, very poor family. No funds to educate their children. So the brightest daughter, Lilia, was sent off to the convent.”
“That explains where she learned English. And the fine art of blushing. There is a refinement about her.”
“Yes. After the nunnery, she attended Sylvia Grant’s Sapphic finishing school. You didn’t expect a criminal history, did you?” she probed.
“Not at all. But the convent business is a shocker. The poverty part coincides with my own background.” I realized this was an additional bond. “Our past binds us.”
“We all have our own pain,” Rachel spoke with calmness. Her own burden of hurt was continuous. Her mother, a judge, had passed sentence in a murder case. The man convicted served a partial sentence, was released, and then came after the family. He exacted his revenge against Rachel’s older sister, Kim. He kidnapped, beat and raped her. Kim never emotionally recovered. Rachel was impacted. She had coped with violence as a police officer. That was shunned, in lieu of desk duty with our firm. Although she was proficient with a gun when being in enforcement, she usually elected to go unarmed. When she took off her badge, she also took off her gun. She rarely toted, and when she did, it was because she’d lost the argument with her concerned partners. She looked at me with a hard grasp kind of glance. “We all suffer in our own way.”
The moment seemed perishable. And highly flammable. Rachel’s eyes lowered, and finally shut. “If you need to talk, Rach…”
“You’re going to be late for your appointment.”
“You’re warning me not to stand up Helene slash Loma,” I said with a smile. “If I’m lucky, I might get a massage. After my backrub given by Helene, not Loma, I’ll stop to see Lilia. See if she’s okay.”
“Do you care about her enough to promise a forever?”
“I’d rip my heart out for her,” I confessed to my own amazement.
“I hope you won’t need to do that.”
Helene’s luxury condo was located on Singer Island. With a theatrical, throaty voice, she greeted me. “And you’re Beryl Trevar. The bloodhound business must be terribly boring if you’re questioning me.”
“Well, I figured since you’re also old Loma, I’d get a two-for-one special.”
She motioned for me to be seated. I studied her angular face. She was attractive, with lush lips and a milk-white showbiz smile. Her luminescent golden aqua eyes were beneath well-arched brows. Her bay-colored hair was pulled back and tied at the nape of her neck with a printed silk scarf. She wore white silk pants and a revealing, draping top. There was no bra beneath her gaping shirt. Bountiful cleavage was exposed to its best advantage. One very well might have missed the fact that she wore a pair of leather huaraches. 
I quickly glanced around the room. The décor seemed to be right out of a Toulouse-Lautrec painting. Lots of bright colors swarmed the room. Sprays of scribbled notes were stacked on each table. Columns of books waist high leaned against the wall. My assumptive consideration was that she’d been busily researching chicanery.
“My place is a mess,” she said. “I have a cleaning service once a week. Tomorrow’s the day.”
I continued scrutinizing the room. I figured I could read her once the interrogation got going. My glance hooked on an ashtray containing a tightly wadded empty cigarette pack. Bingo. I recalled Jeremy wadding the drinking glass wrapper in this fashion. Clue two was that Helene wasn’t a smoker. Jeremy was the Loma’s information pipeline telling all of Sylvia Grant’s secrets. The conspiratorial link was a match. Ex dolo malo says it all. Out of fraud.
“Rachel already interviewed me. I told her all I know.”
“I’ll bet not all.”
“Do I detect anger?” she asked with a quick smirk. “Rachel is a much warmer person than you.”
“Rachel is a charmer. No doubt about that. I’m not. Right now, I am upset that someone murdered Sylvia Grant. Someone she must have known killed her. There was no forced entry. That and your sizable inheritance makes you a person of interest.”
“Would you care for a wine cooler?”
“Am I going to need it?”
Her lips curved as she swayed to a large oval bar. She took two bottles of berry extract with a rum mix from the cubical refrigerator. She handed me one. “Do you care for a glass?”
“Not necessary, I’m fine.” I twisted the top and sipped. “So tell me all about Sylvia and you.”
“She was a believer.”
“I’m not,” I said curtly. “Spiritual profiteering by electronic ministries makes me think of the illustrious past of plate passing. Chaucer’s Pardoner. Loma.”
“Your soul is troubled.”
“Let’s save ‘The Truth,’ ‘The Light,’ and ‘The Flame’ for another time. My soul is protected by a nine-millimeter semiautomatic. That keeps me from becoming overly troubled.”
“I’m certain you’re an excellent markswoman. That gives me an idea. Perhaps I could hire your firm to guard me on my pilgrimages. I know you charge top dollar. My ministry pays top dollar.”
I laughed. “Your flock does fill those collection plates.”
With a quick return chuckle, she said, “Rachel told me you were an attorney. Now there’s where the real misery merchants lie in wait.”
“Lie in wait,” I repeated her obvious pun. “Rachel said you have a good mind.” Helene enjoyed spinning the conversation around. I took another sip of wine. “But we digress. Tell me about your vocation.”
“I want the continuation of soul growth. The same as Sylvia wanted. Do you know who killed my precious soulmate?”
“No. Does Loma have any inkling?”
“Loma has spoken of Sylvia and I being together for all eternity. I have never stopped feeling her light.”
“I want to know who put out her physical light.”
“I also attended to her physical needs. I dispensed light to her spirit and energy pills to Sylvia’s body. As I do for all of my flock.” Helene began her pitch. “The capsules we take contain secret herbal remedies with great medicinal and spiritual values. Glorious healing properties that rejuvenate one’s energy. They also boost one’s sexual stamina. Would that be of interest to you?”
“Not so much.” I recalled Lilia telling me that she carried capsules for Silvia. “Did you also offer Lilia your special remedies?”
“No, of course not.”
“I’ll bet not. I have another purely business question. Who supplied you with personal information regarding Sylvia?”
“Loma is the wisest sage of our time.”
“Let me strain out a few of my thoughts. Someone passed Loma Sylvia’s deepest secrets.” My fingers from both hands coupled and my index fingers lifted to tap one another. I was about to become launched into the inquisition. “I’m trying to think who would have been around when Sylvia was inebriated, and when she might have spilled pertinent information. Is Jeremy Howell on a first name basis with Loma?”
Her florid eyes were riveted to mine. They were barbed, but pretending not to know I was on to her. “Of course not.”
“When was the last time you saw Jeremy?”
“Weeks ago at Sylvia’s. He needed a handout. His ponies must have tripped on the track.”
“Amazing. I have it on good authority that Jeremy has been here more recently than that. Let’s try for some of your famous ‘The Truth’ for a change.”
“Ah, yes. I forgot. He was here to request that I attempt to convince the other two heirs not to cut him out of his managerial proceeds on Sylvia’s final project.”
I took a final sip of the cooler. “Jeremy supplied you with information.”
“No one needed to supply Loma with information. Loma is information.”
I stood. “So how does my love life look to old Loma?”
“If you pursue Lilia Franco,” Helene answered with a grin, “it looks very sparse. She is a cold woman. However, you might just be a matched set.”
“Loma is an authority on love?” I deliberately slowed as we reached the door. I mused, “The Latin soul places great importance on the symbolism of sun and shade. Sol y sombra. Maybe love is the sunlight between reality’s shadows.” I handed Helene the emptied bottle. 
“I’ll check that theory out with Loma.”
By the time I reached the elevator, I felt a strong desire for Lilia. I wanted to touch her, to inhale her flower-garden fresh scent, and to be hers. The faint ring of my phone broke the spell.
It was Rachel informing me that Lieutenant Powers had called and wanted to see me immediately. Summer was already on her way to the department to meet me there. No one was more adept at rattling Tom Powers than Summer. Except me, naturally.
Summer and I entered Lieutenant Powers’ office. As we took seats at the desk, I greeted him, “Back by popular demand. So what’s going on?”
Powers glanced up. “Trevar, don’t get too comfy. I’ve got a homicide to solve.”
“Any case in particular?” I pried.
His stony face eased as he allowed a stifled laugh through his teeth. “You’re a real comic.” He propped his munched cigar back in the side of his mouth. Often his cigars were unlit. When he could get by with it, he lit up. Then would innocently claim he’d forgot he was in a no-smoking-allowed zone. “The one set of photos Rachel got shouldn’t have been released.” He stood. He then moved toward his antiquated filing cabinet. Summer and I stole a quick side-glance at one another. Powers rooted through the files. He pulled out a folder. Returning to his desk, he sat with a thump. “None of the series B shots was to be officially released. They were confidential. The prosecution team is going to blow their bonnets if info gets out.”
“Interesting,” I commented. “Lady Luck looks after lesbians. We just happen to have those photos.”
“Hell,” he said with a hushed exasperation. “We take pains to immediately seal the place. We restore it. Only the housekeeper, police, and killer know the location where the body was found.”
“Housekeeper, police, killer, and,” I mumbled, “Trevar’s Team know the body was found in the den.”
Powers flicked ashes into a cluttered ashtray. “You got the idea. It’s one of the first questions we ask anyone calling. Every numb-nut has called to confess on this one. We got underworld tipsters, pranksters, and every fiendish wacko in town calling. We screen calls with that information. Yesterday I had a goof call. Told me he killed Sylvia Grant, but he knew nothing. When I refused to send a black and white for him, he threatened to cut off my head and shit down my neck. This case is a humdinger.”
Summer repeated the word humdinger as if in disbelief.
“It’s an antiquated word meaning the pits,” I explained.
Powers rolled his eyes and then requested, “Can I count on you women to cooperate in keeping this confidential?”
“Naturally, Lieutenant. I’ve always felt a great spirit of cooperation between us. I was just thinking how your files are loaded with information you might want to share with us.” I tapped the corner of his computer. “Bet you’ve used up a few gigabytes on this case, and I’ll bet we’d be interested in all of them. A little quid pro quo might be in order.”
“Trevar, you’re tough. Do I have your word?”
“Any inside leads?” Summer asked with a conspiratorial squint.
He motions us near. “I’ll provide you with anything I get.”
“Future tense doesn’t do it for me,” I challenged. “What do you have at the moment?”
“It’s your trio being seen with all the suspects. You tell me,” Powers blasted back.
“Come on, Tom,” I prodded. “Don’t be selective. Just tell us what you have.”
“Undercover tells me the Grant kid has run up some huge tabs.”
Summer immediately disputed the allegation. “She’s with a dealer. Her drugs are probably on the house.”
“If it’s the Cruz house,” Powers argued, “drugs are business. They don’t come without a price tag. And,” he divulged, “Debra Grant has a damned extravagant lifestyle to maintain. She’s way over her head. When we turn up the heat on her dealer, it also set Debra’s feet to the fire. They share the same burner. Anita Cruz might be attempting to take over the Grant estate. Nice place for the Columbian drug cartel to hang out, eh, Trevar?”
I sighed. “Anita Cruz is not as smart as her brother, and he’s doing time. How do you know for sure Debra has money woes?”
“She’s been siphoning funds from Sylvia’s account,” Powers answered. “For the past ten months, as best we can tell. The week before the murder, the bank informed Sylvia. She was enraged. Told them she would deal with Debra after the AIDS concert.
“That proves zip,” Summer grimly inserted. “Deb’s had access to her drug fix through her lover. She’s not desperate for her next line of cocaine. And she’s been staying with Cruz. Living off Cruz’s nickel.”
“But she wouldn’t have had ready cash,” he reasoned. “Life has been going on a tab.”
“What else do you have?” Summer asked with sarcasm.
“What you want, jam on the deal?” Powers huffed. “That’s it. And we’d appreciate it if you three would back away. I don’t want you getting hurt.”
“We do the hurting, we don’t get hurt,” Summer boasted.
“Well, we don’t need your help. I don’t get it,” Powers dueled. “The way you women live.” He shook his head. 
“Our hedonistic lifestyle must intrigue you,” I teased. “We’re epicurean, we’re renaissance, and we’re Sapphic. Which part don’t you get?”
His words were clipped, rushed. “I’m just glad my daughters aren’t lesbian.” With a fatherly gruffness, he added, “You two get out of here. And be careful. You’re chasing a killer. We got a cop saying around here—don’t pick up the racket if you don’t have the balls.”
Summer’s eyes were on fire. “Powers, while you’re playing with your racket and balls, we’ll be solving this murder. And you’re way off base if you think Debra killed her own mother. Think about it. No matter what, kids usually don’t kill their parents—even if they’d like to. I’ll bet your daughters considered whacking you, but they didn’t.”
“My daughters turned out terrific. And they like men.”
Summer gave a dramatic sigh. “There goes my happiness, how about yours, eh Trevar?” she mimicked Powers.
Laughing at her impersonation, I conceded, “Breaks my heart to be left out of the selection circle. But then I’ve always stood back as far as possible from prejudice.”
Powers blustered, “Now, I never said you two don’t have the right.”
Summer smiled. “Beryl, Tom just gave us his blessing to solve the crime. Let’s go.”
“Out of here,” I said as we left. “Busy, busy. Thanks for the blessing, Tom. We won’t let you down.”
By the time we reached the parking lot, Summer’s mood had changed. She fumed, “He as much as accused Deb.”
“He may be right. Anita Cruz and the wrestler aren’t the best company. That, coupled with money difficulties, makes them all highly suspect.”
“Beryl, remember your saying about conjecture doesn’t convict?”
“No need to choose up sides,” I lamented. We both knew sides were indeed being chosen. They were, regrettably, opposite sides.
After the appointment with Powers, I checked my phone for messages. Lilia had requested that I provide protective services for her. She was going to be performing live on a Spanish-speaking TV variety program. I quickly agreed.
Back at the yacht, I rushed through a shower. I then dressed in a conservative navy trouser and blazer outfit. Beneath the blazer, I packed my trusty pistol. Within the hour, I had picked up Lilia. We then arrived at the auditorium safely and in plenty of time. After half an hour of a makeup artist and hair stylist working on her, she slipped into her gown. Then she made her way to the stage.
Splashing footlights glowed against the sensual Lilia Franco. Her swaying emerald-green gown shimmered under the light’s brightness. Her sultry voice was an exotic, yielding sound. The audience chanted her name. The same chant was in my heart. Her smile was playful; her eyes were teasing. Tresses fell against her bare shoulders, swaying as she moved. I ached for the feel of those curls and those shoulders. I craved the kiss of her lush lips.
I continued moving as the TV cameras rolled so that she wouldn’t be out of my view. That was not only because it was my responsibility to guard her, but I didn’t want to miss her undulating, rhythmical glide. I didn’t want to miss her noble features. Her eyes held an intense sparkle. Her smile glimmered. Although I enjoyed her performance, I breathed a sigh of relief when her final song ended. It was difficult not to worry about protecting someone while being enthralled by them. I followed her back to her dressing room.
“Beryl, thank you for agreeing to be here with me. My songs were for you tonight.”
“They were lovely.” My voice was frail.
“You are lovely.” Her glance in my direction was shy. “Would you unzip my gown?” She turned as I neared her. She lifted her veil of satiny hair.
My trembling hands fumbled as they traveled down her back. My fingers held on tightly as the zipper skimmed slowly down the base of her torso. My fingertips also experienced the warmth. The gown dropped, and Lilia stepped from it. She quickly whirled a dressing robe around her nude body and exposed breasts. Delicately, she kicked off her shoes. I bent to pick up her gown and could feel its heat. For many moments, I hugged it near me. My own skin drank in the flush of her. The warmth was like a blowtorch to my heart. Finally, I secured the gown on a hanger.
Lilia sat at the dressing table. She dipped rosebud-pink cream from a jar and slathered it over her face. When our glances met in the mirror, she stopped wiping the makeup for a moment. Her smile teased. “This is my glamor vanishing cream.”
I laughed. “You’re beautiful without makeup.”
“Often I feel as though I am two women. One is very ordinary. One is a star.”
“Which do you like the best?”
“The ordinary woman. And you, which woman do you prefer?”
I chuckled. “I like ordinary. Your ordinary is extraordinary.”
She continued removing her makeup. “Your answers are very short. I wish to know more about you.”
“Like you, I’ve known adversity.”
Her eyes averted my own gaze. “Of course, you’ve investigated me. I am a suspect, so you are aware of my past.”
“Yes,” I admitted. “Your early life was difficult.”
“There was poverty, but always there was music. Once placed in school, my greatest joy was singing. Music that once made hunger less harsh also made the convent less lonely.” She placed her cosmetics in an oversized handbag. “Beryl, thank you for protecting me.”
“It’s important that you’re safe.”
“I care very much for you…” she began.
Before she could continue, the door blasted open. A drunken Jeremy Howell staggered in. I sprang across the room between the two. “How did you get in here?” I demanded.
“I got my pass. From when I was with Syl,” he slurred.
“Get out,” I ordered.
“Not before I tell this Latina whore something.” He squared the shoulders of his pin cord suit. It was the best polyester money could buy decades ago. His bright jacquard tie was well worn and probably had been purchased by Sylvia. He had too much blood in his alcohol to keep him truly out of trouble. And yet, not enough to keep him out of harm’s way. “Move aside, wisenheimer.”
“Leave now,” I commanded.
“I’m gonna have the cops make you and your broads stop hounding me. Bunch of freaks,” his phlegmy voice muttered. “It’s illegal to bug a guy to death. Both your partners have been nosing around. You been snooping around. Hell!” his burly shoulders lifted.
I barked back, “Tomorrow, I’ll have a court order restraining you from bothering Miss Franco.”
“Shut up,” he said through clamped teeth. Looking back into Lilia’s face, he threatened, “and you better not sign those papers in the morning or your face is hamburger.”
“That’s enough,” I interceded by stepping toward him. “Get out.”
His expression suddenly froze. I whirled back around to Lilia. She was aiming a small handgun in his direction. Her hands quivered. Jeremy was street-wise enough to recognize danger. With a rapid lunge, Jeremy knocked the gun to the floor. Angrily, he turned back to me. His fist swung, landing a blow on my upper cheekbone. I had faltered a second before I unlocked a rocket-fire uppercut. It smashed his jaw. My galvanic anger buttressed him against the wall. He then folded to the floor.
Lesson number one in the femme’s guide to self-defense was that a woman must never fight fairly. Not only was he a large man, but he'd also been imbibing. A drunk’s strength was often increased. A portion of woman’s power was the fact that the attacker believed she was weak. So when Jeremy attempted to push himself from all fours to his knees, I gave a kick to his crotch. He buckled. Moaning through his teeth, he grabbed his priapic area. I pulled him back to his knees by his stained tie. I then delivered another fist to his face. He coughed, spurting blood from the side of his lip. His eyes expressed how truly stunned he was. With a flash of fists, I sent him sailing against the floor with a thud. 
His enormous eyes pleaded as I neared him. “No more,” he begged. With a lobotomized stare, he shrank. “Please! No more.”
I grabbed his jacket lapels and tugged him to his feet. As I shoved him toward the door, I asked, “Does the term castration mean anything to you?” It was a very rhetorical question. He needn’t have bothered shaking his head to affirm. “Jeremy, if you ever threaten my client, my partners, or me again, you’ll be wishing you hadn’t. Next time you bother Lilia, I plan on really impressing you.”
His stumbling footsteps could be heard echoing down the hall. Lilia placed her head on my shoulder. She wrapped herself in my protective embrace.”
“I’m so sorry he harmed you.” She touched my cheek with a downy softness.
Clutching her nearer, I whispered, “I don’t want anyone ever hurting you. I’ll get a restraining order. I’m not certain he killed Sylvia, but this proves he is dangerous. I’m glad you were armed.”
“But I know I could never kill. Even in anger or fear.” She stepped away, turning from me. Her voice was soft. “Before we were interrupted, I was telling you how I feel about you. I find my emotions becoming very strong. Does that make you feel uncomfortable?”
“No.” I swallowed a tight knot in my throat. “I’ve longed to hear that you care. Even a little bit. I’ve never felt this way before.”
“It would make me very sad if I thought you were never able to feel true love.”
Her smile ravaged me. Of course, I was falling in love. It didn’t take my skill as a criminologist to figure that out. Ab inito. From the beginning, I’d known how I felt about Lilia.
After I had taken Lilia back to The Breakers, I considered the unresolved issues in my life. When we parted, it was with an innocent, yet tender, sensual kiss. I returned to The Radclyffe and the loneliness of my stateroom. I slid deeply under the protective wrap of pastel blue silk sheets. 
 Before I had long to interpret my thoughts, I heard an impatient wrap on my door. “Come in, I’m awake.”
Summer turned on the bedside lamp before being seated beside me. “What happened to your face?” she questioned. Her fingers lifted my chin when she examined the damage.
“Jeremy paid us a backstage visit. His was a preemptive strike. I’ve got swelling below my eye, so I’ll have a slight bruise, but nothing permanent. And nothing a little makeup can’t hide. I did return his punch with one of my own. Then I slammed my knee on his gladiator. The guy may have gotten in a lucky first shot, but he’s got marshmallow balls.”
“If they weren’t before,” she chuckled, “my bet is they are now.”
“So how was your night?”
“Same old surveillance. Deb plays with the bad girls. A bunch of snort puppets. But, Trev, Deb is a neat person underneath. She’s a mixed up kid like I was. I’d like to see her clean up. That’s a barefoot walk across hell’s deepest and hottest floor.”
“Drugs give reality great distance. Maybe enough to kill someone.”
“And maybe Lilia killed her lover.”
“Summer, she did love Sylvia.”
“Oh, please! Have you fallen in love with her? Or is it a sex thing?”
“She might move like a sex goddess on stage, but she’s been very sheltered.”
“Lilia knows her way around,” Summer indicated with a sardonic voice.
“I honestly don’t believe that.” I reached to touch my tender cheek. “I’ve got to stop meeting Jeremy like this. He’s upset because we’ve been tailing him. He threatened not only Lilia but also the team. Remind me to warn Rachel about the threat.”
“Rachel must still be out with the guru. How’d you like Helene?” Summer questioned.
“Scam artist, but I understand why the attraction. Why Rachel seems to be intrigued. Helene has a very sharp mind. That appeals to Rachel. But it seems to be a platonic relationship. Almost.” I tried to analyze it. “It’s as if Rachel is seeing Helene as a sister stand-in. They can talk about philosophy. Just like she used to talk with her own sister.”
“I just hope Rachel finds happiness. She deserves it. Her past sucks,” Summer said with great sadness. “Rachel’s own sister is a victim, and the man who did it is walking free. No wonder Rach always half spit’s the words when she’s talking about justice.”
“I get why she’s contemptuous of my past profession,” I admitted.
There seemed to be no more to confess. When Summer closed the door, I was again alone. I watched the inky darkness invade my room. There were etched topaz outlines where furniture regressed. A dappling of moonlight exacted thoughts of doubt I was having.
I doubted my adequacy. Although Lilia was a star, she had told me she cares for me. Perhaps if I were to solve the murder, I would be worthy of her. With that thought, a warm fantasy began. Love with Lilia would be radiant. We would know our erogenous zones by heart. Our snug fit would mutually synchronize.
Admittedly, I craved her more than I had ever desired any other woman. The sweet fragrance of her, the chant of her love songs, and the inspired smile of perfection had become my reason. My own raspy voice whispered true devotion when saying her name. I tightly wrapped the pillow within my hug. I wondered if my heart was actually unlatching.
Pluma was making her own astute observations on love. “Fuck it all, sister,” she squawked. Her headdress bristled. Mine, too. The ‘parrot stew’ warning was no longer intimidating to her. I did ask her to be quiet.
I had hopes that I might dream. And that the dream of Lilia would convert to reality. Dreams could offer love a high shine. I acknowledged love might exist after all. Even total solace seemed to be a love song I’d never before experienced.
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GETTING INVESTED IN a murder case often becomes more dangerous as the time ticks on. That was part of the liability warning listed on the profession’s label. It was the reason I spooked when hearing any echoing pop. An Uzi on full automatic sounded a lot like a car’s repeated backfiring. Drug dealers relied on their arsenal. Minesweepers could cut down a battalion. Our meager detective trio posed a very minor threat. Even if we responded in lightning time, even if each round we fired met its mark, even if our best markswoman, Rachel, weren't reluctant to carry her old service revolver, we would have little chance of survival if we were targeted. 
The team also had memorized the gumshoe anthem. We knew it by heart—death knows where to find us. Challenging one of Florida’s most infamous dealing mobs probably was testing the anthem. Cruz and her gang didn’t take prisoners. I had reminded Summer of that when the three of us were gathered around the deck. It was an informal early morning confab. We stretched leisurely against the ecru canvas sling deck chairs. 
“Hey, why shouldn’t we all go to a beach party? Deb and her group won’t give us trouble,” Summer optimistically argued. “They also won’t trust me enough to give up information.”
“I agree we could use some clues. We’re getting nowhere,” Rachel cautiously inserted. “But are you sure it’s wise for the three of us to be on the same beach as the Cruz gang?”
“Hey, it’s a public beach. And you know the annual Bliss Beach Bonanza will be jammed with lovely lesbians. So why not attend?” Summer asked.
Sipping the sweet-tart ingredients of a frosted Floradora Cooler, I tasted the grenadine and lime. I prided myself on an accurate palate. 
After another sip, I stated, “An evening at the ‘peach and beach’ party on a North West Palm shore sounds terrific. And Summer, we know you want to attend because Debra said she’d be there. Although it might be fun, it could antagonize Cruz.”
“You two are going to become old growlers if you don’t get out more,” Summer chided.
I reminded her as I touched my wounded cheek, “My face still has an eggplant glow.”
“Try a pallet knife with lots of makeup stacked on it,” Summer bantered.
Rachel joined in with Summer’s laughter. I refrained for as long as I could and then gave a quick, supportive laugh. “I’ll need a trowel. Okay, why not. Nothing else seems to be working. We’re drawing blanks.”
“No one wants to talk about the crime,” Rachel’s voice was hardened with disgust. “Powers has warned everyone to button up. I’m having difficulty getting information. And Helene is very, very adept at keeping the conversation on her own agenda.”
“She would be,” I remarked. “Well, something is bound to break. Let’s keep the pressure on. Maybe we can get a reading on our prime suspects by attending the party tonight.”
With a serious glower, Summer quickly corrected me. “I don’t consider Deb to be any more of a prime suspect than Jeremy, Helene, or Lilia.”
“We can meet at about eight o’clock.” I ended the conversation. “Now, I’m going to get my day started by paying calls on a few of my underworld contacts.”
“That ought to take months.” Rachel’s words were swords. “Even my stoolies don’t measure up to your past clients when it comes to the dirtball category.”
“I’m going to ignore that, Rach,” I said with a grimace. “For this evening’s  gala, I’ll fix us up a wonderful little picnic hamper filled with delicacies guaranteed to sweeten you up.”
“Beryl, if you prepare anything that conflict’s with my bikini image,” Rachel warned with a chuckle, “I’ll really show you my acerbic side.”
I stood, grabbing my laptop. “Rach, you couldn’t look bad in a bikini if you wore the pieces backward, upside down, inside out, and covering only your feet.”
I’d been picked apart by both of my partners when the day started. The remainder of the day hadn’t gone any better. I searched out several of my confidential informants. No one knew a thing. I made all the contacts I could and finally abandoned the effort. By that time, it was time for putting together some goodies for the fiesta. 
I got so wrapped up cooking, I failed to watch the clock until the last minute. I packed everything, and then Rachel and I drove to West Palm.
The community soiree was in full swing when we arrived. We found a place on the beach and spread our towels. After we’d unloaded the picnic hamper, and opened the cooler, we relaxed and munched. Summer planned to meet us there after what she reported being an afternoon of dumpster diving out on the streets. She had taken her motorcycle into one of West Palms most crime-ridden areas. I hated to see her go alone, but she claimed that I only hindered her investigatory skills.
On the beach, music with a rumba beat blared. I glanced at my wristwatch. “Summer’s half an hour late.”
“Try your cell,” Rachel suggested.
I quickly phoned the yacht. There was no answer. Then I tried Summer’s phone. “Nothing,” I reported.  
“She’s probably on her way. You know how she feels about people driving and yakking at the same time.”
“Rach, I have a miserable feeling.” It became more miserable when I saw Debra Grant across the beach. She was alone. “You don’t suppose her pals are messing with Summer?”
“No. In fact, here they come now.”
“But they weren’t with Deb. That concerns me. I’d better drive back and check things out.” I tucked my phone into my over blouse’s pocket.
I sped down the highway, gunning my Firebird’s engine. As I drove, I carefully watched both sides of the road in case Summer had encountered engine trouble. Rounding the curve, my suspicion was realized. Summer was at the road’s edge staggering up an embankment. Her body was hunched in pain. Her face was caked in crimson.
Rapidly, I pulled the car over to the side. Tires squealed as the Firebird stopped. My sprint to Summer’s side was brisk. “What happened?”
She pulled away from my grasp. “My cycle is totaled.” Her eyes clouded. She always prided her bike. She even named it ‘Little Priscilla’ after Gert Stein’s vintage auto.
I eased her into the bucket seat. Digging through the glove compartment, I retrieved a first aid kit. A square dressing was held against her forehead. It stopped the ribbon of blood that had been careening down her face. “Let’s get you to the emergency room.”
“Naw. I’m going after Cruz and Hammer.”
“They’re responsible?”
“Yeah. And they’re going to pay for it. They ran me off the road. I knew they were following behind me. Then they pulled beside me to crowd me. They tried to kill me.” She winced.
“Attempted murder. Don’t you see, Summer, they have it in them to kill. They might have murdered Sylvia.”
“Those two might have, but Deb wasn’t in on it.”
“Someone had to get them security clearance onto Sylvia’s property. Just like someone told them that you’d be attending the Bliss Beach party.”
“Deb claims they listen in on her calls.”
My facial shrug was neutral. “I don’t trust any of them.”
“Deb is beginning to care for me,” Summer announced as she looked away.
After starting my engine, my car glided onto the highway. It wouldn’t do any good to argue with Summer about going for medical treatment. She was resolute. I’d keep an eye on her. “In the morning, you should see a doctor.”
“I’m fine, but Priscilla is lost. That cycle was like a friend.”
“I felt that way when I sold my Lamborghini. But now I love my Firebird. I promise you’ll have a new bike by day’s end tomorrow. I’ve never broken a promise to you.”
“That’s why I trust you.”
Her face was pale as a desert bone. I commiserated over her loss. “Poor Priscilla. She gave you the best she had—clear to the end.”
“Cruz and Hammer have a lot to answer for.”
“Not just now. Keep a tally of their crap. We’ll get them later,” I vowed as the car rolled into the parking lot. 
We made our way to where Rachel was waiting. She quickly wrapped Summer in her embrace. “What happened?” she asked.
“Cruz and Hammer ran her off the road. Left her for dead,” I explained.
Anger flooded Rachel’s expression. She then locked her emotion. “I’ve been keeping them under surveillance. Nothing to report.”
“I’m taking a dip in the ocean to clean up,” Summer said defiantly. “And if those two come after me, I’ll be feisty as a shark.”
Rachel looked at me. Her eyebrow lifted. “Shark!”
“Don’t say it, Rach,” I joked. “I’m not a shark anymore. And, Summer, just use the shower by the pier. You’ve got enough blood on you to entice a school of sharks. And the salty water will sting like hell.”
Through her pain, Summer tried to smile at my shark joke. She then cringed. Her eyes filled with tears. She slipped out of her tank top and shorts. Beneath was her bikini and body of steel. I watched as she splashed water from the shower area. I noticed Debra was also scrutinizing Summer. “Maybe Summer is right about Deb,” I commented.
Rachel asked, “You don’t think Deb set Summer up?”
“I’m not sure. We’ll have a chance to find out, she’s coming our way.”
Debra was alone when she approached us. Her pals were probably doing a drug deal, I guessed. “What happened to Summer?”
“Deb, your pals forced her off the road. She might have been killed,” I answered. “But then you already know that because you set her up, didn’t you?”
“No, I swear I didn’t.”
“Right! I believe anything a junkie tells me,” I accused.
Her eyebrow shot upward, and her lips curled. “Where’s your Latina trick?”
My anger snapped. “What the hell do you have against her? Other than the fact that she and your mother loved one another. Did she ever harm you in any way?”
Debra’s head lowered. She wanted to change subjects. “Does Summer think I was in on it?”
“No, she doesn’t believe you’re an accomplice. She cares about you.”
“I care about her, too.”
“Why don’t you tell her that,” Rachel recommended.
“I can’t while Anita Cruz is around. Anita and Hammer are going to Miami later tonight. Will you have Summer call me or come by? I’ll try to explain.”
I faced Debra with my eyes peering into hers. “I’ll tell her. But if there are any more accidents, I’ll be coming after you. Got it?”
“I didn’t kill my mother. I didn’t know they were going to hurt Summer. I swear it’s the truth.”
“Deb, you’re too drugged up to know the truth. So repeat after me, ‘Luck, be a lady tonight.’ Because you’ll need luck if any harm comes to Summer.”
Debra spun away. She walked toward the smudge of coastline that diminished off into an ocean. Rachel issued a deep sigh before stating, “If she knows anything at all about the murder, she’s a threat to us.”
“I believe the only thing we can safely assume when it comes to any of the suspects is that there’s murder in someone’s heart. This is a case where no crybabies are allowed. Someone is going to be found guilty and charged with Sylvia Grant’s murder. And it is a capital offense punishable by electrocution. The public outcry will demand the ultimate punishment for the killer of Sylvia Grant. So nobody wants to get caught.”
“Right,” Rachel assessed. “And they’ll kill again so they won’t get snared.”
When Summer arrived, we gave her Debra’s message. As both Rachel and I had predicted, Summer went to the Grant Mansion.
Rachel and I hung around the beach watching Florida’s fine women. We finished the delicious feast I’d packed, toasted with a couple glasses of wine, and then went back to our yacht. Our hearts weren’t into celebration.
After I’d showered and prepared for bed, my phone rang. It was Lilia. With great anxiety in her voice, she told me she’d been awakened by a sinister, threatening call. She panicked. She went to find the gun where she’d been keeping it in her handbag. It was missing. I asked her if the voice might have been Jeremy. She thought it was, but it was muffled, disguised, and she couldn’t be certain. 
I immediately tossed clothing on. I woke Rachel. I explained I was taking one of the agency’s spare guns from the safe. It would be given to our client—Lilia. I would also tell her to get some target practice in with the new gun. I jotted down the serial number so that we could report the transfer of this firearm to authorities. Rachel said she would report the stolen gun in the morning.
As fast as my Firebird could drive, I raced to Lilia’s side. Her lovely face was stark, and her eyes were intense with fright. She greeted me with a timid hug. She was dressed in a carnation-pink negligee set. After pouring us each a brandy, she sat beside me on the sofa. Our fingers touched softly when I took the delicate snifter from her hand.
“Beryl, I’m so terrified. I kept the gun with me through the day. In my handbag.”
“Where did you go?”
“Only to the attorney’s office. Debra, Helene, and myself—the heirs attended the meeting about Sylvia’s estate. We were to decide if Jeremy should continue as manager of Sylvia’s latest release, and sort the loose ends involved.”
“What was the decision?” I grilled.
“Both Debra and I believed he should receive no additional funds. We wished for his services to be terminated. Helene’s vote was to retain Jeremy. She said karma will be his punishment.”
“Why doesn’t that amaze me?”
“I believe he will now attempt to kill me for voting against him. I’m frightened.”
I was seated away from her, but I neared to pat her hand. Her head rested on my shoulder. My fingers ran through her gleaming hair. “Lilia, I won’t let him hurt you.” I restrained myself from showing more emotion. “I’ll protect you.”
“He frightens me. I believe he killed Sylvia.”
“Lilia.” There was a moment’s hesitation. “I have a question to ask you. Do you know which room Sylvia was murdered in?”
Puzzled, she frowned at my question. “Of course, I know.”
“You do?” My heart stalled.
“She was murdered in our bedroom. The furniture had been moved slightly. I assume that it was moved so they could clean the area. That is why I cried when I was there.”
Her answer confirmed her innocence. I recalled tears streaming down her face when she sat on their bed. Now I wondered who had taken her gun, and why. I’d seen her put the gun back into her handbag after the encounter with Jeremy. “Were you alone with either Debra or Helene this morning?”
“No. Both of them were always near.”
“Elevator ride maybe. Did one of them brush up against you?”
“No. In fact, I arrived late. Helene was unwell and left early. Debra stayed behind to inquire about funds for the estate’s property maintenance.”
Frowning, I commented, “Helene was sick. She must not have taken enough of her energy pills.” I took a final sip from the crystal snifter. “You look exhausted. Why don’t you go and lie down? I’ll stay out here on the sofa.”
She disputed, “The sofa is not a proper place to rest. Please take the bed, you need a good rest.”
“This is fine.”
“Then please at least share the bed with me. It is quite large. And I would feel much safer if you were beside me.”
I attempted to clear my throat. “I didn’t bring night clothes.”
“What is it you normally wear?”
“Nothing,” was my sheepish reply.
“Then there would have been nothing to bring with you.” She smiled. “I’m certain that you will behave properly. You’ve given me no reason to believe otherwise.”
We entered the plush bedroom. Lilia slipped off the outer portion of her negligee set. Remaining was a filmy gown. Beneath was Lilia’s magnificent form. She slid between the sheets. Then she dimmed the light. In the darkness, I flung my clothing off and joined her. I stayed as far on my side of the bed as possible. When I fluffed the pillow, I wondered if my arousal would require me to bite a chunk out of my fist.
With each breath she took, I was reminded how near she was to me. And there was the distance of propriety. 
I considered what it would look like if I lost control. What if I kissed her or tried to make love? I certainly wasn’t purity personified. My prior profession was one of releasing villains on the world. The only infraction Lilia had in her background was going over the convent wall. My world was a street world where I ran wild. Her world was enclosed. I had admittedly led a promiscuous life. Her world was chaste. She had shared love with one woman. Sadly, I’d shared sex with many.
She stirred. My arms were as if cuffed, and my legs in leg irons. I clung to my side of the bed, barely daring to breathe. The warmth from her body reached me. Again, she moved. I turned to her. “Can’t you sleep?” I quizzed.
“No. I hope that you will not misinterpret my request. I haven’t been held since Sylvia was alive. Will you please hold me? Just hold me.”
I took her in my arms. Her silken gown glided next to my flesh. I shuddered as our breasts brushed. Hers swelled against my own. I counted her heartbeats. The touch of her skin made me yearn for her. Thoughts of being reeled into her gentle embrace were etched upon my mind. I savored her image as she slept. Each soft breath and each blink of her eyelids were being committed to my memory.
Her arms curled around my waist and my heart nearly lifted from my ribcage. Within my grasp was her hair. It cascaded down across the pillow. We were near enough for me to kiss her face—her lips, and to share her warmth. Yet my carnal desires were shackled.
After all, she trusted me. To betray that trust would be sadder than weeping sunshine.
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WE HAD AWAKENED in one another’s arms. It was the most splendid morning my life had known. It was a belonging. It was finding my home. But I wondered if Lilia’s heart was discovering the same home. One thing was certain. Lilia Franco was the woman I was beginning to love.
Over morning coffee and croissants, I learned her true biography. The background checks had not revealed the woman. It had not told me that she always carries a supply of lemon drops. Nor had her favorite beverage been stated on the reports. She enjoyed lemonade. Her favorite meal was paella, followed by a dish of fresh strawberries. Her favorite things were rainbows, sailboats, yellow roses, and her guitar. She played classical guitar, violin, and some piano. She read biographies and had a love for poetry. She played tennis, loved soccer, collected paintings by women artists, and had a sense of humor. 
Lilia referred to her life as paparazzi purgatory.
No one would have guessed that she preferred wearing cutoffs and a t-shirt to being perfectly gowned in designer threads. Nor that she preferred going without makeup than to be meticulously coiffured and painted. She would rather walk in bare feet on the beaches than be on stage. She revealed her true self to me. Things she would never have told a TV interviewer or magazine reporter, she divulged. 
She had found great comfort in the convent. And she never performed without saying a rosary first. She cried when she told me that she missed her family—the family she’d left behind. She missed the flavors and textures of her homeland. And she told me she felt safe with me.
All that she told me made me love her more.
That morning my trip back to The Radclyffe was jammed full of the most extraordinary array of information. I’d gathered a treasure trove of data about a lovely woman. 
My partners had started their day’s work. I entered the office and sat at my desk. Rachel glanced up from her computer. First, she told me Summer had taken our directives. She went to the clinic to get checked out. The reports were she has no broken bones, and the scrapes, scratches, and bruising would go away. 
Rachel then expressed the opinion that since Summer spent last night with Debra, it must have been a curative love session for the two youngsters. I didn’t doubt that for an instant. The intimacy shared hadn’t done Summer any harm.
“And your night?” Rachel inquired.
“Innocent. Very lovely. Lilia likes yellow roses. I called an order into the florist before I’d even left the parking lot at Breakers.”
She stopped tapping the keyboard. “Yellow roses? Innocent?”
“And lovely.” I shuffled papers. “Anything to report on the case?”
“I called the bank. The teller who was there when Sylvia found out about Deb siphoning funds gave me an earful. Sylvia had suspicions, and that day she was livid about the amount. Deb had been seriously tapping her mother’s accounts. She’d had accessed all the numbers of all the accounts to extract cash. The day before Sylvia’s murder, she’d frozen her account.”
“Not conclusive evidence, but it was a motive. I’ll call Sylvia’s attorney and find out if she had actually made an appointment to sign a codicil. I’m guessing not. It was probably only on the night in question that she’d threatened to change the will.”
“By the way, I contacted our insurance company. They’ll take care of hauling Summer’s motorcycle. Also, issue a check. There was no denying it was totaled. The agent said they were just glad they weren’t making out a death benefits check.”
“Summer used up one of her lives on that crash. What’s on your schedule for today?” I questioned. 
“I thought I’d talk with Grant’s maid again. Time jiggles memories. Then I’ll go back down to Homicide and ask Tom Powers why there’s a page missing from the medical examiner’s report.”
“A missing page?”
Rachel frowned, “I discovered it this morning. The way it jumped from one area of the autopsy to another wasn’t right. And the page numbers were absent. Something’s missing and I intend to find out what it is.”
“If Powers doesn’t cooperate, maybe we can offer to broadcast the location of the murder.”
Rachel chuckled. “You’re awful, Beryl. No wonder you were such a wonderful defense lawyer. You’re vicious.”
“You know me, it’s vi et armis.” I laughed. At least Rachel was teasing me rather than blaming me for all the wrongs of society.
“Force and arms,” she repeated. “That sums it up.”
She was back to accusing me of single-handedly crippling the judicial system. Beryl Trevar had jammed the courts with retrials. With one redirect after the next redirect, I’d emptied the prisons. “Have you spoken with Helene today?”
“A quick chat. Nothing pertinent. I do like to stay on top if it.” Rachel’s eyes narrowed. She appeared pensive. “You know, I actually do like her. In her own way, she’s a very interesting, alluring woman.”
“Don’t tell me you’re falling for her?”
“Not at all. She’s not my type. But as a person, or a friend with benefits, I do like her. She’s like no one I’ve ever known. We’re not romantic. Just sex-mates. There’s mellowness in her demeanor. But there aren’t feelings like you have for Lilia and Summer has for Debra. I think we’ve got more than our share of detective-client relationships.”
In an attempt to muffle the subject, I spoke in my sanctimonious attorney voice. “In fairness, I’ve never fallen for a client before.”
She shrugged. “Jeremy seems to be the only suspect we can agree on.”
“And nobody wants to sleep with him.”
“Right.” Rachel grinned. “So what are you doing with your day? Maybe we need a new slogan. Love ’em and litigate ’em. But, Beryl, we should all consider this. Unless it’s Jeremy, one of us is hanging out with a killer.”
“Maybe I’ll sit here and dream up a new code system for us. Something more relevant to our new image of romance. You know, the old one is outdated now.” In tight spots, the trio often used nonsensical codes allowing us to communicate with one another. We use the code name ‘Agatha’ in honor of Agatha Christie. For example, we’d say ‘Poor Aunt Agatha will miss seeing you. She will arrive in ten days. Now you’ll be left out of the will.’ And translation, ‘we’ll move on the count of ten, and you take out the villain on your left.’ 
Rachel joked, “Now it’s more on point to say, poor me, my lady did it.”
I chuckled. “I don’t relish thinking about any one of us being let down. However, as board members of Trevar Investigators, we each have a signed contractual agreement to protect the lady I’m interested in. So let’s just hang on to the slogan we have, and hope we never have to use it on any of our ladies.”
“Beryl, I don’t want to see you or Summer get hurt. Be careful.” She turned back to me. “Oh, I almost forgot. You might be interested in this. Anita Cruz owns a small warehouse in Little Havana. It’s rather a hike from Palm, but she might have planned it there to keep her pharmacy away from her selling turf.”
“Maybe her headquarters is in Miami because her brother ran his operation out of there. I’d planned to call on Jeremy later, but I’m getting nowhere with that. I do need to talk with him about his telephone threats to Lilia. Not that I mind being her protector. I can call on him later. I’m never in any hurry to see him in his shorts. This Miami deal sounds much more promising. When Summer returns, we can stop by the motorcycle showroom where she can pick out a new bike. Then we can take it on a trip to Little Havana. We’ll do an inspection of Anita’s premises.”
“Be careful. Your brand of investigation is becoming a contact sport.”
My fingers glided over my throbbing cheek before I said, “I’ll try to be careful. Pain seems to be the least of my troubles. I’m worried we’ll find conclusive evidence that Deb’s pals are involved in the murder. I’m also concerned about Summer hanging out with Debra.”
Rachel’s eyebrows lifted. “Are you more frightened of her getting harmed or of falling back into her old lifestyle of drugs?”
I paused. “Summer now lectures against the evils of drugs. Debra lives in a drugstore. The odds might be even. However, I believe in Summer. She’s now into building her body instead of allowing drugs to demolish it.” 
Grinning, Rachel surmised, “Summer would probably insist on Deb smoking only filter-tip marijuana. And only shoot up vitamin E and snort rosehip and dolomite.”
“Time will tell,” I responded. “In the meanwhile, Summer and I shall fill our day with a Miami reconnaissance.”
As the day progressed, things didn’t go as planned. Summer selected an updated version of her beloved motorcycle. The rub was that it needed to be serviced and wasn’t going to be ready until later in the afternoon. When I still insisted on going to Miami’s Little Havana, Summer said she would ride along with me. She didn’t want me to run into Cruz and Hammer alone. And, she stressed, they might be there. They had not returned to the Grant Mansion.
It was a fairly quiet trip to Miami. By the time we arrived, Summer and I were both famished. We went to our favorite little restaurant in Little Havana. I sipped a mango flavored batida milkshake and feasted on Palo Milla steak, rice, and black beans. Strong Cuban coffee and churros topped off the meal.
Conversation was sparse. Both Summer and I realized there were extenuating circumstances concerning our romantic interests. We also realized that if the murder were solved, the tension between us would ease. That made us impatient to solve it—and impatient to get to Cruz’s warehouse.
We circled the block where the disheveled warehouse was located to survey the area. There were no signs of the vehicles that we knew belonged to any of the gang. After parking a block away, we strolled past the vacant warehouse.
“This stakeout is a waste of time,” Summer muttered. “Dull surveillance!”
“We’re going in. Is that enough excitement for you?”
“Is breaking and entering an abandoned warehouse exciting? You tell me.”
I gave a hearty pound on the door. Nothing. With my ear pressed to the door, I concluded, “Vacant. But there’s been movement. Not a speck of dust on the door handle.”
“If they’ve come and gone, we’re too late. If we get caught going in, we’ll have a B&E on our records.”
“Naw. I’ll plead the necessity defense. We’re breaking because there may be an emergency. We need to avert greater harm. Higher law demands take over. A technicality.”
“You’ll spring us?”
“Sure. There’s even a thing called jury nullification. It’s where the jury goes against the law and goes by their own conscience. Ain’t law great?”
“Most criminals haven’t got a clue those laws are on the books.”
“If they’d paid my enormous fees, I would have told them.” I took out my small leather case of selected implements. Guiding the lock pick slowly into the chamber, I jiggled it until I felt a release. “Don’t you just love gadgetry,” I exclaimed as the door swung open with a grating creak.
“Hope to hell Cruz has heard of the necessity defense.”
We walked cautiously into the dank, dark warehouse. Summer sniffed. “Smells like a compost heap gone wrong. Whew. The chems just hit me. Their litter box needs changing.”
“That means someone needs to change it. And when they do, they might just talk about the crime.” I reached into my shoulder bag for a small flashlight. We inspected the premises. The flooring was dilapidated and each footstep squeaked. Between rotted wood and the stench of chemicals, stale air hung like a vapor cloud. I whistled through my teeth when we spied a table holding all the properties to manufacture most of the drugs of choice. “Cooking up a bonanza!”
“I tally big bucks.”
“Let’s check to see where those stairs lead.”
“If Cruz returns and catches us here…”
“Summer, we’re armed.” The weight of my nine-millimeter pistol was a constant reminder. Beretta justice at its best. We climbed the rickety wooden stairway to see if they stashed the money in an empty loft area. “A perfect vantage point.”
“Trev, are you nuts?”
“Quit being dainty.”
We sat on the splintery planks. “I’ll have enough wood in my backseat to float to Casablanca.”
“Be patient, Summer. This may be the break we need.”
“I got some jokes,” Summer offered. 
I refused to answer to acknowledge her stash of incessant attorney jokes and she sulked.
When we heard a noise, we were both suddenly silent. There was a slam when the door flapped completely open. A thin spine of light came from the door as it fanned. We heard muffled voices. I recognized Debra’s first. Then Anita spoke. I hoped Hammer was odd woman out. I peered over the loft’s edge to confirm that there were only two. A dull light bulb had been turned on. The women walked to a table of chemicals. I put two fingers up to let Summer know they were sans Hammer. 
Without warning, the board beneath us snapped and the ledge gave way. We plunged down eight feet to the ground amid a spray of rotted lumber. The air was thick with dust.
Summer bounced to her feet. “We were in the area and thought we’d stop by,” she uttered.
Cruz had pulled a snub-nosed revolver. She pointed it directly at Summer’s head. “Not funny,” Cruz announced.
“I nearly forgot,” I said through spurts of coughing from the dust, “you have no sense of humor at all.” I stood, brushing the dust from my legs.
“You’re trespassing. I should shoot you both,” Cruz threatened.
Debra neared the light. She was sporting a black and blue eye. “Why didn’t you stay away?” she asked.
“She hit you?” Summer angrily asked.
“It was an accident,” Debra replied. She was lying and everyone knew it.
“Hey,” I said as casually as I could under the circumstances, “we don’t want trouble. Our partner is listening. I’m wired and this is being transmitted and going on to tape. Rachel will call the cops. They’ll raid this place. Arrest you for drugs and murder. You won’t get out of the bucket until you’re ready for Social Security. Surely you don’t think we’re stupid enough to come in here with no backup?”
Summer grimaced in my direction. “No one is that flipping stupid,” she commented.
“You two bullshitting me?” Cruz asked.
“No. I’ll prove it.” Cautiously I opened my shoulder bag. “Don’t get nervous, Cruz. I’m just getting the microphone out. If we lose contact with Rachel, you’ll experience an immediate badge stampede.” I pulled out a dead mic that I’d been meaning to get fixed for weeks. I figured Cruz wouldn’t recognize an inactive bug. I held it up for her to inspect. “We don’t want trouble. Drop your gun. We’ll go amicably. When we’re out of here, we’ll tell Rachel not to call in the cops. She doesn’t hear from us and you’re throwing a cop party.”
“How do I know you won’t call the cops?”
“We’re trespassing. We don’t want our private investigator’s licenses revoked. And we sure as hell don’t want to end up sharing a cell with you or Junie Mae.”
“She’s telling the truth,” Summer backed me up. “Neither of us dig wrestling.”
“That ain’t funny,” Cruz said. She then lowered her gun in compliance. 
When it hit the ground, Summer passed by her. Their glares at one another were raw heat. Suddenly, Summer’s fists became weapons. She smashed Cruz’s jaw. Cruz crumbled. Summer yanked her to her feet. In a fit of fury, Summer then threw her against the table. Both Cruz and the table overturned.
Summer yelled, “That’s for Priscilla.” She then dumped over a tank of chemicals. “That’s for Florida.” She kicked an adjoining table, spilling drugs across the room. A large plastic drum continued to roll for many moments. “And that’s for the hell of it.” Her eyes blazed.
“Who’s Priscilla?” a bewildered Cruz asked.
When Summer started back toward her, I hooked her arm. “Leave it.” I lifted the gun I’d retrieved. “I’ve got her revolver.”
Anita Cruz scrunched when Summer passed her. She looked up at me as I filed by. “Is that your fuckin’ idea of amicable?”
“Under the circumstances, it’s as friendly as she gets.” After emptying bullets from the cylinder, I tucked the gun in my bag. I could pitch it into the Atlantic drink’s wilderness on our drive home. “From here on, it’s lollipops at ten paces.”
Summer approached Debra. “Deb, come with me. We can help you get cleaned up. Help you live again.”
Debra’s mouth moved slowly. “I can’t.” Her head sagged as she walked to Cruz’s side. “Just go,” she said with a trembling voice.
 Dejectedly, Summer trudged to the door. I was in her wake. When we were on the pavement in front of my vehicle, Summer spoke for the first time. “Last night meant something to me. Just not to Deb.”
My arm looped her shoulder. “She’s hooked. It isn’t the real Deb. You know what it’s like. Come on. Let’s get back to Palm. Your brand new bike must be ready by now.”
“Thanks for getting the bike so fast.”
“Summer, one condition,” I joked. “No using my coupe-pate, my batte a cotelette or my melon-baller on your spark plugs.”
The return trip was less tense. We joked about the afternoon, talked about Summer’s new bike and discussed the lunch. 
After arriving back in Palm, I dropped Summer off to pick up her new motorcycle. I called Lilia and was told she had received another threatening call, so I decided to check in with Jeremy. Lilia reported that she recognized Jeremy as being the caller. He was too drunk to disguise his voice.    
A quick check of my wristwatch indicated that I had time before dinner to pay Jeremy a little visit. A thick drizzle of rain tapped on my Firebird’s hood. A gush of late afternoon rain was promised within the hour. A pale wash of oyster-gray covered the skyline and my mood.
I was getting damned good at slamming Jeremy to the ground. And he was giving me every reason to continue practicing. The crunch of gravel under my deck shoes became louder as I rushed across the parking lot. I pounded on Jeremy’s door.
“Yeah?” he snarled.
“Room service,” I mumbled.
When I saw the slit of the door opening, I gave a hearty kick to pop the chain. A stubble-bearded Jeremy stood before me. His curly sprays of hair were untamed corkscrews jutted from his head. Pouches under red-veined eyes were droopier and puffier than usual. Even his dewlap was baggier. Below one eye was the purple marking from our last encounter. It was fading, and so his memory must have been fading, as well. He hadn’t recalled my not liking it when he bugged Lilia.
“You ain’t room service,” his reedy voice challenged.
“Very perceptive. And you aren’t Nostradamus. So stop trying to predict the health and safety of my client.” I walked past him. I then made myself comfortable in a chair. I didn’t need an invitation. We were old acquaintances.
Jeremy was dressed in a pair of boxer shorts and undershirt. He slipped into his shoes before pulling his robe over his mulish shoulders. He needn’t have bothered on my account. I wasn’t visiting to steal a look at his dangly parts. The very thought of his scrotum hanging like empty wine skins could easily have served as lesbian public relation’s material.
He sagged into a chair opposite the one I’d taken. “What you want?” He made a catarrhal noise as he leaned toward me. “Who taught you to slug that way?”
“I attended a very exclusive slugging academy,” I replied peevishly. “And I’d rather not get any practice in today.”
“Yeah, me too.” He rubbed his jaw. His ball-bearing eyes squinted. “So what you want?”
“Jeremy, I’m told you’ve been making some phone calls. You’ve got a bad case of dialing fingers. It had better stop.”
“I’m makin’ no calls.”
“Sure you are, pal. And every time my client is disturbed, I’ll be paying you a visit. Next visit will be far less friendly than this one.” I paused, glancing around the disheveled room. Nothing had changed. It was just as filthy and discombobulated as ever. My glare then planted directly on his. “I’m going to bring along my terminator mentality. You know, Jeremy, I have a theory on humanity. Life began as thick soup made of tiny organisms. People like you never came out of your swampland state. I don’t like you, pal. You battered Sylvia. For the life of me, I don’t see what she saw in you. Even as a manager, even as a fake-hubby, you are no prize. You gave her fits. You may have murdered her. Now, you’re harassing my client. Don’t. Don’t continue those bad genetic habits.”
He scratched his skin-ruffled neck. “You can’t just keep bustin’ in here. I’ll call the cops.”
“Call them. It would make a nice break from calling Lilia. You have no reason to harass her. Sylvia wrote the will that excluded you. She fired you. She wanted you off the payroll and out of her life.”
His pallor was becoming a patchy heather color. “I had a beef with Syl. It coulda been fixed.”
“Hope springs eternal.”
“I never offed her.”
I rubbed my chin a moment. As if in a contemplative mood, I uttered, “At best, you’re a louse.”
“You look at me like I crapped in your mess kit. Hell, Syl wasn’t easy to be with.”
In pari delicto. “So you were both to blame? You were a real prince. Just a comfy old slipper. What a plinth you were for Sylvia.”
“I did her bidding.”
“But your bidding, or shall I say, business practices, left a great deal to be desired. I hear you dipped in the books.” I read his expression and was correct. I crossed my legs and eased back into the chair as if I might spend the evening cross-examining him. “All this time, Sylvia must have known you were ravaging the old cash box. For old time’s sake, she allowed it. Old times got tiresome and expensive. Right?”
“Christ, you want a human sacrifice. I borrowed money. First lucky streak I was gonna repay her.”
“The tricks you get up to. Gambling, huh?” That was part of the equation I hadn’t confirmed until now. Although it had been alluded to, it was obvious he didn’t blow his money on accommodations or wardrobe. He was probably paying his bookie on the drip. Then the payments weren’t coming as quickly as the last-place horses spun around the track. Notes were coming due too quickly for his salary to soak up. “Very naughty,” I stonily spoke.
His gaze was parked on the wall, but his eyelids flapped. “I’da put the money back.”
“Did Sylvia know about the gambling?”
“We each had our own recreations. I had my ponies, she had her sweety dolls.”
“Her recreation didn’t cause her to embezzle your money.” I paused. “By the way, how’s your buddy Helene?” His mission-white face told me I was on a roll. “She told me about your deal. She claims you’re a terrific tipster. Too bad old Loma can’t predict the horses.”
“Get outta here.” He lurched to his feet.
“Relax.” I remained seated. “I’m talking about the deal where she gave you her vote to stay on as manager. In return, you’d keep your mouth shut about feeding Loma information on Sylvia. You were supplying Helene with the inside poop on Sylvia so she could scam the lady. You and Helene are a couple of real bookends.” I belatedly stood and walked to the door. His bewildered expression told me it might take some time for his gears to mesh. “You all had your hands up Sylvia’s skirt trying to get into her pockets on the sly. She probably had bad dreams about octopuses.”
“You can’t prove that crap about Helene and me.”
“You must think I only have half a brain and that half gets no use. Of course, I’ll prove you were conspiring to defraud Sylvia.”
“Damn. I stood by Syl when she was singing her way out of the gutter. With me, she got her cover for bein’ lesbian. It was a good deal.”
“A terrific deal. The woman is dead. You held her up with threats to expose her sexual orientation. You beat her, stole her money to pay your gambling debts and might have killed her. What a deal you were.” I opened the door. The broken chain dangled. I gave it a tap. “I’ll send you ten bucks for the chain. Don’t ever call Lilia again. She was Sylvia’s very best deal.”
I guessed that Jeremy subscribes to the old Palm Beach credo that a man should make at least one bet a day. Otherwise, he could be walking around lucky and never know it. However, in Jeremy’s case, if he were lucky—it wasn’t with the horses. And certainly, by his mere presence, his luck didn’t rub off on those around him.
When I arrived home, I immediately began cooking dinner. My need for tinkering with rations seemed overwhelming. The kitchen was the very niche in which I would contemplate. I relished the time by myself with only the sound of blues playing softly in the background. When I finished the herbal salmon and salad, Rachel entered the galley. 
She surveyed the menu. “I hope I’m inhaling the fragrance of your corn muffins.”
“Your sniffer is on target. To be topped with fresh Southern pepper jelly,” I answered.
“You can always become a chef if your career as an investigator folds.”
“Rach, my career seems to be fading even as we speak. Hope your investigatory skill surpassed mine.”
“Not much exciting. No confessions. I took the liberty of calling Sylvia’s lawyer. There hadn’t been an attempt to change her will. I did finally get the Grant’s maid, Tina, to spill what she’d told the police.”
I leaned back against the island counter. “And?”
“The day before Sylvia’s murder, there had been a violent argument between Sylvia and Lilia. Lilia was angry about Helene’s influence on Sylvia.”
“We knew that. Lilia admitted they’d been having problems.”
“I persisted with my questioning until the maid told me about the conversation. From what she told me and the police, it was the affair between Sylvia and Helene that caused the blowup.”
“Affair!” I disputed. “The affair was nonexistent. Lilia didn’t like Helene trying it on.”
“Helene claims they were in the midst of a very hot, torrid affair. And Tina seemed to verify that it was what the fight was about. Tina also divulged that Sylvia had told her she might temporarily move into Helene’s condominium until Lilia’s next movie or tour. But Sylvia cautioned Tina never to tell Lilia of her plans.”
“I don’t believe it.”
“According to Tina, it was Helene that told Lilia of Sylvia’s plan. That’s what provoked the fight. And it was a fight. Lilia screamed that if she couldn’t have Sylvia, no one would. Sounds like a threat to me. And sounded like a threat to the police.”
I squirmed. “What if this Tina had a grudge against Lilia?”
“She doesn’t seem the type. In fact, she very much likes Lilia.”
“It might have been something said in the heat of passion,” I defended. “Or maybe it was misinterpreted in some way by Tina.”
“Beryl, face facts. There must be something to it.”
“You can’t be serious about anything that charlatan, Helene, has to say.”
I slid a grape into Pluma’s cylindrical cage. She had twittered in indistinguishable thanks before she squealed, “Look at them bazookas.”
Rachel and I laughed. I shrugged. “I wish I could teach Puma some Latin.”
“Not all that legal crapola. The foul language is preferable,” Rachel teased.
“Naw. I’d teach her to say amantes sunt entres first thing.” 
“Right. And it means?”
“Lovers are lunatics.”
“Shakespeare said that lunatics, lovers, and poets are on equal ground.”
My chuckle blended with hers. “Your parents did everything to teach you about the Bard and that’s the best you can come up with?”
Rachel paused. “What did your parents teach you?”
“Their heirloom wasn’t education. It might have been a lesson in survival.”
Rachel realized she had touched a nerve. She excused herself to return to her computer. 
I reflected on my past. My parents were nearly always drunk. They cursed and were physically violent with one another when they were home. For that reason, I made every attempt to stay away from home. By the time I was a teen, I was staying out all night. Libraries, movie theaters, and all-night coffee shops were my fortresses. The books I checked out were usually on boating, law, and mystery. They were my armor against loneliness. Reclusive hours in the library must have paid off. I received a scholarship. It was my down payment out of the projects. It placed me away from the mental ghetto.
Years later, I looked into myself to see a person still searching. My recent search was for love—as well as a killer. I wondered if I might receive a citation-of-valor medal for my efforts to capture Sylvia Grant’s murderer. I also wondered if that medal would break my heart.
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I HATED PAYING for information. 
Informants often misrepresented the importance of their scoop. While they often feared being a rat, they also were usually very greedy. And confidential informants also often lied about what they’d tell. Money may talk, but it wasn’t always truthful. Palm Beach’s royalty, those old dukes and dames, had a saying for everything. Good judgment, they contended, came from experience; experience came from bad judgment. 
So my experience with informants had not always yielded sterling truth. But I didn’t dare turn away anything that might solve this case. 
One of my informants, Jesse, called to tell me the word on the street was that it might have been a bungled robbery attempt. Although it didn’t make sense when I’d heard it, I agreed to meet with her.
I entered the dingy little café. It brought back emotions of childhood poverty. All the grim reminded me of my youth in many filthy, haunted houses and apartments. My eyes searched the sad tables with sad people. I scarcely recognized Jesse Sanchez. She had deteriorated. She was enough of a wreck during our last encounter a few months previously. Jesse’s appearance verified that the creator was hunting her down. And was in hot pursuit. She’d become a hooker to keep her junkie status. She’d become a street person. Her clothing was tattered. Her hair was greasy, and she should have been doused with a flavored body spray. Jesse had let herself go. She was anxious—she was furious with life. 
And, well, she should have been, I considered. Her life was dismal. Her lips were thick with agony. Her eyes darted with mistrust. Her tarry teeth were beginning to crumble and evacuate their blistered gums. Her pasty complexion was as cratered as the moon. Small multiple skin pustules were scattered like freckles over her face. Her stick-like figure forecasted doom. She was on her way out.
My heart broke plenty when I saw women in her situation. “Jesse, what info do you have?” I questioned almost before I was seated.
“I heard maybe Sylvia Grant was killed in a burglary. Someone at the shooting gallery said so.”
Although I’d already discounted the story, I listened intently. There was no unexplained trace evidence left by a stranger. The killers had used a club or bat—missing and mopped footprints from the floor. Drug addicts were not known for being neat and tidy. They usually never sanitize a crime scene. 
“Jesse, it’s tough to believe a junkie could gain access to the house. And there wasn’t any evidence. I need something more than weak speculation. Names of those saying it was an addict. Something. Anything.”
Her head lowered. “I never heard names. But if you can spare some cush, I’ll listen for names. I could use a hit.”
“Maybe you can help me. Jesse, you know Anita Cruz. You worked for her brother. Have you seen Anita lately?” I inquired.
“Yeah. Saw her a couple days ago on her boat. I noticed because one of the guys said it was a real speedy outfit. It could probably give the cops a real fast chase.”
My heart began beating faster. The rig had obviously been stolen because Rachel’s check into vessels registered in Cruz and Hammer’s names turned up empty. “Tell me everything you can remember about the vessel.”
    “I’ve seen the rig speeding down the Intracoastal Waterway a few times.”
“You’re positive it was Anita?”
“She even waved. It was called Blue something.”
“Blue. Think hard. Blue what?”
“Blue fin….” She paused. “Blue Fin’s Laura. My sister’s name is Laura, and I remember thinking blue fin is a funny name to go with my sister’s name ’cause she’s always happy. I don’t know where it’s docked.”
“I’ll find it.” Rachel and I had already discussed that a quick craft would be perfect to get Cruz to Miami and back rapidly. And the warehouse was only blocks away from a dock. Also, they could have easily used Sylvia’s dock when they murdered her. Pulled up, entered, killed her, took the incriminating evidence—bat, splattered clothing, and cleanup mop, and pitched it overboard into the ocean. We’d thought about that. But we hadn’t been able to find the paperwork on a boat of any kind.
My plan of action was to rent a small craft. I would scout the docks and private slips along the Intracoastal. I’d check marinas and boat repair shops. Rachel could check on recent boat slip leases in the area, as well as recently stolen crafts. 
“The boat is blue colored,” she added.
“Let me know if you see Anita or her boat again. Look, you’re not my business, but get something to eat. A meal,” I suggested as I slipped Jesse a fifty. Sadly, I realized she’d be dusted by noon.” 
This information wasn’t the break I’d hoped for, but at least I wouldn’t be returning to The Radclyffe empty handed. Even a small lead beat nada by a country mile.
Before I started the Firebird’s engine, I took out my phone. I called Lilia to tell her about my meeting with Jeremy. She suggested a late lunch at an upscale, trendy café. Without hesitation, I agreed. 
I arrived amidst a buzzing luncheon crowd. Lilia was seated and looked as if she might be part of a luxury magazine ad. A soft glow from the skylight above bathed her face. She was wearing a lime-colored sundress with a low-cut bodice and flounce skirt. The outfit and the woman were stunning. I smiled when she removed her sunglasses and I saw her eyes sparkle.
“Beryl, I just arrive, too. I’m so glad you agreed to meet me. I needed to get away from the confines of the suite. Thank you for the lovely roses. They bring me great joy. It is believed by primitive people that flowers feed the soul just as food nourishes the body.” 
“I’m glad they bring you joy. Your smile brings me joy.”
She sipped the ice water slowly. Her lips pressed against the edge of the glass and distracted me. She smiled. “Was Jeremy terribly unpleasant?”
“I admonished him to never call again. I wonder if he gets so loaded he forgets he’s even called.”
“Perhaps he murdered Sylvia during a blackout. She once told me that after he beat her, he often had no recollection of their fight.”
“Jeremy is a very agitated person,” I evaluated. I perused the menu when the waiter appeared. “A crab salad and white wine sounds about right.”
“I should also like the salad and wine,” Lilia echoed.
“Yes, Miss Franco,” the waiter said with a bow.
“He must be a fan,” I acknowledged when he left.
“He is Latin, so he probably knows my music. I feel uneasy when people approach me. That is why I often wear sunglasses. So they won’t recognize me.”
“Lilia,” I began, “I have something to ask you.” She leaned forward. “Did you ever make mention that if you couldn’t have Sylvia, no one would? In reference to Helene?”
She looked away, then back into my face. “Perhaps in anger. Our fights were very emotional. We both said many things we later regretted. Lovers do that.”
“Sometimes, yes.”
“Why do you ask?”
“It was reported that you’d made that statement. The police consider it important.”
Her lush, dark eyes blinked, then her glance tethered with mine. “Beryl, you don’t believe I’m responsible, do you?”
“No. No, I don’t.”
“I need your faith in my innocence.” The waiter placed two frosted wine glasses in front of us. After he had poured, she toasted, “To our future.”
I raised my glass. It touched hers. “To our future.” I sipped slowly. My eyes didn’t leave her face. “Lilia, I hope you have faith in my ability to solve this crime.”
“I have faith in all of your abilities. One is being able to change. I hope you will one day change to permit love. If you cannot love—life is empty.”
“We’re all works in progress.”
The waiter placed chilled platters that brimmed with crisp greens, huge chunks of crabmeat, and artichoke hearts. Spice scents of lemon juice, fresh herbs, mustard, and oil lifted as I poured circles of dressing over my salad. I passed a basket of warm bread to Lilia.
She declined. “The cameras put on pounds, so I must not indulge.”
“I think you look ravishing.”
Our gaze penetrated one another’s faces. We finished the meal with few words, only smiles. Reverting to social chatter seemed not only to lack clarity but also to lack significance. Yet, I wondered if the silence was borne of impossibility.
As I accompanied her to her silver Jaguar, I contemplated the stark reality. She had lived with an enormously wealthy and famous legend. Lilia Franco was one of the most beautiful, talented people and she was internationally acclaimed. She was elite, had status and recognition. 
Contending for a woman like Lilia seemed like an unachievable dream.
She slid behind the wheel. The plush leather seats were the same shade of silver as the rest of the automobile. Lilia placed her sunglasses on the top of her head. When she turned back to me, she tugged at my shirt. Slowly she drew me toward her. Then her lips brushed my face at the side of my lips before settling on my mouth.
When she drove away, I traced the place on my lips where her kiss had touched. I walked to my own car. My knees buckled as I sat. I realized I was trembling. My palms were damp. I imagined her loving me. Then I turned on the radio to hear the forecast. It was going to be a hot, muggy day. But there would be some relief with the ocean’s breeze.
My entire afternoon was spent scouring the Intracoastal for Blue Fin’s Laura. I began with the rental of a small speedboat. I talked with numerous people who had seen the craft at one time or another. She was described as being a 32’ Blackfin Flybridge with a half tower and was modified for speed. Her trim color was more aquamarine than blue, I’d been told. 
Finally, I hit pay dirt. A marine worker told me the craft had been renamed. With that information, I visited a couple of sign and boat painting shops. A hundred dollars got me to the finish line. A painter took care of the job without checking papers. He’d been given double his fee. No questions asked. But through the conversation with the two women, he’d gathered the rig was docked in Boca. That I had not expected. I presumed Anita Cruz might distance a stolen craft away from her digs. So much for presumptions.
The new name of the craft was The Turquoise Debra. It did my heart good to know that Cruz was somewhat of a romantic after all.
With that much information, I decided it was time to head back home. I’d planned a special menu to take place prior to an evening consultation with the trio. But the dinner hadn’t impressed Summer. If her brand new state-of-the-art, luxury motorcycle hadn’t brought her out of a lousy mood, my cooking didn’t have a prayer.
Rachel had commented on the tastiness of each of the courses. The fresh spinach salad, cheese soup, pan-roasted quail in cognac, breaded oysters wrapped in bacon and sautéed with chives, steamed broccoli dressed in sprinkles of almonds, and hot pumpernickel bread had at least been noticed by Rachel.
I’d placed dessert in front of Summer. I had held out hope it might bring her out of her depression. She pushed the crème de menthe, Kahlua chocolate mousse with dark swirling slabs of bittersweet around with her spoon. That was never a good sign when she was too bummed out to enjoy chocolate.
Rachel devoured hers. She complimented me profusely on the dessert. We both watched as Summer pressed the mousse between her lips as if it were a store-brand fudge bar she was being forced to eat as part of a hazing.
 After I poured coffee and was again seated at the dining room table, I began my report of the day’s events. I figured we might as well talk shop over coffee since social chat was zilch. Locating Cruz’s craft was a major breakthrough. However, when I got to the vessel’s new name, I stopped. 
“Well,” Rachel asked, “what’s the name.”
“The Turquoise Debra,” I answered.
Summer tossed her napkin on the table. “A little something to make up for the bruised face. Cruz might as well have named it the toked up, battered Debra.”
“Well, that’s all I have to report,” my utterance converted to a near whisper. “Rach, have you got anything?”
“I played with the computer again today. I can’t get a handle on exactly how Sylvia was murdered. If I had to guess from what data I was able to feed into the system, and extract for analysis, I’d say we’re looking for a very strong perpetrator. Someone hit her with one blow to the head that disabled her. Again, my guess is someone taller than she was.” 
“Everyone was taller than she was,” Summer disputed. “So if you’re blaming Deb’s gang, forget it. I still don’t think Debra was involved. The gang is trash, but I say it was Jeremy. Or maybe Lilia.”
My back stiffened. “I’m convinced it wasn’t Lilia. She didn’t even know where Sylvia was murdered. And before you make reference to my relationship with Lilia—yes, I do have very strong feelings for her. But that would not cloud my professional integrity.”
My admission came as no surprise to any of us. But it had been vocalized, and I was stuck with the consequences. Summer’s eyes blazed. “I knew it. She’s playing you.”
“Summer, I think she cares for me.”
“Save it for the paperback version. She probably lied about threatening Sylvia, too.”
“No,” I refuted, “as a matter of fact, she said she may have said those words.” I was aware that Summer’s idea of truth mirrors mine. False in one thing, false in everything—falsus in uno, falsus in omnibus. “She hasn’t lied to me.” My jaw clamped like a vise.
“I’ll bet you didn’t use your famous attorney cross-examination methods on her either.”
“Summer, I’m no longer practicing. That should make me a much better person. I’m on your side. We both want to capture the killer. And we don’t know who that might be.” I turned toward Rachel. “Still nothing on the missing ME report?”
“My take on it is that they haven’t released it because there was a significant alcohol content in the blood analysis. The missing page, or pages, includes the toxicology report. They’re covering to protect the media’s anti-drug and alcohol campaign that Sylvia was such a big part of.”
“It was the most successful substance campaign in history,” I commented. “And if the paparazzi got wind of it, they would go wild.”
Rachel added, “No doubt her legacy would get papped good. Funny because she said that she didn’t mind media bugging her.” 
“Is there anything going on with Helene?” I inquired.
“Nothing. When I questioned her about getting the information from Jeremy, I got the same wall as everyone else got. She might have inadvertently heard him mention a fact or two about Sylvia, but Loma would never use that kind of tainted intelligence.”
“Tainted,” Summer repeated with disgust. “I think there is plenty of tainted crap coming to light. Let’s get back to the yellow rose of Argentina.”
Our mutual scowls tagged one another. “Investigatory skills and intuition tells me that Lilia could never in a million years be guilty of murder.”
“Hell, no,” Summer ranted. “She from a poor background like you. That exempts her.”
“The facts don’t point in her direction. Even the evidence we do have has exculpatory value where Lilia is concerned. And background has nothing to do with it.”
“Of course, it does.” Summer vaulted up. Her voice went beyond confrontational. “Middle-class kids can be neglected, too. My mother did her Valium, and my dad did his martinis. A kid can live on a cul-de-sac, be driven in a SUV, and still be lonely. My mom was socializing and my dad was doing insurance deals. They might as well have been in a bar. But the shitty part of it was that they found time for my sibling’s sporting events and recitals. That was a way to make client contact. When I put an engine together for a science fair, they were too busy to attend. There weren’t enough potential clients for them to bother. I won first prize. And I was the only kid alone.” She turned and stomped to her stateroom.
I started to follow, but Rachel stopped me. “Give her a few minutes to settle down. I’ll talk with her.”
I cleared dishes from the table. Admittedly, the trio was fast slipping its mooring. Our yacht was no longer the good ship Radclyffe.
From the fly bridge deck, I gazed out at the misty, briny ocean. The night sea was cobalt and very still. The team’s relationship had always been a form of unvocalized love. It was the nearest I’d ever come to asking for love or friendship. I despised the mutinous atmosphere. A faded moon above appeared to be a hoop with a dull chromatic glow.
Life aboard The Radclyffe usually offered a way of sorting life. From the deck, there was the mightiness of the ocean. Waves lapped against her shell. There was an implied whisper with each splash. I eased down onto a bench cushion. My legs tucked beneath me, and my arms wound around my torso. I reflected on how my life had changed since this case began.
Once proud of the trio’s unity, perspective, and camaraderie, I was now saddened that we appeared to be going in different directions. Each of the suspect’s stories had discrepancies. 
Although I believed Lilia to be innocent, not only because of my feelings for her, also I was convinced it was not in her to kill. As for my heart? In the past, I’d been ambivalent about giving my heart over. If my heart was in a lockbox, there was a reason. If I were fortunate enough to win her love, I would change.
If Lilia and I were together, it might require that I return to law. That would be the only way I could move in Lilia’s financial circles. That would mean disbanding the trio. It would also mean I would live in a quiet, locked-down area—gated. I’d need to carry a briefcase and wear court clothing. Although it sounded like captivity, I vowed to be okay with it. Total surrender depended on her feelings for me.
Rachel suddenly appeared. She’d changed into a nightgown with violet and rosette designs. Her vanilla mist scent reached me. I smiled. Her moonlit eyes were onyx and requested permission to stay. I patted the cushion beside mine. “Have a seat.”
Looking like a seraphic painting, she gently sat. Her arms circled me. My eyelids shut. “Beryl, want to talk about it?”
I answered, “I don’t understand Summer’s anger.”
With a quiver in her voice, she said, “We all have anger. If I didn’t bury my anger, it might run away with me.”
“Do you want to talk about your anger?”
Her eyes closed a moment. “No. One day, maybe. For now,” she said as she stood and offered me her hand, “it’s time you and Summer put this bickering behind you. We need one another.”
“Yes.” I obediently stood. “I’ll go down and talk with Summer now.”
Rachel returned to her stateroom, and I knocked on Summer’s door. “I just want to talk.”
“Come in.”
When I reached her bedside, I leaned to kiss her forehead. “I’m sorry. Can we end hostilities?”
Her smile lifted. She wrapped her arms around my neck. “Yeah. I’m sorry, too.”
“Summer, about your crush on me,” I said followed by a pause. “Did you notice how quickly it disappeared when you felt something for Debra?”
We both chuckled for a moment. Then I tucked her into bed, turned out her light, and went to my stateroom. There I would attempt to wave off the rockslide of problems. I wanted to ignore the cries from my stranded heart. I needed to delete the stress that seemed woven into my nerves. Or maybe all those problems were bogus.
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I HAD MADE a morning trip around the area that yielded empty clues. I then returned to the yacht. After boarding The Radclyffe, I realized there was too much silence. I’d noticed Rachel’s car in the marina’s lot, but there wasn’t the usual music coming from our office. 
When I entered, Cruz and Hammer were waiting with a gun to Rachel’s head. Rachel was being threatened with extinction. Icily Cruz instructed Hammer to shoot her if I gave them any trouble.
“Well,” I began the conversation, “permission to board not granted, but then I’m a tad late for that.”
“Shut up, bitch,” Cruz yelled at me.
“We don’t know where Summer went,” Rachel’s words were laced with artificial calmness. 
“Is she with Deb?” Cruz questioned. “Answer me!”
“I just got here. Rachel says she doesn’t know,” I replied
Hammer brandished her weapon as if she were waving a flag. “I told you she wouldn’t be here,” Hammer huffed. “Deb’s back at her old lady’s place.”
Cruz gave me a shove against the wall as she passed. “If your partner is with Deb, I’ll kill her.”
Cruz was halfway down the gangway before Hammer released Rachel. When she was out of sight, Rachel grabbed the phone. “I’ve got to warn Summer. Deb called this morning. Summer went to see her at the Grant Mansion.”
As I rushed to the door, their vehicle was squealing away from the parking lot. “Keep trying her phone. I’ll try to beat them there. We’ve got to warn Summer. If you get her, just alert me.”
Driving as rapidly as I dared, my Firebird took a sharp turn. My plan was to go an alternate route so that I wouldn’t encounter Cruz and Hammer. I would enter from the ocean side of the mansion.
I parked behind a nearby wall. Grabbing my gun with a holster from the glove compartment, I fastened it around my shoulder. I then scaled the stucco wall. Decorative bars trimmed the restraint’s top. I grasped them to assist my vault over. My landing in the corner bush wasn’t the easiest I’ve ever had. But the brush provided great cover, as well as a few minor cuts on my arm. Scoping out the land gave me a few ideas. I caught a glimpse through the gates of the driveway. Cruz’s car door was fanned open. Summer’s motorcycle had been overturned. Muffled sounds came from the terrace. Cautiously, I rounded the corner. I took my Beretta from its holster. Voices were becoming clear. 
Then I heard Summer scream. With gun drawn and aimed, I stepped carefully away from the building. Summer was on her knees with her arms being held behind her by Hammer. Cruz was in front of her, smashing her fist into Summer’s face. She clutched Summer’s hair and yanked it. Debra’s shriek allowed me to make my entry going unnoticed.
“Don’t move!” I shouted. I edged behind Cruz. My gun rested directly at the base of her skull. “Tell Hammer to release Summer,” I commanded.
Hammer’s teeth gnashed against Summer’s ear. “I’ll bite her fuckin’ ear off.”
“And I’ll blow your boss lady’s head off,” I challenged. “Then your pal’s brain will be hash, and Summer will need her ear sewn back on. And a tetanus shot. I can take both of you out and not have even an itsy bitsy conscience qualm.”
“She’s bitten ears off in the ring,” Anita Cruz dared me.
“And I’ve shot heads off before,” I lied. I tapped the gun barrel against her head. “You tell her to release Summer now. The term hair trigger comes to mind. And at this range, it will be very messy if my finger taps the trigger. I’m going to do just that on the count of ten. One…”
“Let her go,” Cruz ordered. “Hammer, I said let her go.” Her face was going titanium white. Her pulse was beating rapidly against the gun.
“Two. Three. Four…”
“I said let her go. Hammer, you fuckin’ asshole! Are you trying to get me killed,” Cruz screamed. “The bitch’ll waste me.”
“Five, six, seven, eight...” My count was rushed.
With a shove, Hammer released Summer. Summer fell forward. After shaking her head, she regained her balance and stood. She moved toward Cruz with a menacing walk. Her punch landed directly against Cruz’s jaw. Cruz soared through the air, landing in a large bush.
“No more,” Cruz pleaded. Her bloodied hands were in front of her face.
Summer whirled around rapidly. She lifted a huge potted plant. She hurled it against Hammer’s stomach. Hammer staggered, then slumped to the ground. As she buckled, she fought for air. Her loud groan went all the way from her empty skull to her socks.
Half lifting, half pulling, I extricated Cruz from the shrubbery. I gave her a shove. “Take ‘Jaws’ and get out of here. Don’t come back without an invitation, or you’ll think this was a wellness festival,” I warned.
Cruz helped Hammer to her feet. They began to back away, and then Cruz stalled. She smirked in Debra’s direction. “You’ll come back to me, Deb,” she predicted. “You need me. You’ll need your next fix. And you don’t have any cash until the estate is settled. Yeah, you’ll come crawling back to me. You’re an expensive baby.” To Summer, she said with a glower, “She snorts more in a day than you make in a week, kid.”
Summer wiped the trail of blood from her nose. “She has another option. She can kick the habit. I did.”
With a sway of my gun, I dispatched the duo. “Move. And don’t hurry back.” They made a hasty retreat.
Summer grinned. “Partner, you showed up just in time.”
“I’m just a good-timing woman,” I joked. “You okay?”
“Fine. I do think I’ll put in for hazardous duty pay.”   
I nodded as I eased my pistol back into its holster. “You almost lost your dangling earring. Hammer was trying to swallow it.”
Summer laughed. “I’d have been more upset if she swallowed my ear.”
“Good thing you’ve got two ears, because I wasn’t going to part with my weapon.”
“You looked serious,” Debra commented.
“Anytime I draw my gun, I’m very sincere about it.” I sat on the lounge chair, expelling a huge sigh. “I don’t mind telling you, this ordeal has tired me.”
Debra reached across a fully stocked refreshment cart. “I’ll pour you a drink.”
“Make it a Scotch. And make it two husky fingers high,” I instructed as I leaned back. “Hell, make it an entire fist’s worth.”
“Well?” Summer suddenly questioned.
“Well, what?” I asked.
“About hazardous duty pay?”
Summer would have made a wonderful businesswoman. As a private investigator, she wasn’t too shabby either. “It can be arranged,” I answered. 
The Scotch was just beginning to relax me when my phone rang. It was Rachel. I immediately began explaining that there had been a slight altercation, but all was fine. She corrected me. Everything was far from fine. Her normally cool voice clamored the news. Lilia had just called. The police had taken her down to headquarters. They were about to book her for murder.
As I was driving toward police headquarters, Rachel told me that they were planning to charge her with the murder of Jeremy Howell. They found her gun at the murder site. Her prints were on the gun. Jeremy, Rachel reported, was shot to death two hours ago in his motel room. One of the motel employees saw a Latina leaving his room. The gun was then found near his body. It didn’t take detectives long to find out that the gun had been registered to Sylvia.
With the speed of light having nearly been achieved, I entered Lieutenant Powers’ office.
“Beryl Trevar,” Powers greeted me with his usual measured disdain. He hadn’t bothered to remove the well-munched cigar from the side of his mouth. “Why do you always turn up just when I need a friend?” he sarcastically asked.
I sat on the corner of his desk so I could look down at him. “Lieutenant, you know the old saying about it being better to have a wise enemy than a foolish friend. Here I am. I’m all the enemy you could wish for.”
“Jeremy Howell also had one too many enemies. It looks like your client was one of them.”
“You book her, and I’m back in the courtroom before you can light your next cigar. You’ve got nothing on her,” I objected. The palm of my hand smacked a pile of papers on his desk. “Remember, her gun was reported missing.”
“Great disappearing gun act,” he chided. “There’s going to be a million versions of what could have happened to that gun. The one I’m concerned with was where it was found. Trevar, a Latina was seen coming out of Howell’s room. She was wearing scarf and shades as a disguise. But the hair was long, medium dark. Sounds like Lilia Franco to me.”
“Was it a positive make?”
“No positive ID,” he admitted reluctantly. “But try this one on for size. Franco has recently fired a gun. A ballistics proof positive. It was her gun.”
“How did she respond when you said she’d fired a gun?”
“She claimed you’d loaned her a gun. Since she’d never shot it before, she went to a firing range to practice. Said you suggested she acquaint herself with it.”
“I said that. And it is logical and easily confirmed. Have you checked out the firing range yet?”
“We’re in the process of doing so now.”
“It seems strange someone would take the trouble to wear a disguise and then leave an important piece of evidence like a murder weapon. With fingerprints, no less.”
“Maybe she got spooked trying to get away and she dropped it.”
“That is gibberish mixed with speculation, and you know it. You’ve got no positive ID. Your investigation is incomplete, and you’re about to book my client. We’re talking police harassment. False arrest—” 
He interrupted, “She reported Howell was bugging her. Maybe she’d had it.”
“And I’ve had it with this trumped up charge. Lilia Franco is known all over Florida. Why would she show up in broad daylight to kill someone?”
“Frightened of the dark. I don’t know. Anyway, she tried to hide her identity with sunglasses.”
“That wouldn’t be hiding her identity. She constantly wears sunglasses when she’s out. And what motive would she have?”
“Suppose she found out he killed Sylvia Grant. Revenge.”
“Does she look anything at all like Charles Bronson?” I huffed. “You have no case.”
“Fingerprints on the gun.” Arrogance swept across his face.
“I’ve conceded it could have been her gun. It wouldn’t have been unusual for her fingerprints to be there. But whoever stole it made certain not to touch the handle. That’s the oldest frame in the books. Give me a pair of surgical gloves and a fingerprinted gun, and I’ll show the courtroom how it’s done.”
Powers called his assistant into his office. “Okay. No charges for now.”
“She didn’t kill anyone.”
“She’s guilty as sin about something. Gut feeling.” His squint was working its way toward certainty. 
I responded, “Maybe it’s your indigestion. Or maybe ESP. You could team up with Loma.”
“Tell your client not to leave town. She’ll need to turn in her passport. And I’m holding you responsible if she runs.” Powers blew a puff of smoke in the air. “I’ve never seen so many lesbians on one case. I’m just glad,” he muttered, “my daughters are all normal.”
More than one of Pluma’s quotes came to mind. But I settled for a milder rebuke. “Tom, in days of old, I’m sure we would have all been burned at the stake for our sins. Life back then just wasn’t as forgiving as it is today.”
His assistant pointed toward the door. Lilia hadn’t been taken to a holding cell before they began a cursory interrogation. I scurried to the interrogation room where she was being held. Her eyes were bewildered—frightened. I walked to the table where she was seated. As I leaned down, she clutched my neck. She then stood, our bodies pressed tightly. Her head rested on my shoulder. I wiped her tears with reverence.
We left as quickly as possible before the photographers could gather. Under gauzy skies, we scrambled to my Firebird. Her mouth idled before words spilled. “Beryl, I didn’t kill anyone. I know I could never kill.” Her lips were as resolutely set as marble.
“Tell me every move you made this morning.” We sped onto County Road. 
“I went to a shooting range in West Palm. Then I lunched at Testa’s in the garden patio.” She closed her eyes, remembering. “I had lemonade and a sandwich. The waiter asked me for an autograph. I signed a slip of paper he had given me.”
“Do you recall his name?”
“I didn’t see his name.”
“Can you describe him?”
“Cuban. His accent was Cuban. Not tall. Very thin. He told me he also likes lemonade. I told him when I was a young girl in Argentina before my father lost his fortune and we were left destitute, we had a lemon grove in San Miguel de Tucuman. Those were happy days. That is why I care for lemonade.”
“And lemon drops?”
“Yes. It reminds me of the fragrant trees from my childhood memories. My family was a long line of Spanish colonists. They began the groves. My father was a very romantic figure who chased women. After his money had been lost, he moved his family to Buenos Aires. Then he abandoned us. The convent school agreed to take me in. It was very difficult to be sent away from home.”
Her conversation answered many of my questions. Infidelity happened when there was the theft of a heart. She believed that.
In silence, we entered The Breakers. When she was delivered to her suite, I returned to the streets to find a killer. Or killers. My resolve was strengthened by knowing that we both shared difficult pasts. Fate had shoved us around. Fate had also allowed me to find Lilia. And to fall in love with her.
When I arrived back at the yacht, Rachel commented that a day ago she had interrogated Jeremy. She reported he’d said, ‘Cash me in. I’m wiping the dog shit offa my shoes and getting outta town.’ “Those were his parting words to me.”
“He’s certainly been cashed in. So what did he have to say before his parting words?” I inquired.
“He said we were driving him batty. He was headed back to New York where they knew how to deal with freaks.”
“The freaks of New York can rest easier.” I gave a sigh. “I’m going to pay Helene a visit. After all, she’s a partner of sorts with Jeremy.”
I hated to go back out. I was tiring. I would have loved to sit back and relax the afternoon away in the sun. Maybe plan a lovely meal. But I had unanswered questions. I wondered if Helene might clear them up. The drive to Helene’s was quicker than I thought, and my questions weren’t really formed. 
She invited me in to sit. “Why is it every time there’s a murder, you drop in on me?”
“I thought I’d drop by to pay my condolences. I mean, Jeremy and you were close.”
“I see Rachel is the brains behind the operation.”
“That must be. Because for the life of me, I can’t get an accurate count of Jeremy’s enemies.”
Helene’s expression was one of pure amusement. She loosened the plunging neckline of her coral satin caftan. Large and luscious boobs bloomed from her loungewear. Her eyes steamed, her voice was sultry. “Beryl, we all know Jeremy was a two-bit hustling dog. He probably did kill Sylvia.”
“Would that have ticked you off enough to kill him?”
“No. Karma is a universal truth.”
“How about some Palm Beach truth?” I decided to spit out my supposition. “Why did you take Lilia’s gun? Did you intend to frame her from the first? You’re a schemer from way back. I’m sure you turned the gun when you were in the attorney’s office with Lilia and Debra.”
“You’re carrying Lilia’s banner pretty high. Suppose you do actually get her cleared of suspicion and then she dumps you? You’ll wish you would have played hard to get.”
 “I don’t play hard to get. I am hard to get. Alis volat propriis,” I quoted.
“What?”
“It translates ‘she flies on her own wings.’ Maybe I’m tired of my own singularity. Maybe it’s time I stopped being frightened of getting dumped by someone I love.”
I realized I’d probably continue to bridle my emotions until the case was solved. I was also impatient to find the bona fide culprit. The delay seemed excruciating. It was all becoming reminiscent of trial work. I was experiencing a very long recess on a very major case.
After the abbreviated interrogation with Helene, I was restless. I knew hide-and-seek came well before find, but my search was on. I spent part of the afternoon hunting down The Turquoise Debra. I rented a small speedboat for my trip down the Intracoastal. Sure enough, the craft was conveniently docked near Cruz’s condominium in Boca. The waterway provided a terrific runner path between Boca Raton, Palm, and the warehouse in Little Havana. 
Anita Cruz provided the drugs for street deals in Miami. Plus, she furnished the Gold Coast’s exclusive parties with lines of imported coke. She was cornering the market. And, I noted from the swank address, she was living in luxury. She resided there without fear of being apprehended. I wished her all of the false confidence in the world.
My outing had paid off. I sat at the helm of the runabout rental and pondered what to do. My quandary was settled when I heard the drone of an airplane. Above was a single-engine plane circling. If it was a drug drop, I was at the wrong place, at definitely the wrong time. Although I wanted to explore The Turquoise Debra, it would need to wait.
With throttle full, I took leave. It was easy to figure that they kept their stash aboard the craft they’d stolen. If the Coast Guard pulled them over, they could ditch the boat. That kept the secured luxury condo clean. My guess was Hammer probably stayed on the craft when there was a cache of coke aboard. Speculative, but standard.
My search had been cut short. At least I had verified where the gang docked their boat. For the rest of the afternoon, I planned to do some follow-ups. I first went to the shooting range where Lilia had practiced. I did a little target practice myself, as long as I was in the area. Lilia had definitely been there, several staffers confirmed. The nice thing about celebrity—people remember. 
My next stop was to check at Testa’s to further verify Lilia’s alibi. My partners had planned to continue calling on the suspects of their choice. As the old adage went, it was the friction in the oyster that caused the pearl to develop. Goddess knows the team was trying to cause friction. 
It was late afternoon when I arrived at the famous restaurant. I was seated in the garden patio. I ordered a Jumbo Lump Crab Cake and a slab of Key Lime Pie. I would purchase an entire strawberry pie before leaving—for dessert after dinner. That might cheer Summer up, I thought. The team was stymied. Summer was grumpy. My yummy meals hadn’t improved my partner’s dejected spirits. And I realized my baking couldn’t match the restaurant’s award-winning delicacy. Strawberry pie would give a lift to all of our spirits.
I had asked to be seated at the same table where Lilia had told me she’d lunched. Sure enough, the waiter had served Lilia Franco. “Miss Franco is muy guapa. Very, very beautiful.” 
“And you’re certain of the times?”
“Yes. I tell the police exact times. It is stamped on her order and was on her credit card. I would remember that, no matter. She is beautiful.”
“I agree,” I replied with a smile.
“Yes. My heart, it beats for her.”
Mine too, pal, I thought. “Thank you very much for the information. I appreciate your memory.”
He gave a slight bow. “I remember the exact time. I looked at my watch to see if it is near the next shift. I hope my friend can see Miss Franco. He comes late. But I tell him she was here.”
Her alibi was solid, I considered. Like a barnacle on a keel, I was going to continue insisting that Lilia couldn’t have been involved. I ate the crab cake without really tasting it. I’d eaten part of the pie before savoring the zestiness of the lime. If that continued, I guessed, my palate’s culinary credentials might be challenged.
It was becoming dark by the time I returned to the yacht. Rachel reported that Summer had called to tell us she was spending the night with Debra. I gave Lilia a quick call before returning to the office for a mini-meeting with Rachel. I reported the events of the day. We sat opposite one another as we exchanged a multiple-possibility of theories.
My fingers combed through my curls. “I’m wondering about the day Lilia met with Helene and Debra at the attorney’s office.”
“And?”
“Rach, it sounds plausible. I asked about the seating arrangements. Helene was in the middle. She was near enough to have picked the gun from Lilia’s handbag. In fact, Lilia just remembered Helene complained about stomach cramps. At one point, Lilia said, she did slump down.” I paused a moment. “Lilia’s handbag was on the floor. Helene had been fanning herself with a scarf or something. Lilia wasn’t sure about that. Lilia poured a glass of water for Helene when Helene insisted on taking one of her herbal pills. That might have been when Helene snatched the gun. If she used the scarf, she could have preserved Lilia’s prints.”
“It’s possible. Helene is a pickpocket extraordinaire. But how did she know Lilia kept Sylvia’s gun in her handbag?” Rachel inquired.
“Lilia always took care of holding Sylvia’s things. Sylvia might have mentioned it to Helene.”
“Right. So first Helene gussies up to look like Lilia. Then takes the gun with prints intact. Shoots Jeremy. And finally, she drops the printed gun like a calling card.”
“Rach, it is a possibility Helene wanted to frame Lilia. She’s got a rap sheet and she’s into gimmickry. She’s built an empire with her cunning. So why not?”
Rachel’s frown dug into her forehead. “Why would she want to blow Jeremy away?”
“Who wouldn’t want to blow Jeremy away?” We both snickered. “Seriously, Jeremy had been involved with her deception. She might have figured his mouth spilled too much after it had sipped too much. She killed him to keep him quiet.”
“Anything more on Sylvia’s murder?” she asked.
“No. I hate that admission. Rach, I hate it with all my heart.”
Her eyes gave a hasty glimmer. “You got that one right.”
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WHEN THE TAWNY glow of morning light entered my stateroom window, I woke to thoughts of how the case wasn’t going anywhere. It was taking on a fossil form. I always liked expedient resolutions. Trevar Investigators, Inc. seemed to be grinding to a halt as far as this investigation. Plural, I corrected, investigations, as we were now also looking for the murderer of Jeremy Howell. How could they not be connected, I conjectured. While the list of crimes increased, the list of suspects decreased. With Jeremy’s demise, we scratched off one of our prime suspects from the first murder.
Morning reports were simply shorthand versions of the prior day’s activities. Summer’s few words were via telephone. Debra was no longer pledging eternal love. She wanted to keep her options open. That translated to the fact that Deb needed the drugs and danger provided her by Anita Cruz, et al. Summer was going to fill her morning taking a long motorcycle ride. Midmorning she planned to resume duties. It was her way of dealing with disappointment.
After a shower, I slipped into a t-shirt, denim shorts, and I stepped into canvas deck shoes. Casual, since I didn’t plan on doing much more with the morning than taking a walk on the beach. My soul needed revitalization.
As I walked the shore, I appreciated the neatly folded pleats of sand. The ocean’s waves were tiered. Their splashing made me aware of how alone nature was. Probably as alone as I felt. I studied the curlicues of foam left behind by the tide. To my side were green knobs of earth that stood like turrets of vegetation. Behind the hummocks was a road.
My barefooted amble took me to the edge of the ocean. The wetness beneath my feet cooled me. Looking back, I studied my footprints. They were fading tracks—analogous to the evidence of this case. Time distorted clues. Memories crowded behind new memories in the minds of those we’d interviewed. There was an impending urgency to solve this case before it became an unsolvable leftover.
I squatted down to examine the coruscating pebbles and shells as they blinked. No amount of diversion took my mind from the problem. I questioned my ability to solve the case. Though Summer believed my desire for Lilia was skewing my objectivity, I was certain that wasn’t the case. Trevar’s Team was hitting certain barriers that needed to be broken down.
My mind scoured the information. The tireless searches within the investigation hadn’t yielded the break we needed. I chastised myself for possibly missing a clue along the way.
Finally, as I turned to go back, I viewed the shifting dunes that were off to my side. They were comparable to the trio chasing our tails. Erosion happens. Earth had a lot of it going on. Everything brought me back to the unresolved murders. One positive thought—Lieutenant Powers was also, undoubtedly, tearing his hair out over the case. And I had considerably more hair to volunteer.
When I arrived back at the wooden steps leading to the road, I sat to dust sand from my feet. Rachel called and reported she was having lunch with one of the women who worked in Homicide Records Department. Maybe the missing medical examiner’s report would surface. By process of elimination, we had determined it was the toxicology section of the report. The trio was starving for any disclosure, no matter how relevant.
By the time I reached The Radclyffe, my mood had shifted at least another couple of times. I quickly perused the Shiny Sheet. The Palm Beach Daily News was affectionately known as the Shiny Sheet because of its high quality—heavy, slick paper.
Glancing up, I saw Summer enter. She slumped down onto a kitchen stool. “Any news?” she questioned.
“Nothing in the Shiny Sheet. Things have gone quiet about the killings. Palm has gone quiet.”
“We have gone quiet,” Summer mumbled.
“Was your ride okay?” I questioned.
“Sure.”
I poured orange juice for us both. “And?”
“I stopped by one of Cruz’s hangout bars to run a couple leads. I checked on Cruz’s ex-lovers. No match on the dark-haired Latina, who blew Jeremy away. Seems Cruz likes blondes and redheads. Not that I figured there was a connection.”
“Good to check for hidden corners.”
She paused to take a drink. Frowning, she added, “There was one other lead.”
My body leaned forward. “It was?”
“One of the punks at the bar said she’d heard that a radical anti-gay group might have been involved in some way. They didn’t like Sylvia performing at the AIDS benefit. And there were rumors about her being lesbian. That didn’t thrill them.”
“Any names?”
“Get this—they call themselves Hand of God. They’re based out of Miami. They vilify gays. Some religious project of hate. God tells them they’ve got to save the race. White, straight, male-dominated—you know the profile.”
“Crime-spree material?”
“Not that anyone can verify. There was talk they’d become proficient with explosives. The target is abortion clinics and gay bars. A batch of zealots making their statement.”
“A batch of hussies!” Pluma croaked loudly.
I laughed. “Now you’ve set Pluma off.”
Summer teased, “I don’t know why we keep that foul-beaked bird around.” Standing, she went to Pluma’s cage. She pressed her face near Pluma. “You’re a rotten tailed little bird.” 
Pluma cocked her head. “Batch of hussies! Batch of hussies.”
Summer reached through the bars to tickle the bird’s head. Summer’s sinewy strength could take her body through steel walls, yet she had the gentle tenderness of eaglet feathers when she wanted to show her soft side. 
Summer was a difficult person to interpret. When interrogating a suspect, she would look away wistfully in another direction. With a lackadaisical gaze at the wall, she’d even hum. Yet later, she could recite the conversation verbatim. She had that look now.
“Anything else going on?”
“There was a woman’s wrestling playbill hanging up in the bar. Hammer has a match tonight. I’m going to check out Hammer’s famous clothesline chop. We might need to know how to counter it.”
“I wasn’t aware there was a counter for it.”
Summer took another sip of juice. “I’ll make one up. I like to exploit the enemy’s weakness.”
I turned, nearly killing my own whisper. “I hope you don’t ever need to try it.” Hammer was a great deal stronger, brawnier, and battle savvy than Summer was. After a quick, cautionary glance back in her direction, I muttered, “Please be very careful.”
I immediately called Rachel to suggest that she pay a visit to Miami’s Hand of God Society. She was perfect for the assignment. Her credentials are in order, certainly. Rachel has snob appeal. The attitude was developed as part of her being the daughter of a wealthy, conservative Southern judge. Cross that with her terrific acting ability, and if she couldn’t get the scoop on them, no one could.
I spent the remainder of the afternoon going over files and making phone calls. By late afternoon, Rachel called back with her report. The group leader was so impressed with her shammed-up background that he offered her a free membership. He explained their anti-sin formulae. Those leprous fags could die on an island. Anyone killing a fetus should be hung slowly by the neck and other extremities. Those assisting should be blown apart. Their arsenal, he bragged, was busting at the seams. Guns and ammo were stored in the Dakotas. The last paragraph of their propaganda stressed that they abhor violence.
Rachel herded the conversation to the Grant murder. She wondered if that was a boast-able issue. No, they hadn’t participated in the killing. But because Sylvia supported those malicious, diseased sex fiends, he figured the killer should be decorated. Sylvia shouldn’t have tried to help those pansies, he ranted.
Mr. Hand, as Rach referred to him, was a very righteous, married father of ten. He was teaching his children his beliefs. He found out what Rachel thought about both his organization and his organ when he attempted to pin her against the office wall. He slipped his hand up her skirt, and she gave him a knee to his groin. Mrs. Hand could breathe easier for a week or two while Mr. Hand nursed his wound.
That provided me with enough chuckles to get me through the afternoon. 
I had just begun refocusing on the files when a messenger arrived with a small package. Inside, on Breakers stationary was a handwritten note from Lilia. She invited me to dine with her. Included in the package was a soon-to-be-released CD. Sylvia’s final release. While getting ready for dinner, I played it. Sylvia’s lyrics were of hope. She sang that love awaits each heart. For love was the heart’s true home. I not only wanted to find a home for my heart, but I also wanted to find out who killed the singer of those haunting, lovely lyrics.
Dressing for dinner with Lilia took longer than my usual chore list. Scrub clean and cover my body was my normal routine. For Lilia, I needed Rachel’s nod of approval when I pulled garments from my closet. I settled on a canary yellow dress pant and floral top set. By the time I arrived at The Breakers, I had glanced at my watch to see I was very nearly on time.
When her door opened, Lilia was absolutely luscious. Dressed in a sheer coral pullover blouse and body tight pair of bronze-colored slacks, she was magnificent. Around her neck was a long, dangling scarf that fell across her breasts. Coral, aqua, melon, and ivory colors were brightly coordinated.
Just as the meal arrived, Lilia received a telephone call from her agent. They spoke in Spanish, and I decided Lilia’s voice was even sexier in her native tongue. She motioned for me to pour wine. The dinner cart had been placed beside the table. The steaming dinner was ready to be served. Candles were lit, and the room dimmed.
When the conversation was finished, Lilia hung up but continued speaking in Spanish. Then she quickly stopped. I told her in Spanish that we could continue the evening conversing in her language if she liked. 
“My agent speaks very unreliable English. She has often transposed dates, so I make it a point to discuss business with her in Spanish. But English is as comfortable for me by now as Spanish,” she replied.
After the waiter had left, she motioned for me to be seated. In front of me, she placed the appetizer. She had selected a salad capped with salmon, steamed with lemongrass, and encrusted with pistachios. “Excellent cuisine.”
“I didn’t know what you might enjoy, so I ordered a variety. The entrees are tournedos and also one of my favorites, blackened duck with caramelized vanilla sauce.”
“Sounds divine. Oh, by the way, thank you for the CD.”
We extended the stemmed tulip glassware high and clanked them. “To Sylvia,” she toasted. “The world will miss her songs.”
“Lilia, I want desperately to find her murderer.”
“You will. I have great confidence in you.” Her fingers curled the goblet’s stem.
“Your agent, what does she look like?” I suddenly questioned.
Lilia laughed. “She is about five-foot tall. Portly, and in her late fifties. Do you wish to meet her?”
I chuckled at that. “You must think my past has been one of christening every bed in Palm Beach.” I shook my head. “No, I don’t care to be fixed up with your agent. I just wanted a description to see if she matched the woman who killed Jeremy. There’s clearly no match.”
“And why would my agent want to harm Jeremy?”
“I just need to exclude everyone. The question was, admittedly, out of the blue,” I confessed with a laugh.
“I thought it might be your playgirl instincts surfacing.”
My hand reached to touch her fingertips. “Lilia, my past has been wild. But I know I have it in me to be a devoted lover.”
“Beryl, Sylvia also said those words to me. She professed her love, and she deceived me. It was her way to flirt. My father was a philanderer. He had a loving wife, a family at home, and he wanted more. I gave Sylvia my complete devotion. It was not enough.
I replied, “It’s difficult to imagine anyone wanting more than your love.” She looked away a moment and then served the entrée. Her arm touched mine. My mouth went dry. I wondered if she would ever be able to forgive my past and trust me. “Lilia, with all my heart, I wish I’d never touched another woman.”
“Perhaps there was something in your childhood that made you as you are.”
This wasn’t the time to milk tear-ducts with my life story. “I just grew up in a different world than you. I was unsupervised and very lonely. I shouldn’t have been with anyone until now.”
“And now?”
“I wish I could take it all back and begin again. Past loves are meaningless now,” I disclosed to us both.
“Sylvia told me she thought you were probably very good in bed. That night we met, she wanted to make me jealous. Was she correct?” Our fingers brushed, then softly clasped. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to embarrass you.” She released my hand.
“I didn’t answer your question because I wasn’t expecting it,” I replied with a lilt of optimism. “No need to apologize. The question means you’re curious.”
With her sexy voice, she inquired, “That is good?”
“Yes. I believe it means that one day I might be able to show you my answer to your question.”
A smile touched her lips. “Perhaps one day.”
The dessert was rich and decadent slices of sour cream pound cake, topped with berries and rum sauce. Coconut flakes decorated the sauce. Our conversation was virtuously free of references to other women or to love. We discussed subjects that were not in the vicinity of our vulnerabilities. 
After dinner, she played her guitar for me. Her rendition of Sagreras’ El Clibri was one of the loveliest sounds I’d ever heard. Or felt.      
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NOT MANY OF my recent morning awakenings were lovely. Kicking covers from my body, I woke with frustrating mini-dreams that staggered through the night. There were thoughts of Lilia. I’d been engaged in a wonderful dream about Lilia. It began with last night’s parting kiss. 
From there, my dreams degenerated into a shouting match with Summer. That was the obvious remnant of Summer when she returned to the yacht last night. She was in a very miserable mood. She mentioned that Hammer’s famous clothesline chop nearly beheaded an opponent. The wrestler was also sensitive about negative comments from the audience. Summer joked that seeing Hammer steamed was well worth the price of admission. However, Summer was obviously depressed about seeing Debra on the arm of Anita Cruz.
I’d cautioned Summer to be very careful. She’d commented that she’d be fine. After all, she said, I’d taught her everything she knows. My response was just as sarcastic. I told her I may have taught her everything she knows. But I hadn’t yet taught her everything that I know.
She hated it when I talked like that. She retaliated by mentioning that even if Lilia gave me the time of day, she would eventually dump me. Even if she had kissed me and discussed love, it wasn’t anything serious for Lilia. Summer maintained that she was a beautiful, famous woman. One of a kind, she’d remarked. Admittedly, there were enough private investigators to begin a new country. Contrary to the handful of cases where celebrities marry their bodyguards, it wasn’t a likely scenario.
Summer knew I was star struck. I’d always loved films. I was in awe of those who could take me away from my own perilous, neglected childhood. In the movie theater, the story spun me away from the reality of the slums. The screen offered me salvation. The Celluloid pilgrims took me away with them to safety. I rode in Bentleys, aboard stagecoaches and starships. Actors knew the way to Paris, Caracas, Dodge City, and Constellation Andromeda. Movies and books were my truest home. Perhaps, I thought, my adolescence was hurdled with great heresy, but it quelled the pain.
Something from this case had set up my reoccurring dreams from childhood. It seemed to be the final portion of every night’s sleep. When I was very small, some of my first memories were of being alone and contained. My parents would go out drinking, and they often locked me in a closet. I’d press my face near the base of the door for any air that might spill into the stuffy closet. I’d beg to be released. Let me out of here, I’d pleaded. 
And this was my concluding dream of last night. I’d tumbled with incoherent dreams all night long. Life had not allowed me to write my own exculpatory clause for being a person with such dreams. I knew I needed to put all my energy in the real time. I ruminated that was where I’d been delving for weak-to-nonexistent leads.
One thing was for certain, the team was scouring the underside of every rock imaginable. Rachel reported that she would be picking up photos of whacko’s known for stalking celebrities. She would drop the photos by Lilia’s suite to see if Lilia might recognize a mug shot of anyone who might have been around Sylvia before she died. That was a longshot—since the alarm system had been shut down to allow her killer access into the mansion. Records showed that Sylvia, or someone, had turned off the system immediately before the murder took place. That told us she knew the killer. Or the pizza deliveryman.   
While showering, I attempted to gather guesses. Speculation didn’t get anyone to court. My best deductive skills told me that Deb’s gang had done it. Even if some of their clothing had been blood-splattered, they could have easily ditched everything they wore that night in the world’s biggest Laundromat. They had The Turquoise Debra. And the time to have pitched all incriminating evidence overboard miles from shore before the crime was even discovered. 
After dressing in casual slacks and t-shirt, I entered our office. Notes from Rachel and Summer told me they were out. They were exhaustively searching leads. I had slept in after the night of disturbing dreams.
My mind searched for a missing particle. Often cases would come together with a quick resolution. The police had been outwitted, and we were seemingly outwitted as well. Clues were preponderantly stacked against Cruz and Hammer. But it would take admission. Hard and fast evidence was nonexistent.
My thoughts were interrupted by a delivery messenger. In the package was a note from Lilia. It stated that she wanted to give me a gift as a token of her affection and appreciation. I flipped back the lid to see a gold brick-mesh watch. Diamonds encircled its dial. I clasped it on my wrist. 
This case was a jousting match for the love of my lady. Or at least the lady I wanted to be mine. And I had been bucked off my trusty steed. But my meek spirit, under the guise of prudence, had not allowed me to put my head down and charge. I wondered if I believed myself to be boxing out of my weight. Did I honestly believe the case’s solution was going to be revealed by accident or by one random clue surfacing?
I caressed the smooth gold of my new watch. With determination, I rededicated myself to solving the mystery. I had three strikes against me. First, my impatience. I was working with an incorrect motive of ego. Secondly, I hadn’t slept well. Fatigue and frustration can’t find the logic to save their soul. Those two reasons should have been enough to stop me cold. The third strike was self-evident. I planned to go alone into a dangerous situation. That way I would be risking only my own life by entering into a perilous situation. I’d only need to be concerned with my own backside.
I was convinced there was incriminating evidence on Cruz’s boat. I was off to the inferno to find it.
Unfortunately, my drive to the dock where The Turquoise Debra bobbed hadn’t convinced me otherwise. I parked my car what I believed to be a safe distance away from the slip where Turquoise Debra was docked. 
I’d only been aboard the vessel a few minutes when I located a bag of cocaine. I was not, however, after a stimulant stash. I’d let the authorities handle that one. Crouching down, I inspected the cupboard’s base. It was hollow but hadn’t been dusted in months, so wouldn’t be relevant even if it were hiding something.
Suddenly, I heard a creaking noise. Turning, I reached for my gun. It was too late. My mystery tour was over. I faced Cruz’s glower. Her snub-nosed revolver was aimed at my head. Cruz moved the pistol around as if directing a symphony. I was a helpless violin player. And prudence required I play her tune. She motioned for Hammer to relieve me of my gun.
“Sensor detectors are really great, ain’t they, Hammer?” Cruz asked with a laugh at her own joke.
Hammer grunted her way to a laugh. Then she commanded, “Get your fuckin’ hands in the air or you’re gonna get your ass shot.”
I wasn’t dumb enough to turn and wave my fanny at them, so my hands pitched skyward. “Okay, okay. Lead in the butt would likely cause a terrible case of constipation,” I replied.
“Shut your mouth and reach higher,” Cruz directed with an abrasive laugh. “We’re gonna take a little float up the Intracoastal. I’m fed up with you!” Her anger was building. She sneered at me. “Wanna ride that’ll take us out to the big blue sea?”
“Thanks anyway, but I don’t want to get seasick,” I declined.
“You won’t be on the sea long enough to get sick,” Cruz mimicked.
The implication was a sock in the shorts. I was to be taken a few miles out. Pitched overboard, and with lots of bullet lead to weigh me down, I’d sink in record time. “Cruz, you’ll be the prime suspect in my murder. You’ll be joining your sorry, simpleton brother in the slammer. Killing me is your ticket to the junkyard with bars.”
“Nobody’s touchin’ me. And my brother will be comin’ out soon.”
“That prospect ought to thrill society. But your brother is a turnstile criminal. He’s a punk, and you’re his junior.” I paused watching anger in her eyes intensify. Now I figured was the time to go for the confession. A confession spun from the security of knowing I’d never make it to the witness stand. I repeated, “A punk. Even if you committed one of the most notorious crimes of the century, you’re still a simpleton punk. Want to tell me why you killed Sylvia Grant?”
Ignoring me, she handed her gun to the wrestler. She ordered, “Toss her gun overboard and keep this gun aimed at her. Bring her up to the helm with us. We can both keep an eye on her. As I remember, she’s slippery.”
Walking slowly to the control room, I felt savaged by the fates. And I hadn’t even gotten a confession. “Rats,” I mumbled.
Cruz readied the boat while Hammer grinned menacingly at me. She frisked me for a wire. The experience was no great excitement for me. She found no transmitter. The old busted mic routine worked only once per customer anyway.
I began scouring the area for escape routes. Off ramps are limited by logistics. There was a wall of wrestler between the exit and me. I attempted to get a bearing. Staying alert for any possible pitch of the boat was crucial. Hammer had no intention of letting down her guard.
When Cruz moved behind the wheel, I made the mistake of turning. A fist blindsided me. Hammer pounded me so hard that I bounced against the control board. While attempting to regain my balance, another blow landed in my midsection. I moaned when my ribs felt as though they might be caving in.
“Hey,” Cruz commanded, “wait ‘til we get her away from the traffic.”
Hammer lifted my body with her huge, bottle shaped arm and threw me on the barely-padded bench. My shoulder thudded as it slammed the window behind me. Crumpled, I gasped for air. Hammer’s thunderous threat was implied with a husky growl. She brushed off her ebony-colored leather vest. Skintight black denim clung to her fire-hydrant torso. I had no doubt she could stop a sixteen-wheeler with her rabbit punch.
If I were to escape, it needed to be on the Intracoastal. Once we were out to sea, my fate was sealed. Verbal confrontation was my best way to create a diversion. I lectured myself that it would also mean at least one more smack from Hammer.
Hammer’s eyes were vicious, tauntingly so. I opted for the outrageous. They wanted me to make a plea for my life. They weren’t going to get that. “Hammer,” I spoke, “tell me about yourself.”
“Don’t be funny, asshole,” she spit words. 
“Levity can ease tension.” I realized by her bewildered face that my casual attitude was driving her nuts. My plan was to keep up the format.
“We got no tension,” Hammer answered.
Cruz laughed heartily. “Naw. No fuckin’ tension.” She was steering her way up the Intracoastal. She glanced back at me. Her eyes were fired up with enjoyment. “You got enough tension for us all.”
“I can’t argue with that,” I said. Recalling what Summer had mentioned about Hammer’s anger over remarks about her hair while she was in the ring, my plan came together. Hammer very nearly went over the ring after the chiding spectator. I needed to produce that kind of anger. I suddenly giggled. “Hammer, what happened to your hair?”
“Whataya talkin’ about?” she confronted me with bloodthirsty eyes.
I needed to keep her occupied while I worked out what was to come after the diversionary tactics were used up. “Guess your last perm cooked your ends. Why don’t you try a good conditioner? It might get rid of those tangles.”
 “You mouthy bitch,” she seethed. “I’ll get you.”
My only chance was to rattle her. While Cruz was at the helm and occupied, I had to get past Hammer. If not, I was destined to go into the big drink. Payment in full for my stupidity. 
“Hammer,” I began again, “a good hot oil treatment is the answer to your split end problem. The next big purse you win in the ring—take that money and splurge on a little hot oil.” 
She gave a saber-toothed laugh. “You ain’t gonna be seeing me again. So don’t worry about it.”
“As long as I’m doing some beauty consultation,” I continued the insults, “you might want to have your teeth capped.”
“What the fuck you talkin’ about?” Hammer demanded. Her face had become a hatchet.
“They can cap your teeth so they aren’t so malicious looking.”
She snorted, “I like rippin’ flesh with ’em.”
“I always say, never piss off a vicious woman. If she tells you that she’ll get you—it’s the one time she isn’t lying.” My little lecture didn’t register.  
But this time, I’d concluded my only chance of making it through her was to leap against her midsection, then give a whirl past her. If I could dance my way out of her reach, I’d rush down the few stairs, and jump overboard. I needed to act quickly because we were approaching a causeway that could take the vessel to my final resting place—or floating place. I’d been called a shark plenty in my day, but the term ‘shark bait’ had an objectionable ring.
I attempted to stabilize my footing to give me the best possible thrust at Hammer. “So, Hammer,” I drawled, knowing this was it, “are your legs getting shorter or have you been putting on a few pounds?”
“I weigh in just right.” Her eyes were on fire, but she stood firm. “Got a problem with that?”
“No problem,” I said, inhaling deeply. “Junie Mae.”
Her fierce eye bulged. She walked toward me. “What’d you call me?”
I lunged, giving a stomp on her toes. Whirling away, I sprang toward the stairway. As I made my leap overboard, I hoped to clear the boat’s wake and not be sucked into the blades. Water sheeted against me. Misty spray filled the air around me. The tug of waves yanked at me as I swam fitfully toward the beach. The exact location, I estimated, was not far from Delray Municipal Beach.
The craft’s motor cut out, and Cruz screamed. She fired four rounds. The hail of bullets splashed very near my head. I continued swimming. Gulping air, I then went underwater until my lungs seemed ready to explode. It seemed to be throwing Cruz off my scent. She probably believed she’d fired a lucky shot. When I was confident I’d lost them, I bobbed upward. There was no sign of The Turquoise Debra.
I cautiously paddled, staying down until I felt the sand beneath me. I quickly raced toward the beach. There was a marina ahead. My ribs ached as I made my final rush to safety. I prayed to the goddesses that my waterproof phone was still working. Although it sounded a little squirrelly, it connected. Rachel wasn’t in the office, and she wasn’t answering her cell. I left a text message, asking for her to contact me immediately. Then I recalled that she mentioned she was planning to stop by Lilia’s suite.
I put the call into Lilia’s. Lilia told me that Rachel hadn’t arrived. She sensed my anxiety. I explained that I was in an altercation in Boca with Cruz and Hammer. And it left me stranded. So, I requested, when Rachel arrived, she should be very careful. Also, we both needed to try contacting Summer to warn her of possible retaliation. 
Lilia insisted on driving to pick me up. I had argued that I would take a cab to pick up my car. Looking down at my dripping clothing, I wondered if a cabby might not have some reservation about taking me anywhere. So I was somewhat relieved that Lilia offered. I’d have time, and plenty of sun, to dry my outfit before she arrived. 
I kicked around the beach’s marina, trying not to look too conspicuous until Lilia arrived. I moved with tentative stiffness to her Jag. As I slipped into the seat beside her, I smiled. “Thanks for the watch.”
She reached, touching my face tenderly. “Beryl, I was so frightened. Do you wish to go to the hospital?”
“No. I’ll be okay. If you could drive me to Boca, I’ll pick up my car.”
As we drove, she argued for me to see a doctor. By the time we’d arrived, Lilia was convinced I was okay. “You say your automobile is near Anita Cruz’s condominium?”
“Yes, I parked it a few blocks away.” I pointed the way, and when we rounded the block, I said, “It’s just up this street.” I saw it, so I then amended, “Or what’s left of it.” My Firebird had been battered unmercifully. It was my stand-in. Cruz and Hammer hadn’t been able to beat the bloomers off of me, so they took the top off of my auto. They had figured it would be somewhere in the vicinity. Found it and pounded it. They’d kicked the doors, cut the convertibles top, and smashed the windows.
The damage rendered us both speechless. I stepped around spraying fangs of glass shard. I opened the trunk to toss in my empty holster. This case was tough on our arsenal as well as our vehicles. I sat inside the car to make a call to Rachel. She had been chasing her tail at police headquarters, thus had her phone off. When I told her about my car, she assured me that she would report it to the police, call a towing company and our insurance firm. My auto body shop would be making a small fortune. The Firebird’s lustrous finish may not have satiated the dastardly due’s daily torture requirement, so I stressed the need to warn Summer. Luckily, Rachel didn’t scold me. 
I got back out of my car, slammed the crumpled door behind me, and began chastising myself in place of Rachel’s reprimand. I’d walked into trouble with no backup. That had nearly killed me and ravaged my auto.
“Rach will take care of things,” I said to Lilia. My attempts to move toward her seemed futile. I leaned back against the fender. Even breathing sent shockwaves of pain through my body. No bones had been broken, but they’d had a pretty good realignment. My head had been slammed hard, and my thinking was still cloudy. I was concerned about my hand. It had finally stopped bleeding, so I tested it to see if it was still mobile. 
Lilia spoke softly, “Beryl, they tried to murder you. You’ve been beaten and your automobile has been severely damaged. I insist that you send me the repair bill and medical charges.”
“I have insurance, and it was my fault for attempting to invade their territory. I knew better.”
We got into the Jag and drove away. When we reached Palm Beach, she insisted that we go to The Breakers. In the parking lot, she turned off the ignition. Before I exited, she took my arm. “Beryl, it is very important. I must say this. I’ll pay you the full amount and the bonus, immediately. I’m asking you to drop the case.”
“You’re firing me?” I asked incredulously. 
“Yes.”
“Have I done something wrong?”
She caressed my cheek. “I’m frightened for you.”
“Danger is an aspect of my profession. Most of my work is dull and procedural.” I balked, “I have no intention of dropping the case. I’m going to solve it. I did something foolish today. Being stupid eventually comes with a price. I paid the price. It’s over.”
“Let’s go to my suite. There you can soak in a hot bath.”
“Lilia, I’m fine. Really, I don’t want to trouble you.”
“You could never trouble me. While taking a nice, soothing bath, you can test if your new watch is waterproof,” she teased.
Laughing, I answered, “I just conducted that test.” I glanced down at the perfectly ticking timepiece. It had also passed the shock absorption test.
Once in the suite, I felt safer. The torment was a thing of the past. Lilia had called room service to get antiseptic first aid cream and bandages for my injured hand. While waiting, she drew a bath for me. She poured fragrant exotic oils that scented the air beautifully. When she left the bathroom to answer the door, I undressed and lowered my body into the water. The warmth of the soft water in the sunken tub felt heavenly.
When she returned, she perched on the tub’s ledge. Gently, she took my hand to examine the cuts along my knuckles. Unfortunately, the wounds were not from battle, but from hastily fleeing. Lilia didn’t care that the injuries were borne of a silly, ennoble effort. She tenderly cleaned debris from the lesions. When rubbing antiseptic cream over my hand, she smiled—it was a benevolent, healing smile.
“Thank you,” I murmured.
“I shall now attempt to ease your pain.” Facing me, she leaned down. Her palms covered my shoulders. With soft circular motions, her fingertips swirled over my neck and upper shoulders. She massaged my clavicle area. Then her light touch slowly rotated to just above my breasts. As if catching herself, she lifted her fingers.
Without considering the consequences, my own hands automatically covered hers. I moved them down until they arched my bosoms. When the nipples became erect beneath her touch, I lifted my hand from hers. Hers remained as we searched one another’s faces. Then she rapidly raised her fingers, replacing them to where they had been near my neck. She glanced away.
“I’m sorry,” I apologized. “I shouldn’t have done that.”
“No. You should not have. I wish you could understand.” Her eyes clamped shut for many moments. Her lips trembled. Her words seemed stillborn.
“Lilia, I should have had more respect for you.”
“That isn’t the reason I stopped. You see, I want you.”
I reeled up with a start. “I want you, too.” I reached to take her hand. It was shaking as it slid into the pocket of my grasp. I divulged, “I’ve wanted you for a very long time.”
“Love is very different for you. For me, it means I give my soul.”
“Love relationships have meant little in the past. But I want to give my soul to you. I want to belong with you and to you. I can be faithful and devoted. I can believe in forever with you.” Suds streamed from me as I elevated my body and went onto my knees. “I can’t help my past. In my mind, I always wanted your kind of love. I can only offer it to you now. And for the first time, I’m willing to offer my future.”
Her eyes were downcast. “Perhaps I couldn’t satisfy you in bed. I’m not worldly.”
“I require only honesty.”
Our eyes met. “Beryl, you’ve been with many women. I’ve lived a very sheltered life before Sylvia. She was my only lover.” Lilia’s words were tentative. “My fear is that I may be an inadequate lover. I’ve feared this moment. And yet, it is a moment I’ve wanted.”
I lifted her chin. My hand covered her cheeks. Our lips were only inches apart. “Being near you brings me pleasure. You don’t need to compete with women in my life. I’ve never felt this way about them.”
“I want to please you,” she shyly whispered.
My lips curved. “If I settle for your inexperience, will you settle for my excessive experience?”
“Yes.”
“May I kiss you?” I questioned. “I mean really kiss you?” 
“Either kiss me or disappoint me.”
Our lips met. Her mouth opened to accommodate my delving tongue. Her own soft warmth explored my mouth. When we parted, our eyes linked with sparkles that I’d only read about. I’d never recalled seeing such love on any other face.
As I unbuttoned her blouse, her top slid from her shoulders. She shuddered when I kissed her neck. I unfastened her lace bra and felt a hot flush from her breasts. She stood and unfastened her skirt. After stepping out of her lace panties, she lifted her trim leg over the tub’s edge. She knelt in front of me. Our bodies merged as we gathered one another. Her hair’s feathery brush against my shoulder sent shivers down my back. Our torsos tightened as a surge of sexual energy overwhelmed me.
We sat opposite one another, touching, embracing, rinsing, and viewing love. I considered that this Latina goddess had just confessed something very difficult for her fans to have believed. She had, in her late teens, been collected up by a North American superstar. The star had kept Lilia sexually sequestered in her own world. Emotionally, she was just as sheltered as she had been in the convent.
The mystery behind Lilia’s dark eyes was her shyness.
Within the confines of that sensual moment, I touched and encouraged her touch. A buffer of aloof sensuality that had once masked her innocence had fallen. Her facial coquetry was only a façade to hide her timidity. Now, the disguise had given way to honest radiance.   
Together we stood. We wrapped towels around one another, and then gently patted the other dry. When we crawled into the bed, she momentarily stalled. Her eyes filled with anxiety. With a warm garland of kisses, I soothed her. She eased back and guided my body over hers. Etched in soft light, her lissome, satiny frame moved with responsiveness.
We traded moist kisses. Her eyes blazed with ravenous desire as we moved together. We were locked within a warm embrace. My kisses drifted the terrain of her lovely body. I delve the sweetness of her. With deliberate restraint, I allowed her passion to build. When love ignited, it was as if our hearts might light the world with some mystical, rhapsodic heat. She cosseted me in her embrace as we latched. Her fingers fanned across my back. Lilia canvassed my body with ardent passion.
She rested her head against mine. We gazed into the satisfaction of one another’s eyes. I knew and accepted the idea of complete love. My love and trust were complete.
There were no courtroom words. I understood only the poet’s heart. My skin felt to be wound in rainbows. Moonbeams circuited my veins. Of course, flowers blossomed in my soul. A sunburst honed in my heart. I felt lyrics, touched a symphony and love was a pastel brush stroke upon the canvas of joy. Love had overtaken me with the power of an ocean’s roar, with the brevity of a shooting star, the precision of a heart’s beat, and the smile that was actualizing within me. Love was an awakening like no other.
I had allowed Lilia entry into my nucleus. Her eyes told me that she had also felt the earth leave its spindle. She had also felt the heavens first collapse and then explode.
We shared the silence. There was only us. We were everything. We were one another’s treasure. It was the nearest I’d ever been to understanding my ability to love. I was the interior of a miracle I shared. My love was no longer detachable.
I’d never visited that vicinity of my heart.
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RETURNING TO THE Radclyffe Hull was bittersweet. 
Bitter in that I had failed in my attempt at doing surveillance slash snoop mission. The first sentences written into my daily report log were the following: I failed! Reason—non compos mentis, not of sound mind. 
Sweet because of my failure, Lilia and I were together.
Lilia’s love was the eternal kind. Awakening with her was wondrous. Her face was draped in the pale sunlight. Her hair fluffed against my shoulder. I closed my eyes, recalling the soft budding of her womanhood against my lips. Her love was with the heat of a heavenly star’s core.
Ex-lovers were now little more than a dash of memory. They have been discontinued. For now, there truly was the kind of warmth a poem means. Lilia read her favorite poem to me. ‘Intimate’ penned by Gabriela Mistral. The final line made me weep. Lilia had quoted, “For it is the kiss’ meaning, not the lips.”
Rachel entered the office with a cup of coffee in one hand and a pastry tray in the other. She leaned over my shoulders to see what I’d put on the computer. She chuckled. “I assume you spent the night with Lilia. You are beaming, and your body has been soundly renewed.”
“Yes.”
“Are you going to be okay?”
“Fine. I just got a little shake, rattle, and roll reprimand from Cruz and Hammer.”
“And Lilia’s therapy?”
My morning blush of love was one that told of complete recovery. “Wonderful. Where’s Summer?”
“Trying to keep tabs on Cruz.”
“Hope she’s careful.” I opened the desk drawer. Inside was a 9mm Browning pistol. “This case is giving us plenty of confrontation. We need to get another Beretta or two. Weaponry and vehicles! Whereas, Cruz hides a stash of armament on her boat. Probably every bit of her heat is stolen. The damn boat is her Uzis-R-Us shop. Plus a stash of drugs.”
“And here we are, replacing our rods and our hotrods by the day. You lost your best gun, your car is a chunk of scrap metal, and your brains got scrambled. Think it might be a good idea to call in your partners next time you go exploring?”
“Point taken. Vi et armis. Trespass with force and arms. Next time, I’ll call you first,” I promised. Brooding, I said, “What they did to my car was a sin. That was a classic muscle car. It’s becoming a personal vendetta to see Cruz and Hammer in cuffs.”
“They can restore your car, and we can replace your favorite gun. The important thing is that you lived to love again. How was last night? Step into my confessional box and spill your details.”
“It was as if I fell into her kiss.”
“Going to be coy?” Rachel’s tranquil voice asserted with a question. She crossed the room to perch on my desktop. The papers she carried were pitched down. “Here’s the estimate on your car. It’s been towed. It’s going to take a couple of weeks to repair the extensive bodywork. Your rental car will be delivered sometime this morning.”
“Thanks, Rach. Anything else?”
“Our insurance agent wonders why you don’t stop pissing people off.”
I gave a hearty laugh. “I just can’t help myself. I sure pissed off Hammer.”
“How did your escape go?”
“I went for her midsection. Like a battering ram. Stomped her foot on my way. Her tootsies must have a few nerves in them. She didn’t like my dance. It wasn’t a pretty win, but I’m here.”
“All that action, then you’re smacked by love’s cudgel.” Rachel continued to excavate. “Beryl, are you certain Lilia isn’t playing the situation because she needs the case resolved.”
“That’s Summer’s theory, too. Can’t anyone around here believe she actually loves me?”
“Second question. Are you certain you can handle a permanent bonding kind of love?”
“Yes.” My voice was resolute. “Rach, I know you and Summer think she’s manipulating me. But she isn’t the kind of woman who tampers with hearts. And yes, the floorboards went right out from under me.”
“We all need one woman to be the great love of our destiny.”
I asked, “And yours was Meg?”
“Yes. I’ve never told you much about her.”
“Want to tell me now?”
“We were rookie cops. That relationship cords two people together in a unique way. We became lovers. When we went undercover, she got lost. She wanted to make the biggest drug bust in history. Wanted to make herself look authentic. She sniffed a line or two. That hooked her. Job-related stress, and soon she was hiding her addiction. She was vulnerable. And I lost her. If she’s still alive, she’s out there as sick and terrified as the rest of the addicts.”
“You couldn’t have prevented it.”
“Right. It’s too late to save my ex-lover, my sister, anyone really. Fate was too late or perhaps too wrong for both Kim and Meg.”
I reached up and touched her cheek. “We can make a difference.”
“We’ve got a double homicide. Cruz and Hammer are playing a blood sport. And if they killed Sylvia, proving it is going to be difficult.”
“Secretly, I was hoping Jeremy was the killer. When a key suspect is shot to death, it narrows the field. Sometimes, Rach, I feel as though we’re in a killer’s holding tank.”
“Jeremy’s still is on my list as someone who might have killed Sylvia. Everyone purportedly loved Sylvia. Jeremy loved her least. He had a million enemies. Gambling debts might have been his final enemy. Who killed him? Evidence supports the theory it was a woman.”
“Yes. It had to have been something to do with Sylvia.”
“For now,” Rachel said with a sigh, “the best we can do is stay on top of our suspects.” She giggled. “I guess you’ve really been on top of yours.”
Chuckling, I turned my head. “Rach, you are bad from the ground up.”
“And you had a close call yesterday. Why not take a day off. Take Lilia somewhere special.”
“You’re saying I’m suffering from battle fatigue?”
She leaned toward me. “You really do love her?”
“It’s like seeing the inside of my heart for the very first time.”
“Beryl, I warn you, love is a very treasonous emotion. It’s best left to the professionals.”
We looked up as Summer entered the office. “Trev, you actually spent the night with our client,” Summer indicted.  
“Since when does my love affair require your imprimatur?” I retorted. Her rankled face and angry words were displayed. 
“You’re letting down your guard because of Lilia,” her tirade continued. “It was absolutely irresponsible to board that boat alone. You deserved to be pitched in the damned ocean on your wallet.”
“I escaped, didn’t I?” My teeth were grinding with my words.
“And you got laid.” She icily added, “Rather than laid out. Lucky you.”
“Which is also none of your business. And I’d hoped for a bit more regard for a woman than a remark like that.”
Summer’s fingers raked her short temple hair. “Beryl, I’m upset. We have a past and that makes you my business. You’re always saying we’re family.” Her face was cloistered in abandonment.
“Summer, that’s why it’s important to me that you’re pleased for me.”
Her eyes were stones. “Why should I be pleased?”
“Because I’m happy.” My litigious voice emerged. I wanted to suppress the tone, but I couldn’t. “My falling in love was not designed to harm you.”
Rachel stood in the doorway shaking her head. “Come on, Summer. Remember we’re friends and partners. We’re a team. We’ve got to stick together.”
“Do we?” Summer strolled to her desk. She plunged into the chair. Her feet were flung onto the top of the desk. “We had loyalty to one another. That’s what made our team special. Not now.”
“Nothing’s changed between us,” I tried to correct.
“Sure it has,” Summer accused with a pinched scowl. “But then you hide your past from us. Why not exclude us from your present, too?”
“Back off, Summer,” Rachel interceded.
“Fine. Fine. But you know it’s true.” There was a sulk in Summer’s voice.
“I haven’t attempted to hide my past.” An acquittal at the moment was needed. But Summer’s glare told me it would be a long time coming.
“Summer, you’re out of line,” Rachel’s words quickly bulwarked. 
“Rach, Trev does things she knows will tick me off,” Summer accused.
I quizzed, “What did I do to tick you off?” 
“You speak legalese all the time. Why can’t you just use the F-bomb once in a while instead of all that legal babble?”
My back went rod-straight. “Okay, you asked for it. It may not be grammatically correct, but here goes. “Fatue te ipsom et cabalum tuum!” I seethed. 
“You’re hiding behind mumbo-jumbo again,” Summer charged.
“But at least I gave you half of your request. I told you to go fuck yourself and the horse you rode in on.”
Summer’s thin hand covered her eyes. It appeared that she might have burst into tears. I wanted to comfort her, but I was her current enemy. Then she glanced over at Rachel. They both burst into laughter. Mine joined theirs.
“Listen, I have an idea,” I declared. “We aren’t getting anywhere when everyone is alienating one another. False security, it’s helped us before. Let’s approach this from another angle. Why don’t we get to know one another’s women?” 
“Sure,” Rachel spoofed. “We could throw a dinner party and bring the suspect of our choice.”
“That’s it. A party.” I mulled the prospect over.
“Are you serious?” Summer’s eyes expanded. “We’ve got a soap star, a shady con artist, and a druggie. How the hell is a confession going to happen with guests like that?” Summer’s eyes expanded. 
“Why not?” I asked. “We can have a romantic dinner party aboard The Radclyffe. We can observe them all. It will be a methodical study as they interact. We’ve been waiting for someone to slip up. They’d all be on edge,” I reasoned. “And with our forces working together, we might break the case.”
“The way they all hate one another, we might be risking a third murder,” Summer remarked. Her bewilderment was beginning to ease. “We’ve got some pretty volatile hatred.”
“They were polite to one another at the attorney’s office,” I said. “We might see the turmoil of an accretion disk, but it’s worth it if someone breaks.”
They nodded in agreement. I went to Summer’s desk, bent and kissed her forehead. The three of us then locked in a cluster hug. The squeeze was good.
“So when do we have our little party?” Rachel asked.
“I thought I’d take the remainder of the day off. Lilia mentioned she enjoys sailing. I thought we could rent a craft and spend the afternoon, and tonight, getting away from it all.” I shrugged. To Summer, I added, “Rachel suggested I take a little romantic excursion. And it sounds great. Lilia and I can return tomorrow morning. I can plan the dinner, shop, and cook, and be ready for a party tomorrow night.”
Summer snickered. “To hell with planning a menu. I need time to secure reality TV rights.”
With a reciprocal grin, Rachel lifted her eyebrows. “I’ll take care of the table. Handcuffs dangling from a candlestick for the centerpiece.”
“Yeah,” Summer agreed. “We could bust the first one who orders bread and water.”
“And we’ll have ‘Get Out Of Jail Free’ cards instead of place cards,” Rachel suggested.
Summer gulped for air as she guffawed loudly. “Or how about ‘Go Directly to Jail’ cards.”
Rachel asked me, “Beryl, what’s on the menu, besides cooked goose?”
We were nearing hysteria as we planned. Summer choked trying to capture her breath. “I got it, devil’s food cake for Helene.”
Rachel continued, “And ‘pot’ pie for Debra.”
They looked at me and in unison asked, “What’s for Lilia?”
“Angel food cake. Delicious,” I said with a smirk.
“What if Hammer and Cruz try to crash the party,” Summer asked.
I quickly answered, “Bull in the blanket for Hammer and barracuda sushi for Cruz.”
Summer rolled her eyes, and Rachel moaned. I took my leave. Before getting to the galley, I heard them sputtering. “And the horse I rode in on,” they repeated in unison.
A menu needed to be created. And an ingredient list to write. Snapper Alicante with garlic was one of my specialties. Something was needed that would loosen their lips, I thought. The term falsi crimen came to mind. Fraudulent subordination or concealment with designs to hide the truth. I would keep my menu to myself. 
For now, I would concentrate on Lilia and a proposed sailboat ride of romance. Lilia quickly agreed to the plans. Intimacy was my most holy affection. Arrangements were made.
The afternoon and evening at sea were just what we needed. I had charted our trip up the Gold Coast with romance in mind. Being alone with Lilia was a Sapphic script written exclusively by the goddesses. I’d rented a twenty-eight-foot luxury yawl.
We met dockside. I placed my skipper’s hat on her and teased that she was the captain of my heart. We shoved off immediately. From the time we left the yacht basin, the afternoon was bright and the sea was still.
All afternoon, we cradled together on a sunny deck. We traded memories of other outings on the sea. When she spoke of sailing with Sylvia, she became somber. I gave the moment time to baste. She had spent her entire young adulthood with the legend. Lilia wasn’t the type of woman to have stayed if not for love.
She hugged me tightly to her. “I shall always miss Sylvia. But you know about that. You have also had losses in your life. Your parents.”
“Yes. And it still hurts to think about my mother.”
“Perhaps she left you behind because she needed to go.”
“I’ll always remember the day she left. That morning I’d poured her coffee. I was trying to sober her up. She was at the kitchen table. She just sat there. Her eyes were desolate. She told me that if she hadn’t gotten pregnant with me, she never would have married. She might have been saved.” I paused, reflecting the sorrow. “It was my fault they stayed together. My father would have left early if I hadn’t been born. I didn’t know what she meant by ‘saved.’ And I was destined never to know. She left that afternoon.”
I gazed across the horizon, viewing the great magnitude of the sea. I recalled how my mother’s eyes narrowed to threads. Her head sagged into the loop of her arm. I was never to see her again. When I returned home from school, I found she had gone. On the counter was her letter in a sealed envelope. It was leaned against a drained bottle of vodka.
Lilia interrupted my scorching memory. “People do and say things when they drink. Sylvia was very cruel when she drank. Your mother may have felt it necessary to leave. You were only a child.”
I sipped fresh lemonade that Lilia had made. “And now I’m a woman. A woman in love. Speaking of loving you, I want my partners to get to know you better. I want to invite you as my guest. We’re having a little dinner party aboard The Radclyffe. My partners, I warn you, are inviting Helene and Debra.” 
“The three of us together?” Her question was one of incredulous astonishment.
“I know it sounds absurd, but it will give us all a chance to get to know one another. Two murders have been committed. I wonder if there are two murderers. Maybe Sylvia and Jeremy were killed by separate people. Maybe Jeremy killed Sylvia. Maybe one of the others killed him.”
“But I was set up by someone.”
“Yes. But we can’t exclude the possibility that they might have been murdered by unknowns. Maybe someone was obsessed with Sylvia’s fame. A lunatic stalker. When you left the attorneys, there could have been a fan or paparazzi. Someone who picked your purse. The incidents could have been perpetrated by anyone.”
Lilia objected, “But Sylvia would not have allowed a stranger inside. She would never have opened the gate. There was no foreign trace material.”
“If she were drinking, she might have been lax in opening the gate and door. Someone might have said they were the police. There are endless ways a criminal mind might have deceived her. And some criminals can clean their sites.” I paused. “I agree it isn’t probable, but we need to give everyone the benefit of the doubt.”
“The police believe I murdered him. I am innocent. I admit despising him for harming Sylvia, but I could never have killed him. Or anyone.”
“With Jeremy there are too many enemies to count. He was in some financial tight corners. The mob doesn’t like it when a chump like Jeremy doesn’t square his bets.”
“I certainly didn’t kill him. I’m not even certain he killed Sylvia so it wouldn’t have been for revenge. Revenge is the police’s theory.”
“He had motive,” I suggested. “He was angry about getting the boot. And she threatened to change her will.”
“We all knew Sylvia. She was difficult, but she would have relented. He knew her well enough to realize she might have given him another chance. Dead, he had lost his golden goose.”
“You,” I teased, “are acting as Jeremy’s apologist.”
She laughed. “Yes. I want to see the good in people. I wanted the world to see that Sylvia was a good person. I attempted to protect her from her addiction. When she drank, she was abusive. I believe it was her own feeling of inadequacy that caused her to turn on those she loved most. She even accused me of having sex with my leading men.”
“I recall a lot of tabloid stories. There were photos of you and your leading men on the front page and in embraces.”
“Scandal sells newspapers. Sylvia saw that trash that alleged my misconduct. When she was sober, she told me she knew it was all just to sell the movie, recording, television program. When she drank, she would go into a jealous rage and tell me that I am good only for sex. Most of the romantic photos were taken from when I was actually in the film.”
I kissed her forehead. Lilia’s softness in my arms was comfortable and comforting. I wished to wipe hurt from both of our pasts. She had been wrongfully scorned by Sylvia, and now she was being accused of murder via the press. 
This lovely woman had lived in the shadows of a very complex legend. Sylvia, as with my mother, found cruelty a way to deal with her own insecurity. Lilia’s innocent background hadn’t prepared her to handle the neuroses of a superstar. I was a child and didn’t know how to cope with my mother’s disappointments. Sylvia Grant’s life was distorted by booze and pills. She latched on to an inexperienced young singer. Lilia worshiped Sylvia. Lilia accepted Sylvia’s harshness as part of a blind trust. In my case, birth incarcerated me.
“Beryl, I was never unfaithful to her. She had no reason to doubt me. She kept a careful watch over me.”
“I believe you. I’m sorry she said people only wanted you for sex. You know that isn’t true with me, don’t you?”
“Yes.”
With a raffish smile, I whispered, “I’ll love you when you get wrinkles and your boobs sag.”
“You truly want to be together for always?”
“Forever.”
“If you are serious, perhaps we could purchase a home of our own.”
“All my money is tied up in the yacht and my business,” I explained.
“I have funds. If you agree, I’ll purchase a dream home for us.”
“We’ll be together,” was my promise, but without agreeing to her plan. I stood, pulling her to her feet. We went to the helm. My arms went around her waist as I took the helm with my other hand. She leaned back against me and our cheeks touched. I was uncertain how to approach my concerns. I blurted, “Lilia, I make money as a PI, but I’ll never be wealthy. The kind of wealthy you are. And there’s the status thing. I’m a private investigator. You’re a star.”
“It isn’t important to me what you are. Only who you are.” She inspected the skies. A spray of ocean mist created a veil, hitting our faces. “Money,” she explained slowly, “has always mattered little to me. Perhaps it was because I was poor and found happiness. Both in my childhood and with my vow of poverty. Now, I’m happier than I’ve ever been before. You make me happy. Please allow me to purchase a home for us to share.”
“If you feel the same way about it when the case is resolved, then yes.” My answer was a way of affording her an escape route. “Yes.”
“I shall forever feel this way about you, Beryl.”
Her kiss coincided with her words. 
There were luffing sails and moaning winds. And the indelible words of a lovely woman became scrolled on my heart.
The caps upon the seas became platinum beams when twilight converted to night. I was still feeling the moments of love. Sailing under a canopy of stars had always been one of my greatest thrills. Lilia’s face was even more beautiful under the white moonlight.
We found a peaceful cove to moor the yawl and we dropped anchor. I prepared a gourmet dinner of shellfish flan. The cheesy pastry flan shell brimmed with chopped lobster, crab, olives, and mushrooms. The filling was seasoned with cracked black pepper, cayenne pepper, my favorite selection of fresh herbs, lemon juice, cream, and brandy. A citrus soufflé and excellent champagne capped off the event. We toasted with champagne flutes. The flicker of candlelight shown on her face.
After dinner, she grinned playfully at me. She extended her hands, suggesting the topic of conversation had put her in a romantic mood. We retired to our small stateroom. After a sensual shower, we tucked together on the bed. I wanted to assure her that I was not only interested in sex. If Sylvia had insisted that her worth was sexual, I wanted to dispel that.
“Tonight, we can just hold one another,” I suggested.
Her hand reached. “We can also share our love.”
Alabaster beams of starlight projected onto Lilia’s face. We had made impromptu love on the deck throughout the afternoon. We’d snuggled and it seemed so natural. Now, I only wanted to tenderly cushion her through the night. I wanted to show her that I didn’t equate love with only sex. Before drifting to sleep, I tenderly kissed her temple. I whispered of my love.
The night spilled radiant reds and golds through the porthole. That light gave our nude bodies a cameo nuance. I had barely eased toward sleep when I felt her move against me. My eyes fluttered open.
Her face was filled with love. Kiln-hot lips began swarming me. The jasmine fragrance of her moist skin was an aphrodisiac. Our fleece passion built. We tangled in a series of bursting climaxes. Love brought us to dawn. We then cuddled in a dormant, complete peace. The gently pitching sea rocked us. Thus, we had completed one of the most wondrous days and nights of my existence.
I was in Lilia’s arms, and she was at home in my embrace.
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THE DAY HAD sped as I prepared for the evening festivities. 
Lilia was alluring when she boarded The Radclyffe for our dinner party. She was every inch a sensuous Latina star. She wore a satiny flamingo-colored evening gown.
“My, my,” Rachel sang her praise. “Lilia’s upswept hairdo gives an added touch of glamor,” she whispered.
“I’m amazed you noticed the hair before the cleavage,” Summer teased.
“But,” questioned Rachel, “can she keep a taut jib stay?”
“Absolutely,” I replied with a sly grin. “And I think we’re ready for entertaining.” I mentally went over the menu checklist. Hot hors d’oeuvres, cool vichyssoise, chilled alligator pair and tomato and avocado salad, warm broccoli with rice, lobster, and tenderloin. This would be followed by a sizzling tangerine flambé. Music was piped throughout the yacht. We’d selected a light opera theme. With excellent cuisine, sensational opera, and a tranquil ambiance, we hoped to promote good behavior on the part of all guests.
Bouquets of gardenias, jasmine, roses, and orchids decorated our decks. The lush arrangements were strategically placed outside and within. Dinner was to be served on our long, oak table. A magnificent floral centerpiece with sprays of orchids trailed the length of a frosty white tablecloth. A pink mist runner picked up the colors of the orchids.
Not only was our yacht festive, but each member of the team was decorated to the nines. Rachel wore a leaf-print evening gown. Elegant and naturally stunning. Summer had donned a berry-colored jumpsuit. Unzipped to mid-breast, the suit’s flare equaled Summer’s fiery drama. My own gown was simple, Grecian, and baby blue to match my eyes.
I kissed Lilia and then escorted her through The Radclyffe. Her grace made my pulse flutter. I had never known a stronger magnetism. I hoped the evening would impress her. Yet, I realized that while at the side of Sylvia Grant, Lilia had been entertained by royalty, wealthy pleasure-seekers, and the famous throughout the world. Naturally, social blunders at our party weren’t on my playlist.
Then we passed by Pluma. “Pinche cabron!” Pluma squealed. “Fuckers!” she added for good measure. As if to translate for a Latina guest, she cawed, “Chingadas.”
My head went into my hands. So much for impressing Lilia with the yacht’s refinement. “Pluma was partial payment when I practiced law. I’ve since changed professions. I rest my case.”
Lilia’s shocked expression converted to laughter. She squeezed my hand, and I knew things would be okay. Not even Pluma’s obscenities could ruin the evening. When we entered my stateroom, I closed the door behind us. We embraced. “I’ve wanted to kiss you since you came aboard,” I whispered.
A lingering kiss was shared. Lilia backed away. “I confess I’m very nervous about tonight.”
“With the exception of Pluma, I think everyone will be on good behavior.” I was convinced Pluma was conceived in a trashcan.
“You are lovely,” she complimented.
“And you’re divine.”
“You don’t think my gown is too lowly cut?” she asked with concern.
“Not at all.”
I heard voices. Cracking open the door, I saw that Rachel was acquainting Helene with the yacht’s layout. Thankfully, Loma was incognito. Helene was dressed in an absinthe-colored silk sari. Her phosphorescent eyes sparkled as she greeted us. To Lilia, she offered a hand. “So nice to see you, Lilia dear. Such a constant person.” Her eyebrows lifted as she clicked her teeth. “So devoted.” Her bitchery was executed with precision, I noted.
Rachel wisely suggested we continue to the large salon where we might sample her specially prepared Bombay punch. We strolled back, lifting glasses, toasting, clinking, drinking, and breathing easier.
Summer had waited on deck for Debra. When she arrived, Summer directed the semi-stoned young woman to the salon. Dressed in a hot pink outfit that featured sausage-tight pants, Debra was snorted out. Her skin was bisque porcelain, her eyes were like gimlets, and her theatrical makeup was way over the top. Summer’s frown registered her disappointment. Rachel and I had sympathy for both of them. We all knew Deb would be ricocheting off the walls before the evening ended.
Debra received congenial hugs from each of us, with the exception of Lilia. There were enormous vats of pain. She was obviously dealing with the hurt of Debra’s condition. She knew the inelastic gestures used by her stepdaughter were the result of a chemical stupor. Debra wanted to rile Lilia. She gave me an extra tight hug, and then kissed me passionately on the lips.
I leaned back away from her clutch. “How are you tonight, Deb?”
She giggled. “I’m high as a Georgia Pine.”
“Good thing for gravity,” I commented with a barely noticeable reprimand.
“Sure,” she said as she squinted back at me. “Without gravity, we’d fall out of our graves.” Her laugh was harsh and pitiful. Examining Lilia, Debra appraised, “Look at Lilia Franco. Her dress must have been spray-painted on her body. Can’t kneel in that outfit, can you, Saint Lilia?”
Helene expelled a snicker. I considered disclosing the fact that Lilia was definitely not for the saint-hearted in bed. I resented their attacks, but Lilia was taking it in stride.
“Beryl, I hear you took a ride on the Intracoastal,” Debra clamored. “We thought you’d had your lights put out.”
My ribs still ached, my pistol was rusting away in the drink, and my car was being repaired. However, I vowed to keep it sisterly. “Yes. I ran into some of your reptile pals. Simian ancestry is alive and well.”
“They put marks on you,” she challenged.
“The cost of trespassing,” I conceded, “is not always pleasant.”
Summer changed topics as rapidly as she could. “A toast. Tonight six of Florida’s most interesting women are aboard The Radclyffe Hull.”
“Great toast,” Rachel commented as she clanked glasses with Helene. No one was more aware of Summer’s charm, when charm was called for, than Rachel. When she was a police officer, she had busted Summer often enough.
Debra lifted her glass, but her penetrating scowl had not left Lilia. After a sip, she announced, “I hear our soap opera queen will be going on a Latin American tour soon.”
“They have asked me,” Lilia responded, “but I haven’t agreed.” She glanced at my bewildered face. “In any event, I’m not free to leave until the case is solved. I haven’t mentioned it because I’m not inclined to go.”
Her words sounded like an apology. My own reassured her, “Lilia, you don’t need to inform me of your schedule. Now, let’s assemble in the dining room.”
Seating arrangements had been determined with great deliberation and great delicacy. I was at one end of the table. Seated clockwise were Helene, Rachel, Lilia, Summer, and Debra. The less plate passing by rivals, the better. 
We chatted throughout dinner without conflict. On the way to the galley to put finishing touches on dessert, I congratulated myself. Things were going off without a hitch. There were no confessions or slip-ups indicting anyone. But then, there were no additional murders.
When I returned back to the table, I lit the tangerine flambé. The brandy syrup was kindled with a whoosh. Bouncing around the base of the pan, the flame flickered brightly. An aromatic fragrance of tangerines lifted as the flambé fluttered, then extinguished.
Carefully, I spooned tangerines onto heart-shaped shortcake. With a tangerine slice in the center and a dollop of whipped cream on the side, the tangerines flambé was complete. I served everyone and was then seated.
Each time I gazed across the table at Lilia, a strong tremor shot through my body. Certainly, I considered, those tangerines weren’t any better heated than my heart. The woman made my nerve endings throb.
 “Magnificent,” Helene declared after sampling the dish. “Loma loves tangerines. And truth, light, and flame,” she tacked on.
Summer’s capricious grin filled her face. “Now that the dessert flame has been doused, we’re down to truth and light.”
I reached to dim the overhead chandeliers. “I guess we’re now down to the truth.”
Summer shrugged. “Unless someone wants to make a full confession, I think we’re only down to dessert.”
After we’d finished the final course, each couple went in separate directions. Lilia and I strolled on the yacht’s deck. Under a great muskmelon moon, with piercing stars that spread a swath of light, we gazed into one another’s eyes. I’d never been aware of the dynamics of love. I was a love rookie, a relationship acolyte. In my idyllic halcyon days, I’d participated in the physical aspects. But this, I acknowledged, closing my eyes and breathing in Lilia’s scented warmth, was the depth and breadth of love. 
“You make me very content,” I whispered. My arm was around her shoulder. She leaned nearer. The massive Atlantic Ocean gleamed for us. Our heads touched in viaduct fashion. We both needed this pause. The evening had been tense. But there seemed a genuine attempt by everyone to deal with the situation. Debra even softened. She giggled uncontrollably at times. At others, her expression was that of a dusted mannequin.
The team successfully harnessed conversation. Safe subjects were covered. Rachel mentioned that we had discussed everything but politics and religion. Helene’s rejoinder was that when we got to religion, Loma would give a terrific invocation. Even Lilia laughed at that. There was an undeniable suspended tension, but civility remained throughout the shank of the evening. 
After a long break, and many kisses, Lilia suggested we retreat to Breakers. My lips pressed her neck. The kiss trailed softly down to her shoulders. She trembled. Her fragrance left me weak.
“Yes, let’s make a break for it.”
The others had journeyed elsewhere on the yacht, and I guessed that couples were on opposite ends. “I suppose we should put in our appearances and say our goodbyes,” she proposed.
Arm in arm, we made our way to the recreation salon. Then we walked to the spa where I heard voices and splashing. I figured they had all donned swimsuits before diving into the Jacuzzi. When we entered the candlelit spa room, my eyes began adjusting to the flicker of light. The four romping figures were nude. If Lilia suspected hedonistic behavior of the trio before, it was now confirmed. We were cruising on the good ship erotica.
Lilia’s face sternly inspected my somber eyes. “We must go now.”
“Yes,” I replied. To the women who had just taken notice of us, I said, “We’ll be leaving now.”
“Beryl and Lilia,” the X-rated channel, Helene, called to us. “Why don’t you join us?”
“Yeah,” chimed Debra. “We could use cooling off when iceberg Lilia enters the spa.”
“Debra,” Lilia’s words were fiery punches. “This suggestion is totally inappropriate. You’ve been like a stepdaughter to me since you were very young.” She looked away.
“Come on,” Debra persisted. “If you liked my mother, you’d love me.”
Summer grabbed Debra’s arm. “I don’t know how long you can hold your breath underwater, but open your mouth again, and you’ll be put to the test.”
“Relax, Summer,” Helene got her jab in. “Debra is just being friendly. After all, this is the team’s favorite place to go au natural. Almost a nightly ritual, right, Beryl?”
Lilia turned, rushing away. My glare back at the four was hotter than the hot tub. To Rachel, I suggested, “Dunk her, too, will you?”
“Gladly,” I heard Rachel declare as I hastened after Lilia.
Suddenly, I was little more than bona vacantia. Unclaimed property. 
I followed Lilia out. My scream across the marina to the parking lot went unnoticed. I sprinted toward her car. By the time I reached it, the Jag’s engine was racing. Pounding frantically on the window, I pleaded, “I have to explain.” she lowered the window slightly. “Lilia,” my words stalled. My hand reached inside, pulling the door’s handle. When it opened, I crouched down beside her. “Please, listen to me. You’re getting a mistaken impression.”
“Go back to them. You all disgust me. It is improper. I’ve turned down roles that required my nudity. Because I refused to perform nude, I would rather starve. But you believe it to be acceptable. What else do you believe to be acceptable?” Her foot pressed the accelerator. I was grateful the car wasn’t in gear. The Jag’s engine roared.
“Move over, let me drive. I’m going with you,” I insisted.
“Go back to your party. You want me to believe your partners are not also lovers. It was like an orgy.”
“Let me explain,” I implored. Before she could nix me, I rapidly bunched my body against hers, pushing her into the other bucket seat. “We’ve got to talk.”
“I wish to be alone. It’s better if you go.”
“It isn’t better,” I disputed. The engine purred. Before love totally iced up, I was determined to kidnap her, if it was needed. “I’m driving to a beach where we can talk. We owe one another that much.”
Other than the romantic music from the Jag’s speakers, silence prevailed as I drove. Not far was a deserted beachfront. After parking, I reached for her. She pulled away. Opening her door with a vengeance, she threw her high heels on the car’s floor. She began walking on clotted sand. Suddenly, she pivoted back to me. “You wish to talk?”
Fumbling with the keys, I attempted to shut the engine without cutting the soft marimba music. Music and a balmy midnight beach might soothe her heart, I thought. I kicked off my shoes. Grabbing a blanket from the backseat, I made my way through the pearlescent sand. As I chased her, I drafted the text of my statement. When I reached Lilia’s side, my recitation skidded to a stop. “Lilia, please.”
“Beryl, we are so different.”
“I can’t continue to apologize for my past. Before I met you, I didn’t understand love. But I swear to you, my partners and I have never made love with one another. I’ve never touched either of them in that way. And they’ve never touched each other. Yes, we’ve been in the spa in the raw. But it never occurred to me to do more than admire their bodies. I admire the human form. I swear to you, it was never sexual. Summer was a kid I tried to keep on the straight and narrow. Rachel and I always were at odds about my former career. It wasn’t possible.”
“It is my belief that the human body isn’t to be viewed by everyone. Only special ones.”
“Rachel and Summer aren’t just everyone.” I paused. I then added, “Lilia, we’re like sisters. You wouldn’t think twice about disrobing in front of your sister, would you?”
“No.” Her searing glare cooled slightly.
“Well, they’re my sisters. The closest I’ll ever have. And I’m sorry about my past. It’s over. You expect my love for you to have always been. Maybe it was, but you weren’t in my life. How can I be judged by standards I didn’t even know existed?” With a sinking heart, I turned to go back to the car. “I’ll take you to your suite. I can catch a cab home.”
“Beryl,” she called after me. Returning to her side, I lifted her chin in my hands and tears spilled down over my fingers. Her extended arms clasped me. Recanting, she whispered, “I’m sorry. Perhaps I overreacted. You’re correct. I can’t judge you by my standards. Sylvia betrayed me. Now I see women as transgressors. My anger comes from my fear of losing you.”  
Once inside her embrace, I felt the desperation of our clasp. “Please don’t doubt my love. I want to belong to you alone. I’ve never lied to you. I never will. All I request is your honesty in return, and your acceptance.”
Her head fell against my shoulder as she clutched me. The blanket slipped from my grasp. Lilia was in my arms as the music brought us nearer one another. We soon swayed with the romantic serenade. As our bodies clung together and with the music, she tenderly sang in my ear. One of my arms looped her waist, the other softly traced her shoulder. Our forms glided as passion pelted us. She sang of her love in Spanish.
An unwritten eroticism unraveled inside me. Each time her hips shifted, I shivered. Her fingers glided down my back, unzipping my gown. I stepped over it when it slid from my body. Soon her gown was ruffled beside mine. I was before her nude. The touch of her lingerie against my bare skin detonated my desire.
When I undressed her, she moaned a song. My arms anchored her to me. Like a rippling sheet of fire, our bodies drifted together. We paused only long enough to toss the blanket on the beach floor. We knotted together with circlets of passion. Our embrace corded us until we reached an untamed, vaulting orgasm.
When my eyelids finally twitched open, I viewed her face. My fingers traced her lips. Tears filled her lucent eyes. I kissed them, tasting their saltiness. We twined romantically for nearly an hour. Then I stood, brushed sand from my feet, and offered her my hand. Together, we walked under the veil of the moon’s brightness. We kicked at the surf, splashed one another with sea foam, and promised our love.
After dressing, with her hand in mine, we returned to the Jag. She opened the rear door and tenderly eased me into the backseat’s leather thicket. Her voluptuous body covered mine. My breathing heightened. I drew her to me.
I swallowed, “I’ve never done this before.”
“In the backseat?” she questioned, beaming mischievously. 
“In the backseat of a Jag,” I responded.
With great relish, her perambulating lips then took me to Venus.
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UNDER AN EARLY morning dandelion sun, we jogged. Summer was several strides ahead when she slowed, then ran in place. I sprinted to catch her.
“Whew!” I exclaimed when we finally collapsed on the sand. We’d found a picturesque part of a shell studded beach. I studied the driftwood and designs of floating spume. Frothy semicircles edged the ocean. I wrestled for my breath. “Quite a run.”
“Yeah. You and Lilia get things patched last night?”
“Things are fine. I figured Debra was the strife of the party. Helene was the knife of the party.”
“We thought you and Argentine had already left. We never would have climbed in the Jacuzzi nude if we knew Lilia was aboard. I’m really sorry.”
“No problem.” I emptied sand from my running shoes. “How are things with Debra?”
“Cruz provides all the cocaine Deb can snort. As long as that’s going on, there’s no chance.” Summer’s words were halting. “Last night I’d hoped someone would let something slip.”
“They were all concentrating on fun. No loose lips. Summer, I wish you could find someone special.”
“Deb is special.”
“Lilia cares what happens to her. But she’s the last person Debra would talk to about her habit.”
“Lilia isn’t so bad,” Summer admitted. “She said she wanted to be my friend.”
“She does. But that’s only because I didn’t tell her you called her the chi-chi czarina.”
We laughed. It was good to be laughing with Summer again. She asked, “Are you going to settle down with her? Leave the team?”
“We’ll always be the trio. And they’ll always be The Radclyffe.” 
“I know you keep saying she’s innocent, but what happens if she’s involved?”
“What happens if Deb is involved?”
“I don’t think she was. But I don’t put anything past Cruz and Hammer.”
“If they’re guilty, Deb might be an accomplice by providing them with entry. And with an alibi, if nothing else.”
“Deb said she felt abandoned by her mother.” 
“Maybe Sylvia didn’t want her around because she loved her too much to subject her to the emotional instability of an addict. Posh boarding schools aren’t prisons.”
“You’re thinking about your own mother, aren’t you?” Summer questioned.
“I guess so. I’ve never understood her actions.” I wondered if the letter in the safe explained anything. She had left it behind. I had kept it like a relic, yet never read its contents. It remained sealed.
“After you and Lilia left, Deb said that even if she was mean to Lilia, she actually cared for her. Lilia had been better to her than her own mother had. Lilia negotiated in favor of her staying with them.”
“I don’t understand the animosity. You saw how Lilia reached out to Deb.”
“Lilia is alive. Her mother is dead. She’s taking it out on the only one alive. Back to my question about what if Lilia is guilty?”
“Summer, she’s not really even on my suspect list. I truly love her. It’s astounding how quickly life turns us around.” I ruffled Summer’s hair. “We’ll all be okay.”
She stood, extended her hand, and helped me to my feet. “Race you back.”
I couldn’t and didn’t match her athletic stride. It didn’t matter. She was limber and tall. Yes, she was an athletic, steep woman. She was also a good-hearted young woman. After our talk, I guessed that we were again both fine with one another.
Arriving back, I breathlessly sagged into an office chair across from Rachel’s desk. “Where’s Summer?” she inquired.
“Took her cycle for a check. Said she’ll be back before noon.” I gasped for air. “Why?”
“Debra called. She left her purse behind. I told her Summer was coming back after her run.” Rachel checked her log. “Oh, and Lieutenant Powers called. Said the tape with the Latin accent on the call the night of Sylvia’s murder is available. He dubbed a copy for us. He’s still on about Lilia killing Jeremy.” She hesitated. “And you’ll like this. I asked him why they weren’t releasing the missing medical report. I told him we were expecting more support. He said he gives us more support than we deserve.”
With amusement, I asked, “And you said?”
“I get more support from my pantyhose.”
We both laughed. “If he tells me one more time about his four wonderful, very straight daughters, and how happy he is they’re straight, I’ll scream.” 
We both snickered. Rachel leaned back in her chair. “Next time he says that, I’ll ask if they’re virgins, too.”
Laughing, I gulped for air. “He’s a hell of an enforcer, but he’d buy into anything his kids might tell him. I’ll say it was nice of him to provide us with the tape. I can pick it up later. I want to stop by the florists. Send Lilia roses.”
“As long as you’re passing there, if you wouldn’t mind sending a bouquet to Kim, I’d appreciate it.” Rachel’s eyes filled. “Get something with daisies—a spray of daisies. When we were kids, she loved drawing daisies.”
“I’ll send daisies. I’m sorry, Rach.” My arm circled her shoulder. Whenever her sister’s condition worsened, it impacted Rachel. I tried to console her. “There are new drugs being discovered every day. Maybe doctors will hit on the right one for her.”
“New drugs won’t take care of the judicial system.” Rachel stiffened as she drew away from me. She then went to the file cabinet where she rested her head on the top drawer for a moment. “Beryl, I want for us to solve this murder case.”
“Me, too. For all of us. Maybe the recording of the Latina’s voice will help. And it would help if we could get the missing portion of the report. There’s something wrong with all this. Powers runs a tight ship. His evidence vault is well guarded. I know damned well he’s not a dirty cop. On homicide cases, he sleeps with the murder book. So how did the report go missing?”
“I’ve worked every payback and favor I can. I don’t get it either.” Rachel emphasized, “Every favor.”
“Maybe they’re feeding us bite-sized clues so we don’t solve the mystery before they do. What do you bet the dub isn’t clean, and we can’t tell who made the phone call?”
“I’m certain Powers had their copy as clean as they could pull. He says this case is his priority,” she accessed.
“I thought keeping his daughters straight was his priority.”
We chuckled. “So this is his second priority.”
“Good for us. Because it’s our first. And Rach, deflowering his daughter is way down on my list. At the end.” I laughed. “They probably all chain smoke cigars and say eh.”
“I just wish last night’s fiesta would have pressed a clue out of someone. They were so guarded. It was like each word spoken by each suspect was scrubbed and cleaned before they opened their mouths.”
“We’re knee-deep in suspects. And eventually, someone will slip up. Clues are caroming, even as we speak. So I’ll shower, order flowers, pick up the tape, and then curse because the tape is distorted. I’ll be back about noon. Maybe we can do some snorkeling later. You need a little relaxation, Rach.”
“There’s supposed to be an afternoon storm. Mother Nature can be a slurry bomber.”
“If it rains, we could watch an old flick.” I stopped at the door. “Rach, hang in there.”
“Oh, before I forget. You got a letter from the bar association. Inviting you to speak at their next meeting.” Rachel handed me the letter.
After I had read it, I said, “They want me to discuss how a private investigator can assist the legal profession. From one of their own. Even if I am considered a runaway.”
“An escapee is more like it. Most of Florida’s prosecuting attorneys are happy you’re out of the courtroom. Must be why they’re showering you with honorariums.”
“Ego ransom pays off,” I guessed.
After my errands, I returned back. 
Before boarding, I walked to where Summer was bent over her new cycle. “Still isn’t purring,” she complained as she rubbed her oily hands. “Where did Rachel go?”
“I don’t know. I’m just getting back myself. Deb was going to stop by and pick up the purse she left. Oh, and I got the tape. Played it on my way back. The copy is of such poor quality, I can’t honestly tell who it is. Powers said it couldn’t be identified with their technology, so what chance do we have? Voice patterns may be able to be pulled. If we can lose some of the distortion, it will help. Hey, want to go snorkeling with Rach and me this afternoon? Weather permitting.”
“Are you nuts? Have fun with friends when I can be pulling my brand new engine apart?”
I wrapped my arm around her waist as we entered the office. “Aw, come on.” I glanced back a Summer. Her face was bone-white. I whirled around to check the board. “Rachel sent up a flare.” The red marker said to check the computer. When I pulled up the emergency file, I read aloud, “Beryl, Debra came by. During the conversation, she slipped and said her mother’s body would still be lying there in the den. When I inquired, she caught herself. She left quickly. Deb then called and was hysterical. Said Cruz and Hammer have Summer held captive. No police or they’ll kill her. I’m on my way to the Grant Mansion to see if I can help Summer.”
“Hell!” Summer cursed. “A setup and she walked right into it. What now?”
The phone’s ring startled us both. I answered, expecting Rachel, or Deb. It was Jesse. I began to tell her that I’m in the middle of an emergency and couldn’t talk when she told me she’d just seen The Turquoise Debra headed toward Boca. When I hung up, I instructed, “Summer, get armed. They’ve taken Rachel captive and are now headed down to Boca. I think they have a head start on us. We’re going to Boca.”
“They want us to keep jumping around until they’ve bought enough time to make sure we’re in a no-win trap.”
“Right.” We raced to the rental car. “What a hell of a time for the Firebird to be out of action. You drive. It isn’t a muscle machine, but get all you can out of it.”
Summer mashed the accelerator. “Maybe we can beat them there.”
“If Cruz is going down the Intracoastal, ‘No-Wakes’ will slow their craft.”
“The putter-through will definitely rein them. And I know some shortcuts. What if they call and instruct us to go to Miami?”
Taking a deep breath, I shook my head. “Boca is closer. My gut instinct tells me they aren’t going to take us all the way to Miami just to ice us. They want enough time to set up their trap, but they don’t want to give us time to gather forces. They’ll go to Boca.”
Summer pressed the car to its utmost. We were over the bridge and onto the highway before I even began to construct a plan. As she weaved in and out of traffic, directing the auto with precision speed, I formulated a strategy.
“Looks like you were right. Deb’s in on it. She was there.”
“I’m sorry, Summer,” I commiserated. “She’s a conspirator at best.”
Summer’s eyes were steely and smoking. “Deb knew Rachel was on to her. She needed to be silenced. They put together their trap.”
My pulse quickened. “We’ve got to set our own trap now.”
As we approached Cruz’s Boca Raton condo and the marina, I was certain we’d beaten them there. We had time to hatch our plot. Cruz figured we were still in Palm, waiting for their call. They figured they had half an hour’s head start. Summer drove the car to a spot where we could see The Turquoise Debra’s slip was empty. When she docked, it would be in our full view.
“Summer, you’re the SWAT team expert. Where do we go from here?”
“I think we should work the rescue by playing into their hands. Rachel may not have extracted a full, detailed confession yet.”
“So I go in?”
“Yes. You’ll appear half an hour after they call. Alone. They’ll watch to make certain you’re alone. Might even search the car.”
“Where will you be?”
“While you’re going aboard, I’ll be on the opposite side of their craft. In the water. I’ll climb a piling, sneak aboard, and be ready for our moment. Shouldn’t be too difficult.” 
“There’s a storm brewing, so be careful.” I ruffled my hair. The inside of my mouth was cotton dry with nervousness. “We’ll need to work a flawless maneuver. They’ll have a weapon to her head. Then to mine. They’ve seen us slide out of harm’s way before. They’ll capture and disarm us carefully. Their plan is to get us one captive at a time. No more playing with us. They’re going to be facing a murder charge, and probable conviction. They’ll want blood.”
“No margin for error. Not even a blink off mark,” Summer warned. She slipped her Heckler & Koch 9mm into a plastic sealed envelope to protect it from water. She tucked it into the waist of her shorts. Then she turned the ignition key. We backed away from the curb. “For now, we’ll get the car out of sight. They’ll be watching your approach. Being in the drug trade, I’ll bet they have a high-powered pair of binoculars. They’ll want to see you drive up alone.”
“Once I’m on board, and I’m certain you’re safely in place, I’ll create a diversion. Let’s go with our standard ‘Aunt Agatha’ routine.”
Summer nodded affirmatively. “Yeah. Hit hard when we move. They’ll probably be in the main cabin.”
I described the basic layout of the craft, then said, “You’ll enter coming down three steps.”
“I’ll be listening to find out who you’re taking out. One of us needs to get to Rachel. A clear line to whatever weapon they’re holding on her. Hammer rattles, so go for abusive slams. Try not to let her get hold of you. Cruz will be armed. She’s not tough. Her full force fist couldn’t knock the skin off a rice pudding. But Deb claims she’s proficient with guns.”
My phone rang. As expected, it was Cruz. I was invited into the heart of danger to take my place beside my ransomed partner. 
“Ready?” I asked Summer.
Summer’s face was taut with anxiety. “Trev, I want you to remember that Cruz and Hammer aren’t known for their compassion. One of us might get hurt.”
“We won’t.” I gave her a hasty hug. We then got out of the car. I took the driver’s side. “We’ll be okay.” 
Summer leaned down and through the window said, “Beryl, I just want you to know something. I’ve never thanked you before for being there for me. Always. When I was on the streets, you were my only real friend. The only one who ever did something for me without wanting anything in return. Anyway, thank you. I appreciate you.”
My fingers ran across hers. I squeezed them a moment. “I love you, Summer. You and Rach are the sisters I never had. Be careful. Let’s put another win in our column.”
Summer trekked away. We were headed in separate directions. The final glimpse was of her scaling a fence. She was going to have a long, hard swim before reaching the hull of Cruz’s boat. With a wan smile of confidence, I whispered to only myself, “Teamwork.”
It had been an excruciating thirty minutes. Torrents from a gray curtain of sky had begun lashing. Looking out, I saw a bleak, seemingly infinite ocean. The powerful sea was alive with smashing, leaping combers. Concerns were met with words to talk myself away from fear. Summer was a strong swimmer, but she might confront the iffy riptides. She might encounter undertows that would drag her under.
When it was time, I conducted the checklist. I pumped the accelerator and sped to the parking area, within view of The Turquoise Debra. With a display of great panic, I raced across the dock. My leap aboard was convincing. Cruz awaited my arrival. She motioned for me to move down to the main cabin. Rachel was on the floor in the corner. She was bound and gagged. Her eyes hectically searched.
“Easy, Rach,” I murmured.
“Easy, yourself, dumb shit,” Cruz taunted. Her drawn gun pointed at me. An evil scowl was taunting under subdued lighting. “Welcome to our boat. Finally, you got yourself an invitation. Just in time for fun.” Her ferocious, demonic eyes glared. “Let’s see you drop your gun, very carefully.”
She knew I wasn’t about to resist. I had no desire for a belly full of hollow point. I relinquished my weapon. I kicked it off to the side from which it would be most easily retrieved. “You’re calling the shots.”
Cruz took a confident step toward me. “Don’t you forget that. No more fancy crap. We’re gonna have you call your partner. Invite her to the show. I want you all here.”
“Show. Aren’t you the little show bizzers,” I babbled. “But then this show is small potatoes. After all, you murdered the legendary Sylvia Grant. Your deed made the front page of every paper in the world!”
Cruz indicated she wanted my hands higher. With great accommodation, I elevated them. “You’re talkin’ too much.”
At all costs, I wanted to divert them from tying me up. “You don’t want to hear what I think of you and the beast.” My motion was in Hammer’s direction. She was standing near a very blitzed out Debra.
“We don’t give a fuck what you think about us.”
I returned her smirk. “It took all three of you to kill Sylvia Grant. She was so small in stature, and in no condition to fight you off. Much older, out of shape, and drunk. You killed her. What a rotten show that must have been.”
“She shouldn’t have said them things about Deb,” Hammer muttered.
Bingo! “So you killed her. What about it, Deb. Did you stand there and watch them beat your mother to death?” I questioned.
 “I don’t remember. I…I…” she stammered. Her head was obviously clouded from a recent hit. “It was a dream.”
“You’d better tune in your memory, kid. Rachel’s an ex-cop. The force loves her. Every cop in Florida will be coming for you. Guns drawn. Dead or alive,” I blasted. I was laying it on with a trowel. “Your buddies are going to murder Rachel and me. And then Summer.”
Debra’s foggy eyes blinked. She rattled gibberish. “No, they just want to talk with her. They’ll overturn her bike. Make her come with us. They won’t hurt Summer.”
“That’s what they told you. Their credibility is tainted, Deb. You can’t trust them. Think about it. They’ve got to kill Summer. She knows the truth.”
“They don’t have to kill her,” Debra nearly begged. “No, Anita. No.”
“Shut your mouth,” Cruz spit. To me she dictated, “And you button it.”
“Or you’ll do what?” I played for time, hoping Summer had safely slipped aboard. “You’re going to continue this barbarous sacrifice no matter what.”
“I said shut up,” Cruz screamed.
“I said no deal,” I continued. “You’re going to kill us, so I might as well tell you what losers you are.”
“Losers,” Cruz said as she snickered. “We got the guns, you bitch. We got the guns.”
“Deb sees you through her drugs. But underneath, she knows you’ll kill Summer. You and that rotten human over there.”
“I’m gonna love wastin’ you.” Cruz’s eyes were lit up with a heinous gleam. “Love it. We’ll take you out and dump your asses in the drink.”
“You sure know how to be hospitable.” I tipped back on my heels with a cocky swagger. “You’re going to whittle away your gun handle putting all those notches on it. A great big notch for the famous Sylvia Grant.”
“That’s right,” she admitted. “I take out people who get in my way.”
“Or you have Hammer do it for you. Hammer,” I addressed her, “you haven’t done a thing with your appearance since last we met. That crimped bale of hair is just as awful as ever. And your face looks like oatmeal in a white bowl. Bland. Guess if you didn’t have wrestling and Cruz’s coattails, you’d be just a gutless old whoremonger.”
“Fuckin’ shud up!” she boomed.
“I should have become a wrestler,” I bragged. “I’d take you in a ring. One on one. You’re big, but you’re stupid.” I laughed as I ridiculed her. “In fact, you outweigh me by two whales. But I could take you because I’m quicker. And smarter.”
Cruz’s eyes narrow. “She’s trying to be cute again. Watch her.”
“Nothing gets by you, Cruz. Look, you’ve got my partner tied up and a flipping gun aimed at me. I’m going nowhere. And it will take Summer half an hour to get here. Let’s see how husky the Hammer really is.”
Cruz was debating the wisdom of letting Hammer beat on me. “You’ll try to escape.”
“You’ve got the drop on me. And you know I won’t leave my partner behind. What can it hurt? Other than Hammer’s ego.”
Hammer grunted. Her bearish frame stomped toward me. She growled, “I’m gonna destroy you. Bend you in half.” Her fists looked like sledgehammers. “I’ll twist your head off.”
I backed away, closer to where I’d thrown my gun. “Going into your early primate imitation, Hammer? I’ll bet you get nervous when you see a trash compactor.”
“Let me have her,” Hammer insisted.
I took another step, nearing my gun. Pebbling Hammer’s armor was a requisite. I chaffed, “Had any really good dates lately?” She lunged at me. I whirled away from her. Aware that the next time she hurled herself, my fate was sealed. Time was running out. Her eyes were wild, and she wasn’t going to miss me again. “Hammer, by killing me, you’re going to break an old woman’s heart. I was supposed to be visited by my favorite aunt. Aunt Agatha will be arriving in fifteen days. Now, I’ll be left out of her will.”
Cruz cackled. “Who gives a fuck about some old lady’s will? You can’t spend bucks on the bottom of the ocean. And that’s where you’ll be.”
“Too right,” I agreed. I mentally counted. When I reached fifteen, I shouted, “Poor Aunt Aggie.” As planned, I plunged to the floor. I rolled as I scooped up my gun and fired to my left at Cruz. I heard her scream as the bullet grazed her hand. She had fired a round, missed, and blew a window out. Shards of glass sprayed. When struck, her gun bounced across the floor.
There was a thud as Summer catapulted from the bottom stair toward Hammer. Her force was jettisoned as planned. She rammed Hammer with ballistic power. Hammer was thrust to the opposite wall. Her skull hitting sounded like a watermelon smashing on concrete.
Summer had taken her prisoner.
Cruz moaned, “You hit my hand.”
“It was an errant bullet,” I explained. “I assure you, I aimed for your head. When I’m packing a Beretta, I’m usually more accurate. Lucky you.”
“I’m gonna bleed to death,” she groaned.
“You do that, sport,” I said under my breath.
“Move,” Summer commanded as she waved her gun. She rounded up the three of them, and cuffed them while I aimed my gun directly at them. When she got to Debra, Summer impeached, “You let them kill your mother. You were going to let them kill the people I love. You’re pathetic.” She glanced back at me as she snapped the final cuff to a pipe railing. “Trev, it’s stifling in here. I’m going to the car. I’ll call for the badges.”
“Tell Powers not to forget a search warrant,” I reminded her. The last thing I wanted was illegally gained evidence screwing up the case. They would have the testimony of the three of us regarding the confession. But I wanted every last detailed to be a piece of admissible evidence. 
I was suddenly aware of the battering rains overhead. The storm coincided with my anger. Both were intense with an expected splenetic fierceness. The killers of Sylvia Grant were in the net. That seemed sufficient for my outrage.
Immediately, I went to Rachel’s side. Placing my gun down, I reached around to loosen her gag. Then I untied her hands and legs. When she sat up, I clasped her to me. Her arms wouldn’t hug back. I turn, gathering her purse. As I did, I heard Hammer bellow. Her meaty lips trembled. “She’s gonna kill us.”
My head swung back to Rachel. She held the gun I’d placed beside her. It was aimed squarely at Hammer. “Rach,” I called. Her eyes were immutably glazed. “Rach, we aren’t vigilantes. Cruz and Hammer aren’t armed. They’re cuffed. They’re in our custody.”
With a mechanical voice, Rachel asked, “But wouldn’t the world be better without them?”
“We aren’t executioners.”
“I can rid the earth of them in two seconds. Empty the chamber. We’ll be protecting the public. If not, there’s a chance these scumbags will be free one day.”
Hammer’s whining grunt was now a blustering wheeze. Rachel’s arm extended as she took aim. “Naw,” Hammer pleaded. “Please don’t kill me. Please.”
“Rach, this isn’t what we’re about,” I tried to intercede. “We don’t shoot people in cold blood. That’s what separates us from them. The law. If we let go of the law, we’re lost. We become the most lost of them all. Because we know the difference. You’ve been an enforcer. I’ve defended the law. I still must. If we take them down without the benefit of the law, we take down all the hopes of justice.” I gasped for breath. My impassioned petition wasn’t swaying her.
“They deserve to die. The courts might spring them. That’s why we’re in a jungle.”
“Rach, if you think we’re in a jungle now, you pull that trigger, and we go to the jungle’s cesspool. I’m going to step in between them. You’ll need to shoot me, too. I can’t allow you to extinguish what law we do have in this civilization.”
“The world would be more civil without them.”
“Maybe so. But if you kill them, it makes the world far worse. It makes us them. I don’t want to be them. And I don’t want you to be them.”
“I don’t want evil in my world anymore.”
“Then don’t become the evil you hate.”
After several moments, her gun lowered slightly. She began to pinch the trigger. She fired. Screams shattered the airway. There was the clatter of a bullet. She had shot a stash of cocaine that rested on the counter. A cloud of white dust disbursed through the corner. Rachel clutched the gun. The sparks from it became discharged smoked. As she lowered her gun, I removed it from her trembling hands. Her head fell against my shoulder. Dampness drained from her eyes, and her muffled sobs echoed.
“You’re safe now.” I held her tightly. “I’ve got you. You’re safe.”
“Don’t let me go.”
“No.” I finally understood her reticence to carry a gun. She feared this moment. She was frightened of losing control. I wiped tears from her face. “It’s over, Rach. You’ve made it. You could have executed them. You didn’t. Now you know you can resist the urge to pull the trigger. We’re here with you. And we love you, Rach.”
Summer’s footsteps were behind us as she rushed. “I heard a shot,” she said breathlessly.
“We just got well,” I prognosticated. “It’s going to be okay now. We’ve won.”
A faint, “Right” tumbled from Rachel’s quivering lips.
My heart unclenched. I repeated, “We’ve won.”
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MY PERSONAL MAELSTROM was an interior quest. I realized that Lieutenant Powers and his band of cops were breaking all possible speed records to arrive quickly so they could apprehend the suspects. He’d have them jailed before the ink dried on arrest warrants. For me, the wait was excruciating. 
I ruminated about the ghosts of virtue and vice. Solving a mystery was comparable to defrocking a phantom. Behind was left the phantasmal silt of questions. What if someone had helped the perpetrators early on? What if hatred had been redirected? Maybe they wouldn’t have drugged up, dealt, killed, or been anything but an exemplary citizen. 
When there has been a life and death event, solitude was self-imposed. In war, and with any danger that has subsided, there were left behind moments to explore. There was an inquest of raw, vulnerable emotions. Seclusion took me to the bosom of truth. I was mentally sequestered. Bullets had been aimed at my head and my heart.
Summer rummaged around until she found a first aid kit. I wrapped a bandage around Cruz’s hand wound. A carnelian thread of blood immediately soaked through the gauze. The rheumy-eyed Cruz squealed in pain. I did my best to ignore her effort to get my pity. 
Although the murder of Sylvia Grant had been solved, there was still the question of Jeremy Howell’s demise. When Summer questioned the threesome, they staunchly denied killing Jeremy. My eyes riveted theirs. I took them off the suspect list. Not for the denial itself, but for the vehemence of their denial. They refuted the allegation all too quickly. It was all too synchronic. 
Summer had the same reading. “I believe them,” she said, squinting back in my direction.
Rachel leaned against the counter. “They’re telling the truth. Helene mentioned living in New York for a year. I made some inquiries earlier. The NYPD sent an email with her sheet. And accompanying the rap sheet were several photos. In one, Helene was wearing a dark wig. She looked like the description of the woman who killed Jeremy. That also triggered enough suspicion to make me want to check New York’s financial institutions. I received data on money transfers.”
“Helene does her banking out of state?” I questioned. “It hadn’t occurred to me that she’d have hidden assets in another state.” We had checked Florida and couldn’t find discrepancies.
“I was in the process of checking funds going from Helene’s New York accounts to Jeremy’s. There were substantial amounts of money drawn on the account that went to Jeremy’s account. I surmise there must have been strong and greedy blackmail involved. She must have figured that as long as someone was going to go down for a killing, two falls are better than one. She was skittish when talking about Jeremy. Frightened that Jeremy might expose her hoax. She was tired of him holding her up. The profit-minded Helene decided to ice Jeremy.”
“As we previously guessed, she lifted the gun from Lilia’s handbag,” I deduced.
“Right. She framed Lilia. That must have given her some satisfaction,” Rachel reported. “Since the gun was only a .32-caliber, effective within a fifteen-foot range, Helene needed a disguise. She knew Lilia often wore sunglasses, so her deception easily came together.”
Sirens blared through the airways of the previously serene, gray marina. Powers had made the trip in record time. A battery of reporters followed behind the police. They were barred from the immediate area. The murder of Sylvia Grant had been solved. That was major news.
A parade of investigators, led by Lieutenant Powers, entered. As if staging a raid, they surrounded us. Rachel informed Powers of Helene’s probable implication. She would share both photos and banking information. The photo of Helene in a dark wig, Rachel disclosed, might just be the positive ID needed to prove she killed Jeremy.
Cruz and Hammer were led away. Behind, seated on the floor, was a bewildered Debra. As if out of respect for Sylvia, Powers excluded her from riding back to Palm in a squad car. He would take her in his unmarked car. I guessed he had an ulterior motive, as well. He wanted her in his camp. With three star witnesses to attempted murder and confessions of the killers to Trevar’s Team, he had an ironclad case. He would obviously love adding another witness—an eyewitness to the killing. Sylvia’s daughter, Debra.
After our statements had been taken and glanced over by Powers, he walked slowly toward Debra. Summer grabbed my arm. “Trev, I’ll take Rachel back and get her settled in. I know you’ll want to tell Lilia the news. But first,” she hesitated, “I hate to ask. I know how you feel about going back into the courtroom. But Deb’s a messed up kid. Not a bad kid.”
“Summer, if she wants my help, of course I’ll be glad to represent her.”
“Thanks. I can’t talk with her now. When she’s clean, I’ll see her.”
Summer hung her head and then walked away to join Rachel. I approached Tom Powers and Debra Grant. The lieutenant was thinking about his own daughters. I knew how he thought. Helping Debra was paying his last respects to Sylvia Grant. He huddled with the young woman, gently interrogating as he took notes.
“Lieutenant,” I interrupted.
“Congratulations, Trevar.” He extended his hand. “Nice work.”
I mumbled, “There have been easier cases.”
“I just knew it was one of you lesbians.”
“You mean, one of us solving the murder and restoring law and order?”
He gave an embarrassed, chatter-like laugh. “You know what I meant. The killer.”
“This turns out to be a fortunate day for you. You’re getting three lesbians off the street at once. Four if you count Helene,” my sarcasm lashed. “Tom, have you Mirandized Debra?”
“Just now. So?”
“First of all, do me a favor. Put out that cigar,” I complained about the miasmic smell. “I just escaped from death by gunfight. I’d rather not be a morbidity statistic for dying of asphyxiation.” He crushed his cigar out against the rim of an empty cup. “Thanks. Now, may I have a private word with Debra?”
“Don’t tell me!” he ranted. He gave a slap on his forehead. “You’re going to represent her. You’re back on the wrong side, Trevar.” His face lit up with rage. “She killed her own mother.”
“That’s for the courts to decide. As soon as she’s clean, she will be easy to flip over to the prosecution’s side. But she needs to be represented.”
“Nice.” He pouted. I watched him storm to the other side of the cabin. 
I leaned toward Debra. “Deb, listen to me. Summer wants me to represent you. If you want my legal counsel, I’m here.”
With a dolorous frown of confusion, she inquired, “Why would you help me?”
“I’m an attorney. And maybe you’re a victim of sorts.”
“You can forgive me?”
“Yes. And your mother would have forgiven you. Mothers forgive their children. And children forgive their mothers.” I studied her pain-laced eyes. There was compunction within her face. “I’ll represent you. But no more lies. I can’t stand lies in my personal life or in my professional life. Now, do you want my help?”
“Yes.”
I motioned to Powers. “Tom, come on down. We want to deal. Immunity. My client will turn evidence. We need to bargain now. Up front. We’ve got the eyewitness to Sylvia’s death willing to give testimony. You’ll need that testimony for a sturdy conviction. Release Debra in my custody. I’ll get her signed into a rehab center immediately. Lockup. We need to first get her substance abuse resolved. You have my word that she’ll be committed. It will be stipulated that she will not be signed out until after the disposition of the case resolved. Or charges are dropped.”
“You know I can’t agree to that. I’d need the district attorney’s approval.”
“Check it out. Get the governor on the phone if need be. We’ll cooperate, but first she needs rehabilitation. And,” I bargained, “she can’t be tried with either Cruz or Hammer. And she can’t be tried on first. She is an accessory, maybe. Witness, absolutely.”
“Give me a couple minutes.” He went to make his calls in private.
“You want me to rat?” Debra disputed.
“You listen to me,” I cut her off. I eased down beside her with my knee pressing the floor for balance. “This state has the death penalty. You get your choice. Lethal injection or electrocution. Old Sparky isn’t a goddamned joke. And you’re about to line up for frying. They’ll shave your hair, lead you down a hall. Clergy at your side. You’ll get the big voltage. Death by electrocution is high gore. So listen to every word I say. We are cooperating with the State. You are going to turn Cruz and Hammer over.”
“I can’t do that. They’ll kill me.”
“No more intimidation by them. They’re going to be locked. Give them up, Deb. Before they turn and rat you out. They’ll get the perk of being able to live.” I watched her eyes blinking back tears. “If you’re not going to listen to me and take my advice, I’ll get you a copy of the Yellow Pages. Find yourself another attorney. One who wants to grandstand. Get someone who won’t mind watching your struggling body being tied down for your syringe full of poison or being pitched into Old Sparky’s gullet.” I got up to leave.
“No,” she screamed. “Help me.” Her head fell into her hands. Jerking, her diminutive frame tottered as she wept. “I didn’t want them to kill her. Help me.” Tears dripped from her thin face.
“First, we’ll get you clean.” I placed my arm around her shoulder.
“Trevar,” Powers said when he returned. “Let’s talk.”
“You know what I’m willing to talk about. Have we got a deal?”
“We may be able to go along with some of your requests. But we still need to take her in before we can transfer her.”
“She’s sick, Tom. I don’t want her locked.” I confronted him. “She’ll freeze out if she hears the clank of locks. She isn’t a bad kid. We can get her back. You know if we visit a judge, I’ll have her bailed in the morning. I can get all the mileage in the world out of facto et amino. In fact and intent, Tom. She didn’t do it in fact and intent. You’ll end up looking like the village bully in court.”
“Come on, Trevar,” he began.
“I’m serious. If my client agrees to cooperate, I insist she not be locked. Otherwise, the deal is off. I’ll bail her. I’ll walk her. I’ll load up and go into that courtroom blazing. The kid doesn’t even have a prior,” I stressed. “Nothing incriminating.”
“I know.”
Then with a conciliatory smile, I enticed him. “Tom, with an eyewitness to the biggest murder the state has had in years, you’re guaranteed a conviction. Good for you. You’ll convict two hardened criminals. They’ll do life or do death. You’ve wanted them off the street for years.”
“I let one go to get the other two?”
“Debra was there. Suppose she was an innocent bystander. Through drugs and intimidation, she was coerced into covering for the killers. Tom, do you think Sylvia Grant would want her daughter executed?” I smiled my most benign smile. “I’d defend your daughters if it were them.”
“My kids are all wives and mothers. Except the youngest. She’s just getting out of college. I can’t wait to get her down the aisle.”
“Would you still love her if she were Sapphic, like me?”
After a moment’s reflection, he muttered, “She’s my kid. I’d still love her. Does your family know you like women?”
“The trio is my family. Well, Lieutenant, Sylvia’s killers have been apprehended. Now the question is do you want them convicted. Do we have a deal?”
“We have a deal.” He hesitated. “Tell me, Trevar, you plan on gloating all over town about solving this case?”
I glanced at Debra and simply answered, “No. Not this one.”
After Debra had been sorted, I drove directly to The Breakers. I wilted in Lilia’s arms. She saw the strain in my face and drew a bath for me. The bathroom was beginning to darken as afternoon turned down the sky’s brightness. I watched Lilia blending bath scents into rushing waters. I sat motionlessly.
I recalled the joyous phone conversation with Lilia earlier. When she heard the case was solved, and that she was absolved of suspicion, her voice brightened. Her concern turned to Debra. I assured her that I was going to represent Debra and that I had accompanied her to one of the finest rehabilitation centers.
“Beryl, you appear so weary.” Lilia broke into my thoughts.
“I’ll be fine. By the way, I have a message from Debra. After she had been processed, we sat together for a while. She said to tell you she was sorry.” 
I submerged my body in the water. Lilia’s delicate touch skimmed my back, soothing as her fingers eased my tension.
“I’m pleased you’re helping her.” Lilia’s eyes filled with tears. “When you see her again, tell her I’ll be there for her if that is what she wishes.”
“She’ll have difficulty ahead. Death leaves remnants of guilt, no matter what the circumstance.” I took Lilia’s hand in mine and tenderly kissed it. “I told her that Sylvia would have forgiven her.”
“Yes. Sylvia was forgiving. Sylvia could be very harsh. She often pushed those near her to their breaking point. At times, her cruelty was beyond comprehension. I understand Debra’s love and hatred for her mother. Sylvia knew what she was doing, for much of the cruelty she exhibited was when she was sober. I accepted the pain she inflicted and stayed with her. Debra had no choice. In Bizet’s Carmen, there is a line that says, ‘If I love you, then beware.’”
“Sylvia must have been demanding.”
“She often pushed me to my worst anger. She enjoyed it. She tested my love by making it impossible. She measured my love by how much I could stand. But no matter how terrible it was, I know I could not have murdered her.”
“Until we’re confronted, it’s difficult to speculate if we have it in us to kill.”
Her eyes closed a moment as she touched my chin. “I worry about your being harmed if you remain a detective.”
“I’ll be more careful now that you’re in my life. I’ll be more cautious.”
“I remember when I was sent to the convent. I packed my earthly belongings into one valise. I was given something from each member of my family. A memento. It was as if I didn’t know if I might be seeing them again.” Her fingertips traced my lips. “If I knew you were in danger, I would worry that each parting might be our last. I would fear that I must take a belonging from you each day.”
I took her in my arms and held her tightly. Her family traded gifts to remain together in heart and spirit. Donatio inter vivos, a gift between the living. Lilia was my greatest gift.  
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AS THE SUN lightened the morning, I reflected on my fortune.
The case was solved. And the most important emotion that I had ever known was actualized. I had come out of my learning plateau with the knowledge of love.
Love, I found, was more than a study. I approached law with an eagerness to learn. What knowledge of cuisine I’d managed to acquire came through self-instruction, and my stint at being an apprentice chef. Yet where love was concerned, methodology didn’t work with me. I found love was the very essence of something that simply was. No wonder it took me so long to arrive, I considered.
As a chef, one can’t go wrong with a good basic sauce—it dressed up, or down, a feast. Feast, the word, was a derivation of festival. And my heart’s festival just happened. It was the woman I’d fallen in love with, and who loved me. Under the glamor of makeup and sequined dresses, Lilia was gorgeous. But she was mostly a woman of kindness, substance, and devotion. I cherished Lilia and her warmth. 
My festival celebration was love. As we snuggled in bed, Lilia’s morning touch invited me. Our eyes locked as we tucked together in an embrace. Desire flared when I inhaled the sweetness of her. Love-sharing was without the encumbrance of a murder case. Our touches were raptorial. Even my pragmatic soul had found orgasmic poetry. Our love had become the center of the universe.
There was synchronized bliss. 
“I love you so,” I whispered. My arms tightened around her. “I never thought I’d find you.”
“Perhaps we were fated to find one another. I’m fortunate you were here for me. If not, I might be incarcerated. That reminds me I mustn’t forget the fee for Trevar Investigators.” She smiled. Kissing my head, she then got up to retrieve her handbag. She pulled out a checkbook and tossed her handbag on the bed’s stand. She then wrote the check, handed it to me, and said, “This was the best money I’ve ever spent. It provided me with my freedom, and my reason to treasure freedom. You.”
“This is very generous,” I said, glancing at the check. “Too generous.”
“Not at all. I promised your company a bonus if the case was solved quickly. You delivered a resolution. I hope I can entice you to stay on as my permanent bodyguard,” she said with a question. She laughed her lovely laugh. “You can become my personal rent-a-cop.”
“I’d enjoy that.” I slipped the check into the top pocket of my blouse that was on a nearby chair. Then I leaned back against a mountain of pillows.
When the phone rang, it was her agent. They began talking about a new video deal in Spanish. Lilia went to the desk in the other room. I glanced at the nightstand to see a container of capsules nearly falling from the handbag. I read the label. It said, ‘Product of the Temple of Truth, Light, and Flame.’ Obviously, it was Helene’s herbal pep pills that Lilia carried for Sylvia. I had experienced a workout, so I figured I would take a couple of pills. I opened the plastic container. Dumping three in the palm of my hand, I stood up to get some water. I passed by Lilia.
“Need these to keep up my sexual stamina,” I teased.
The telephone was dropped from Lilia’s trembling hands. She quickly scooped them from my outstretched hand. “You took these from my handbag?”
“The container fell out. I didn’t think you’d mind.”
“You must not take them. You haven’t taken them, have you?”
“No. But it’s okay. Helene gave Rachel some and she took them. She was fine.”
“These are old. Perhaps out of date. They must be destroyed. When properties of medicine age, they often become dangerous.” She was wicker-white. She rushed to the nightstand to collect the remainder of the capsules. She then quickly flushed them all down the toilet.
“They’re just herbs,” I said with a laugh. “Loma’s magic.”
She regained her demeanor. She held me tightly. “Forgive me if I am overprotective. They remind me of Helene.”
Lilia returned to conclude her phone conversation. When she reappeared, she rummaged through her handbag. “Here,” she joked, “take these lemon drops if you need energy.”
“Will I be needing energy?”
“Let’s shower, and we shall see,” she said as she took my hand and led me to the shower. Water peppered our skin as our mouths intersected. I relished our soft embrace. By the end of our shower, our hair was drenched and our bodies waterlogged. We were suspended by post orgasmic tingling, so we continued sharing love in bed. Our passion built again until we found ourselves on the floor, in the middle of the fallen bedding.
As we giddily giggled, we heard a rap on the door. Room service was announced. Lilia threw on her robe, and I remained on the floor. She looked down when she reached the bedroom door. “Perhaps I should shut the door. Whatever will room service think?”
We traded passionate glances. I replied, “That we’re on our honeymoon.”
“Very lovely honeymoon and very lovely honey.”
“I’ve got a degree in apiculture.” I gave a quick buzzing sound and we both laughed.
With a sly grin, she praised, “I don’t doubt your credentials for an instant.”
When the door was shut, I consulted my heart. For the first time in my life, I wasn’t afraid of being stung.
After dressing and breakfast, I began my agenda’s work. Powers had wanted us to sign an official statement before noon. Rachel and I arrived at the police department parking lot at the same time. 
“You look very much in love,” Rachel assessed with a smile.
I gave Rachel’s hair a playful tousle. “And you look ravishing as always.” My arms linked with hers. “A good night sleep provided excellent recuperative healing.”
“Getting better may take time, but I’m relieved that I’ve finally admitted my struggle. Having a firearm was too tempting. I’m angry at a system that didn’t work for my family.”
“I should have seen your problem. Maybe I was too close.”
“I talked with Powers earlier this morning. He said he’d like to see me back as a detective on the force. Told me I could work a desk job and get counseling.”
I frowned. “You didn’t say yes?”
“I didn’t say no. I told him I’d consider it.”
Before I could inquire, I turned to see Summer dashing across the lot. Her arms slipped around our waists. We walked three abreast. “On our way over here,” I announced, “I deposited Lilia’s check in the firm’s account. So we’re flush. Lilia made plans to do some kind of a video that will take a few weeks of production in Mexico. I figured the three of us should take a vacation. Pull up anchor. Head for the mystical sea and a vacation adventure we deserve. Sun. Fun. We’ve just finished a big case and could use some R&R.
“Trev,” Summer’s words stumbled. “I won’t be going.”
“Come on, Summer,” I argued. “Only a few weeks. Debra will be fine. She’s got healing to do. And I know the case won’t require my services for at least another couple months. Time away—reward for our valor,” I prompted.
“It isn’t Deb. I’ve been thinking about it all night. I missed calling this case by a mile. I’m trying to figure if I belong in detective work. I was duped by Deb.” Summer opened the station door. 
“Summer,” I disputed, “we aren’t augurs. We began with raw speculation. We sorted until the ingredients turned up. My theory was that Jeremy killed Sylvia. Originally, I would have bet the barge on that. But the important thing was that we crossed the finish line first. We completed the case.”
“I figured Cruz and Hammer might have done it. But I never thought Deb was there.”
We were seated in a waiting room outside the lieutenant’s office. “Summer, drugs make people different,” I offered. “You were right about the fact her heart isn’t bad. You saw that in her, so don’t kick yourself around the block for believing in someone.”
“I blew it.” Her head hung. “I was accusing you for your lack of objectivity. I was the one weighted down. I flat out blew it.”
Rachel reached for Summer’s hand. She put it to her cheek and gave a kiss. “Summer, we were all emotionally invested. On different levels, but we were. You came through. You saved my life. No one has ever accused you of having a mushy spine or mind. It ain’t over until the wrestler threatens to give you the final high seas slam.”
We chuckled. I added, “Our suspect list was diverse enough for any outcome.”
“I feel rotten,” Summer said with dejection. “If I hadn’t been negligent in picking up clues, maybe Rach wouldn’t have been taken hostage.”
“That’s bull!” I barked. “Summer, it was your rescue. You planned it. Look at all the cases you’ve solved. But everything on this one was goofy from the start.” I paused as my mind whirled. “Still is. The deal was that we’ve had a very expeditious resolution on a very tough case.”
Rachel agreed. “Things have happened for the best. I’d been choking on my own anger. Spinoza said that peace isn’t just the absence of war, but rather a virtue. A disposition for benevolence and justice. I was waiting for justice to get right with me. Maybe now I can accept that it doesn’t work that way.” Rachel issued a smile. “Hatred hurts the hater most.”
With a wry grin, I expounded, “And Simone de Beauvoir said that hatred can at times be a positively joyous emotion. So who you gonna believe?”
“I don’t believe anyone if I can’t pronounce their name,” Summer replied. “Sounds like something old Loma might say.”
“Loma,” Rachel repeated the name with an attached sigh. “Powers told me that the photo of Helene was verified by the eyewitness as the woman coming from Jeremy’s motel room. With a positive ID, Helene is sure to be indicted.”
“Loma will finagle a deal,” Summer declared.
“Helene will hire a battalion of lawyers. They’ll be more sidebars than the judge will be able to count. Helene will probably get an acquittal,” I predicted.
“After examining her financial records, I can verify her wealth,” Rachel added. She gave a melancholy glance in my direction. “Although I didn’t exclude her from being a suspect, I rather hoped she wasn’t guilty. She’s one of a kind. Good fanatics are difficult to find these days.”
I understood that we each had our own cairn of clues. They pointed us in different directions. As the case unraveled, it became difficult to keep up with collective theory that blended with truth. Individual insight got in the way. I wondered if this would always be how we operated. Perhaps experience would eventually sharpen our skills. The vintage saying, ‘You don’t catch an old bird with chaff’ came to mind.
Lieutenant Tom Powers had a stack of statements ready for our signatures. After reading and signing, I asked about Helene.
“Helene Earnest is already bailed. She must have had twenty briefcase-toting mouthpieces,” Powers answered, exhaling dramatically. “They’ll go for self-defense. Claiming Howell became abusive. To be honest, I doubt if she’ll do time. But the scandal might put out her fire, light, and truth for a while. Eventually, she’ll get an amended proclamation on forgiveness from her flock. She’ll be back in business. Those kinds always surface again.”
“She could begin a new congregation of people who are glad she offed Howell,” I alleged.
“No doubt,” Powers remarked. “You nailed down both cases. I got to hand it to you peepers.”
Summer rolled her eyes. She repeated, “Peeper?”
“The expression is way before your time,” I explained. “Even before mine.”
“Oh, please!” She stood. “I’m late for a meeting at the gym. So this peeper is out of here.”
“Now listen,” Powers instructed, “you stay out of police business from here on.”
“If we do that,” Summer retorted, “who will solve the crimes?”
“I’m on my way, too,” Rachel said as she followed behind Summer. “See you later.”
When they were safely down the hall, I turned back to Powers. “Tom,” I said as I leaned my hands against the edge of his desk. “I have a question. Or two. My team solved the crime despite a very important missing particle. The medical examiner’s report was incomplete. The blood work was missing. No spectrographs or chemical analysis. How about shedding some light on that?”
With a hushing motion, Powers closed the door. He sat back down. “Guess I owe you this. We’re talking confidentially. It goes nowhere.”
“You’ve got my word.”
“That’s the nuts part of this case. We wanted the digestive enzymes to establish the time of death. But there was more. You see, Sylvia’s kid comes by for money. They fought and it ended up a murder. The crazy part is that they wouldn’t have had to kill her.”
“What are you saying?” I leaned near, impatiently demanding, “Talk to me.”
“Sylvia had enough cocaine in her stomach to kill off our alligator population. Pure stuff. Enough to make certain a suicide took.”
I blew a puff of air toward the ceiling. “I don’t get it. Why would she try to kill herself?”
“Her lover leaves. Daughter is giving her fits. She gets loaded up. She talks about her will with all the people who are making her life a zoo. She decides to end it. You know the scenario.”
“Yes. Too well.” I paused. “But she didn’t seem the type.”
“She’d been drinking. Depressed. Hey, she took those capsules jammed with….”
“Capsules?” I delved.
“Yes. That was the missing autopsy report. She’d taken blue and white capsules. Gelatin casings hadn’t had time to fully disintegrate.”
“That’s why the body was cyanotic. The yellow discoloration of the body had been questioned by my team. So you buried the path report? And you didn’t fight the request for cremation of the body.”
“That’s right. We told everyone we hadn’t caught the paperwork for the cremation in time.” He looked away. “I’ve been on the force for a long, long time. Sometimes things are right.”
“Mala in se,” I declared. Offenses against one’s conscience. With a confirming nod, I spoke, “Tom, you’re a terrific cop. And a terrific father. Even if you didn’t raise a Sapphic or two,” I kidded. “There had to have been a reason for the path report to have vanished.”
“Before she went sour from suicide, she was murdered. No need to dredge up something so sad.”
“No.”
“Listen, Sylvia Grant was celebrated for getting clean. When her anti-drug messages hit the airways, people started calling drug centers to get help. She gave them hope. If she could get straight with drugs and booze, they figured they could, too. Trevar, I pick kids up off the street. Needles still sticking in their arms. Only in their teens, and already, they’re stiffs. Jesus. If Sylvia’s message would have saved one kid a month, it was worth a little inventive filing. There was no way I was going to take away that kind of positive message for something that didn’t matter in the long run.”
I respected him too much to dispute his reasoning for obstructing justice. “I understand, Tom.” I began to truly understand it all.
He closed his eyes, confessing, “Maybe my kids are okay because I’m a hell of a lucky guy. I see good parents in here all the time. Trevar, we don’t need to besmirch Sylvia Grant’s message just because she got tanked up and took pills. Her image helped to heal young people. That report was conveniently tossed. I’m trusting that you’ll keep your mouth shut.”
I nod. “Like you said, some decisions are right.”
I left his office. My mind was whirling as if my thoughts were in a blender. I needed to contemplate the information. I went to my one impregnable fort of tranquility—the ocean’s edge. The sea’s splash always clarified my thinking. I drove to a vacant beach where I walked for over an hour. I watched curling foam-topped waves break against the shore.
My existence was being considered. My rightful place on this home of a planet was being reasoned. Life was similar to a comber. We were lifted high by fate, and then with gravity’s assist, we returned to where we began. But we were never the same. Sometimes we fell with the benignity of a tumble. Other times, we collapsed as we were smashed by the plummet to earth. 
And it was just when I’d learned the meaning of a kiss.
As I got out of The Breakers elevator, the noise was still squalling within my soul.
“My darling,” Lilia greeted me. “I wasn’t expecting you back until later this afternoon.”
I entered silently. Turning, I watched her shut the door behind us. I breathed deeply, feeling the pinch of suffocation in my lungs. She sensed my sorrow.
“Beryl, you are troubled. You went by to see Debra?”
“No, but last night she told me about the murder. I can’t begin to imagine Sylvia’s final thoughts when her daughter’s companions beat her to death. It did save her from finding out that her lover had attempted to murder her.”
“What?” Lilia’s face froze.
“I told you early on, the victim usually tells on the murderer. Where the body was found told us who killed her. Massive quantities of drugs in her system told me that you attempted to kill her.”
Lilia sat. She covered her face. I went to the opposite chair and eased into it. My fatigued shoulders slumped.
I continued, “Sylvia had betrayed you with Helene. You used the drugs that Debra had left around the house. You loaded up the capsules Helene had furnished with her energy herbs. That way you could blame her. You could get revenge on both of them. There was revenge for their disloyalty. The remedy for betrayal was killing Sylvia and framing Helene. One verdict, one sentencing. Ironically, Helene stole Sylvia’s gun to frame you. Bodies fell while everyone was framing everyone else. A scorecard might have helped.”
“I loved Sylvia.”
“But you doctored the capsules. Before leaving, you gave her a dosage. That’s why you were so frightened this morning when I almost took them. This noon I was told about the Path report. Then I knew. I mistakenly thought your panic was out of concern that I not have anything to do with Helene. You didn’t want me tainted by her. All along, you knew the capsules would have killed me.”
She sobbed softly. “Beryl…”
“The police believed that Sylvia tried to kill herself with an overdose. But there was no real motive for suicide. In her drunken state, why would she have put the drugs neatly into the capsules? She was inebriated. She would have spilled the junk, but the police scene photos didn’t indicate any dusting. And the tox report was missing, so we attributed the skin’s discoloration to booze. But we knew it wasn’t quite right.”
“I was angry.”
“But after you left, you felt guilt. And maybe fear. You called the police asking that they respond to the Grant Mansion. They would have arrived and revived her. You muffled your voice so it was barely audible. You knew how to make it intelligible, yet unrecognizable. You’d worked in studios with microphones. And finally, several times you mentioned that you knew you’re incapable of murder. You were too certain of that not to have experienced the crossroads.”
“You can’t possibly understand how hurt I was by the terrible things she said to me.”
“She told you about Helene. The punishment for her infidelity was death.”
“Her words were so cruel they cut into my heart. She said that I am like my mother—a fool. Just as my father was adulterous, Sylvia had also been unfaithful to me. She said my mother and I were both deceived. We were both fools. She left my family with little honor.”
Cognizant of the fact that the Latin culture hated acrimonious slurring of their mothers, I comprehended Lilia’s fury. But I couldn’t accept her solution. “Lilia, there’s no honor in taking another human being’s life.”
“I know that. When I realized what I’d done in anger, I called the police. So that she would not die. I first attempted to contact Sylvia to warn her, but there was no answer. You must believe me—I tried to save her. I was sorry for my actions. Beryl, you once told me that you would have done things differently in your past.”
“You can’t measure my sexual behavior with the intent to commit murder.”
“No. No, of course not.” She dabbed her eyes with a tissue. “How long have you know?”
“Too long. My antenna was receiving messages. I refused to listen. I gutted my own truth.”
“I’m so ashamed.”
“Tragically, the two people Sylvia Grant most loved, in her twisted way, would both want her dead.”
“You can’t believe how abusive she was.” Her eyes clamped shut.
“Drunks are abusive. That gives you the right to leave the abuser. Not murder them.”
“I have learned that now. Too late,” she spoke. “I didn’t wish to deceive you.”
“I even halfway believe you wanted to be discovered. You had ample time to flush the capsules. Perhaps your need for absolution required you be found out. Penance.”
“My act of contrition, and yes, penance.” Her head bowed.
“Lilia, I know you were provoked, and you relented before the drugs would have killed her. Attempted murder is a crime. My own crime of omission is equally tragic.” Tears began to seep from my eyes. “I love you, Lilia.”
She came to me and knelt at my side. She wiped my tears. My head fell against her shoulder. “Beryl, forgive me. I shall now give myself up. Make a confession to the authorities. Now that you know of my crime, you are involved. I can’t allow you to compromise your values by making the choice to turn me in. I may lose your love, but wish not to lose your respect.”
We stood. We both understood it was a felony to secrete criminal evidence. And I would also be disbarred. I took her in my arms. “I appreciate that.”
“I’ve harmed you enough. But it has never been purposely.”
When our embrace ended, it nearly dismembered my heart.
While Lilia dressed, I drove back to the yacht to freshen up, as well as brief my partners on the update. I told her that I would return in an hour to pick her up for our appointment with Lieutenant Powers. Rachel and Summer were completely mute when I explained the case’s painful addendum. Gone were the glittery eyes of a lover that I’d worn. For the first time, I understood my mother’s despair. And her wish to escape reality. 
I’d picked up Lilia and we’d arrived for our meeting with Lieutenant Powers. Lilia made her confession. I expounded on her explanation. There were extenuating circumstances, I expressed. Although there was culpability, Lilia had been a ready-made victim by her cultural upbringing, and by her passion for and her commitment to someone who didn’t know how to return that love. Sylvia Grant had met a vulnerable, sheltered younger woman. The legend’s perverse emotional sadism ravaged Lilia as well as her own daughter. 
Powers tapped his cigar. He sighed from his gut. The attempted crime, he believed would not have had a complaint signed against Lilia by Sylvia. Silvia was aware of what she had done. Add to that, there was no evidence. Officials might question the lost report—and the truth might harm the community.
I suggested a voluntary psychological treatment. Powers asked if Lilia would agree to a self-imposed deportation of one year. I began to object, but Lilia hushed me. She agreed. Powers told her to conclude her business in Florida and return immediately to Argentina. He tipped his ashes in the ashtray when she thanked him. He was aware that they each were doing what their sense of honor required of them.
When we arrived back at The Breakers, Lilia insisted that she needed time to herself. I begged to stay with her, and she rejected my plea. I asked if she would allow me to visit her in Latin America. She objected. We needed time to heal, she believed. With that, she kissed me. I recognized that I was the recipient of a goodbye kiss. There were to be no postscripts.
I returned to The Radclyffe at twilight. It felt far darker than it was becoming.
The team’s scheduled evening conference took place in the galley. I sat on the stool opposite my partners at the counter. An iced limeade was set in front of me. “You okay, Trev?” Summer inquired.
“I’m still in love with her. She’s made her decision to end the romance.”
Rachel looked down at her legal pad. “I spoke with the prosecutor’s office this afternoon. Debra’s case won’t be coming up for at least three months. You’ll have plenty of time to prepare the case. And you’re down for that speech at the Bar Association’s luncheon.”
“I’m ready.”
“I have something,” Summer said with a faltering voice. “Beryl, I’m not sure I belong here.”
“We all belong,” I argued.
“Naw. I took a job at the gym. I’ll live on the premises where I’ll be able to work with troubled kids. Maybe I can make a difference.”
Rachel interceded, “Summer needs to search.”
My eyes began to sting. “If it’s what you want, I accept your resignation. But just remember, there will always be a berth here for you.”
As Summer exited, I started after her. Rachel caught my arm. I pulled away. “Rach, we can’t let her go.”
“We’ve got to. For all the reasons Lilia needed to leave. Finding herself.”
“I’ll put a notice at the lesbian community center for a deckhand. We’re going on that cruise no matter what.” My throat constricted. “It just won’t be the same without Summer.”
“You’ll need a couple of deckhands. Beryl, I’m going to be returning to the force. I’ll take a month off, then start orientation again. I realize this is short notice. But I need to sort my life out. It needs relevance.”
I blinked with the power of a slap. “But why? What about all this isn’t relevant to you? To all of us?”
“It’s time to consider my options. Maybe, both Summer and I, we were frightened that our team almost disbanded when you fell in love with Lilia. We felt we were losing you. If we leave first, it won’t hurt as much.”
“It will never be the same without you and Summer.” I paused. “Sylvia Grant’s murder has redirected all of our lives. She told me that love comes back in different ways. Maybe love comes back when you don’t deserve it. She told me that.”
Rachel nodded. “Right. I wonder if anyone ever deserves love. It’s all so complex.” 
I murmured, “Sylvia Grant was a complex woman. Her complexity was in her voice. Her soul was displayed through music. Why wouldn’t that complexity also be part of her death? She’s one of those memorable people. The world won’t forget her life. We won’t forget her death.”
“I don’t think any of us will ever forget a moment of this case,” Rachel agreed. 
“No, we won’t.” Certainly, the portrait of her forever will hang in my mind’s gallery. I admitted Lilia would also remain in my heart.
“But it’s time to move on.” Rachel’s statement was solemnly spoken. 
My voice pleaded, “Someone needs to see that Pluma’s bells, swing bar, and bawdy dictionary are packed for the trip. Please, Rach, won’t you reconsider?”
Rachel didn’t answer. A smile of forced optimism flickered. She then picked up her computer, placed it in her leather portfolio and exited.
I went out onto the deck where I stood looking up at the slice of a moon’s glow. A sky was filled with a sparkling bouquet of stars. Tears trickled down my cheeks. It was a flood careening away from my heart. There were three women the team cared about. Each of those women would be implicated in murder. In triplicate, the trio experienced the pain. Trevar’s Team was now self-destructing.
I wanted to believe Sappho had gathered us together. That our goddess had once directed us to The Radclyffe Hull. Mostly, I wanted to believe love would bring them back.
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I HADN’T BEEN browsing for love when Lilia Franco entered my life.
The week after our parting had been a hectic one. Lilia had agreed to allow me to see her off. I’d taken Lilia to the West Palm Airport. I watched as she walked down the jet-way and out of my life. I thought I saw her turn and smile, but maybe not.
Rachel and Summer must have also thought a quick break was the kindest. Rachel made plans to move in with her friend from the police department. Summer had packed a load of her belongings and abandoned ship.
I was left behind as I felt I had been so many times in my life. Although I’d posted notices on the board at the bookstore and lesbian community center, there had been no replies to the ‘deckhand’ advertisement. I was restless to pull up anchor.
I’d given my speech to the Florida Bar Association’s luncheon. I’d done the preparatory work for Debra’s case. I’d called to have my auto stored after its repair. I tried to keep occupied. With great emptiness, I plunged down on my office chair. Busy work was inspecting files, paying bills and tying up loose ends.
The radio played in the background. When Lilia Franco’s latest release was aired, I stopped for many moments. My heart tightened sharply. My throat constricted and my eyes burned with tears. I glanced down at the wristwatch she’d given me. I longed for a lemon drop. I longed to hold her. My services were no longer required.
I listened intently. The disc jockey announced that there was a news release concerning Lilia Franco. I turned up the volume. Lilia had joined a religious order. She hoped to be with a Latin American missionary group. Lilia had gone home.
Although I was where I resided, I wasn’t really home, I considered. Home was Trevar’s Team.
When the telephone rang, it was Rachel. “Yes,” I answered. “I just heard the news. I hope she’ll find the happiness I couldn’t give her.”
“Beryl, you sound very sad. Need some company?”
“I am very sad. I just need to get away. Listen, Rach, I’m thinking about taking off on vacation sooner than I’d planned.”
“Did you get some replies to your ads?”
“No. Maybe I can get a rent-a-crew for The Radclyffe. There are usually crews available at a merchant marine employment agency.” I peered out of the porthole. There was a wide sea out there, I thought. “At any rate, if there’s anything aboard that you’ll need within the next few weeks, maybe you could get it this morning. Shoving off in the afternoon would suit me fine.”
“I hate to see you trying out a makeshift crew.”
“I need to get away.”
“Right. I’ll be over in a few minutes to talk with you.”
While I waited for Rachel, I checked the weather reports. It hadn’t taken her long to arrive. When I looked up, I noticed she had travel luggage.
“Going to fill those bags up?” I asked.
“No. They’re already full. I want to empty them back into my stateroom. You can’t manage without me.”
“You’re right. Absolutely right.” I approached and hugged her tightly. “Rach, I’ve missed you.”
“I’ll bet you haven’t even called on the disconnects yet, right? Sublet the slip?”
I laughed. “See, I really can’t make it without you.”
“And how about checking emergency gear, instruments, and provisions?”
“Okay, so I’m not really organized. We’ll still be short-handed, but we can make it.”
“Right. Now you work on getting a chart prepared. And I’ll attend to the rest.”
I worked diligently on the chart. When I’d finished, I went on deck to secure our identification flagging and place our American flag out. I turned to go back inside.
“Trev, need a mechanic?” Summer asked.
My eyes watered. “We need you,” I answered, pulling her to me.
Rachel had come out to check on my progress. Her knowing expression told me that she had contacted Summer. “Summer, want some help getting your bike aboard?” she asked.
Nodding, Summer answered, “You bet. I have crap loading my bike almost to the ground. I can use both of you to carry loads while I bring my cycle aboard.”
“You’ve got it, partner,” I whooped as my arms gathered them both to my sides. When we reached her bike, I grabbed a suitcase and duffle bag. Hoisting the bag over my shoulder, I grumbled, “Did you put your barbells in here?”
“Nope. Ankle weights. The gym just didn’t give me the workouts I got as a trio member. That’s why I decided to return.”
“Not out of love?”
Summer grinned. “Love, too. I’ve missed you both.”
We followed as Summer steered her bike through the marina. When we reached the gangway, I caught a glimpse of a beautiful young woman seated near the edge of our yacht. Her golden hair sprayed with the wind. Her tanned, gorgeous face was being shaded by her saluting hand.
“Who is she?” Summer asked. We watched the stunning woman in her early twenties as she inspected The Radclyffe. “Oh please,” Summer sighed, “make her a recruit. What we have here is a centerfold sample.”
“A client?” Rachel suggested with a question.
“If so, we’ll turn the assignment down,” I promised resolutely. I extended my hand to the young woman. “I’m Beryl Trevar. And my partners, Rachel Rosen and Summer Wade. What can we do for you?”
“I saw your notice for a crew member on the bulletin board at the lesbian center. I don’t know much about yachts, but I can scuba,” she announced.
“That’s a start,” Summer uttered with a smile. “We’re about to pull up anchor.”
“My name is Sarah. My girlfriend and I broke up and I need to get away. I just finished college. It would be great to get away from my parents.”
I saw the approving look of my partners. “We have an abbreviated job application. One question, actually. You’ve never murdered anyone, have you?”
“Gosh, no. My dad’s a cop,” she exclaimed.
“Rach is an ex-cop,” Summer told her.
“Maybe you know my dad? Lieutenant Powers.”
My eyes went wide. “We absolutely know your dad.” I picked up her duffel bag. “You’re hired. As long as you wire your parents to let them know you’re in safe hands. Just tell your father that you’re aboard The Radclyffe Hull.
“Gosh, my first job. Where are we going?”
Pluma squawked, “Nos vamos al infierno!”
“What?” Sarah asked with disbelief.
“She said we’re going to hell,” I answered. “But let’s say we’re aiming for the Bahamas.”
Sarah joined the laughter of Rachel and Summer.  
I allowed a sturdy laugh. Then I issued a formal welcoming, “It is official. On behalf of the crew, we welcome you. We shall be debarking for the Bahamas at approximately fourteen hundred. We shall now ready our vessel. And we hope you’ll enjoy your cruise. Summer can show you around, also acquaint you with debarkation crew tasks.”
“Radclyffe Hull?” Sarah deliberated with a creased forehead. “Isn’t she a lesbian writer?”
“Hall,” Rachel informed her “When it’s ‘hull’ it’s us.”
“Yeah,” Summer agreed with a wispy smile. “It’s us.”
Yes, I silently repeated. It is us.
We lifted anchor, shoving off for a relaxing destination. I realized how free the rolling sea makes one feel. After passing an inlet, The Radclyffe was directed out onto the great blueness of ocean. Then I put her on automatic pilot. I had a task to complete.
I returned to my office. I opened the safe, rummaging until I found the letter my mother had written all those many years ago. I then returned to the deck. I leaned against the hull’s edge. I examined the yellowed letter with the desperate scrawling of my name. Behind the letter, I viewed the rushing, swirling waters of the sea. With both hands, I lifted the letter up against the sun’s brightness.
If its contents were an apology, I was already aware of the regret and sadness. A pardon was automatic. If there were words of belated love, they were delayed but had always been accepted. The reason would be understood without having to be said. If the letter contained only excuses and condemnations, I refused to ever again board a vessel of guilt. My best guess was that my mother either had died years ago after a sad and lonely life or was living a sad and lonely life now. If she were alive, confrontation was improbable.    
I was proud of myself, and a proud member of a special family. My family consisted of two sisters and a profane parrot.
I tore the letter in half, then into jigsaw confetti. I threw the pieces of paper down into the spewing, flushing mouth of the sea. Then I returned to the pilothouse where I took the helm. 
For indeed as the quote by Gabriela Mistral said—it was the kiss, not the lips—that was the remaining memory.
We’d been out to sea half an hour when our new guest asked me how the team met. She thought I was teasing with my answer. But Rachel and Summer caressed me with their grins. They knew my answer was as correct as any other.
I’d answered that we met in a Sapphic Lost and Found department. 
 
The Debarkation
 



COMING ATTRACTIONS
BALLAD
OF
RAINDROPS
TROUBADOUR NOLIE CASSIDY’S existence had always been unorganized. Although her life had settled down, it was now once again disrupted. Events had suddenly shrouded her life. Her precious old Irish Setter had died. Her inkwell dried up, and her guitar was in hibernation.   
She was in love with Libby. But Libby had let her down. Nolie was once again a vagabond. But now she was without a song, without a lyric, and without love.
Nolie previously wrote poems and songs that came from some magical Muse. She believed that it was her Muse that had gone missing. That was until Nolie herself became lost in the middle of the Rocky Mountains. Then she realized that she was the one that had been lost and was lost. 
To be found, it took a storm, the friendship of a dog she despised, and a woman who loved Nolie.
 
 
ASTRAY
NEWS MEDIA CRIME reporter Randa Florez has lived a fascinating life.
Her bloodline was Hispanic and Caucasian. On her maternal side were wealth and fame. However, she resented her opera-singing mother. Her father was hated by her mother’s family. He was a mechanic. Randa was raised primarily by her father and his familia Florez. 
Facing her private midlife crises became complicated.
Even more complicated when a heinous crime was committed by a lesbian—Jona Beck. 
Randa was the only member of the media that Jona would agree to speak with. They were ‘sister Sapphics,’ Jona had explained. Randa’s interview with the woman who was deemed criminally insane had made Randa a media star.
It had also placed her on Jona’s victim list—should the young killer ever escape.   
 
 
PRIMROSE

MEGAN HOLLOWAY WAS hooking up with a country-western musical group called Primrose. The women band members were as bedraggled, broke, and down-and-out as she was.
Each member of the group had hit a wrong note or two. Road manager, Fran Tobias was a longtime functioning alcoholic. Selina and Camille’s relationship was threatened when Megan flirted with Camille. Would Megan’s dalliance with the beguiling Camille split up the group?    
The band knew Megan Holloway’s voice was exceptional. They also knew she’d been ravaged by losing the love of her life. The gorgeous BlueJean’s breakup with the singer had left Megan with a serious drinking problem. BlueJean was a DJ at a country-western radio station in Denver. The band’s string of gigs would include performing in Denver. Would Megan be able to withstand the dazzling BlueJean’s charisma? 
Keeping Megan on the wagon would be a challenge. Keeping the tour bus rolling would present another dilemma. All that could be verified was that they were women in a band called Primrose.  
 



ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Kieran York has authored both Sapphic fiction and poetry. Her lesbian mystery series, Timber City Masks and Crystal Mountain Veils, featuring Royce Madison were originally written and published in the mid-1990s. A second edition of them was recently released. Shinney Forest Cloaks is the third mystery in the series. All three Royce Madison mysteries have been on the Amazon 100 Best-Seller’s list. And Shinney Forest Cloaks was Amazon’s Hot New Release. 
York has had two collections of lesbian short fiction. The first was entitled Sugar With Spice, was published in 1989. The second in 2015 called Within Our Celebration. 
In 2012, York’s book, Appointment with a Smile, was published and was a 2013 Lambda Literary Society Award Finalist in the Romance category. Her next novel, Careful Flowers, was released in 2013, followed by two releases in 2014 – Earthen Trinkets and Night Without Time, published by Scarlet Clover Publishers. In 2015, Touring Kelly’s Poem and Loitering on the Frontier were released. 
In 2014, her volume of poetry, Blushing Aspen, was published as Sappho’s Corner Solo Poets book of poetry. It won The Rainbow Award Honorable Mention for poetry and was a Finalist in the poetry category of Golden Crown Literary Awards. In 2015, the poetry book titled Realm of Belonging was published by Scarlet Clover Publishers. 
Previously, during the seventies and eighties, Kieran worked as a reporter and reviewer for both newspapers and magazines and was a magazine publisher for three years. She also wrote and performed songs with a regional woman’s band. She has been a guest lecturer and panel member at various events, including Rocky Mountain Book Exhibition, Colorado Musicians Series, Mystery Writers of America, Inc. She is a member of Lambda Literary Society and Sisters in Crime. 
She has written for Journal of Mystery Readers International. Also, she has given numerous campus and coffeehouse poetry readings, as well as taught poetry and creative writing workshops. She graduated from Fort Hays Kansas State University and attended Mexico’s University of the Americas her junior year. She has done graduate work at the University of Colorado.
Kieran lives in the Rocky Mountain Foothills of Colorado with her schnauzer, Clover. She enjoys music, literature, and art. She considers her valuables to include Clover and her other family and friends, her library, her antique typewriter collection, and her guitar.
 
Additional information is available on her website: http://kieranyork.com or on her Amazon Author’s page at www.amazon.com/author/kieranyork/   
 
 


cover.jpeg
From the author of the Royce Madison Mysteries...

Introducing Kieran York’s Detectives

R e

Trevar’s Team: 1

E&YM ‘yorK





images/00002.jpeg
Koeron York





images/00001.jpeg





