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It had been
almost nine blessedly boring months since I’d worked on a homicide
investigation and since anyone had tried to kill me or my dog, Buddy. This was
a good thing, because all my free time during those months had been dedicated
to keeping my best friend, Elizabeth Gaultier, from losing her brilliant,
though obsessive, mind during the planning of her upcoming wedding. Today was
Thursday, June 7th, and Elizabeth and Jack’s wedding cruise was scheduled for
June 23rd. You’d think that by now everything would have been finalized, but
you would be wrong.


Elizabeth was currently tormenting herself by second
guessing the menu she’d chosen for the reception buffet, as well as her choice
of flowers, the cake she’d ordered months ago, and whether or not it was
practical to use Buddy as the ring bearer. Buddy is a two-year-old, hundred and
thirteen pound Ridgeback and Golden Retriever mix. Basically, he’s a big,
shiny, red dog with a loving heart and an IQ that’s probably higher than mine.
Elizabeth would have used her cat, K.C., as the ring bearer, but K.C. doesn’t
abide by social niceties, especially if there’s smoked salmon on the buffet
table.


I was in my office doing my best to finalize a bar and
restaurant survey for one of my clients, with Elizabeth on speaker phone at the
same time, whining about not having enough appetizers.


“We’ve invited thirty people and I only ordered sixty
devils on horseback. What if the first fifteen people at the buffet table take
more than two each? There won’t be enough!”


I wanted to be a supportive friend, but my patience was
wearing thin.


“Not everyone likes bacon-wrapped prunes stuffed with almond
chutney, honey. I’m sure you’ll have enough.”


Before Elizabeth could find something else to fret about,
someone knocked on my office door.


“Sorry, honey. I’ve got a visitor. Keep breathing.”


I disconnected the call and got up to unlock the door.


My name is Nicoli Hunter. I’m a PI licensed to practice in
the State of California specializing in bar and restaurant employee
surveillance. My office is on the first floor of a marina complex in Redwood
City, where I also live aboard my Cheoy Lee Motorsailor with my significant
other, RCPD Detective Bill Anderson, and my dog Buddy. I’m thirty-seven years
old, five-foot-seven, and curvy, but fit, with sea-blue eyes and long, curly,
chestnut brown hair. Today I was in my usual office attire of cargo shorts and
a white, short-sleeved cotton shirt.


I unlocked and pulled open the door to find Chet Fortune
smiling flirtatiously at me. I motioned him inside. Chet is a fellow boat
owner, though he doesn’t live aboard as many of my neighbors do. He owns a
hundred-and-two-foot Feadship Arcadia, a monster of a motor yacht he’s
christened “Wet Spot.” She’s docked on an end tie because the yacht’s too big
to fit anywhere else in the marina.


A few months ago, I was walking Buddy up to shore for his
morning constitutional when I caught sight of Chet on the deck of his yacht
hosing out what appeared to be an anatomically correct inflatable doll. He was
out in the open where anyone could see what he was doing and, presumably,
comprehend why. Ick.


I’d mentioned the incident to my friend Lily, another boat
dweller, and Elizabeth’s maid of honor, and she’d told me that Chet owned a
company which manufactured sex toys and he liked to test the new products
personally. After that the name of his boat made a lot more sense to me.


“Hi, Chet. What can I do for you? You want coffee?”


“Coffee sounds great,” he said, easing into one of my
visitors’ chairs and giving Buddy an ear scratch.


Chet’s just over six feet tall and rangy, in his early
fifties, with greying brown hair and twinkling steel-blue eyes. He’s the only
man I’ve ever seen wear cowboy boots on board a yacht. Today he was dressed in
shorts, boat shoes without socks, and a purple Tommy Bahama camp shirt. Chet
has a Southern drawl that may or may not indicate his origins. He’s generally a
cheerful guy, but today I noticed dark circles under his eyes.


“Cream or sugar?” I asked.


“Black is fine.”


I poured us both coffee, adding lactose-free milk to mine,
handed him his mug, and sat down behind my desk.


“You look tired,” I commented, taking a sip of the rich Kona
brew.


“I think someone’s trying to kill me,” Chet said,
matter-of-factly.


I set my cup on the desk, grabbed a fresh legal pad, and
asked the obvious question. “What makes you think that?”


“Someone drilled a hole in the brake line of my Audi. It was
a slow leak. I’m lucky I was driving uphill when the brakes failed, or I’d
probably be dead in a ditch right now.”


“How do you know someone intentionally created the leak?”


“Had my mechanic check it out. He showed me the hole in the
brake line. He said it looked like it was made by a small drill bit.”


“Did you talk to the police about it?”


“Yeah, I filed a report. My insurance agent said I had to.
They dusted the brake line for prints but only got a few smudges. So, I was
thinking maybe you could look into this for me.”


I glanced at my schedule of restaurant and bar surveys. When
my mentor, Sam Pettigrew, was murdered last year, my friend and fellow PI Jim
Sutherland and I had split his clients, so in addition to my own regular
clients I now had half of Sam’s. Fortunately, this being a Thursday, my
schedule wasn’t too hectic.


“I’d be happy to help,” I said.


Chet and I spent the next hour going over the details of his
life. Who his friends were. Who he did business with. Anyone who might have a
reason to want him out of the picture. Turns out his ex-wife, Vanessa Poneke,
was the CFO of Chet’s company, and the divorce had been acrimonious. Chet had
caught her having sex in their cabana with the pool boy. I know. Such a
cliché.


When I asked why he’d allowed her to continue working at his
company he told me, “There was a clause in the prenup that stated that if she
was unfaithful she would receive no monetary settlement should we divorce.
She’d basically be leaving the marriage the way she came into it. That little
affair cost her millions. I thought firing her on top of that would be
unnecessarily cruel.”


What a guy.


Chet had an adult son from a previous marriage, Chance
Fortune, whom he referred to as, “that cock-wit.” Chance was twenty-five years
old and, according to Chet, had never held a job. Chet had recently cut him off
financially, and Chance had no idea he wasn’t going to inherit anything.


The list continued to grow. The pool boy in question was Ray
Hardwick, whom Chet had gotten fired by the company that employed him; and
there was a former manager at Chet’s Polk Street store in San Francisco, Marty
Aptus, who had been caught till-tapping. Even though Chet had elected not to
press charges, anyone who called for a reference on the former manager got an
earful, so Marty was now pretty much unemployable. I noted the names of the
four subjects, and any contact information Chet had for each of them.


“When was your divorce final?” I asked.


“Six months ago, why?”


“Have you changed your will since the divorce?”


“Um... huh. I should have thought of that. No, not yet.”


“What assets does Vanessa stand to inherit?” I asked.


“Well, everything, I guess.”


“So your house, your boat, all your liquid assets, and any
investments you might have.”


“Yeah. Guess I’d better call my lawyer.”


“You should do that immediately. Have your will updated and
let Vanessa know you’ve cut her out. That way, if she’s the one trying to get
rid of you, she’ll be less motivated.” I smiled to soften the blow. “What about
your company?”


“What about it?”


“What happens to the company if something happens to you?
Would Vanessa assume control of that as well?”


“I’m not sure. The company isn’t actually mentioned in my
will, but she’s the CFO, and I don’t have a VP, so maybe.”


“You’ll want to list the company among your assets in the
revised will, to make sure Vanessa has nothing to gain from your death.”


“Good idea. I’m in the process of selling forty-nine percent
of the company to an equity group, but that hasn’t been announced yet, and it
still leaves fifty-one percent of a very successful business.”


“Does Vanessa know about the upcoming sale?”


“Of course. She’s the CFO and the sale of shares will require
an audit. She has to prepare for that.”


“What’s your company called, by the way?”


“Dr. Feelgood. You know, like that Motley Crue song.” Chet
smiled, clearly impressed with his own ingenuity.


I was familiar with the song. It was actually on my iPhone’s
treadmill playlist, but I didn’t mention that to Chet.


“Do you have life insurance?” I asked.


“Yeah. But it’s only a million dollar policy.”


“Only a million? Holy shit, Chet, how much are you
worth?”


“I don’t keep track day-to-day, but probably around five
hundred million.”


My mouth dropped open. “All from manufacturing sex toys?”


Chet chuckled. “Not all of it. I own some property in Texas
with a couple of producing oil wells. I guess you could say I’ve been lucky.”


“Until recently, at least. I assume Vanessa is the
beneficiary of your life insurance policy?”


“Yup.”


“After you call your lawyer you need to call your insurance
agent. Is there someone you’d want to leave everything to?” It was none
of my business, but I was curious.


Chet looked down at Buddy and a soft smile crossed his
weathered face. “I’ve always been partial to dogs. Maybe I’ll leave everything
to the humane society.”


“That’s a lovely idea,” I said. I Googled the contact info
for the nearest location and printed it out for Chet.


“Thanks, Nikki.”


I made sure he had my business card with my office and cell
numbers, then printed two copies of my standard contract. I signed both and
handed them to Chet. He read the fine print, and when he signed I noticed for
the first time that he was left handed.


After he’d written me a check for my retainer I sat back in
my chair and looked him in the eye. “You know, Chet. This marina isn’t the most
secure location for someone with a target on their back. Maybe you should hide
out at home for a while. Where do you live?”


“Portola Valley,” he replied.


“Do you have an alarm system on your house? Is it gated?”


“No. It’s never been an issue before.”


“Have you considered hiring private security?”


“I’m glad you’re taking this seriously, Nikki, but don’t you
think hiring a bodyguard is a little extreme? I mean, all they’ve done so far
is cut my brake line.”


“And that doesn’t worry you?”


“Honestly? It scares the shit out of me. But a
bodyguard? Really?”


“Do you own any guns?” I asked.


“A few. I’ve got a Glock forty-two, a Smith and Wesson Model
Ten, a Colt M1911, a Mauser bolt action rifle, and a Mossberg Maverick
eighty-eight shotgun.”


“Nice. Do you have a carry permit?”


“I do, actually.”


“And are you currently armed?”


Chet lifted his Tommy Bahama shirt to show me the holster
strapped to his belt and the Colt M1911 secured therein.


“Excellent. I assume you’ve spent enough time at the range
to know how to use that.”


“Darlin’, I’m from Texas,” he said, as though that would put
any concerns I had about his marksmanship to rest.


“Okay then. So that’s a no on the bodyguard idea?”


“I really wouldn’t feel comfortable having someone watching
me twenty-four seven, but maybe I should anchor out until you get this thing
resolved.”


“Might be a good idea. At least that way you’d see your
enemy coming. Keep your radio on so I can contact you.”


“I’ll do that, but my boat is equipped with a receiver and
transmitter that beam my cell signal up to a satellite and then to my carrier,
so you can just call me on my cell phone.”


“Damn! It must be nice to be rich.”


“It is,” he said, and winked at me.


Chet collected his copy of the contract, gave Buddy another
ear scratch, and left my office.


I immediately composed an e-mail to CIS, aka Criminal
Investigative Services, asking for a full background including financial and
criminal records on Vanessa, Chance, Ray, and Marty, and promising a bonus for
speed. Chet could afford it.


I entered his cell number into my iPhone and double checked
my schedule for the day. One of my clients had requested a late lunch survey.
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I walked Buddy
around the marina grounds and then left him on my neighbor Kirk’s boat with his
best canine friend, D’Artagnon. I was going to Caliente Bistro in Palo Alto,
and they don’t have outdoor seating. At sixty-eight degrees, the weather was
mild for June, but still too warm to leave a dog in the car, even with the
windows partially open.


I parked in a public lot on Emerson, locked my 1972, British
racing green BMW model 2002, and crossed the street to Caliente. I hadn’t
bothered to make a reservation since it was late for lunch and too early for
dinner. The hostess, a blonde in her twenties dressed in black jeans and a
chartreuse short-sleeved shirt, promptly seated me at the table of my choice.
She offered me a menu and told me my waiter would be with me momentarily.


My job today was to evaluate the new server. His name was
Troy and the owner of Caliente had e-mailed me his resume after hiring
him. No matter how hard I try to convince my clients to let me run backgrounds
on potential employees before bringing them on board, there are many who
continue to act on impulse.


A few minutes after I was seated Troy approached, order pad
in hand. He was in his late twenties, five-foot-ten, unnaturally blond, and as
pale as an albino, which is unusual in California unless you spend all your
time indoors. He was wearing the same uniform as the hostess, and sported a
pair of rectangular, black-framed glasses. His facial expression was smug. I
hate smug.


“Do you have any questions about the menu?” Troy asked,
neglecting to introduce himself or ask if I cared for a beverage.


I pointedly glanced at his nametag, and said, “No, Troy. No
questions about the menu. I’d like the fresh oysters on the half shell, a side
salad, a poached chicken breast diced and delivered to me in a to-go box, and a
latte.” Even though Buddy wasn’t waiting for me in the car, I’d developed the
habit of ordering him a treat when I did lunch or dinner surveys.


Troy raised an eyebrow as he frantically tried to get
everything noted on his pad. When he finished writing he said, “Anything else?”


Seriously? He didn’t even ask what type of dressing I
wanted on my salad, and any experienced server would have read that order back
to me. I’d shot-gunned it at him intentionally. He was going to screw it up. He
probably knew that, and didn’t care enough to double check his notes. Sadly,
Troy was not going to be serving at Caliente for long.


“I’d like shiitake vinaigrette dressing on the side,” I
said, “and the latte as soon as possible.”


Troy nodded, collected my menu, and escaped before I could
confuse him further. As he crossed the restaurant I watched him shake his head
at his pad, probably trying to shake loose a memory of something I’d ordered
that he hadn’t written down.


I took out my cell phone and documented everything that had
occurred, so I could transcribe it later in my report for the owner.


Troy did not bring my latte immediately, but served it when
he brought my side salad. The latte was lukewarm, so I asked him to bring me
another that was at the appropriate temperature. His face reddened, showing
some color for the first time, but he nodded and took the latte back to the
barista.


My salad had been dressed with the shiitake vinaigrette I’d
requested on the side, but I wasn’t going to bust Troy’s chops about something
so insignificant. It would, however, be noted in my report. I took a few bites
while I watched the barista build me a new latte. As soon as he’d filled the
cup, Troy, who had been waiting nearby, collected the beverage and promptly
delivered it to me. I thanked him politely, and he nodded and turned away.


All food servers are trained to check on customer
satisfaction within the first five minutes. Troy did not inquire as to my
satisfaction with my salad. Instead he walked to the kitchen pass-through,
picked up my oysters on the half shell, and deposited them on my table.


“Bon appétit,” he mumbled, and moved on to another
unsuspecting victim.


Not even terrible service could dampen my appetite for fresh
oysters. I savored every one, adding only a few drops of lime juice to enhance
their natural flavor. By the time I’d finished my mollusks and my salad, no
to-go box of diced chicken breast had arrived at my table. Good thing Buddy
wasn’t waiting in the car.


I had to wave at Troy to get his attention so I could request
the check. When he delivered it I read each line item, and noticed that I had
been charged for the diced chicken breast. I took out my cell phone and
photographed the tab while considering whether or not I wanted to press the
issue. The nature of my job makes anonymity important, but on a personal level
I hate being taken advantage of.


After more waving to get Troy’s attention again, he huffed
back over to my table. I held the check up in front of him, pointing to the
item I’d circled. He leaned in to read it, glared at me, then turned his
attention to the kitchen pass-through. My to-box was sitting on the counter.
Troy let out an exasperated sigh and stomped over to the pass-through, snatched
up the box, and returned to my table where he tossed it, unceremoniously, into
my lap. That did it. No tip for this guy. I extracted exact change to
cover the bill and handed it to him. After counting my money and realizing he
wasn’t going to be receiving a gratuity he clearly hadn’t earned, he gave me
another glare and stuffed the check and cash into his apron pocket. I smiled
and asked the question that had been nagging at me since my arrival. “Hey,
Troy, what would you rather be doing?”


I’d caught him mid-turn and he spun back to face me with a
puzzled expression on his face. “Excuse me?”


“It’s obvious you hate waiting tables,” I said. “What would
you rather be doing?”


He furrowed his brow, perhaps trying to figure out if I was
being sarcastic or if my interest was genuine. He finally made his decision and
sat down in the chair across from me.


“I have a Master’s degree in interior design from the Art
Institute of Portland,” he said.


“Holy shit,” I blurted. “Sorry. So what happened?”


Troy looked disconsolately around the restaurant, his
shoulders sagging, and said, “Life happened. I moved to California thinking
there would be more of a market for my skills. I eventually got an internship
and worked my ass off while the people who were getting paid for the job I was
doing took all the credit. I guess I chose the wrong firm. When I complained to
the managing partner, he sided with the woman I’d been working with, and I got
canned. Can you believe it? I got fired from a job I wasn’t even getting paid
for. That kind of took the bloom off the rose.”


It was obvious that losing his dream had made Troy bitter.
For some twisted reason, I wanted to help him.


“How long ago did this happen?”


His pale face reddened. “Two years.”


“So you’ve been waiting tables for two years?”


“Actually, I’m new here, but yeah, I’ve been waiting tables
for the last two years.”


Well, shit. Now I was going to feel guilty when I
turned in my report. I pulled a twenty out of my wallet and handed it to him.


“You can’t give up on your dream, Troy. I don’t know much
about interior design, but when I was looking at houses a couple of years ago,
I learned that realtors employ decorators to do something called staging for
open houses. Maybe you can get some part time staging jobs, just to keep your
creativity alive.”


Troy tilted his head to the side, letting the idea sink in.
“You’re not so bad for a spotter,” he said.


“What did you say?”


“I know who you are. One of the cooks has seen you in here a
couple of times and told me I needed to impress you. That pissed me off, you
may have noticed.”


“How did the cook know what I do for a living?”


“He saw one of your reports on the owner’s desk. Said he
remembered you because you always order the oysters. He read the date on the
report, saw the oysters listed, and put two and two together.”


“So you intentionally did a lousy job of serving me?”


“Pretty stupid, huh?”


“Are you trying to get fired?”


“Maybe.”


I shook my head. If all the employees knew who I was, I was
screwed.


“Can you do me a favor?” I asked.


“What?”


“Can you not tell the other employees about me?”


“Doesn’t matter. I’ll probably lose my job when you turn in
your report on my performance today.”


“I’m not going to write a report on today’s... experience.
Clean up your act here and take care of your customers. I’ll be back, and next
time I’ll follow through and report everything that happens. Also, promise me
you’ll look into the staging idea.”


Troy smiled for the first time since I’d entered the
restaurant. It was a nice smile and it totally changed his face.


“I can do that,” he said.


“I’ll see you soon. Good luck, Troy.”
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When I returned
to the marina I stopped by Kirk’s boat and split the diced chicken breast
between Buddy and D’Artagnon, then Buddy and I hiked up to my office. Since
there wasn’t anything I could do on Chet’s case until the CIS reports came in,
I opened my bar and restaurant schedule. I had a dinner survey at Benedetto
tonight. My reservation was for two at 7:00 p.m. I wondered if Bill would join
me. Normally I’d invite Elizabeth, but the thought of more wedding angst made
me shudder.


I called Bill on his cell. One of the things my mentor, Sam
Pettigrew, drummed into me was to always note how many times a phone rings
before the subject answers. Now I automatically make a mental note of that
detail. Bill answered on the fourth ring.


“Hey, babe. What’s up?”


“Are you working late tonight?”


“Not if I can help it. Why?”


“I’m doing a dinner survey at Benedetto at seven. Thought
you might like to be my beard.” Eating alone draws attention, so whenever possible
I bring along a beard, which is PI speak for a companion with whom you are less
conspicuous that you would otherwise be.


“Sounds great. I should be home by six.”


“Perfect.”


I shot a quick e-mail to the owner of Caliente, apologizing
for a scheduling error and promising I’d get that lunch survey done in the
immediate future. I didn’t bother waiting for a response.


Buddy and I walked over to the marina mailboxes and
collected my personal mail. My business mail is delivered to my office. Most of
what I’d received was junk, so I tossed it in a trash can outside the Diving
Pelican restaurant. We then strolled down to the docks and stopped to visit
with D’Artagnon again before continuing on to my boat, Turning Point.


I called Elizabeth to see how she was doing with the latest
wedding dilemma while going through my hanging locker to select an ensemble for
this evening. She picked up on the third ring.


“Hi, honey.”


“Hey. Made any decisions about the menu, flowers, and cake?”


“Not really.”


“Tell me the options again.”


“Chicken or salmon, orchids or lilies, Swiss chocolate cake
with cream cheese icing or vanilla cake with raspberry compote between the
layers and vanilla butter cream frosting.”


“Yum. I think I just gained ten pounds. Would you like to hear
my opinion?”


“Of course.”


“Great. Salmon, orchids, and the Swiss chocolate cake with
cream cheese frosting.”


“Noted. So what are you up to?”


“Trying to pick an outfit for dinner with Bill at Benedetto.
I can’t decide between the sleeveless red sheath and the strapless indigo
blue.”


“Benedetto is in Belmont, right?”


“Yes. Why does that make a difference?”


“Well, if you were going to San Francisco for dinner, you’d
need to bring a jacket. It’ll be in the low seventies in Belmont, though the
restaurant is probably air conditioned.”


“I hope you’re going somewhere with this.”


She laughed. “Not really. I’m just messing with you. I think
you should wear the blue strapless number. It looks great on you, and since
Bill will be there, you won’t have to worry about other patrons following you
home.”


“That only happened one time, and the guy was a multiple
murderer.”


“Still.”


“Okay, I’ll go with the blue.”


Bill arrived home a little before 6:00. I’d already fed and
walked Buddy and was decked out in my indigo dress along with the turquoise
necklace and earrings Bill had given me for Valentine’s Day last year. His
reaction to the ensemble was enthusiastic, and we barely made our reservation.
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Benedetto is a
Northern Italian restaurant with a charming, old-world atmosphere. It’s on
Ralston Avenue, just a block from Alameda De Las Pulgas. Even though they have
patio seating, we’d left Buddy at home. We would only be gone a few hours, and
he was getting better about being left alone on the boat.


We were seated promptly by a blonde hostess in a little
black dress and four inch stiletto heels. She spent more time admiring Bill
than she did paying attention to her hostess duties, not that I blamed her.
Bill is eye-candy. He’s five-eleven, lean but muscular, clean-shaven, and has
wavy black hair just beginning to show some gray around the temples. His brown
eyes turn hazel when he’s feeling amorous, his lips are full, and his nose
slightly Roman. His complexion is dark, due to his Native American heritage.
Bill is Lakota Sioux on his mother’s side and Irish on his father’s. Tonight he
was wearing a navy-blue Calvin Klein shirt, unbuttoned at the collar, a pair of
black Bachrach slacks, and black cap-toe oxfords. Delicious.


When the hostess finally pulled her attention away from my
sig-other, she deigned to mention that our server, Emilio, would be with us
shortly, and handed each of us a menu. Now the fun begins. One of the things I
love about Benedetto is that they serve a number of entrées which are low in
both carbs and calories. Not what you’d expect from an Italian restaurant. The
reason for tonight’s survey was the new chef. The owner, Anna Maria Miola,
utilized only recipes of her own creation, which she expected her staff to
follow, but on occasion the more creative among them would improvise. I’ve been
doing surveys for Anna Maria for three years. I’ve sampled every entrée on the
menu and my palate has an excellent memory.


Emilio greeted us warmly and asked if we had any questions
about the menu. We did not. He then asked if we’d like to hear the evening’s
specials. I listened with interest as he described the Melanzane al Forno,
which is baked eggplant with Parmesan and mozzarella in a marinara sauce, and
the Red Snapper alla Picatta, which is pan seared with lemon, capers, and a
pinot grigio sauce over sautéed spinach. See what I mean? Fish and spinach. A
perfect Zone meal.


Emilio left us to consider our options while he placed our
drink orders.


“What’s good here?” Bill asked.


“Everything,” I said, and I wasn’t exaggerating. “I’m going
to have the Insalata Trevisana and the Osso Buco.”


Bill checked his menu, reading the ingredients of the salad
and entrée I’d chosen. “I’m not crazy about lamb,” he said. “I think I’ll try
the Kobe Burger.”


I know what you’re thinking. You don’t go to an authentic
Italian restaurant and order a hamburger, but I’ve had the Kobe Burger. The
hamburger patty is grilled and served as a panini within a freshly baked
baguette, with exotic lettuce, organic beefsteak tomato, and red onions, and
with the best shoestring fries I’ve ever tasted on the side. It was a good
choice.


Emilio returned to serve our drinks and took our orders. We
both requested the Insalata Trevisana, and I ordered the Osso Buco and the
Bresaola, without the grana cheese, in a to-go box, for Buddy. Bresaola is
thinly sliced air-cured beef, in this case served with arugula. My boy loves
his greens. Bill ordered the Kobe Burger medium rare.


Fifteen minutes later, when our salads were served, I
noticed a bit more radicchio and a little less arugula in the Insalata
Trevisana. Not a difference the average patron would spot, but Anna Maria was a
stickler for balance. This did not bode well for the new chef. The endive,
crumbled Gorgonzola cheese, and caramelized walnuts were the usual ratio, and
the vinaigrette tasted as it should. I polished off my salad and decided the
additional radicchio wasn’t unpleasant, even though I’m partial to arugula.


Emilio collected our salad plates promptly and a few minutes
later served our entrées. The Osso Buco was beautifully plated with a side of
soft polenta and asparagus, but I found myself swooning at the aroma wafting in
my direction from Bill’s Kobe Burger. I reached out and snatched one of his
fries as he cut the burger in half. Maybe he’d be willing to trade half of his
burger for all of my polenta?


I sliced a small bite of the braised lamb shank and dipped
it in the au jus before lifting it to my lips. I savored the multitude of
flavors before slowly chewing the tender meat. Delicious, but something was
different. I cut another small bite and this time I held the lamb up to my nose
before popping it into my mouth. Did I smell fennel? There was a subtle aroma
of licorice. I placed the morsel in my mouth and held it on my tongue until I
was sure. Yep. Definitely fennel, and not part of Anna Maria’s recipe. She was
going to be pissed, but I thought the fennel added something to the flavor of
the lamb. I’d suggest she try it before firing her new chef.


Bill took a tentative bite of his burger and groaned in
appreciation. I made a note of his opinion for my report.


“So how is Elizabeth doing with the wedding plans?” he
asked.


“She’s going a little bridezilla. Second guessing decisions
she made a month ago. I hope Jack doesn’t change his mind about marrying her.
She’s kind of hard to handle when she gets all OCD.”


“Speaking of Jack, where did you decide to hold the bachelor
party?”


“We have a seven p.m. reservation at King’s Alley a week
from Saturday. I hope you can make it. Jack doesn’t have many friends in this
country.” Jack was born in the States, but after his parents were killed, he
was raised by his grandparents in Ireland.


“I have every intention of being there, providing I don’t
get caught up in a homicide investigation.”


“Lily’s holding Elizabeth’s bachelorette lingerie party at
Jack’s estate on the same night. I hate to miss that, but since I’m Jack’s best
man, I have to host his bachelor party. Elizabeth decided both events should
take place on the sixteenth so she doesn’t have to kick Jack out of his own
home while celebrating with her girlfriends. Lily says she’ll take pictures so
I can see what I missed.”


When we’d finished our entrées Emilio returned to remove our
plates and silverware, then asked if we’d like dessert or coffee. We declined,
and he placed a leather folder on the table, equidistant between me and Bill,
and departed.


I read all the items listed on the tab and verified that the
prices were accurate before slipping my credit card into the folder and handing
it to Emilio as he passed our table on his way to the kitchen. He nodded his
thanks and made his way to the register, returning with a credit card slip and
an itemized receipt. I added a healthy tip, thanked Emilio for a lovely dinner,
and turned to Bill expectantly. He raised his eyebrows in question before
rising to pull out my chair for me. It’s a game we play. I pretend to be
offended when he opens doors for me or assists me with my chair, and he
pretends to take my objections seriously.


Back at the marina, I walked down the companionway to the
docks holding onto Bill’s arm. It was low tide, and the steel ramp was steep. I
didn’t look up until we’d reached the bottom, then immediately noticed that
Chet’s mega-yacht was no longer docked at his end tie. He’d apparently taken
his own advice and decided to anchor out for as long as it took to identify and
eliminate the threat. Hopefully CIS would get me something to go on soon. If
not, I trusted that Chet’s yacht was well provisioned.


Buddy was delighted with his arugula and Bresaola. I fed him
alternating bites of lettuce and beef. He chewed the lettuce. The beef, not so
much. When he’d finished his treat Bill gave him a Greenie dental chew and
hooked his leash to his collar. Before they left for Buddy’s walk, I told Bill
I’d be up at my office for a while. I wanted to change clothes before typing my
report, so I ducked into the stateroom and stripped out of my dress and sandals
and climbed into a comfortable pair of jeans, a red Hawaiian shirt, and my
cross-trainers. I pocketed my keys and my cell phone, and hiked up to shore.


I’m not one of those people who is kept awake by caffeine. I
stay awake because I think too much. So I brewed a pot of coffee, turned on my
laptop, and transferred my notes from my iPhone, fleshing out the details of
the evening’s dining experience. Fifty-five minutes and two cups of Kona later
I was hopeful that after reading my report Anna Maria would keep her new chef,
though I was sure she would give him a piece of her mind for deviating, even
slightly, from her prized recipes. I e-mailed her the report and an invoice,
and called it a night.






CHAPTER 5
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Bill got an
early call Friday morning and left the boat before I was even out of the shower.
He’d started the coffee, so after dressing and pulling my long curls into a
ponytail, I filled a thermal mug and grabbed Buddy’s leash. We made the rounds
of his favorite trees and bushes, then went to the office where I fed him his
breakfast kibble and gave him fresh water.


I sat down at my desk, anxious to see if I’d received
anything from CIS regarding Chet’s cadre of potential assassins. I drained my
coffee mug as my e-mail finished loading, and scanned my inbox hopefully. There
was indeed an e-mail from CIS with four attachments.


I opened it and quickly printed the attachments. CIS had
recently begun including driver’s license photos with their background reports.
I examined Vanessa’s DL before looking over her background. She was a
brown-eyed blonde with dark eyebrows, an oval face, an aquiline nose, and a
mouth a little too wide for her face. Not what you’d call a classic beauty, but
there was something arresting about the way her gaze challenged the
photographer. Vanessa was five-foot-six and a hundred and thirty pounds. She
had turned forty-five on May 6th of this year.


Prior to marrying Chet and becoming the CFO of Dr. Feelgood,
she’d been employed as a controller with Horacio’s Garden Supply in San
Francisco. I didn’t think of garden supply stores as the type of business that
would require a controller, but I guess a finance department is critical no
matter the type or size of the company.


Vanessa had been born at UCSF Medical Center. Her mother’s
maiden name was Marlene Katzovich and her father was Frederick Poneke. She’d
grown up in San Bruno, attending grade school and high school there. She’d
attended San Francisco State University and graduated twenty years ago with a
Master’s degree in accounting and a Bachelor’s in business management. During
college she’d worked part time at Anchor Oyster Bar & Seafood Market. My
mouth watered remembering my last visit to that establishment. They had some of
the freshest oysters in the Bay Area.


I moved on to the page that showed her financial history. I
read the summary first. According to CIS, Vanessa had a habit of living beyond
her means. Prior to marrying Chet her credit score was between 550 and 600. It
had improved significantly while she was married to the millionaire sex toy
maker, but was now back in the low 600 range. I wondered what kind of salary
Chet paid her, and flipped to that page. Vanessa was pulling down $250,000.00 a
year as Chet’s CFO. Not bad, but apparently not good enough to fund her
expensive lifestyle or self-indulgent spending habits. If she knew Chet hadn’t
changed his will since their divorce, she definitely had a financial motive.


I read the remainder of the background and found nothing
more interesting than a DUI on her twenty-first birthday and a prior marriage
that ended in divorce in 2010.


Chance Fortune, Chet’s "cock-wit” son, had been born at
Texas Health Presbyterian Hospital in Dallas. After his parents divorced and
Chet moved to California, he’d remained in Dallas with his mother, Chelsie
Sinclair-Fortune. I found it disconcerting that all three of their first names
began with the letter C. Chet, Chelsie, and Chance. Creepy.


Chance was a good looking young man. He was six-foot-two and
two hundred and ten pounds with an athletic build and brown hair and blue eyes
like his dad. He’d graduated from Skyline High School, then gotten into TCU on
a football scholarship. With his poor GPA, he must have been a hell of a
football player, but he’d torn his posterior cruciate ligament during his
senior year of college, putting an end to his football career.


Chance had moved to San Francisco just last year, and at the
age of twenty-five had absolutely no employment history. He was renting a loft
apartment on Bay Street in the Marina District. One-bedroom apartments at
Marina Cove where he lived went for upwards of $3,000.00 a month. Pricy for a
guy without a job. Since Chet had told me he’d recently cut Chance off financially,
I wondered if his mom had money and was now supporting him.


He had no criminal history, though there were a couple of
speeding tickets from his college years in Dallas. His financials consisted
mostly of credit cards that were paid off monthly. Maybe the kid was a drug
dealer or a gigolo. Since he wasn’t in Chet’s will, I decided to put further
research into his source of income on the back burner for now. I just wasn’t
seeing a motive.


Ray Hardwick, the pool boy, had black, curly hair that looked
like it might have been dyed in his DL photo. The color was too uniform. His
eyes were hazel, his nose aristocratic, and his lips sensuous. He was
twenty-seven years old, five-foot-eleven, and a hundred and ninety pounds. Ray
had been born at El Camino Hospital in Mountain View. He had attended Homestead
High School and later De Anza College, where he was on the swim team. I
wondered how that translated to pool cleaning. Ray had one arrest for
solicitation in 2009. Apparently he’d accepted money from an undercover vice
cop working a male prostitution sting operation. I wondered if Vanessa had paid
him for sex.


Last on my list of suspects was Marty Aptus, the Polk Street
Dr. Feelgood store manager who’d been caught till-tapping. Chet had
surveillance cameras mounted above all the registers, and he’d told me that all
of his employees had been made aware of that. How stupid did you have to be to
steal from your employer while on camera? Maybe Marty didn’t think anyone would
look at the video, but Chet had noticed a decline in cash sales, which was a
dead giveaway. Credit card sales had remained consistent, but cash sales had
dropped during the hours when Marty was working, so Chet started watching the
videos just during Marty’s shift, and voila. He was ringing up “no sale” on the
register, which caused the cash drawer to open so he could make change for
customers and pocket the amount of the purchase. It kind of surprised me that
no one had noticed Marty wasn’t giving the cash customers receipts, but maybe
people purchasing sex toys didn’t want to draw too much attention to
themselves. Paying cash would keep them under the radar, and Chet’s line of
products were high-quality, according to Chet himself, so I thought it unlikely
there would have been an issue with merchandise being returned.


Marty Aptus was thirty-seven years old, five-foot-seven, and
a hundred and forty pounds. Born and raised in Daly City, he’d started working
retail jobs even before graduating from high school. He’d taken some business
courses at Community College, and worked his way up from the stock room at The
Gap to store manager at Dr. Feelgood. Since his entire career had been in
retail, the odds of him finding another job weren’t too bad, unless he tried
using Chet as a reference. It could have been worse. Chet could have pressed
charges.


Marty had a few parking tickets but no criminal history. He
paid his bills on time and rented an apartment in San Francisco’s Tenderloin
district.
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Once I’d
reviewed the reports on Chet’s list of suspects, I checked my schedule for the
day. I had two lunch, two dinner, and one bar survey to do, so I locked the
background reports in my desk and made a quick call to Elizabeth to see if she
was interested in overeating tonight. She answered on the first ring.


“What?”


Not her usual cheerful greeting.


“Are you okay?” I asked.


“Sorry, sweetie. I’m just so stressed over the wedding I
feel like my head’s going to explode.”


“Sounds like you could use a distraction. How about having
dinner and drinks with me tonight?”


“I guess so. Where?”


“You’re turning into a bridezilla. You know that, right?”


“I know. I’d love to have dinner with you tonight, Nikki.
Just tell me where we’re going so I know how to dress.”


“Abner Bailee’s at six and Michelino’s at 8:00. Drinks will
be consumed at Michelino’s bar.”


“Gotcha. I’ll meet you at the marina at five-thirty. Will
you be in your office or on the boat?”


“Probably on the boat, but call my cell when you get here.”


We ended the call and I sent Bill a text letting him know
I’d be working tonight and asking what time he expected to be home. He texted
me back immediately saying he’d caught a homicide case and might be late. I’d
have to leave Buddy on Kirk’s boat with D’Artagnon again.


I completed two mediocre lunch surveys for clients that used
to be Sam’s. At least they weren’t donut shops. Sam had two donut shop chains
that he did weekly surveys for. I’d managed to palm those off on Jim Sutherland
by saying I’d take the second half of the alphabet. I think he knew what I was
doing at the time, but he’s since hired Sherry Troop as an agent and she now
handles all the donut shop jobs. Sherry originally came to work for Jim to
cover Heather’s maternity leave. Heather has been Jim’s receptionist and office
manager for years. When she returned, Jim trained Sherry as an agent and she
was doing a brilliant job.


After collecting Buddy from Kirk’s boat and giving him a
walk around the marina, I unlocked the office and typed up the lunch surveys,
e-mailing them off with attached invoices. It was only 3:30, so I took the time
to check my e-mail and delete the forty-two ads suggesting I needed penile
enhancement, a nose hair trimmer, or canned meat. At 4:00, Buddy and I strolled
down to the docks.


I fed my boy an early dinner and took a shower, then slid
into a turquoise sun dress and a pair of strappy sandals. I scrunched up my
curls with gel and applied a little lip gloss and mascara.


My cell phone vibrated at 5:25.


Even though she lives with Jack now, Elizabeth keeps her
trawler at the marina so she still has a gate key. She let herself in and came
down to the boat to say hello to Buddy before we took off for our first dinner
survey. She was wearing a Venus halter dress with a print of blue, white and
red geometric shapes and a pair of white ankle strap sandals. Her hair was
piled on top of her head in a knot with a few wispy curls framing her
heart-shaped face. Buddy stood up on his hind legs and gave her a kiss without
mussing her dress or her make-up. Smart dog.


“Sorry I’ve been such a bitch lately,” she said, turning to
me. “It’s a good thing I only plan on getting married once.”


“I forgive you. I just wish you would relax enough to enjoy
the process. Not every detail has to be perfect, you know.”


“I do know that, intellectually. I just can’t seem to stop
obsessing. I feel like I’m losing control of my life. Is that crazy?”


“No. I think it’s normal when you’re planning something this
important. But if you don’t enjoy it because you’re so busy controlling it,
then what’s the point?”


“That’s what Jack says.”


“You ready for dinner?”


“I’m ready for a cocktail or six.”


“Close enough.”


We dropped Buddy off with D’Artagnon and walked up to the
boat owners’ lot where I’d parked my Bimmer. If Elizabeth was going to be
drinking, I was going to be driving.






CHAPTER 6
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Abner Bailee’s
is an English-style restaurant in Atherton. I’ve had the account for a little
over a year and still haven’t convinced the owners to let me conduct
pre-employment background checks. As a result, they’re experiencing a lot of
turnover primarily due to my diligence in assessing employee performance.


Our reservation was for 6:00, and we arrived a few minutes
early. The hostess asked if we’d like to wait at the bar. I glanced at
Elizabeth, who was nodding enthusiastically. I told the hostess that would be
fine and we strolled into the pub-like area beyond the dining room.


Elizabeth hoisted herself onto a stool and leaned forward,
eyeing the liquor selections. When the female bartender approached, Elizabeth
pointed to a bottle of Bombay Sapphire and said, “Double shot. Straight up,
please.”


The bartender smiled and poured for Elizabeth, then turned
to me with a raised eyebrow.


“What kind of coffee do you have?” I asked. “I’m driving.”


“We have a very nice dark French roast tonight. I just made
a fresh pot.”


“Excellent.”


“Cream or sugar?”


“I don’t suppose you have any lactose-free milk?”


“I’ll check with the kitchen staff.”


She made a quick call and moments later I had a glass cup of
French roast in front of me, along with a small pitcher of Horizon organic
lactose-free milk. Things were looking up.


Elizabeth sipped her Bombay and I savored my coffee until
the hostess called my name. The bartender placed our drinks on a tray, which
the hostess carried to our table. Once we were seated, she handed us menus and
told us our server, Avery, would be with us shortly.


Avery was another new hire about whom I had not been
consulted. I watched him as he delivered entrées to a neighboring table. He was
in his early thirties with wavy dark blond hair and an almost pretty face that
included a dimple in his left cheek. At five-foot-ten and about two hundred
pounds, he may have chosen to work in the restaurant business because he was a
foodie and his career allowed him to indulge. They say, “Never trust a chef who
isn’t overweight.” Maybe the same is true of servers. Besides, Avery appeared
to be of Scandinavian descent, so he was big-boned and the extra weight wasn’t
unattractive on him.


He approached our table, bowed slightly—yes some servers do
bow—and said, “I’m Avery, and I’ll be your server this evening. Do you have any
questions about the menu?”


Since I was working, I would, of course, have questions
about the menu, but I also wanted to ensure that Elizabeth was distracted from
her wedding woes, so before responding, I turned to look at her. She was
scrutinizing the appetizer portion of the menu with a degree of intensity
previously reserved for wedding details.


She looked up at Avery, tilted her head coquettishly and said,
“Avery, if you were planning a wedding reception for thirty guests, how many of
each hors d'oeuvre would you order?”


“Depends on how many different types of hors d'oeuvres we’re
talking about,” he responded without hesitation. “And will there be other menu
options? Entrées, salads, deserts?”


Elizabeth beamed at him. “There will be five different types
of hors d'oeuvres. And, yes, there will be entrées, salads, and deserts. We’ll
get to those in a minute. First, how many of each of the five hors d'oeuvre for
thirty people?”


“Sixty of each should be more than enough.”


I had to restrain myself from blurting out, I told you
so.


“Great,” Elizabeth said. “Now about the entrées. There will
be a vegan lasagna, but for the non-vegetarian crowd would you serve chicken or
salmon?”


“Definitely salmon. Everyone serves chicken at wedding
receptions. Unless it’s something special, like Chicken Kiev, it’s just
boring.”


Elizabeth nodded as though she’d been thinking the same
thing all along.


“Swiss chocolate cake with cream cheese icing or vanilla
cake with raspberry compote between the layers and whipped butter cream
frosting?” she asked.


Avery had other tables to attend to, but he seemed delighted
to answer Elizabeth’s questions. “I’d go with the Swiss chocolate cake with the
cream cheese icing. I’m assuming this is your wedding we’re planning
here?”


Elizabeth nodded.


“Frankly,” he said, “vanilla you are not.”


Elizabeth giggled and Avery smiled showing her his dimple.


“So,” he said, returning to business, “any questions about
the menu, or would you like to hear tonight’s specials?” He turned to me as he
asked and I jumped in before Elizabeth could further hijack my survey.


“I’ve never had the Beef and Parsnip Pudding,” I said. “Have
you tried it?”


“I’ve sampled everything on the menu,” Avery said. “That
one’s actually a favorite of mine. The beef and parsnips are cooked in a dark
ale, and the pastry is made with pork lard. It’s total comfort food, and very
English.”


“That sounds wonderful, but I’m on a diet. How are the
Venison shanks?”


“The venison is free range, so no hormones or antibiotics,
and it’s prepared with juniper berries and red currants. Delicious!”


“Would it be possible to get that with a side of Brussel
sprouts?”


“Of course.”


I set my menu on the table and Avery turned to Elizabeth.


“I think I’ll have the Asparagus and Halloumi Salad, and
another double shot of Bombay Sapphire, please.”


Avery collected the menus, bowed politely again, and stopped
at the bar to request Elizabeth’s drink before heading back to the kitchen to
deliver our orders. He was very good and I was relieved. I hate getting people
fired.
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After a
wonderful dining experience at Abner Bailee’s, we moved on to Michelino’s in
San Mateo. It’s only about twelve miles from Atherton, but it was Friday night,
so naturally we hit traffic. I asked Elizabeth if she was planning to accept
Avery’s advice about her wedding menu.


“Well, he basically agreed with everything you’d already
told me, so I guess so.”


“You need to get a grip, Elizabeth. You’re driving yourself
crazy with things that won’t matter six months from now. Why does everything
have to be such a big deal? What’s really going on?”


She sighed as she looked out the window. “It’s my mother,”
she said.


“I’m sorry?”


“My fucking mother is coming to the wedding.”


“Why?”


“Because I was stupid enough to invite her.”


“Why would you do that to yourself? You and your
mother have absolutely no relationship. And if you did have a
relationship it would be a lousy one. What on earth possessed you to invite
that bitch to the most important occasion of your life?”


Elizabeth burst into tears and I immediately felt bad for
being so blunt, but it was all true. Her mother had caused her nothing but
misery, which was why as soon as she was able, Elizabeth had moved from New
Orleans to California.


I reached into my purse and found a packet of tissues, which
I handed to her.


“I’m sorry, honey. I should have kept my mouth shut. It’s
your wedding, and if you want your mom there, well, I’ll do my best not to shoot
her in the ass during the reception.”


That got a laugh out of her. She blew her nose, then punched
me in the arm.


“Thanks for being my friend, Nikki. I can always count on
you to put things in perspective. The truth is, I invited her because I felt it
was the right thing to do. I never imagined she’d accept.”


“When is she arriving?”


“Next Friday.”


“She’s not staying with you, is she?”


“Oh, God no! I booked her a room at the airport
Hilton.”


“You could always call and tell her you and Jack decided to
elope.”


She chuckled softly. “That’s not a bad idea. Let me talk to
Jack about it.”


Elizabeth and her mother had never been close. She was a
daddy’s girl all the way, and her father had died due to a massive heart attack
when she was only twelve. Her mother immediately remarried and had no time to
comfort her grieving daughter. Elizabeth’s new stepfather was a strict
disciplinarian and was verbally abusive to Elizabeth, while her mother looked
the other way.


Elizabeth had applied herself to her studies and received
multiple scholarship offers before graduating high school. She’d chosen to go
to Stanford and her best friend, Lily, had tagged along. Lily had been a guy at
that time. Long story. Anyway, since moving to California, Elizabeth’s only
communication with her mother has been on holidays and the occasional birthday,
if her mom even remembered to call. Just thinking about the woman makes my
blood boil.


“Is her husband coming with her? What’s his name again?”


“Randolph, and yes,” she sighed.


“It’s not too late to elope. Ask Jack to take you to
Ireland. Does he still have family there?”


“An uncle, Seamus, and couple of cousins. We’re going there
on our honeymoon.”


“That’s right. So... what do you think about eloping?”


“I don’t know. Maybe. But then I wouldn’t get to wear my
gorgeous wedding dress, or have wedding pictures to look back on years from
now. And Lily is really looking forward to being my maid of honor. I don’t want
to disappoint her.”


“You can’t please everyone. I’m sure Lily would understand.
Maybe take her with you when you elope. You could go to Reno or Las Vegas. Have
Elvis preform the ceremony! I think Lily would love that.”


“Would you come to Las Vegas to be Jack’s best man?”


“Absolutely. I’ll just need to let Jim know a little in
advance so he can cover my regular clients while I’m gone.”
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We arrived at
Michelino’s a few minutes after 8:00 and were immediately seated at a window
table. Michelino’s is one of my favorite clients because I rarely find anything
negative to report. The employees are professional and friendly, the atmosphere
is warm, and the food is excellent.


We both ordered the Chopped Antipasto, which is kind of like
an Italian Cobb salad with iceberg lettuce, salami, mozzarella, kalamatas,
pepperoncini, tomatoes, garbanzo beans and red onions dressed with a tangy
balsamic vinaigrette. I also ordered a diced poached chicken breast to-go for
you know who.


Even though we’d already eaten at Abner Bailee’s we both
practically inhaled our salads. They were that good. I paid the check with cash
and left a healthy tip, and we adjourned to the bar where Al, my favorite
bartender, was working.


Al is in his sixties and has a full head of wavy white hair
and a lazy, Dean Martin smile. The restaurant owner has me do regular bar surveys
to count how many drinks Al consumes during his shift. His drink is Gordon’s
vodka with fresh-squeezed orange juice. The first time I observed him on the
job he consumed four screwdrivers in just over an hour, but was still
articulate, attentive, and recording drinks correctly.


The owner isn’t concerned about lost revenue due to Al’s
drinking. The customers love him, and many come in just to visit with him. It’s
a matter of making sure he isn’t impaired by his drinking. Tonight was no
exception. Al was his usual, charming self.


We were on the road by 10:00 and Elizabeth seemed more
relaxed, if a wee bit tipsy. I wanted to press her to either rescind her
mother’s invitation or cancel her wedding and elope, but it wasn’t my decision
to make. I hoped Jack could convince her to do whatever would make her happy.


Since she’d had three cocktails, in spite of the two meals,
I offered to drop her at Jack’s estate in Hillsborough. Tomorrow was Saturday
and he could drive her to the marina to pick up her car.


“That’s probably a good idea,” she said. “I’m kind of
sleepy.”


I called Jack on my cell to let him know we’d be there
shortly, as Hillsborough is just north of San Mateo. He said he’d open the gate
so I could pull in without keying in the security code.


As promised, the gate was open when we arrived, and Jack was
waiting for us at the portico.


Jack “The Cat” McGuire is five feet ten inches of tan,
sinewy feline grace topped with wavy red hair sun-streaked with gold, and has
mesmerizing green eyes. He and I met two years ago when he burgled the home of
a serial killer and discovered evidence of her crimes. Because the evidence had
been obtained during the commission of a felony, Jack hired me to catch the
killer in the act. It had not ended well for that psychotic bitch. It had,
however, worked out well for Jack and Elizabeth. Their mutual attraction when I
introduced them had been instantaneous.


Jack has since retired from his life of crime and seems
content to manage his very healthy stock portfolio and assist me with the
occasional B & E, when one of my cases requires his skill with locks and
security systems. Tonight he was looking casually elegant in khaki shorts and a
green polo shirt. He opened Elizabeth’s door and gave her a kiss before helping
her out of the car.


“Good evening, Nicoli,” he said.


“Hey, Jack.”


Elizabeth picked up K.C., her huge orange tabby, and was
cooing to him about what a sweet kitty he was. Just for the record, K.C. is
short for Killer Cat, and he is not always sweet. I took the opportunity to
motion Jack closer to my open window. He raised an eyebrow and leaned down.


“You need to talk to her about her mother,” I said, sotto
voce. “That woman cannot be allowed to attend your wedding. It will
spoil the entire experience for Elizabeth. I don’t care what you have to do to
stop her. Cancel the wedding plans and elope if you have to. Whatever it takes.
Please. You need to fix this, Jack.”


“How much has she had to drink?” he asked.


“Two double shots of Bombay Sapphire and a tall mudslide.
She’s pretty lit.”


“Good,” he said. “I’ll take care of it.”


I didn’t ask what he had in mind. I knew he was
head-over-heels in love with Elizabeth and would do anything to ensure her
happiness.


“Thank you, Jack. Ask her to call me sometime tomorrow?”


“Will do. Drive safely, Nicoli.”






CHAPTER 7
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I arrived home
at 10:45 and decided to type up my reports in the morning. I’d spotted Bill’s
Mustang in the parking lot, and I wanted some quality time with my dog and my
man. Yes, in that order. I ambled down the companionway, taking a moment to
give D’Artagnon a few bites of chicken breast, then continued down the dock to
my own little patch of paradise.


Turning Point is a forty-two-foot Cheoy Lee
Motorsailer, an ideal live-aboard vessel for someone like me. She was built in
1980 and customized by the former owner who passed away leaving her to his
wife, a client of mine, who sold her to me for far less than she’s worth. It
seems he died in the company of another woman.


I found Bill seated at the galley counter poring over a
large three-ring binder, which I assumed contained the details of the case he’d
caught this morning. The detectives of the RCPD call these binders “murder
books.” All records are digitized, of course, but hard copies and handwritten
notes are still kept in binders.


He looked up as I descended the companionway. Buddy stood on
his hind legs, putting himself at nose level with the to-go box in my hand.


“He’s already had his last walk of the day,” Bill said.


“Has he brushed his teeth?” I asked, and Bill nodded.


I wasn’t joking. Taking care of a dog’s teeth and gums is
critical. I actually brush my boy’s teeth once a week with organic coconut oil.
It keeps his gums healthy and he loves the taste. He also has either a Greenie
or a Dentastix after every meal. Both reduce tartar and plaque buildup. I doled
out the chicken breast one bite at a time and when it was gone, Buddy got
another Greenie.


“How’s the bride-to-be doing?” Bill asked.


“Not great. Turns out she invited her witch of a mother to
the big event.”


“Why?”


“She thought it was the right thing to do, and she didn’t
expect her to accept.”


“What little you’ve told me about that woman is not good.
She could ruin the wedding.”


“I know. I talked to Jack about it. He says he’ll take care
of it.”


“How?”


“No idea. I told Elizabeth I thought she should cancel the
wedding, elope to Vegas, and get married in one of those Elvis impersonator
chapels.”


Bill’s hazel eyes twinkled with humor. “What did she say to
that?” he asked.


“She said she’d talk to Jack about it, but she doesn’t want
to disappoint Lily. So tell me about your new homicide case.”


“It actually looks like a suicide, but we still have to
conduct a thorough investigation.”


“What happened?” I grabbed an IPA out of the fridge and
popped it open, seating myself across from Bill at the galley counter.


“The guy apparently shot himself. He was on board his yacht,
the Wet Spot, anchored out beyond Westpoint Slough.”


I carefully set my beer on the galley counter and grabbed
Bill’s hand. “Did you say Wet Spot?”


“Yeah. Crazy name for a boat. Why?”


“Bill, this was not a suicide. Chet Fortune hired me
yesterday to find out who was trying to kill him.”


“What?”


“Who found him?” I asked.


“The Coast Guard got a radio call from a couple sailing past
his yacht. They said it was anchored in the same spot when they went out on
Thursday night and when they came back in on Friday morning. They didn’t see
any signs of life, so the Coasties went to check it out. When they saw that
Chet had been shot they didn’t want to contaminate a possible crime scene, so
they towed the boat to the marine terminal on Seaport Boulevard. That’s where
it is now.”


“I want to see it.”


“You know the rules, Nikki. It’s considered an active crime
scene, at least until the M.E.’s findings are in.”


“Have you got photos of the boat?”


Bill opened the binder and lifted out the few photos he was
willing to share with me. They were external shots of the mega-yacht. After
examining each one I asked, “Where’s his dinghy?”


Bill glanced at the photos in my hand and raised an eyebrow.


“Chet had a Zodiac Cadet stowed on his foredeck. It’s not
there.” I handed the photos back to him. “Is there any way you could justify
showing me the photos of the crime scene itself?”


Bill shook his head, sighed, and said, “You know, after all
that chicken breast, I think Buddy needs another walk.”


He grabbed the boy’s leash, hooked it to his collar and,
without another word, escorted Buddy up the companionway. As soon as I felt the
boat rock, indicating they’d stepped onto the dock, I spun the binder around to
face me and flipped through the pages. This reminded me of the first time I’d
met Bill, when he’d left me alone in an interrogation room with a murder book
and I’d photographed everything in the binder with my cell phone.


I grabbed the iPhone out of my purse and set to work. I had
photos of every page in less than two minutes. Since Bill and Buddy wouldn’t be
back for at least another ten minutes, I took my time examining the crime scene
photos. The picture of Chet with his brains blown out the side of his head made
me woozy, but as soon as the vertigo passed I noticed the gun in his hand was
the Colt M1911 he’d been carrying yesterday in my office. Then it struck me. In
the photos, the gun was in his right hand. Chet had been left handed.


I quickly flipped through the rest of the pages and had the
binder back on the other side of the table when Bill returned from his walk
with Buddy. He unhooked the boy from his leash, got a Corona out of the fridge,
and asked if I’d like another IPA.


“Yes, please.”


I handed him my empty and he placed it in the recycling bin
under the sink, then opened both bottles and sat down across from me. After
reinserting the external photos of Chet’s yacht in the binder he closed the
cover and moved it to the galley settee next to him. He was waiting for me to
make the first move. This was tricky. I needed to tell him Chet was left
handed, but he needed that information to come from me in a way that didn’t
relate to the photos in the binder.


“Can we talk about my meeting with Chet yesterday?” I asked,
taking a sip of my beer.


“Sure. I’d like to hear what he had to say.”


I recounted the entire conversation, including the fact that
Chet had been carrying a holstered Colt M1911 when he’d been in my office. I
gave Bill the list of possible suspects Chet and I had discussed, and he
started taking notes. I told him that Chet and Vanessa’s divorce had been
finalized only six months ago and that Chet had yet to change his will or the
beneficiary on his million dollar life insurance policy, although he was
planning to take care of that as soon as possible.


I mentioned that Chet owned oil wells in Texas as well as
“Dr. Feelgood,” and that he was worth roughly five hundred million dollars.
Because the company wasn’t listed in his will, I told Bill that Chet didn’t
know if Vanessa would inherit that. I included the fact that Chet had been
planning to sell off forty-nine percent of the company to an equity group, and
that, while the sale hadn’t been announced yet, Vanessa, as his CFO, was
preparing for an audit which was required prior to a partial sale.


 Finally, I told Bill that Chet had given me a five-thousand
dollar retainer and the two of us had signed duplicate copies of my standard
contract.


“That’s when I noticed he was left handed,” I said, draining
my beer. “Well, I’m beat. Think I’ll take a quick shower before bed.” I leaned
over and kissed Bill before ducking into the stateroom.






CHAPTER 8
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Saturday
morning the alarm went off at 7:00 and I assaulted the snooze button. Bill
didn’t even stir, so I snuggled up to his back in the spoon position, hoping he
didn’t have to go to work too early today. I knew he’d be working all weekend
now that he had an active homicide case. Bill is a dedicated and thorough cop,
and I admire that about him, though I wish he had a little more down-time to
spend with me and Buddy.


Ten minutes later the alarm sounded again and Bill groaned
softly and turned to face me. “What time is it?”


“Ten after seven.”


“What day is it?”


I laughed. “Saturday.” I reached behind me and smacked the
snooze button again. “Go back to sleep.”


Bill wrapped his arms around me and it was immediately
apparent that he was not going back to sleep. So much better than an
alarm clock.


I was up and making coffee by 7:45 while Bill walked Buddy.
Once the Kona was brewing I hit the shower. Just as I turned off the water and
grabbed a towel, Bill came into the head and handed me a steaming mug. The
aroma of bacon and eggs drifted in from the galley.


“Thanks,” I said, taking a sip. “I assume you’re going to
work today?”


“I’m expecting the report from the medical examiner, so
yeah. Once we have time of death I can start interviewing your list of suspects
regarding their alibis.”


“You should also contact Chet’s attorney,” I said, setting
down my coffee and wrapping myself in the towel. “Find out if he changed his
will. And call his insurance agent. He was thinking about leaving everything to
the Humane Society. Oh, and you should check his cell phone records to see if
he called Vanessa. He’d planned to call her when the changes had been made to
let her know, you know, in case she was the one who drilled his brake line, so
she’d no longer have a motive.”


“I know how to do my job, Nikki.”


“Will you let me know what you find out?”


“Nikki...”


“I know the rules, but he was my client, Bill, and an
acquaintance, what with his yacht being docked here. Plus, he gave me a
five-thousand dollar retainer which I cannot return. I’m invested.”


Bill didn’t respond. I pulled on a pair of workout shorts
and a tank top and joined him at the galley counter for breakfast. I’d work off
the bacon later.


[image: ]


Bill left for
work at 8:15. I cleaned up the breakfast dishes then dropped Buddy off with
D’Artagnon and drove to the gym, where I made good on my promise to work off
the fatty, but delicious, breakfast.


When I returned to the marina and was freshly showered and
dressed for work, I picked Buddy up, walked him around the grounds, and
unlocked the office.


I turned on the computer and started a pot of Kona brewing,
then sat down to check my schedule. I had two lunch surveys today, plus a
dinner and two bar surveys tonight. It’s a good thing I spend so much time at
the gym.


I uploaded the murder book photos from my phone and enlarged
them, scanning for details I hadn’t had time to absorb last night. Bill had
said the autopsy was being performed today, but the coroner at the scene had
estimated time of death between midnight and 5:00 a.m. That was a pretty big
window and, being the middle of the night, an unlikely time for any single
person to have an alibi. Hopefully the M.E. would be able to narrow it down
some.


The coffee finished brewing and I was just taking my first
sip when the office phone rang. I glanced at the caller ID and noted that the
caller’s name and number were “not provided.” I answered anyway.


“Hunter Investigations.”


No one responded to my greeting, but I could hear breathing
on the line, so I thought I’d try again.


“This is Nicoli Hunter. May I help you?”


“Oh. Sorry. I thought I got your voicemail. I was waiting
for the beep.”


The caller was female and sounded like she was on the young
side, maybe early twenties.


“Nope, you’ve got the live-action version,” I said. “What
can I do for you?”


“My name is Jea Solomon. My friend, Loretta Dario, suggested
I call you.”


Loretta is a clinical psychologist who works with the RCPD
officers involved in shootings who exhibit signs of PTSD or other trauma. I’ve
had a few sessions with her myself.


“How is Loretta?” I asked.


“She’s well.”


“Good. Now that we’ve covered who referred you, how can I
help?”


“My daughter is missing.”


“Oh. How old is she?”


“She’s four.”


“I assume you’ve called the police?”


“Of course. They put out an AMBER Alert and they’re looking
for her, but they don’t have any leads. Loretta thought you would be able to
find her.” She sniffled into the phone and my heart softened a little.


“I’ll do what I can. Will you come to my office and bring a
recent photo of your daughter? What is her name?”


“Her name is Sky. It’s short for Skyamsen.”


“And what is Jea short for?” I had to ask. It was an unusual
name.


“Wahponjea,” she said.


“Huh. Native American, by any chance?”


“Does that matter?”


“No. I’m just curious by nature.”


I gave Jea my office address and directions to the marina.
She said she could be here within an hour.


I seldom handle missing person cases, but Loretta was a
friend and I couldn’t turn Jea away just because her case made me anxious.






CHAPTER 9
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Jea arrived
shortly after 11:00. She was in her early twenties, five-foot-eight and about a
hundred and thirty pounds. Her straight black hair was pulled up in a messy
bun, exposing her swan-like neck. She was dressed in denim shorts, a black tank
top, and Ecco Track II high top boots. I recognized the boots because I own a
couple of pairs. They’re incredibly comfortable and the high tops offer ankle
support should you have occasion to kick someone’s ass in the course of your
workday.


From the doorway Jea gave me a cursory glance before slowly
approaching Buddy, holding her right hand out, palm down. “I’ve heard about
you,” she whispered.


Buddy wagged his tail and sniffed the proffered hand before
giving it a lick. Some guard dog.


“Loretta told you about Buddy?” I asked, indicating she
should seat herself in one of my visitors’ chairs.


Jea nodded. “She said he was remarkably cognizant. I can see
she was correct.”


“Remarkably cognizant, huh? Sounds about right. I was
recently informed that he’s also what’s known as a natural alpha, but he hasn’t
let it go to his head. I’m Nikki, by the way.”


Jea drew her eyes away from my overgrown lapdog and made eye
contact with me for the first time. “Thank you for meeting with me,” she said.


“Of course. Did you bring a photo?”


Jea took a white envelope from her shoulder bag and handed
it across the desk to me. I removed the photo and set the envelope aside.
Skyamsen Solomon was an adorable dark-haired four-year-old who looked her age,
except for the eyes. If I were more into the metaphysical, I’d say she was an
old soul. There was a great well of compassion evident in those soft brown
depths.


“Tell me what happened in as much detail as possible,
please.” I took out a legal-size notepad and grabbed a pen.


“Sky was taken from the preschool she attends. She goes to
preschool to socialize with other children her age, but she also has a tutor
she works with three days a week. A shaman. She’s already reading at a third
grade level.”


“That’s impressive for a four-year-old,” I said. “Did anyone
at the preschool see who abducted her?”


“One of the other kids said it was a woman, but couldn’t
offer much of a description.”


“Any chance Sky’s dad hired someone to abduct her? Let me
rephrase that. Are you and Sky’s father still in a relationship?”


After a moment’s hesitation Jea said, “Sky doesn’t have a
father. At least not in the conventional sense. I’ve never been with a man.”


“Wow!” I said before I could stop myself. “Sorry. That’s a
little surprising.” Jea was a beautiful young woman. Men would certainly be
attracted to her.


“I know it’s weird,” she said, with a shrug. “I guess I just
haven’t met the right one yet.”


“Okay, so you, what, went to a sperm bank?”


She looked down at her folded hands. “Um... no.”


I decided not to pursue this line of questioning at the
moment. It obviously made Jea uncomfortable.


“I don’t suppose the preschool has surveillance or security
cameras. Where was Sky when she was taken?”


“No, there are no cameras. She was outside. It was recess.
There were other children out there, but none of them were near her. Sky’s a
bit of a loner. She prefers communing with nature to spending time with other
kids.”


“Does anyone else have your permission to pick Sky up from
the preschool?”


“No one.”


“Would she get in a car with a stranger?”


“Sky is very trusting, but we’ve talked about ‘stranger
danger,’ and I don’t think she would willingly go with someone she didn’t
know.”


“I’ll need the date and time of the abduction, an address,
phone number and contact name at the preschool, and the names of any police
detectives you’ve spoken with.”


“So you’ll take my case?”


I looked down at Sky’s photo and realized I was already
committed. “Yes, Jea. I’ll take your case, but I can’t guarantee the outcome.”
Better not to offer too much hope in a situation like this.


“She was taken during recess, so around ten a.m. on Tuesday
the fifth, four days ago. The preschool is held at an elementary school in Palo
Alto during the summer.”


She gave me an address on Amarillo Avenue, and read me the phone
number, telling me I should speak with Tama. I noted all the information then
repeated my question about the police detectives handling the case.


Jea took out her wallet and removed a business card, which
she handed to me. The detective assigned to the case was Jan Halstaad. She
worked “crimes against persons” with the Palo Alto PD. I photocopied the
business card and handed it back to Jea.


“I’d appreciate if you’d give Detective Halstaad a call and
let her know I’m working for you.”


Jea nodded.


“You haven’t received a ransom demand?”


“No.”


Now for the hard question. “Do you have any idea why someone
would want to kidnap or harm Sky?”


Rather than looking taken-aback, she considered the question
for a moment, then nodded her head as if coming to a decision.


“Ms. Hunter, my daughter is... gifted. Sky is what we call
an empath. She experiences the feelings and thought processes of those around
her. Some would call her clairvoyant, but being an empath is different in that
it’s experiential. I can only guess that she was taken because she may have
picked up on something, perhaps something dark, that someone wishes to keep
hidden.”


Okay... not what I was expecting.


“How many people know that Sky has this gift?” I asked.


“She’s a child and hasn’t yet learned to discriminate about
who she confides in. Her social circle is somewhat limited, but if she sensed
something from one of the other children at the preschool, I wouldn’t be
surprised if she spoke with them about it.”


“Well, that opens up some possibilities. Do you think Tama
would be willing to give me a contact list for the parents of the children
enrolled there?”


“I don’t know. I’ll ask her.”


“Thanks. Please contact me after you’ve spoken with her. I’d
like to get started as soon as possible, and the preschool seems like the best
place to start. I’ll also call Detective Halstaad and see what she can tell
me.”


“Thank you, Ms. Hunter.”


“Call me Nikki.”


“Thank you, Nikki.” Jea took out her checkbook and looked at
me. “You need a retainer, right?”


I thought for a moment before responding. I really wanted to
help this woman and her little girl. I told her I could get started for five
hundred dollars.”


I detected a wince before she wrote the check. I hoped I
could work fast so I didn’t use up her retainer. Of course, I could just lie
about the number of hours required to solve the case.


I filled in the blanks on my boilerplate contract and
printed two copies, which we both signed, accepted Jea’s check, and wrote her a
receipt.


Jea and I exchanged cell numbers, entering them into our
phones for easy access. Before leaving, she thanked me again and bent down to
stroke Buddy’s soft ears. He nuzzled her hand and wagged.


I walked her to the door and, without thinking, reached out
to shake her hand. After a brief hesitation she clasped my hand firmly and I
felt a jolt run up my arm before landing in the pit of my stomach. Jea must
have seen the surprise on my face.


She released my hand and nodded once. “Loretta was correct
about you as well. You also have a gift.”


I stood there, stunned, as Jea slipped out the door. I
looked down at my hand, then I turned to Buddy who had a quizzical expression
on his sweet face.


“You liked her, right?” I asked him.


Rather than responding to my question, Buddy thumped his
tail a couple of times and settled his muzzle on his forepaws. Answer enough, I
guess.


I decided that before calling Detective Halstaad, I owed
Loretta Dario a thank you for the referral. Maybe, she could shed some light on
this unusual situation.






CHAPTER 10
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I first met
Loretta Dario almost two years ago, not long after the conclusion of that
investigation I handled for Jack, when I was forced to kill someone in
self-defense. I’d thought I could handle it. I was wrong. I stopped sleeping,
lost my appetite, and became hypervigilant. Bill told me about Loretta because
I was exhibiting PTSD symptoms and she handled those cases for the RCPD. The
truth is, most cops never have to fire their weapon in the line of duty, and no
one knows how they will react to taking a life until after the fact. I had
reluctantly agreed to meet with Loretta as a last resort. I’d never been to a
shrink, and I have trust issues, but talking with her about the event and the
resulting trauma had made a huge difference for me. In fact, I’ve since
referred friends to her.


I dialed Loretta’s office number and, to my surprise, she
picked up on the first ring.


“This is Loretta.”


“What, no patients in need of counseling today?”


“How are you, Nicoli?”


“I’m doing great. I just met with Jea Solomon and I have a
few questions. Thanks for the referral, by the way.”


“You’re entirely welcome, dear.”


“How do you two know each other?” I asked, skirting the edge
of confidentiality if Jea was Loretta’s patient as well as a friend.


“We belong to the same medicine for the earth group. It’s
part of the local shamanic community. We’ve grown close.”


“So you know Sky.”


“Yes.”


“Jea told me about Sky’s gift. The empath thing? She
believes it’s possible that Sky may have innocently spoken to another child
about something she... intuited, which caused the child’s parents to feel
threatened enough to abduct her. You have any thoughts about that?”


“First of all, Nicoli, the reason I referred Jea to you is
because you have such powerful intuition.”


Loretta had, in fact, encouraged me to “build that muscle”
but I’d never followed up with her about it. Life kept getting in the way.


“Is there a second of all?” I asked.


“Yes, but I’d prefer to discuss it in person. My last client
rescheduled so I have an hour open if you‘d like to stop by.”


“You mean now?”


“Unless you have something more important to do.”


It was 11:45 and I had two lunch surveys to do, but I
couldn’t ignore the urgency of a child abduction. “Can I bring Buddy?”


“I insist that you do. I haven’t seen that handsome boy in
over a year.”


“We’re on our way.”
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I hooked
Buddy’s leash to his collar and let him water a few shrubs on the periphery of
the parking lot, then we got in my Bimmer and headed for Loretta’s. On the way
I called Jim Sutherland and asked if he had any agents available who could
handle my lunch surveys.


“No, but I’m free. What are you working on that takes you
away from your regulars?”


I told him briefly about Sky’s abduction and his response
was to offer to cover all of my clients until I’d found her.


“You are the best friend ever,” I said. “I’ll e-mail you my
schedule when I get back to the office.”


Buddy and I made the drive to Loretta’s office, which is
also her home, in less than seven minutes. The adorable gingerbread cottage on
Jefferson Avenue hadn’t changed since my last visit. I parked on a side street
and Buddy and I let ourselves in through the gate in her white picket fence,
inhaling the fragrant blossoms in her yard. As we stepped onto the porch I
reached out and tickled a set of hummingbird wind chimes. I was about to knock
when Loretta opened the door and wrapped me in a bear-hug before stooping down
to greet Buddy.


Like her cottage, the woman hadn’t changed much since I’d
last seen her. In her mid-fifties, Loretta is a couple of inches taller than my
five-foot-seven, with short salt and pepper hair. Her soft brown eyes belie the
shrewdness that lies behind them. Upon meeting her, most people would assume
she’s a nurturing, grandmotherly type, which she is, but she is so much
more.


Loretta escorted us into her living room and offered Buddy a
bowl of water before pouring two cups of apple cinnamon tea and seating herself
in an overstuffed armchair. Buddy drank some of the water and then planted his
huge head in her lap, dripping water from his flews onto her skirt. She gently
stroked his ears while giving me the once-over.


“You look well,” she said, seeming to gaze beyond my
physical appearance. “You’re happy. I presume Detective Anderson has
something to do with that.”


The depth of her insight made me a little uncomfortable,
which caused me to feel a bit defensive, which, in turn, made me cranky. I’m
funny that way.


“Bill and I are living together,” I said. “But that’s not
why I’m here. Tell me about Jea and Sky.”


“Anything specific you’d like to know?”


“Let’s start with the fact that Jea told me she’s never been
with a man and that Sky doesn’t have a father. Is she adopted?”


“No, dear.”


“I asked her if she’d been to a sperm bank and she said no,
but the question seemed to make her uncomfortable. If Jea’s never been with a
man, and she’s Sky’s birth mother, and she didn’t go to a sperm bank, what are
we talking about here, an immaculate conception? Or is she a hermaphrodite?”


I know sarcasm is the lowest form of humor, but I was flying
blind, and a child’s life might hang in the balance. I needed all the
information I could get, and I didn’t want to have to dig for it.


Instead of laughing, Loretta beamed at me and said nothing.


Oh shit. “I was kidding, Loretta.”


“I know, dear.”


“You can’t be serious.”


Loretta silently tilted her head to one side like Buddy does
when he’s trying to figure something out. When Buddy does it, it’s adorable,
but as much as I respect Loretta, this silent treatment was beginning to annoy
me.


“You really expect me to believe Sky was the product of
parthenogenesis?”


She raised an eyebrow. “What I expect is that you
will find and rescue Sky, Nicoli.”


Right. “Jea told me Sky’s reading at a third grade
level. That’s exceptional for a four-year-old. Any idea what her IQ is?”


“To my knowledge, she’s never been tested.”


I was quickly reaching my obfuscation threshold. “What
aren’t you telling me, Loretta?”


“Some secrets are not mine to tell,” she said, with a shrug.


I speed dialed Jea’s cell number and put my phone on
speaker. When she answered, I said, “Jea, it’s Nikki Hunter. I’m with Loretta,
and I have a question. Is there anything you wouldn’t do to get your daughter
back safely?”


“Of course not,” she said without hesitation.


“That’s what I thought. I have you on speaker. I need you to
give Loretta permission to answer all my questions about you and Sky.”


This time she hesitated, sighed, and finally said, “Loretta,
please tell Nikki anything she wants to know.”


“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll call you when I have something to
report.” I ended the call and turned to Loretta. “Okay, spill it.”


Loretta’s eyes widened slightly. She’s not an easy woman to
shock. “I had no idea you were capable of being so... ruthless,” she said.


“When a child’s life might be at stake? You’re right, you
have no idea. Now tell me everything you know about Sky.”






CHAPTER 11
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 Loretta took a
moment to compose herself. She refilled her tea cup and leaned forward to
refill mine. I shook my head. I’m a coffee person. Eventually she spoke.


“Jea is seventh generation Lakota Sioux.”


My sig-other, Bill Anderson, is half Lakota Sioux. I
wondered if Loretta knew that.


“So?” I said.


“Jea is what’s known as a pure vessel. She will assist in
ushering in the new age of harmony.”


“What the hell does that even mean? She’s a saint or
something?”


“No, dear. Purity and harmony include balance. Jea is
entirely human. She embraces her creativity, both in her art and in the way she
lives her life. Rather than repressing one side of her nature, she embraces
both her inner light and her inner shadow, which is where her creativity
dwells. Her daughter, Sky, is a catalyst, and that, I’m afraid, is what has
made her a target.”


“What kind of catalyst are we talking about here?”


“Many changes are coming, Nicoli. Some will be difficult for
people to accept. Those who are uncomfortable with change will fight to hold
onto their illusions.”


This whole conversation made my teeth hurt.


“Loretta,” I said, “please stop talking in riddles.
Just tell me what I need to know about Sky so I can figure out who took her.”


“Fine. Sky was, as you so eloquently put it, a product of
parthenogenesis. A virgin birth.”


“What the hell, Loretta? I’m not Tom Hanks and this
is not the Da Vinci Code.”


She didn’t say anything. She just looked at me with solemn
eyes and shook her head. It was response enough. I threw up a little bit of tea
in my mouth, but managed to swallow it down again. This was way outside
my comfort zone. For a moment I considered consulting my mom, the former nun,
on the implications of a modern day virgin birth, but just as quickly dismissed
the idea. If what Loretta said was true, the fewer people who knew about Sky
the better. I decided to suspend disbelief, for the moment. The circumstances
of her conception and birth only mattered if they led me to whoever had taken
her.


“How many people know this?”


“Only a few. I’m the only person Jea has confided in, but
I’m sure her doctor noticed, and there was a nurse in attendance during Sky’s
birth.”


“Do you know their names?”


Loretta shook her head.


I pulled out my cell phone and called Jea again. When she
answered I said, “It’s Nikki. I need the name of your obstetrician. The one who
delivered Sky.”


“My doctor? It’s Johanna Nielsen. Why?”


I made a note and ignored her question. “Do you know the
name of the nurse who assisted with Sky’s delivery?”


“I only know her first name. It’s Cammie. Actually it’s
Camilla, but everyone calls her Cammie.”


“Thanks. Where is Doctor Nielsen’s office?”


“Palo Alto Medical Center. Nikki, what’s going on?”


“Not sure yet. I’ll call you later.”


“Wait! I spoke with Tama at the preschool and she’s okay
with giving you the parents contact list.”


“Great. Thank you.”


I ended the call and locked eyes with Loretta. “You think
Sky was taken because of this, don’t you?”


Loretta nodded slowly, holding my gaze. “If you consider the
views of some Christian sects, Sky could be perceived as either the second
coming or the anti-you-know-who.”


“So she may have been abducted so that she can be, what,
tested?”


“Or trained. I think it’s possible some individual or group
believes that having influence over Sky will work in their favor.”


“And by trained, you mean brainwashed.”


“Pretty much. They may try to indoctrinate her into their
belief system, but Sky must be free to follow her own unique path.”


“Isn’t that true for everyone?”


“Of course. However, Sky is not only a catalyst, she’s also
a power source.”


“And you think someone intends to use her. If that’s the
case, aren’t they less likely to harm her?”


“Unless they’re convinced their efforts to control her will
be unsuccessful.”


“Crap. I need to get moving on this. Thanks for your help,
Loretta.”


I stood and gave her another hug and she returned the
gesture, whispering in my ear, “Trust yourself, Nicoli. Follow your instincts.”


Right now my instincts were telling me that I needed to find
Sky in a big fat hurry.






CHAPTER 12
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Buddy and I
hightailed it back to the marina, fighting lunch hour traffic all the way. We
found an open space in the boat owners’ lot and jogged to my office. Buddy is a
great jogging partner. He pulls me along behind him, automatically increasing
my speed. Once we were inside I unclipped his leash, made sure his water dish
was full, and quickly e-mailed my schedule to Jim, including the lunch survey
that needed to be done at Caliente Bistro. I’d probably have to turn that
account over to him anyway, since at least two employees knew who I was.


I took out my notes on Jea’s case, located the number for
the preschool, and placed the call, fully expecting to get voicemail, since it
was Saturday. Tama answered on the second ring.


I introduced myself and she said, “Oh yes. Jea told me you’d
be calling. I have that contact list ready for you.”


“Great. I can be there in about an hour. Will that work?”


“That should be fine. If I’m not in my office, check the
playground. I like to spend as much time as possible outdoors with the kids.”


“You’re open on the weekend?”


“Only on Saturdays. Many of our single parents work more
than one job, so we try to be accommodating.”


“Okay. I’ll see you around one-fifteen.”


We ended the call and I logged onto the Palo Alto Medical
Center website. I found a bio and photo of Johanna Nielsen, Jea’s OB-GYN, on
the “about us” page. I copied the photo and pasted it into a Word document,
then went back to the website and searched for her nurse, Camilla. After
locating her bio under Cammie Sutcliffe, I added her photo to my Word document.
Then I copied and pasted the photos of four other nurses into the document and
sent it to the color printer. After printing just the photos I copied the name
and title of each of my subjects from the website and added that data below
each photo, then printed a second set. I numbered each page, one through six,
stacked them in two separate groups, and folded them into my shoulder bag.


I gave Buddy a couple of organic jerky treats and walked him
around the lawn a bit before we set out for Palo Alto. Twenty minutes later we
were parked under a huge elm tree on Amarillo Avenue. The school looked like
any other, except for what appeared to be a large, fenced-in vegetable garden
on the grounds.


I rolled down the windows and admonished Buddy to, “Stay,”
then walked around the exterior of the building looking for a door labeled
“office.” Several classroom doors were open, allowing the preschoolers fresh
air and a sense of freedom, but also increasing the risk of one of them
wandering outside without being noticed. The interior of the classrooms was
colorful, unlike the elementary school I attended, which seemed industrial by
comparison. Education has, indeed, come a long way, at least in Palo Alto.


I finally located the office and found Tama on the phone.
She was a slightly round woman in her late thirties with long dark hair pulled
back in a low ponytail and liquid brown eyes. She nodded to a chair across from
her desk and held up one finger, indicating she’d be just a minute.


Tama assessed me with a casual scrutiny while finishing her
phone call, then replaced the receiver in the cradle, and said, “Nikki Hunter?”


“That’s me.” I smiled and held out my hand.


“Tama Begay,” she said. She clasped my hand firmly for only
a second, but I could feel the burden of responsibility she carried. I
discreetly shook my hand out when she released it, hoping it wasn’t catching. I
made a note of her last name and wondered about the origin, but didn’t ask.


“Thank you for meeting with me,” I said.


“No problem.” She opened a desk drawer and handed me the
list of parents and their contact info, as promised.


“Thank you,” I said again, glancing at the pages. “Jea told
me another child saw Sky with a woman the day she was taken.”


“Yes. That was Aiyana. But she wasn’t able to describe the
woman, other than to say she was ‘old.’ Aiyana’s four. Old could mean anything
over fifteen to her.”


I pulled out the pages on which I’d printed photos of the
staff members at Palo Alto Medical. “I was wondering if I could show her some
pictures. See if maybe she recognizes one of these women. It would only take a
minute.”


Tama squinted at me. More assessing, I assumed. “I’ll have
to check with her mother first.”


“I can wait.”


That got a half smile out of her. I was relieved that my
tenacity amused her. Most people find it annoying. Tama keyed something into
her computer and picked up the phone. In the end, she had to leave a message
for Aiyana’s mom.


“Sorry. I can’t let you talk to her without her mom’s
permission.”


“I understand. Will you call me when you hear from her?”


Tama nodded. “I will.”


When I got back to the car I started the engine, closed the
windows, cranked up the air conditioning, and called the number Jea had given
me for Detective Jan Halstaad. She picked up on the third ring.


“Crimes against persons, Halstaad speaking.”


“Detective Halstaad, my name is Nicoli Hunter.”


“Ah yes, Ms. Solomon called me about you. You think you have
a better chance of solving this case than a group of trained professionals?”


If I wasn’t mistaken, there was something behind that
sarcasm. It sounded like she was enjoying herself.


“It’s not the first time a police detective has asked me
that question. You know Bill Anderson, don’t you?”


She laughed out loud. “You caught me. Yeah, I know Anderson.
He’s a good cop. I’ve heard a lot about you, Ms. Hunter. Not all of it bad.”


“I assume you know better than to believe everything you
hear. So what can you share with me about your investigation into Sky’s
abduction?”


“We haven’t made any progress at all on that case. As soon
as we found out about the kidnapping an AMBER Alert was issued. We got a few
calls from people thinking they’d seen a child who looked like Sky, but they
didn’t pan out. It’s like she just vanished. We’re pushing the AMBER Alert on
social media, but so far nothing.”


“What about the woman who was seen taking Sky?”


“When I was interviewing people at the preschool I spoke
with a little girl who said she’d seen Sky with a woman, but she couldn’t give
me a description. Kid’s don’t retain memories the way adults do.”


“Huh. I didn’t know that.”


“Can I ask a favor?”


“Sure.”


“If you get anywhere with this, will you bring me in? I
really hate child abductions and I’d like to make sure whoever took Sky never
gets the chance to do it again.”


I detected a hint of vigilantism in her tone. It reminded me
of Nina Jezek. Nina is a serial killer of sexual predators who was abused as a
child. I wondered if Detective Halstaad had a similar history. Nina had become
a merciless crusader, protecting and avenging young victims.


“I’ll be happy to keep you in the loop, detective.”


“You can call me Jan.”


We ended the call and I labeled her number in my cell phone,
then drove home.






CHAPTER 13
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After a quick
walk around the marina, Buddy and I returned to the office. I tossed a few ice
cubes into his water dish, served him his lunch-time kibble, started a pot of
coffee, and turned on my laptop. While I was waiting for Windows and my coffee
maker to get moving, I called Jim’s cell. The call went to voicemail. Instead
of leaving a message I called his office. Sherry Troop, one of Jim’s agents,
answered on the first ring.


“Superior Investigations. Sherry speaking.”


“Hey! What are you doing answering the phones? Why aren’t
you out in the field?”


“Heather took a late lunch. I’m just covering her break. How
are you, Nikki?”


“I’m good. I wanted to check in with Jim to make sure he got
my schedule.”


“He’s on the phone at the moment. You want to hold, or
should I have him call you back?”


“I’ll hold,” I said, opening my Excel workbook of restaurant
and bar surveys.


“Did I tell you I have a new kitty?” Sherry interrupted my
guilty thoughts about my regulars.


“No. Congratulations!”


“His name is Charley. He’s a beautiful, black short hair
rescue.”


“And how do Fiona and Chloe feel about the new addition to
their family?”


The first time I’d met Sherry she was waiting tables at the
Garden Grill and she’d shown Elizabeth and me photos of her two gorgeous cats.


“They’re mostly ignoring him, but it’s only a matter of time
before they accept him into their clowder.”


“What’s a clowder?”


“It’s a pack of cats.”


“I didn’t know that. I’m sure you’re right. It’s just a
matter of time until the girls accept Charley.”


“Oh, Jim’s off the phone. Hang on.”


Sherry put me on hold and a moment later Jim picked up.


“Nikki! How’s my favorite PI?”


“I thought you were your favorite PI?”


“I stand corrected. How’s my second favorite PI?”


I couldn’t help laughing. Despite the stress of looking for
a kidnapped child, not to mention a client who had been murdered, Jim still
managed to cheer me up.


“I’m okay,” I said. “I wanted to make sure you got my
schedule.”


“I’ve got it. We have everything covered except tonight’s
dinner and bar survey at Edouard’s.”


“I can do that one.”


“Great. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do to
help.”


We ended the call and I went over my notes, then opened a
blank Word document and entered all the information I’d gathered so far. When
everything I knew was in the file, it was obvious the next step had to be
meeting with the little girl who might be able to ID Sky’s kidnapper. I called
Tama and asked if she’d heard back from Aiyana’s mom yet.


“No, but if she’s working she may not be checking her cell
for messages.”


“Okay. Sorry to bug you. I guess I’m feeling anxious about
Sky’s situation.”


“That’s understandable. I’ll call you as soon as I hear back
from Kate.”


After disconnecting I scanned the list of parents Tama had
given me earlier. There were two Katherine’s and one Kate. Since I didn’t know
Aiyana’s last name, it could be any of the three. I didn’t want to risk
alienating Tama, but I felt a sense of urgency about this case that was
impossible to ignore.


I Googled both Katherines and found nothing for them on
Linked, so I tried Kate Reed. She was a founding partner of Samson & Reed.
Impressive. There were pictures of the partners and associates on their
website. Kate appeared to be in her mid-thirties with dark hair, hawk-like
features, and an intimidating glare aimed at the camera. She looked like she
might be Native American. Although it wasn’t a requirement for the preschool,
it did make it seem more likely that she was Aiyana’s mom.


I dialed the number listed for the corporate office of
Samson & Reed and an automated voicemail system asked me to type in the
last name of the individual I wished to speak with. I typed in Reed and
listened to a moment of canned music before a woman with a husky voice picked
up.


“Kate Reed’s office.”


“My name is Nicoli Hunter,” I said. “Is Ms. Reed available?”


“What is this in regard to, Ms. Hunter?”


I thought for a moment before answering, “Her daughter,
Aiyana.”


“Has something happened to Aiyana?”


“No. I just need to speak with her mother for a moment.”


Silence. Then, “I’ll see if she’s available.”


After a full minute of muzak, Kate Reed picked up.


“Who are you?” she asked without preamble.


“My name is Nicoli Hunter, Ms. Reed, and I’m a private
investigator working for Jea Solomon concerning the abduction of her daughter,
Sky.”


“What has Sky’s abduction got to do with Aiyana?”


“You really don’t know?”


“What are you talking about?”


“Aiyana was the only child who saw the person who took Sky.
I’d like to show her some photos to see if she recognizes anyone.”


More silence. “I wondered why Tama was calling.”


“Aiyana may be Sky’s only hope. You can call Tama or Jea to
confirm who I am. I promise it will only take a few minutes for me to show
these photos to your daughter.” I decided to pull out all the stops. “Think
about how you would feel if it was Aiyana who was missing.”


That must have done the trick. She said, “I can meet you at
the preschool this afternoon at four-thirty.”


“Thank you. I’ll be there.”


Kate hung up without saying anything further. I assumed
she’d confirm my identity between now and 4:30. I looked at my watch. I had two
hours to kill before I had to be back at the preschool. I parked Buddy with
D’Artagnon and drove to Palo Alto.






CHAPTER 14
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The Palo Alto
Medical Center is located on El Camino and takes up a full city block,
including multiple parking lots. I circled the facility, identifying the ER,
visitor, and employee parking areas. The cars and SUVs parked in the employees’
lot were mostly midrange vehicles, with the exception of a couple of Mercedes
and BMWs. There was an “employees only” entrance at the back of the main
building.


Having completed my reconnaissance, I drove back to Amarillo
Avenue and found a shady place to park until my scheduled meeting. I rolled
down the windows and took out the photos I’d printed to show Aiyana, wondering
how much detail a four-year old would be able to remember. Thinking back to
myself at that age, I reflected on my own ability to focus. Mom had started
teaching me how to play the piano at the age of three. I’d loved music, but resisted
her demand that I practice two hours a day. Still, I’d done it. By age four I
was working with a different teacher and performing in recitals. I was touted
as a “prodigy,” but I always had terrible nightmares before a performance. I
remember one concert when I was playing a Bach prelude and I lost my place in
the piece. Rather than stopping, I simply improvised the rest of the prelude.
The only person who noticed was my teacher, Mrs. Ish.


I decided that if I was cognizant enough at that age to improvise
a Bach prelude convincingly, Aiyana might be focused enough to remember a woman
she’d seen abducting her friend only a few days ago.


At 4:25 I gathered my photo array, locked up the Bimmer, and
headed for the office where I assumed Kate, Aiyana, and Tama would be waiting.
I knocked before entering the office and found Tama with a statuesque woman
dressed in a sleeveless black sheath and red pumps, her dark hair pulled back
in a French twist. Kate Reed.


Next to Kate, clutching her hand, was a moon-faced little
girl with the same dark hair and hawk-like nose as her mom. Aiyana was holding
a purple stuffed giraffe. All eyes turned to me as I walked into the room. I
smiled at Aiyana.


“Cool giraffe,” I said. “What’s his name?”


She looked at her mother before answering. Kate nodded and
Aiyana turned her gaze to me and said, “Stink.”


“Excuse me?”


Kate laughed. “That’s the giraffe’s name,” she said.
“Stink.”


“Creative,” I said, grinning at the adorable little girl. I
turned to Kate. “I’m Nicoli Hunter. We spoke on the phone. Is it all right if I
show Aiyana some photos?”


Kate’s smile morphed into the lawyer’s scowl I’d seen on her
firm’s website. Or maybe it was her protective mother expression.


“Go ahead,” she said.


I pulled the stack of photos without names to identify them
from my bag and sat down on the floor in front of Aiyana. She looked at me
curiously, still clinging to her mother’s hand and Stink, the giraffe.


“Aiyana, I’m going to show you some pictures. I want you to
think about the day you saw Sky leave here with a lady that wasn’t her mom and
tell me if any of these pictures look like the woman who took Sky away. Can you
do that for me?”


Aiyana looked up at Kate, then returned her gaze to me, and
said, “Okay.”


I placed the six pages on the floor in front of her and
said, “Do any of these pictures look like the woman who took Sky?”


Aiyana released her mother’s hand and picked up each photo,
studying them carefully, before holding out photo number two. “This one,” she
said.


It was the photo of Cammie Sutcliffe. The nurse who had
assisted with Sky’s delivery.


“Are you sure?” I asked.


Aiyana nodded.


“Okay, then. Thank you, Aiyana. You’ve been a big help.”


I restacked the photos with Cammie’s on top and slipped them
back into my bag. Rising to my feet, I reached out to shake Kate’s hand.


“Thank you,” I said as she gripped my hand and gave it a
firm shake. A spark of electricity sped up my arm and ignited my brain. “You’re
going into politics?” I blurted out.


Kate dropped my hand as if I’d burned her, her expression
shocked. “I’m thinking about it,” she said. “Nothing is official yet. How did
you know?”


“Lucky guess,” I hedged. I really didn’t have an answer.
Normally, making physical contact with a subject just gives me impressions.
This much detail was uncommon, and a little disconcerting. “I think it’s a good
idea,” I said, with a shrug. “I’d vote for you.”


“You don’t know anything about me,” Kate countered.


She was right. I didn’t know anything about her, but
I felt integrity rolling off her in waves. This was a woman who would never
compromise to win an election. She’d make her decisions based on her
principles. That was good enough for me.
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I took out my cell phone as soon as I’d cleared
the preschool grounds, speed-dialing my childhood friend Michael Burke,
infamous white hat hacker. He picked up on the third ring.


“What’s up, buttercup?”


“Hey, Michael. You might want to call me back on a secure
line.”


There was a moment of silence, followed by a soft whirring
noise before he responded. “I’m good to go. What have you got for me?”


I’m convinced Michael looks forward to helping me with my
cases, even though he often complains when I call.


“A kidnapping. I have a possible suspect and I need
everything you can find on her. I know where she works, but I need a home
address, any criminal background, DMV info, and any religious organizations
she’s affiliated with.” I could do the research myself, but Michael would be
much faster.


“Name?”


“Camilla ‘Cammie’ Sutcliffe. She’s a nurse at the Palo Alto
Medical Center.”


“Hang on while I take a quick look.”


I listened to lightning-fast keystrokes for about a minute
before he came back on the line. “This may take a while. Apart from her
employment, the woman is a ghost. I may be able to find her through utilities
or property taxes. I’ll call you back in the morning.”


I sighed. Poor Sky.


“Okay. Thanks, Michael.”


“Who did Ms. Sutcliffe allegedly kidnap?” he asked.


“Four-year-old girl. Sky Solomon.”


“Ah, crap.”


“Yeah.”


After we ended the call I drove back to the marina,
retrieved Buddy, and thanked Kirk for looking after my boy while I was working.
We took a walk around the marina before I unlocked the office and called Jea.


She answered on the first ring, her voice desperate. Wishing
I had better news, I gave her an update of everything I’d learned today,
including Aiyana’s identification of Cammie as the woman who had taken Sky. I
asked her not to share that info with anyone, and assured her that I’d have a
line on Cammie’s whereabouts soon.


After we hung up I thought about calling Detective Halstaad
to let her know about Aiyana’s ID, but I didn’t want her alerting Cammie that
we were onto her. If she was holding Sky captive in her home and Halstaad
attempted to question her without a search warrant, she’d undoubtedly move the
child to a more secure location, complicating my job and prolonging Sky’s
imprisonment. There was nothing more I could do until I heard back from
Michael.






CHAPTER 15
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Since I had a
dinner and bar survey to do tonight, I called Elizabeth to see if she wanted to
come with me. She picked up on the third ring.


“Where are you taking me?”


“How did you know that’s why I was calling?”


“I didn’t. I was just hoping. So where are we eating?”


“Edouard’s.”


She squealed so loud I had to hold the phone away from my
ear or risk tinnitus. Edouard’s is a famous eatery on Montgomery Street in San
Francisco, and it’s Elizabeth’s favorite place to stalk celebrities.


“What time?”


“I’ll pick you up at seven.”


We ended the call and I sent a text to Bill asking if he
could be home by 6:15ish. Even though Buddy is getting better about being left
on the boat, I still hate leaving him home alone. Bill texted me back a few
minutes later saying he could make that happen. I responded with a heart emoji.
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Elizabeth was
ready and waiting when I drove through the gates of Jack’s Hillsborough estate.
She kissed him goodbye and climbed into the Bimmer, looking relaxed for the
first time in months. She was wearing a burgundy, off-the-shoulder cocktail
dress that I hadn’t seen before, with matching four-inch heels.


“You look fabulous,” I said, waving at Jack as I made a
U-turn and headed back toward the street.


“I feel fabulous,” she said.


“Wow! What happened?”


“Jack called my mother last night and told her we’ve decided
to elope!” She bounced happily in her seat.


“That’s great. Does that mean you’re cancelling the wedding
cruise?”


“Nope. That’s the great part. He didn’t tell her the wedding
was cancelled. He just told her we’d decided to elope, so we’re going to fly to
Vegas and get married next weekend, then we’ll go ahead with the formal wedding
and reception as planned!”


“Brilliant. No lie, so no guilt. Jack’s a genius.”


“He really is. When you dropped me at home last night he
asked me if everything was okay, and I just started crying. I told him having
my mom here would ruin the wedding for me. He tucked me into bed with some hot
chocolate and asked me if I trusted him to handle the situation. I said I
trusted him completely, and he said he’d take care of it. This morning he told
me that he’d called my mom.”


“What did she say?”


“She said their tickets were non-refundable. Can you believe
that woman? She wasn’t upset that she’d be missing her only child’s wedding.
She was upset that she couldn’t get a refund on their damned airline
tickets.”


“That’s pretty cold.” But not surprising, I thought.


“So Jack sent her a cashier’s check for a thousand dollars,”
Elizabeth said.


“Amazing.”


“I know. So what’s new with you?”


“Well, Chet Fortune hired me to find out who was trying to
kill him on Thursday morning, then he got murdered that night, and this morning
I accepted a kidnapping case. A little girl.”


“Oh, honey. That’s awful! How old is the little
girl?”


“She’s four.”


“When was she abducted?”


“On Tuesday.”


“The police have any leads?”


“None.”


“What are you going to do?”


“I’m waiting for Michael to get me background info on my
primary suspect.”


“You already have a suspect? Wow! You’re good. Who is Chet
Fortune and why does that name sound so familiar?”


“His yacht used to be docked at the marina. Wet Spot?”


“Oh yeah. The sex doll guy. Lily told me about that thing
with the hose. What a character. So he hired you and then went and got himself
killed?”


“Yep. After he hired me on Thursday he anchored out near
Westpoint Slough, thinking it would be safer than his house or the marina. The
Coasties found his body on board yesterday, and Bill caught the case.”


“Huh. Did he tell you anything?”


“Not exactly. He did take Buddy for a walk, leaving the
murder book on the galley table, and I might have taken photos of every page in
the binder.”


“Does Bill know you took photos?”


“No. Maybe. Probably. It doesn’t matter. Everyone assumed
Chet had shot himself because he was alone on the boat and had a gun in his
hand. If I hadn’t seen the pictures of the crime scene they’d still think it
was a suicide.”


“Why. What was in the pictures?”


“First of all, his dinghy is missing. It’s not in his slip
and it’s not on his yacht. So where did it go? Second, he was holding the gun
in his right hand.”


“So?”


“So Chet was left handed. I watched him sign the contract in
my office.”


“So someone wanted it to look like a suicide.”


“Either that or someone wanted it to look like a murder, but
one committed by someone who didn’t know Chet well enough to know he was left
handed,” I countered.


“Wait, did you say his dinghy was missing?”


“Yeah. Why?”


“Chet gave Lily a tour of his boat a couple months ago. She
said it was amazing. Teak brightwork everywhere! He asked her out, but when she
told him she was a post-op TS he backed off.”


“Okay...”


“While he was giving her the tour, he told her he had a GPS
chip installed in the Zodiac. It’s an expensive dinghy.”


“Huh. I wonder if he kept the GPS tracking app on his cell
phone. If I can find the dinghy, maybe I can find a witness who saw the person
who took it.”


We arrived in San Francisco, and after circling the block
and finding no street parking, I drove into an underground garage on
Montgomery. It was a short walk to Edouard’s.


Alicia, the matronly hostess, greeted us warmly. She said
our table would be available in a few minutes and asked if we’d like to wait in
the cocktail lounge. As always, the owners had requested both a dinner and a
bar survey, so the lounge sounded good to me.


Both bartenders recognized Elizabeth immediately. Apparently
my petite sex-bomb friend is more memorable than I am, at least more than I am
when she’s around. She’d barely planted herself on a barstool when Brad, a
handsome dark-haired rascal, placed a cocktail napkin in front of her and said,
“Tall mudslide?”


Elizabeth giggled and nodded. Brad beamed at her and began
preparing the drink. I sat down next to her and sent Bill a text telling him
about the GPS chip in Chet’s Zodiac. After Brad had served Elizabeth her
cocktail and she’d taken a sip and pronounced it, “Perfect,” he finally turned
to me and said, “What can I get you?”


I could comment on his behavior in my report, but the truth
is this happens everywhere we go, at least when the servers are hetero.
Apparently petite redhead trumps lanky brunette.


“Campari and soda, please,” I said.


Brad prepared my drink and moved off to check on other
customers. Edouard’s is always packed on the weekend, and almost every stool in
the bar was occupied.


After a few minutes Alicia escorted us to a table for two.
She handed us menus and said our server, Claude, would be with us momentarily.
I smiled. Claude is my favorite waiter at Edouard’s. He’s six foot six and over
three hundred pounds, with a café mocha complexion and a cherubic smile. Claude
is an extremely professional server and he’s also a foodie. If I didn’t already
have my taste buds set for the coulotte steak I’d take any recommendation he
offered.


Elizabeth looked at her menu, occasionally peeking over the
top to covertly search out any celebrities who were present. She was finally
conceding to the fact that I needed to be inconspicuous while working. I’d been
reminding her for years, but she was always agog at Edouard’s. Apparently those
who were both famous and present tonight were not on her top ten list, because
her cell phone remained in her clutch.


When Claude approached our table and saw the two of us his
face lit up. It warmed my heart that he was doing so well in his chosen career.
He’d recently been promoted to head-waiter and, while he now acted in a supervisory
capacity, he loved serving and had no trouble doing both. Tonight he was
dressed in a black tuxedo and white shirt with a scarlet cummerbund and a black
bow tie.


“How are my favorite customers this evening?” he asked.


“I’m eloping next weekend,” Elizabeth said.


She loves Claude too, and, unlike me, she doesn’t need to
keep her relationship with him purely professional.


“Oh. My. God!” Claude enthused. “Congratulations!
I mean, I knew you were engaged. Who could miss that huge rock on your finger,
but eloping is so romantic. Where are you going?”


“Vegas.”


“Really? Are you going to one of those chapels where you can
be married by an Elvis impersonator?”


“Maybe. We haven’t decided yet.”


Claude turned to me. “Will you be going along?” he asked.


Elizabeth hadn’t actually invited me, so I had an awkward
moment, not quite knowing how to respond. She saved me the trouble.


“Only if she can get time off from work,” she said, giving
my hand a squeeze. I was relieved she understood that I had to put Sky first.
“We’ll have a formal ceremony later. Nikki will be there for that.”


Claude nodded his approval and asked if we wanted to hear
tonight’s specials. I knew he’d recite them perfectly and with enough
enthusiasm to make me want to order everything, so I turned to Elizabeth.


“I already know what I want,” she said.


Claude took her order for the haricot vert salad and the
stuffed lamb chops, smiling serenely as though remembering a liaison with those
lamb chops before turning to me. I requested the coulotte steak with morel
mushrooms in a Bordeaux reduction sauce. Just placing the order made my mouth
water and Claude licked his lips as he made a note of my selection. I also
requested the Caesar salad, partly because I love anchovies, and partly because
I enjoy watching Claude assemble the salad at the table.


“To drink?” Claude inquired.


“Can you recommend a Cabernet?” I asked. Normally I don’t
drink when I’m working, but a dry red wine would complement the entrée I’d
chosen.


“We have a very nice Champoux Vineyard Cab. It has an
excellent nose and an almost chewy texture with notes of black cherry,
licorice, black pepper, and vanilla.”


“Wow. I’ll have a glass of that,” Elizabeth said, and I
nodded. I love a nice meaty Cab.


Claude collected our menus and left us to contemplate the
erotic culinary experience coming our way. While we were waiting for our salads
I asked Elizabeth if Lily planned to accompany her and Jack to Vegas.


“I haven’t told her yet. We just made our reservations this
afternoon. Maybe I should give her a call.”


“When are you flying out?”


“Next Friday. That way we can scope out the chapels and take
care of the marriage license paperwork, then have the ceremony on Saturday. Our
return flight is on Sunday the seventeenth.”


“If I can’t make it will you have Lily take tons of
pictures?”


“If she comes along I’ll ask her to film it for you.”


“You’re excited about this, aren’t you?”


“I actually am. Plus, it takes some of the pressure off of
the wedding cruise, you know, since we’ll already be married.”


“What about the bachelor and bachelorette parties?”


“I guess we’ll have to cancel those,” she said, with a
frown.


“We could reschedule them for the night before your formal
wedding.”


“I don’t know. Let me talk to Lily and see what she thinks.
I know she was looking forward to the lingerie party.”


Claude returned with a wheeled cart and served Elizabeth her
haricot vert salad, then proceeded to create my Caesar. He expertly blended the
raw eggs, olive oil, lemon, and Worcestershire sauce. The final ingredient was anchovies,
and while he undoubtedly remembered how I loved them, he held out the small
dish containing the tiny, delectable fish.


“All of them, please,” I said.


Claude smiled beatifically and dumped the salty fish into
the dressing, whisking it thoroughly before tossing it with the romaine and
garlicy croutons in a stainless steel bowl. Finally he sprinkled on the shaved
Parmesan, then plated my salad and set it in front of me. I wanted to applaud,
but restrained myself.


When we’d finished our salads, Claude removed the dishes and
immediately returned with our entrées. I inhaled deeply as he placed the
coulotte steak on the table, taking in the aroma of the morels combined with
the Bordeaux reduction. Heavenly.


We thanked Claude and he said, “Enjoy,” as he left to check
on his other tables.


Elizabeth and I were silent as we took our first bites. The
coulotte steak was so tender I could cut it with my fork. I dipped it lightly
into the sauce and speared half a morel before closing my lips around the
tines. The burst of flavor was orgasmic and I was unable to stifle a moan. Next
to me Elizabeth giggled and nudged me, nodding discretely toward a couple
seated nearby. I glanced briefly in their direction. The woman had her back to
us but her portly male companion was looking at me with undisguised lust. I
ignored him and turned to Elizabeth who now had a mouth full of stuffed lamb
chop. After swallowing she held her napkin to her lips and whispered, “Is that
what your face looks like when you’re having sex with Bill?”


In spite of myself I burst out laughing. Then I punched her
in the shoulder and said, “How would I know? There’s no mirror over the bed.”


“He’s watching you like you’re a porn star. I think there’s
a little drool on his chin. They’re going to have to break out the
defibrillator.”


We decided to ignore our audience and continued to commune
with our entrées.


Claude checked back to make sure everything was to our
satisfaction, which is never in question at Edouard’s. The owners enjoy my
descriptions of their exquisite cuisine, but they pay me to make sure their
employees are both professional and honest.
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Elizabeth
called Lily on the way back to Hillsborough. I could hear Lily’s squeals even
though she wasn’t on speaker phone. Apparently she approved of an impromptu
elopement to Vegas. She told Elizabeth she’d book her ticket and a room at the
Bellagio, where they were staying. She also promised to take tons of pictures
in case I couldn’t join in the festivities.


I pulled up to the estate, and Elizabeth took a remote from
her clutch and aimed it at the sensor, causing the iron gates to silently roll
open. I parked in front of the portico where Jack and K.C. were waiting.
Elizabeth leaned over for a hug before getting out of the car and said, “Thank
you for a lovely evening.”


I gave Jack a big smile before driving away, but his green
eyes were fixed on his lovely fiancée.






CHAPTER 16
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On Sunday
morning I was in my office, completing the report on Edouard’s, when Michael
called. I only knew it was Michael because of the area code. The man has more
disposable cell phones than an arms dealer.


“You want the good news or the bad news?”


“Hi, Michael. How are you today?”


“Busy,” he said. “Good or bad?”


“Give me the good news first.”


“I was able to hack into the medical center’s payroll
department, from which I gleaned Camilla’s social security number and banking
information. Her pay checks are automatically deposited. No unusual activity
other than an automatic transfer, which takes place on the same date as the
auto deposit, for exactly ten percent of her net income.”


“Ten percent?”


“Exactly ten percent.”


“Okay. Do we know where that money is going?”


“Funny you should ask. I followed the transfer to a Wells
Fargo account registered to the Pentecostal Family of Christ, a fundamentalist
cult with no local facility that I can find. That’s the bad news.”


“Dammit. So she’s giving ten percent of her income to some
kind of church. Is there any other good news?”


“Yeah. I got into her DMV records and she’s driving a white
2015 Toyota 4Runner.” He read me the license plate number.


I made a note of the model and plate number while Michael
continued talking.


“Here’s the weird part,” he said. “This Camilla person has
no address listed in her personnel file, and no home phone number, just a cell.
There are no property tax records in her name anywhere in California, no
utility bills, and no cable.”


“Well the lack of an address thing is odd, but lots of
people use their cell phones exclusively. Maybe she’s living with someone else
and all the bills are in their name. Did the DMV have an address for her?”


“Yep. I looked it up. It’s bogus. This woman is flying way
under the radar.”


“If she’s our kidnapper, I can understand that. I don’t
suppose you had access to her work schedule when you were checking her
personnel file.”


“Monday through Friday, nine a.m. to six p.m. She might have
different hours if the doctor she works with is on call.”


“I guess I could follow her when she leaves work tomorrow
night.”


“Thank you, Captain Obvious.”


“Remind me never to piss you off,” I joked.


He laughed and said, “I gotta go, Nikki. Call me if I can do
anything else.”


Michael ended the call before I could respond, so I shot him
a quick text saying, “Thank you,” and asking him to let me know the next time
he’d be in the Bay Area so I could take him to lunch or dinner.


After a trip to the gym, I spent the rest of my Sunday
e-mailing reports and invoices to my clients and notifying those who had
surveys scheduled next week that the agents from Superior Investigations would
be covering for me. Most of my clients would be fine with that. There were only
a few that preferred to have me, personally, dining at their establishments.
Apparently I was considered window dressing.


At 4:30, Buddy and I locked up the office and took a long
walk around the Bair Island Nature Preserve. When we returned to the marina I
spotted Bill’s Mustang in the boat owners’ lot, so we hurried down to the
docks, stopping only briefly to visit with D’Artagnon.
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We climbed
aboard Turning Point, or rather, I climbed aboard while Buddy leaped
over the dock steps skidding to a stop on deck. I unhooked his leash and let
him into the pilothouse, closing the door behind me before opening the hatch
leading down into the galley. Buddy’s feet barely brushed the companionway
steps as he flung himself into Bill’s outstretched arms.


I stopped to watch. It was amazing how quickly the two of
them had taken to each other. Buddy is cautious with strangers, but when I
adopted him a year and a half ago, he’d trusted Bill instantly and the two had
bonded almost overnight. Lucky for me. I could never be with a man who didn’t
love my dog specifically, and all dogs in general.


I continued down the steps and Bill gave me a warm smile
while ruffling Buddy’s ears. I spotted an extra-large Rainbow Pizza box on the
galley counter next to what I assumed was Chet’s murder book. Excellent. Maybe
I’d get chance to check it for updates.


Bill finally extricated himself from Buddy and gave me a
hello kiss, to which I enthusiastically responded before asking, “What kind of
pizza did you get?”


Rainbow has a meat-lover’s pizza that’s to die for, but as
long as my half had sausage and mushroom, I’d be happy.


“Half Greek Style number two and half Hawaiian,” Bill
replied.


“Yes!”


The Greek Style 2 pizza has salami, pepperoni, bell peppers,
onions, fresh mushrooms, Italian sausage, Greek feta, hickory smoked bacon,
and, of course, tons of melted Mozzarella. Bill’s half of the pizza was his favorite;
Canadian bacon and pineapple.


“Let me wash up and feed Buddy. Is the pizza still hot?”


“Should be. I just got home.”


I dropped my shoulder bag on the settee, thinking that would
give me quick access to my iPhone camera if Bill left me alone with the binder
again. After dishing up Buddy’s kibble and freshening his water, I rinsed my
hands and grabbed plates and a stack of napkins. Bill moved the murder book
onto the settee and opened the pizza box. I inhaled the aroma of meat,
mushrooms, and cheese and happily dove into my first slice. The spicy Italian
sausage exploded in my mouth, temporarily distracting me from the presence of
Chet’s binder of death.


We focused exclusively on eating until nearly half of the
pie was gone. You don’t want any distractions when you’re eating a Rainbow
pizza. The flavor of the sauce alone can make your taste buds do summersaults.
Buddy caught the occasional piece of pineapple or sausage tossed in his
direction. A puddle of drool was forming at his feet.


I finally paused for a sip of the IPA Bill had opened for
me. “Anything new you can tell me about Chet’s case?” I asked. “Did the M.E.
narrow down the time of death?”


Bill swallowed and his eyes narrowed. He was giving me his
cop stare. I snickered. I couldn’t help it. He had pizza sauce on his chin and
was trying to look like a badass. I picked up a napkin and wiped his chin for
him.


“I guess there’s no harm in telling you the time of death.
It was between midnight and two a.m. Friday morning.”


“Have you had a chance to check alibis?”


“You’re pushing it, Nikki.”


“Yeah, yeah. My guess would be that most everyone you
questioned was home, alone, and asleep during that small window.”


“You’re a pretty good guesser.”


“What about Chet’s cell phone? Did he call his attorney on
Thursday? Did you find the GPS app to track his Zodiac?”


“Nikki, stop.”


“Fine.” I made a pouty face and Bill laughed at me.


“I need a shower,” he said. “It’s been a long day.”


“Okay. I’ll take Buddy for his walk.”


Bill kissed me before ducking into the stateroom. He tasted
like pineapple.


I waited until I heard the shower running, then took out my
cell phone and grabbed the murder book. I quickly located the new entries,
snapped photos of each page, and carefully placed the binder back on the galley
settee exactly where it had been. I picked up Buddy’s leash and he followed me
up the companionway.






CHAPTER 17
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First thing
Monday morning I made a run to New Age Communication in Belmont and picked up a
magnetic tracking device. My plan was to locate Cammie’s 4Runner in the
hospital parking lot and attach the gadget to its undercarriage, making a close
tail unnecessary. I’d still be waiting for her when she got off work, but this
way I could keep my distance and not risk losing her.


Back at my office I plugged my phone into my laptop and read
the details I’d photographed from the murder book last night. Not only had the
M.E. determined Chet’s time of death within a two-hour window, she’d also noted
his blood alcohol level. I logged onto Google and did a quick search. Based on
my estimation of Chet’s body-weight, he’d had about five drinks. If the gun in
his right hand wasn’t enough to prove it wasn’t a suicide, the fact that he’d
been too drunk to shoot a gun, even at himself, should be.


A ballistics test had been run and confirmed that Chet had
been shot with his own Colt M1911. There were powder burns on his right temple,
indicating the gun was fired at close range. There was also GSR on his right
hand. GSR stands for gunshot residue, aka gun powder residue. That didn’t
necessarily mean that Chet had shot himself. A non-shooter who handles a
firearm can transfer GSR to his or her hands. Moreover, touching other
surfaces, such as tabletops, clothing, or automobile interiors that are contaminated
with GSR can also transfer GSR to a non-shooter's hands.


I finished reading the M.E.’s report and moved on to Bill’s
case notes. Chet’s cell phone was logged in as evidence and his call history
apparently showed that he had contacted someone named Lawrence Brown. The
number had a Portola Valley prefix, so I did another Google search and
discovered that Mr. Brown was a probate attorney. So Chet had taken steps to
change his will. I made a note of the name and phone number, thinking the fact
Chet had hired me the day before he was killed might give me rationale for
questioning his attorney.


Bill had also noted that the call log on Chet’s cell showed
the main number for New York Life on Market Street in San Francisco. I made a
note of the number, but doubted they’d be willing to talk with me about a
client. I hoped Bill would call both the attorney and the insurance agent
today, update the murder book, and bring it home again tonight.


Bill had checked Chet’s cell phone for the dinghy’s GPS app,
and apparently it was there, but there were no notes about the Zodiac’s current
location. Maybe he hadn’t tracked it yet. Dammit! That would have been really
helpful. If I could find someone who had been nearby when the dinghy was tied
off, I might have a lead. Vanessa was a noticeable woman. If someone had seen
her, they’d remember her.


Chet had died between midnight and 2:00 a.m., so she could
have escaped in the dinghy in the middle of the night and docked it at any of
the marinas in Redwood City. I could only hope she’d tied up at a marina
populated with either partiers or equipped with security cameras.
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To rent a car
or not to rent a car. When doing surveillance, that’s always a question. My
vintage BMW is unusual, and therefore noticeable. Probably best not to be
recognizable when tailing a potential kidnapper. I put in a call to Enterprise
and asked them to deliver a silver Honda Civic to me at the marina no later
than 2:00 p.m. Cammie didn’t get off work until 5:00, but I’d need to place
that tracking device on her car without being seen, and that might take some
time.


Cammie was my only lead to Sky’s whereabouts and Chet wasn’t
getting any deader, so I decided to run to the gym and get some much-needed
endorphins pumping through my system. I took Buddy for a walk, then left him on
Kirk’s yacht with D’Artagnon before changing into workout gear and heading
around the corner to the Redwood City Athletic Center.
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By the time my
rental Honda was delivered I was freshly showered and dressed in my usual work
attire. I’d called Kirk to ask if he could keep Buddy until Bill got home and
then texted Bill that I’d left Buddy with D’Artagnon. All the Buddy business
now taken care of, I locked up my office and got into one of the most common
cars on the road. Hondas are fine, but they sure don’t handle like Bimmers.


I made the drive to the medical center in less than ten
minutes and pulled around to the employee parking lot. I drove up and down the
rows of cars until I located Cammie’s white 4Runner. There were no open spaces
nearby, so I parked a couple of aisles away, took the tracking device and my
cell phone out of my purse, and climbed out of the Honda.


I casually strolled toward Cammie’s SUV, holding my phone up
in front of me while my eyes, shielded by sunglasses, scanned the area for
anyone who might notice what I was doing. The parking lot was deserted. It was
2:30 in the afternoon. Not the end of anyone’s shift and not lunch time, so I
was in luck. When I reached the 4Runner I bent down and untied one of my shoes while
placing the magnetic tracker on the car’s steel undercarriage. It latched right
on. I retied my shoe and stood up, dusting off my hands and, again, pretending
to check the screen of my phone as I moseyed back to the Honda.


I now had two and a half hours to kill before Cammie’s shift
ended. I considered going back to the marina, but something told me to stay
where I was. I rolled down the car windows, situated my rearview mirror so I
could see the 4Runner, and pulled up a Jinx Schwartz mystery on my iPhone.


I was just getting to the part of the story where Hetta
Coffey rescues herself right before the cavalry arrives, when I caught
movement in my rearview mirror. Damned if Cammie hadn’t ditched work early. I
switched my phone from the e-book to the tracking app and started the car. The
4Runner was on the move.


I drove slowly out of the parking lot, checking the tracking
app at stop lights. It was working perfectly. I focused on staying far enough
behind Cammie that I wouldn’t be conspicuous, but close enough to catch any
turns she made. She drove north on El Camino Real until she reached Sand Hill
Road, where she made a left, heading up into the hills of Menlo Park. She
stayed on Sandhill for almost five miles, then made a right on Portola Road.
About a mile up Portola she made a sharp left onto La Honda Road. We were deep
into the Woodside Hills now, a wilderness where neighbors rarely if ever saw
each other because homes were separated by several acres of dense growth. There
was little traffic on La Honda Road, so I pulled into a turnout and waited for
another car to pass before continuing the chase.


The GPS tracker indicated that Cammie was still on La Honda,
close to Echo Lane, when she made another right turn. I was following slowly,
watching for driveways on my right, when I caught sight of the 4Runner pulling
through the open gate in a chain link fence topped with razor wire. When she’d
passed through the gate it automatically rolled shut behind her. I had no
choice but to drive past, but I snapped a quick photo of the property with my
phone. It was possible that Cammie was some kind of survivalist, but that ten
percent of her income going to a religious organization sounded like a tithe to
me. In many denominations a tenth of an individual's income is pledged to the
church.


I pulled over to the shoulder of the road and made a note of
the GPS coordinates from the tracker on Cammie’s truck, then I made a U-turn
and drove slowly by the fenced property again, snapping another shot with my
cell phone. This time I spotted what appeared to be a surveillance camera
mounted on a pole adjacent to the gate. Time to move on.


I drove back to the marina, collected Buddy from Kirk’s
boat, and after a quick walk, returned to my office. Once my boy was settled
with fresh water, I turned on my laptop and logged onto Google Earth. I entered
the GPS longitude and latitude coordinates I’d noted and got a view of the
Woodside Hills from space. I slowly enlarged the view until I was able to make
out what appeared to be a concrete building between the trees. I zoomed closer
until I saw the surrounding chain link fence topped with razor wire and the
gate where Cammie had entered. The lane from the gate to the building wound
through the trees within the compound. The fence was probably electrified,
though I hadn’t noticed any warning signs from the road.


I needed to get inside and search for Sky, but this was
beyond my area of expertise. I’d normally ask Jack for help, but he and
Elizabeth were eloping in less than a week and having their formal wedding
cruise the following weekend. If I involved him in this I might lose my best
friend. I needed help. I needed Nina Jezek’s crazy ninja skills, but I had no
way of contacting my elusive frenemy. The last time I’d seen Nina she’d just rescued
a little girl from the home of a predator. She’d left the child with me and
gone back into the mansion, which exploded moments later.


Everyone assumed that Nina had died in the explosion and
subsequent inferno, but not long afterwards I’d found a little boy sitting
outside my office. He’d been wearing a new pair of Nikes, which I commented on.
His response had been that the “tall lady” said he could keep the shoes if he
waited for me to arrive. I’d asked him if the tall lady had a name. “Yeah,”
he’d said, looking up at me with sad eyes. “Her name was Nina.”


I was probably the only one who knew Nina Jezek was still
alive. I was sure she’d want to keep it that way, but she needed to save
children the way most people need to breathe, and Sky was a child in danger. I
knew in my heart that if I could reach Nina, she would help. There was only one
possibility I could think of. It was a long shot, but I found the contact
number in my cell and pressed the call icon.


Melinda Tentrees answered on the first ring. “Child
Protective Services. How may I help you?”


“Melinda, it’s Nikki Hunter.”


There was a brief pause before she responded with, “Oh dear.
Do we have another abused child?”


The only times I’d called Melinda in the past had been when
Nina left victims of the pedophiles she’d killed with me.


“No, nothing like that,” I hastily assured her. “I’m working
a kidnapping case. A four-year-old girl. I think she’s being held at a compound
in the Woodside Hills, but the place is like a fortress. I need a special kind
of help. I was hoping you might have a way of contacting our mutual friend.” I
didn’t know if the Child Protective Services’ phones were monitored, but no
sense taking chances.


Melinda was silent for so long that I thought the call might
have been dropped.


Finally she said, “I might know someone who can contact our
friend. I’ll look into it and get back to you.”


“Okay. Thank you. Um, it’s kind of urgent. Sky was kidnapped
a week ago.”


“I understand.”


Melinda ended the call without another word. I sat there for
a minute, considering the fact that Melinda had obviously known I was talking
about Nina. Could she be delivering the children she rescued directly to
Melinda now? It was a possibility. I was a known associate of Nina’s. She’d
even saved my life on more than one occasion. But since everyone thought she
was dead, and she changed her appearance as often as I changed my shoes,
contacting me was hardly a risk for her. The woman didn’t even have any
fingerprints, plus she’d had her face surgically altered. The only giveaways
were her height and her chilling blue eyes.


All I could do now was wait. I hate waiting.


I went back to the aerial view of the compound on Google
Earth. The trees were so dense within the compound that it was impossible to
tell if there was only one building in the fenced enclosure. I saw the paved
lane leading from La Honda Road into the complex, but there could be alternate
entrances or exits that weren’t visible.


I called Jea and told her I was making progress in terms of
tracking Cammie’s activities, but didn’t have conclusive evidence yet that she
was the one who had taken Sky. My gut told me Sky was in that compound, but I
didn’t have the heart to get Jea’s hopes up just yet. I promised to keep her
posted and ended the call, then checked my watch and realized that Bill would
probably be home soon. I hoped he’d bring the murder book with him again. I
needed the distraction.


I locked up the office and took Buddy for another walk while
thinking about what to make for dinner. I normally spend so many evenings
dining on behalf of my clients that I seldom cook for myself, and Bill often
grabs a burger on the way home when I’m working. I knew we had a couple of
tri-tip steaks in the freezer and the weather was nice enough to barbeque. I mentally
inventoried the fresh veggies we had on board. Probably enough for a salad.
Problem solved.


Buddy and I boarded the boat and I took the steaks out of
the freezer and set them in the sink in their air-tight packages. I started the
hot water running to speed the thawing process. While they soaked in a hot
bath, I jumped in the shower to wash off the day.


I texted Bill shortly after 6:00 asking if he had any idea
when he might be home. When I didn’t get a response I assumed he was either on
the road, on the phone, or interviewing suspects.


The meat was softening up nicely, so I mixed up a bowl of
lemon juice, olive oil, and Worcestershire sauce to use as marinade. I was
shredding Arugula for the salad when my cell phone pinged. It was a short text
from Bill saying, “On my way. Need anything for dinner?”


I responded with, “Just you,” and resumed shredding lettuce.


I was just placing the nearly thawed tri-tip in the bowl of
marinade when I felt the boat rock and Buddy raced up the companionway. He used
the pull cord to open the hatch and let himself into the pilothouse. I’ve seen
more than a few humans confounded by that hatch release, but my dog mastered it
after watching me open it only once. Bill stepped into the pilothouse and
tolerated the doggy assault on his person with a huge smile.


“You want a beer?” I asked as he descended the steps. He had
the murder book under his arm. Yay!


“Oh, God yes,” he said, setting the binder on the
counter and wrapping his arms around me.


I inhaled deeply the scent of warm man and Grey Flannel
cologne. Nice.


“Tough day?” I asked, popping the top off a Corona and
handing him the cold bottle.


Bill took a long swallow before nodding. A grin spread over
his beautiful face as he took in the marinating tri-tip and salad.


“Barbeque?”


“Yep. Tri-tip.”


“Great,” he said before swallowing more beer. “Mind if I hit
the shower before we eat?”


“Take your time. I just put the steak in the marinade.”
Plus, I needed time alone with the binder.


I finished making the salad while Bill stripped off his
clothes and tossed them in the laundry basket. As soon as I heard the shower
running, I grabbed my cell phone and opened the binder. I found the most recent
entries and snapped photos of them, quickly closing the binder and leaving it
on the counter.


I sprinkled some lemon juice over the avocados in the salad,
covered the bowl, and tucked it in the fridge. Taking out a fork, I prodded the
steaks, immersing them in the marinade, then fed Buddy his dinner before going
out on deck to light the barbeque coals. Once the flames were out and the coals
were red I climbed back down to the galley and grabbed an IPA out of the fridge
along with a second Corona for Bill. I left his beer on the galley counter and
took my IPA and the steak topside.


Five minutes later the coals were ready. Buddy had finished
his dinner and was eyeing the marinating steaks hungrily. I used tongs to place
them on the grill and set the bowl aside. Taking a sip of my beer I let my eyes
roam over the marina where I live and work. It’s a thing of beauty. The grounds
are gently landscaped so it looks more like a park than a garden. The two-story
office buildings are light grey with white trim and, though they’re a few
decades old, they’re well maintained. The yachts in this particular marina are
also well maintained, making them a pleasure to behold. While we have our share
of alcoholic boat dwellers, even they take the time to care for their vessels
and brightwork.


Bill joined me, fresh Corona in hand. He put his arm around
my shoulders and gave me a long, slow kiss. I felt the usual thrum of desire at
his touch.


I turned the steak and covered the barbeque, checking my
watch. We both like our tri-tip medium rare. Another five minutes and dinner
would be ready. Bill watched the grill while I popped downstairs to put the
marinade bowl in the sink and grab a platter for the steaks. I handed the
platter up to Bill, then put the salad, dressing, dinner plates and silverware
on the table.


Buddy preceded Bill down the companionway, probably hoping
to trip the steak-carrying human on his way to the table. We’ve both learned to
watch our step when carrying meat around my uber-smart dog. He can swallow a
steak in two seconds without even chewing.


Dinner was quiet, but the food and company were excellent
and dessert was even better. I was just dozing off, my head on Bill’s shoulder,
when the alarm on my cell phone went off, signaling that someone had breached
my office security system. I’d had a perimeter alarm installed last year after
one too many break-ins and attempts on my life, but this was the first time it
had been triggered. Dammit. I was so comfortable.


I grabbed the phone and silenced the alarm.


Bill, who was now half awake, mumbled, “Everything okay?”


I was pretty sure I knew who had triggered the alarm, so I
said, “Everything’s fine. Go back to sleep. It was just a calendar reminder. I
forgot to send a report to a client, and I promised they’d have it tonight. Be
right back.”


I threw on a pair of jeans and a tee shirt, tucked my Ruger
into my waistband, and stepped into my boat shoes. Grabbing my keys, I ascended
the companionway as quietly as possible.






CHAPTER 18
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I peered
through the glass walls into my dark office and saw no movement whatsoever. I
tested the door and found it locked, so I inserted my key, drew the Ruger, and
pushed the door open with my foot. Stepping inside I straight-armed the gun in
front of me and flicked on the overhead lights. I quickly scanned the perimeter
of the office and in three long strides verified that the kitchen area was
unoccupied.


I was about to move down the hallway toward the bathroom
when a cranky female voice said, “For shit’s sake, Hunter. Turn off the damn
lights.”


I’d know that voice anywhere. “Nina?”


“Who else? Lights?”


I tucked the Ruger back into my waistband before returning
to the front of the office where I locked the door and turned off the overhead
lights.


“Thanks for coming,” I said, looking down the dark hallway
as a shadow stepped out of the bathroom. Nina is five-foot-eight and slender.
Tonight she was dressed all in black. The last time I’d seen her she’d had
short dark hair and brown contact lenses to disguise her naturally blue eyes.
Tonight her hair was curly, shoulder length, and in the dim light it looked
silver. I couldn’t see her eyes well enough to determine the present color.


“You want coffee?” I asked, moving back to the kitchenette.


“Sure.” Nina followed and stayed my hand when I reached for
the light switch. “Can you make it in the dark?”


“I suppose.” There was enough ambient light from the outdoor
flood lights to see what I was doing. “But don’t you think you’re being
melodramatic? Nobody knows you’re here.”


“I’d like to keep it that way.”


I took a bag of Kona grounds out of the freezer and measured
some into my Krups coffee maker. I filled the reservoir with water, pressed the
brew button, and turned to face Nina. “How did you do it?” I asked.


“What?”


Now that I was closer to her I could see that her eyes were
a lovely chocolate brown tonight.


“The explosion. You’d barely gone in the door when Maurus’s
house blew up.”


“Skateboard,” she said. “Plus, I had a remote control
detonator. I didn’t trigger the bomb until I was out the side door and halfway
across the yard.”


“Clever. I’m glad you’re not dead.”


“Whatever. So you’re working a kidnapping case?”


Just like Nina. Straight to the point. I filled two mugs
with coffee and handed one to her.


“Milk?”


“Black is good. Tell me about the kidnapping.”


I added a splash of milk to my cup before taking a sip.


“Her name is Sky Solomon. She’s four years old. She was
taken from the preschool she attends in Palo Alto last Tuesday morning. One of
the other children saw the woman who took her and identified her from a photo
array as Camilla Sutcliffe. She’s the nurse who assisted with Sky’s birth.”


“Why would she kidnap Sky?”


“It’s complicated, and I need to get back to the boat before
Bill wakes up and notices how long I’ve been gone.”


“You’re living together now?”


“Yeah.”


“Congratulations.”


“Thanks.”


“What do you expect me to do?”


“I tracked Camilla to a compound in the Woodside Hills. The
place is like a fortress. It’s totally fenced in, razor wire on top of chain
link, with cameras everywhere. I’m pretty sure that’s where they’re holding
Sky, but I don’t have the equipment or the skill to breach their security.”


“And that’s where I come in.”


“Pretty much.”


“Do you have an address for this compound?”


I turned on my computer and called up the Google Earth
search I’d done earlier in the day. I gave Nina the GPS coordinates, pointing
out the paved lane exiting off La Honda Road.


“I’ll take a look at the place and get back to you.”


“Thanks, Nina.”


“Don’t thank me yet.”


“I hate it when people say that.”


“Just one question,” Nina said, as she returned to the
kitchenette and placed her empty cup in the sink. “Do you have reason to
believe this Camilla person, or her associates, have harmed Sky in any way?”


“I have no idea.”


“If anyone has harmed that child, you will not stop me from
taking action.”


“You mean lethal action.”


Nina nodded once and headed for the door. I followed to
unlock it for her. The violation of innocence is Nina’s trigger. All but one of
her targets had been sexual predators who assaulted children. To date, she’s killed
twenty-six child molesters that I know of. I had no doubt that if Sky had been
harmed in any way by her captors, Nina would kill again.


“You’ll contact me when you have a plan for breaching their
perimeter?” I asked as she slipped out the door.


Again, she simply nodded before disappearing into the night.
She hadn’t asked for my cell number, so I assumed Melinda had given it to her.


I turned off the coffee maker and rinsed out both mugs, then
shut down the computer, locked up the office, and made my way back down to the
docks. I knew I wasn’t likely to get any sleep tonight and it wasn’t the coffee
that would be keeping me awake. Asking Nina to help rescue a child was one
thing, but being a party to one of her murderous rampages was something else entirely.






CHAPTER 19
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Bill was sound
asleep when I climbed back into bed. Buddy opened one eye to check on me, then
recommenced snoring softly. I rested my head on the pillow and laid my hand on
Buddy’s soft neck, closing my eyes in the hope that sleep would come. The next
thing I knew the alarm was sounding. Although my alarm clock is a Dream
Machine, and the sound is a CD of Bill playing acoustic guitar, I still woke
with a start, surprised that I’d been asleep for at least five hours.


I turned the music off and climbed out of bed, used the head
and brushed my teeth, then pulled on shorts and a tee shirt and hooked Buddy’s
leash to his collar.


As we climbed the companionway, I called out to Bill, who
was still in bed, “Can you make coffee, please?”


All I received in response was an offended grunt.


Buddy and I made the rounds of trees and bushes, and I
dutifully bagged up his offerings before tossing them into a dumpster and
heading back down to the boat. It was a beautiful summer day, but all I could
think about was Sky. Was she even still alive? If there was any truth to
Loretta’s theory, it could go either way. If the individuals who had taken her
realized she couldn’t be controlled, they might decide their world would be
safer without her in it.


After coffee, breakfast, and a trip to the gym, Buddy and I
settled in at the office where I uploaded my latest photos from Chet’s murder
book. I enlarged and printed the pages before reading them.


The newest notes from the binder indicated that Bill had
spoken with both Chet’s attorney and his insurance agent and that they had
confirmed having conversations with Chet on Thursday of last week. He’d also
met with his attorney briefly to sign the updated version of his will. He had
actually left his fortune to the Humane Society. Amazing. I wondered if he’d
taken my advice and called Vanessa to tell her she was no longer his
beneficiary. I scanned through the photos I’d taken previously of the murder
book. If Bill had evidence that Chet had called Vanessa, he hadn’t made a note
of it.


I continued reading the latest entries and found that Bill
had used the tracking app on Chet’s cell to locate the missing Zodiac. The
dinghy had been found tied to one of the guest docks at Cooke’s Harbor, not far
from where Chet’s yacht had been anchored out in Westpoint Slough. Bill had
noted the GPS location so, once again, I pulled up Google Earth and plugged in
the coordinates.


Starting with an aerial view of Cooke’s Harbor I slowly
zoomed in on the guest dock in question and saw that it was behind the yacht
club, also known as “The Club at Cooke’s.” With any luck the club had been open
when the dinghy had been docked and I might find a patron who’d seen who tied
it up there. Barring that, it was possible the yacht club had security cameras
that might have picked something up.


Bill had retrieved the Zodiac and had it dusted for prints
and trace evidence. While Vanessa’s prints had been found, she was Chet’s
ex-wife, so that, alone, wasn’t incriminating. The forensic team had also found
a few smudges on one side of the dinghy, which turned out to be blood, the same
type as Chet’s, but the samples they were able to collect had been contaminated
by salt water spray, so it was unlikely they’d be able to get a DNA match.


I Googled the yacht club and discovered they were only open
9:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. Sunday through Thursday, and only until 9:00 p.m. on
Friday and Saturday. I found that odd, since most yacht clubs are party central
on weekends. Unless I happened to run into someone who was out walking their
dog in the middle of the night, it would be cameras or nothing.


I left Buddy with D’Artagnon and drove to Cooke’s Harbor.
The yacht club was a two-story brick-red building with a green roof, part of a
huge marina complex on Cooke’s Harbor Drive in Redwood City. I parked in the
visitors’ lot and climbed the steps to the open front doors. I found a
restaurant area with a few patrons having a late breakfast, a deserted lounge
area, and, eventually, an office.


I knocked on the closed office door and waited. After a few
moments a young man dressed in sailing gear answered. He was about my height,
with short brown hair and a small hoop earring in his right lobe. An attempt at
a mustache perched optimistically on his upper lip. His eyes were the only
remarkable thing about him. They were turquoise.


“Can I help you?” he asked, with a British accent.


“I hope so. My name is Nicoli Hunter.” I handed him a
business card. “I’m investigating the theft of a Zodiac dinghy, which I understand
the police found tied to your guest dock.”


“Oh yes. I spoke with a Detective Anderson about that.”


“Exactly. I was hoping someone might have seen the person
who tied the Zodiac to your dock. It would have been between midnight on
Thursday and two a.m. on Friday.”


“As I mentioned to the detective, we’re only open until six
on Thursday night, and the cleaning crew usually finishes up around eight. No
one would have been here after midnight. Sorry.”


“What about the live-aboard community. I see you have a deck
out back that faces the guest dock. Any chance a resident might have been out
and about at that time of night?”


“It’s possible, I suppose. Many of our resident tenants are
retired, so they’re up at all hours. I just don’t know how you would find them
among the hundreds of yacht owners we have here.”


“Do you have any security cameras around the club?”


“Oh, yes, actually. I forgot about that when
Detective Anderson was here. We had two cameras installed just last week after
some of the patio furniture went missing. The cameras only cover the deck, but
it abuts the guest dock. There might be something there.”


“Any chance you could take a look at the footage between
midnight and two last Friday morning.” I took out my wallet. “I’d be happy to
pay for your time, and if you find anything, I’ll want to purchase a copy of
the video.”


He was nodding happily now. “Sure. I could do that.” He
looked at my card in his hand. “I’ve never met a real PI before. It must be
exciting work.”


“You’d be surprised,” I said, with a smile.


“I’m Robin, by the way.”


He held out his hand and I shook it. All I sensed from the
physical contact was warmth and humor. Robin was a nice guy.


“Should I wait, or would you like to call me if you find
anything.” I took five twenties out of my wallet and handed them to him.


Robin raised an eyebrow, tucked the money into his pants
pocket, and said, “I’ll call you as soon as I’ve run through the video.
Hopefully by the end of the day.”


“Thank you, Robin,” I said, and made my way out of the club
into the glare of sunlight reflecting off the water.


I walked around to the back deck and located the guest dock
in question. The dock itself was a few feet lower than the club’s deck. I
turned around and faced the deck, searching the eaves until I spotted the
cameras, one on either side of the roof. I followed their trajectories to the
guest dock and thought it was possible that even though they wouldn’t show the
Zodiac being tied up, once the thief stepped onto the dock they would be within
camera range.
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Back at the
marina I collected my dog and we walked over to the Diving Pelican for lunch. I
was feeling frustrated and in need of Bennett’s meatloaf. Bennett Zepeda,
another boat dweller, owns the Diving Pelican, and is a master chef. He’s also cantankerous
as hell, but he’s always been friendly with me.


I ordered and paid at the counter then selected an outdoor
table. Fifteen minutes later Bennett himself delivered my lunch, along with a
bowl of ice water for Buddy. Buddy licked his hand as he set the water dish
down, and I was tempted to do the same after inhaling the aroma of his
meatloaf.


I said, “Thank you,” and Bennett said, “Enjoy.” Then it was
just me and my meatloaf. Of course, I shared with Buddy. There was plenty for
both of us.


Once my faith in humanity had been restored by Bennett’s
culinary expertise, I slogged down to the boat and took a nap. I know, right in
the middle of kidnapping and murder investigations. But I knew I couldn’t get
into that compound alone. There was nothing to do but wait to hear back from
Nina, or from Robin, whichever came first, so I napped.


Buddy woke me with sloppy kisses a little after 2:00 p.m.
I’d needed the extra sleep, but I wanted to return the rental car today. If I
kept it too long I’d use up Jea’s whole retainer. I stretched and shuffled into
the head, where I brushed and flossed the remnants of meatloaf out of my teeth,
fluffed up my curls, and applied lip gloss.


I hooked Buddy to his leash and we made the walk up to
shore, taking a quick detour to water shrubbery before unlocking the office. I
called Enterprise and told them I was done with the Civic, and they agreed to
have someone at the marina to pick it up within an hour. Sweet.


The voicemail light on my office phone was blinking so,
after starting a pot of coffee and turning on my computer, I pressed the play
button and grabbed a clean legal pad. The message was from my new friend,
Robin, at the Cooke’s yacht club.


“I think I might have something for you,” he’d said, and
left a number.


I jotted it down and called him back, but I got his
voicemail. I was used to playing phone tag with clients, so I didn’t think
twice about it and simply left a message asking that he call me back. I made a
point of repeating my cell phone number, even though it was already printed on
the business card I’d given him.


I filled a mug with coffee, added a splash of milk, and sat
down to weed through my e-mail. After ten minutes I’d deleted all the spam and
began to open the remaining missives.


Michael had responded via e-mail to my text requesting
notification when he’d be on this side of the hill with the following: “I’m
meeting with AMD a week from Friday. Probably be done by midafternoon. Dinner
sounds great.”


That would be the night before Elizabeth and Jack’s wedding
cruise. Since they were eloping beforehand, we’d cancelled the original
bachelor and bachelorette parties, and though nothing had been rescheduled yet,
I should probably keep that Friday night open.


I responded to Michael’s e-mail saying, “If an early dinner
works for you, let me know what kind of food you’d like and I’ll make
reservations for 5:00 p.m. Thanks again for all your help.”


The guy from Enterprise arrived at 3:15 and I signed the
charge slip, gave him the rental car keys, and told him where the Civic was
parked.


I was forwarding a survey request from one of my clients to
Jim Sutherland when my cell phone vibrated. I checked the screen and, seeing
“unknown caller,” assumed it was Robin from Cooke’s Harbor calling me back.


“Hunter Investigations,” I answered.


“It’s me.”


Though I’d never spoken with Nina on the phone, her voice is
distinctive. More snarky than venomous, and kind of a whiskey tenor.


“What’s up?”


“I checked that property you’re interested in, and I think
we can make it work.”


“That’s great. When would you like to meet?”


“There’s a restaurant on Skyline Boulevard off La Honda Road
called Alice’s. I’ll meet you in the parking lot at nine tonight.”


“Okay. Do you think the two of us will be able to handle
whoever is in there?”


“Bring extra ammo.” With that pronouncement she ended the
call.


I saved the number she’d called me from, even though she’d
probably used a throw-away cell, labeling it “JN,” for Jezek, Nina.


I called Jea and told her I had a plan of action. I asked
her to be at Alice’s Restaurant at 9:30 tonight, and to wait there for my call.
She agreed without questioning me about what I was up to. Obviously Loretta had
impressed her with my competence and she’d decided to trust me. I was honored,
and a little scared, by that. What if I was wrong and Sky wasn’t being held in
the compound?


I texted Bill saying I had to do a late dinner and bar
survey, and he immediately texted me back that he expected to be home around
7:00. Once again I ran through my wardrobe in my head. I needed to dress for
function, so dark clothes and my Track II boots. Although most of my clients
are high-end establishments, I have a couple microbrewery restaurants and steak
houses for which I dress down in order to fit in. I’d just tell Bill I was
going to the TEAG House in Mountain View. It’s a sports bar with peanut shells
on the floor, specializing is German style beer, where there’s always a game on
the big screen TV. The food is actually pretty good, if you like artichoke dip
and spicy ribs, which I do.






CHAPTER 20
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Alice’s
Restaurant is a favorite of the local motorcycle clubs and is almost always
crowded, even on a Tuesday night. It’s on the rustic side, resembling a huge
log cabin, with a front deck for outdoor seating. I parked my Bimmer in the
corner of the lot and scanned the area for Nina. I didn’t see anyone with curly
silver hair, but since I knew that had been a wig, I just checked the area for
tall, slender women dressed in dark clothes.


There was a row of dirt bikes parked in front of the
restaurant, including a Husqvarna Rockstar and a few nice Kawasakis and
Suzukis. I’m not into motorcycles, but Bill occasionally brings home a
Motocross magazine and I like to look at the pictures.


I found myself admiring a particularly fine KTM 450SX-F
Supermoto. It was black and silver, and so clean it could have just come off
the showroom floor. I was walking toward the restaurant, still scanning for
Nina, when the guy standing next to the KTM took off his helmet and I realized
it was a woman. She turned to face me as she shook out her long, wavy
black hair. Son of a bitch, it was Nina. Even though I’d been looking
for anyone her height and build, I’d completely missed her. She was dressed in
black jeans, a leather jacket, and Harley Davidson motorcycle boots.


Nina gave me a half smile as I approached. She knew she’d
surprised me. Tonight her eyes were their natural steel-blue color. She held
out a spare helmet, which I accepted, and replaced hers on her head, climbing
onto the KTM. I looked down at the helmet in my hands and shrugged. Pulling my
hair back with one hand I put on the helmet and secured the chin strap under my
jaw, then joined Nina on the bike just as the monster roared to life. The
Supermoto had no sissy bar or backrest, so I wrapped an arm around Nina’s waist
as we motored out of the parking lot onto Skyline Boulevard. After turning onto
La Honda Road she pulled the bike over on the shoulder and cut the engine.


“You armed?” she asked.


I patted my fanny pack and nodded. I’d stowed the Glock in
the concealed holster along with two spare magazines.


“Turn your phone off,” she said. “Once we’re inside the
compound we need to be silent. Even a vibrating cell could get us unwanted
attention.”


I realized she was right. The vibration was a low pitched
hum that could be heard up to twenty feet away. I pulled my iPhone out of my
pocket and turned it off.


“I’m going to park in the woods to the left of the access
road. I only found one small area that isn’t covered by cameras. You ready to
do this?”


I nodded again. My pulse was racing. I had no idea what we’d
find in that compound. I only hoped we’d find Sky, alive and unharmed.


Nina kick-started the Supermoto and we were off-road a few
minutes later. I wondered how she could see so well in the dark, but then I
remembered this was Nina. She probably had a night vision visor on her helmet.
We motored slowly between trees and bushes, up and over a few fallen logs, and
eventually stopped at the base of a huge Sequoia.


I climbed off the bike, my thighs trembling slightly from
the adrenaline coursing through my system. Nina disembarked more gracefully,
then unzipped a black nylon saddlebag that was draped over the fuel tank. She
took out a pair of goggles and handed them to me.


“Night vision,” she said.


I took off my helmet and accepted the goggles. They were
fitted with a headband and a chin strap, and weighed a little more than a
pound. Nina took them back and secured the headband and chin strap on me, then
flipped the goggles up and down a couple times. She positioned them over my
eyes, pushed a button on top, and the forest lit up in shades of green.


She pushed a second button, and said, “Thermal imaging.” Now
she was lit up like a nova but everything around her was dark. I looked up and
saw a few bright spots among the branches. Probably nesting birds and
squirrels. Amazing.


Nina took a scrunchy out of her pocket and pulled her hair
into a ponytail.


“You look well,” I commented. And she did. Nina had been
diagnosed HIV positive after killing a sexual predator who had AIDS. The blood
spatter from stabbing him had gotten into her system somehow. I knew there were
new medications on the market that were deemed effective in fighting HIV and
AIDS, and wondered if one of Nina’s false identities had health insurance. Her
abusive father had left her a fortune when he passed away, but I imagined any
treatment that would sustain or save a patient’s life would be prohibitively
expensive.


She didn’t respond to my comment, but put on her own goggles
and flipped the binocs up. Then she removed a folded, black blanket from the
saddle bag.


“Kevlar,” she said.


Replacing the blanket in the bag, she hauled out a coiled
rope ladder with a grappling hook attached at one end.


“To get over the fence.”


I was impressed. The woman not only had skills, she had
imagination. She stuffed the ladder back in the saddlebag and hoisted it over
her shoulder. Lowering her binocs, she took off through the forest with me on
her heels. Showtime.
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We approached
the perimeter of the compound slowly with our goggles in place. As we neared
the fence-line, Nina paused. She put her hand up to keep me still, then pointed
out the two cameras closest to our position. They were both facing away from
the compound into the forest, mounted atop fence posts. She wanted me to know
that our only approach could be a straight line between the two cameras. I
nodded my understanding.


“Stay here for the moment,” she said before turning back to
the fence.


“Wait,” I whispered. “Is the fence electrified?”


Nina grinned a little maniacally and said, “Only one way to
find out.”


I had to remember to breathe as she set her saddlebag on the
ground, took out the Kevlar blanket, and tossed it up onto the razor wire. No
sparks. That was good. She unwound the rope ladder and swung the grappling hook
up and over the top of the blanket. She gave it a firm tug and it caught the
chain link on the other side of the fence. Nina was up and over the fence
before I’d even reached the ladder. I climbed the rungs clumsily, thinking I
needed to intensify my upper body workout. I’ve never been any good at
pull-ups.


As I crested the fence, I took a moment to scan the inside
of the compound, switching my goggles to infrared. I didn’t see any heat
signatures larger than a chipmunk, so I eased over the Kevlar covered wire and
dropped into the belly of the beast.


“Any internal cameras in the compound?” I asked.


“How the hell should I know? Just stay alert.”


Another twenty yards in we spotted the building. We both
stopped in our tracks, scanning the eaves, looking for cameras. It was a huge
block of concrete, like an above-ground bunker. There were no windows visible
from where we stood. After a couple of minutes we moved slowly forward, still
looking for cameras and watching for movement. We began circling the building
counter-clockwise. When we turned the first corner we encountered the access
road that Cammie had driven in on and what looked like a four-car attached
garage. Still no windows; only the four roll-up doors. We continued creeping
along, and I began to wonder if the garage was the only way inside.


We rounded the next corner and discovered a heat pump, which
probably provided the compound with both heat and air conditioning. The unit
was humming softly. I looked up along the eaves again and spotted a vent. It
was the first opening I’d seen, other than the garage doors, but it was too
high to reach and too small for either of us to climb through.


We completed our circuit back at the garage, finding no
other doors and no windows. If the garage doors were the only entrance or exit,
there must be a generator of some kind so they could get in and out during
power outages. I’d never lived in a house with an automatic garage door, but I
assumed they only worked when the power was on.


I’d been lost in my own thoughts and hadn’t been paying
attention to Nina, who was running her fingers around the perimeter of one of
the garage doors. Clever girl. She was probably searching for alarm wires. When
she finished she turned to face me.


“We might have to wait for someone to drive in or out,” she
said.


I thought of Jea, waiting at Alice’s Restaurant, and I
shuddered.


“What?”


“I don’t think we should wait,” I said. “I think we need to
get in there now.”


“Okay, genius. What’s your plan?”


I slid my fingers under the bottom of one of the overhead
doors and attempted to lift it. It wouldn’t rise at first, so I gave it another
tug, and Nina joined me. With both of us lifting together we actually managed
to raise it up about two inches. It made a soft rattling sound I hoped wasn’t
loud enough to carry.


I grinned at Nina, and said, “I have a hydraulic jack in the
trunk of my car.”


“Do you know how to ride a motorcycle?”


“No.”


“Give me your car keys.”


I handed her the keys to my Bimmer, indicating which one
would open the trunk. “It’s the British racing green BMW 2002,” I said.


“I know what you drive, Hunter.”


I remembered staking out her house once, a long time ago,
and realized she’d probably been watching me the whole time.


“Stay hidden until I get back,” Nina said.


I followed her back to the fence where we’d climbed over and
gave her a boost, so she could grab the Kevlar blanket covered area and hoist
herself up and over. When she disappeared into the woods, I backed up against a
tree and listened for the sound of the Supermoto engine. At this distance it
was barely audible. Only a muffled thrum.


I kept my senses open while Nina was gone, listening for the
sound of any vehicle approaching on the access road, but other than the soft
whir of the heat pump, the compound remained silent. I checked my watch. It was
9:40. Jea would be waiting for my call. I hoped she didn’t have to wait long,
but that was out of my control.


At 9:50 I heard the Supermoto return through the woods. A
few minutes after that Nina was scaling the fence. When she reached the top she
handed down the hydraulic jack and its detached handle before descending to
ground level. It’s a compact jack, but still weighs almost thirty pounds. Nina
took the jack from me and handed me my keys, which I slipped into my pocket.


We returned to the garage and I slid the saddle pad of the
lifting arm under the garage door, inserted the handle in the slot and gave the
jack a test pump. It lifted the aluminum door another three inches with a
slight rattle. I looked at Nina, who shrugged, so I gave it another pump. I
knew Nina was watching my back, so I focused on raising the door. It took
another three pumps before there was enough clearance for us to duck under the
door. I left the jack in place, not knowing if the door would automatically
close otherwise. We lowered our goggles and entered the dark garage.


All four bays had SUVs parked in them. One of them was
Cammie’s 4Runner. We probably had four adults to deal with inside, and possibly
more. I switched to infrared and scanned the garage. No heat signatures other
than Nina’s appeared. There was a door in the wall to our right, which I
assumed would lead into the living quarters of the compound. I followed Nina in
that direction.


Neither of us were wearing gloves of any kind. Nina’d had
her fingerprints removed, so there was no risk of her being identified, and I
was planning to rescue a kidnapping victim and didn’t care if I left my prints
as evidence. Nina tried the doorknob and it turned in her hand. She glanced
over her shoulder at me, silently asking if I was ready. I nodded and she
pushed the door open a crack. There was light on the other side, so Nina pulled
the door closed and we both flipped up our goggles. I drew the Glock and held
it down at my side. Nina wasn’t holding a weapon at the moment, but I was sure
she was armed. Hell, Nina was a weapon.


We pushed through the door and silently moved down a bright,
concrete hallway. At the end, it branched off in two directions. We stopped and
listened to a quiet murmuring coming from the right. Nina reached behind her
and removed a pair of Remington R110mm semi-automatic pistols from holsters
hidden under her leather jacket. She flipped off the safeties and strode down
the hall to the right. I glanced to my left, not wanting to risk anyone coming
up behind us, and followed.


What we saw when we stepped into the great-room made my
blood run cold. Sky was inside a large cage, the kind that houses predators at
the zoo. She was sitting in one corner, on a blanket. Though her eyes were
dilated she appeared unharmed and her focus was on me, as though she’d known I
was coming. There were four women seated around a table in the center of the
room. Cammie was among them. She was reading aloud from what I assumed was a
Bible. They hadn’t noticed they had company. I took out my cell phone and
quickly snapped a wide angle photo of the entire scene.


Nina pointed her pistols at the group and roared, “On your
feet ladies. Hands over your heads. Now!”


The women were understandably startled. They’d believed
their little fortress was impenetrable. Nina gave them a moment to get over the
shock, then repeated her command. The women hastily rose from their seats and
raised their hands.


“Move away from the table,” Nina ordered.


They moved away from the table.


“Empty their pockets,” she said to me.


I holstered my Glock, zipping the fanny pack closed so no
one could grab the gun. I approached Cammie first. I knew which SUV was hers,
and suspected we’d need her keys and maybe a remote for the gate so we could
let the authorities in later. I pocketed her car keys and her cell phone, then
patted her down, searching for weapons.


When I was convinced Cammie was clean, I moved on to a tall
woman, about five-foot-nine and around a hundred and eighty pounds. She was in
her early fifties and dressed like a librarian. The glare she offered me was so
full of malice that it almost stopped me in my tracks. In one of her pockets I
found a key that I was sure would fit the padlock on Sky’s cage. I also removed
her cell phone and her car keys, a small spiral notebook, and a pen from her
pockets, then I patted her down as well.


Fanatic number three was tiny, but I’d learned from
Elizabeth how formidable diminutive females can be. Never underestimate an
opponent because of their height. I frisked this one before digging through her
pockets and, sure enough, in her left boot I found a switchblade knife. I
retrieved the knife, her keys, and her cell, and double checked both of her boots
again before moving on to the next woman.


The fourth church lady was my height, five-seven. She had a
mop of brown hair streaked with grey, weighed maybe a hundred and fifty pounds
and, if I had to guess, had a caffeine addiction. She was twitching in a way
that appeared to be from more than nerves. I patted her down and, finding no
weapons, emptied her pockets as well. I was glad I’d worn a jacket with large
patch pockets. There were four shoulder bags under the table, and I left them
where they were.


When I was done with the disarm-your-enemies ritual I faced
Nina and held up the key to the padlock. She nodded and I knew she was telling
me she’d cover me. I had to turn my back to the terrible-foursome in order to
free Sky.


I approached the cage slowly, looking through the bars. Sky
was standing up now, her blanket wrapped around her tiny shoulders. Her eyes
locked onto mine and she said, “I knew you would come.”


I felt a little shiver wash over me, but ignored it. Placing
the key in the padlock, I said, “My name is Nikki Hunter. Your mom sent me.”


I pulled the cage door open and tucked the key in my pocket.
Sky held her arms out to me and without even thinking about it I scooped her
up. She hugged my neck and whispered, “Thank you.” I felt tears sting my eyes
and realized this was not a good time to get emotional. I walked around behind
Nina and faced the women who had kidnapped my charge.


“Everyone in the fucking cage,” I hissed.


Sky gave my neck another hug, as though to let me know she
approved of my actions and didn’t mind my language. Cool kid.


The women looked from me to Nina and moved in unison into
the cage. I tossed Nina the padlock and she secured it in place.


Once the women were no longer a threat, I set Sky down and
handed Cammie’s keys to Nina. “These are for the white Toyota 4Runner,” I said.
“There should be an automatic garage door opener in the vehicle. Will you pull
it out of the garage and drive it toward the gate? If it’s motion activated, it
should open as you approach.”


Nina nodded and then turned her attention to Sky. “Did they
hurt you?” she asked.


Sky tilted her head to the side and said, “That’s a
complicated question. I am not injured, if that’s what you mean.”


Nina almost smiled. Jea had said Sky was four-years-old but
reading at a third grade level. She hadn’t mentioned how articulate and
precocious her daughter was.


“Did they make you do anything you didn’t want to do?” Nina
continued.


“I did not choose to come here,” Sky said. “I didn’t want to
listen to their words or feel their thoughts about me. And I really
didn’t like eating microwaved TV dinners.”


Again, there was a hint of a smile on Nina’s face. This was
more emotion than I’d ever seen her express.


“Did they force you to do anything else?” Nina asked.


Sky tilted her head again, her eyes locked on Nina’s.
“You’re asking if they are evil people who deserve to die,” she said. It was
not a question.


Nina’s eyebrows rose and she nodded. “Are they?”


Sky put her tiny hand on top of Nina’s, which still held a
Remington semi-automatic. “That is not for me to decide,” Sky said. Then she
shook her head and said, “Nor for you to decide. Not this time.”


“You’re a weird kid,” Nina said, “but I like you.” And with
that she took off for the garage.






CHAPTER 22
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Sky climbed
back up into my arms while I called her mom. She nestled her head against my
neck and breathed out a long sigh.


Jea answered on the first ring. “Nikki?”


“I’ve got her.”


“Is she okay?”


“She’s fine.” I gave her the GPS coordinates of the compound
so she could find us. “The gate should be open by the time you get here.”


“Thank you.”


Next I called Detective Jan Halstaad. It was after 10:00,
but she seemed like someone who wouldn’t mind a little OT.


“Halstaad,” she answered.


“Hunter,” I said.


“Did you find her?”


“Yes. Write this down.”


Again I gave out the GPS coordinates. Halstaad said she was
on her way.


Nina returned a few minutes later, and said the gate was
open and she’d left the 4Runner in the driveway so it would stay open. Then she
began searching the compound to make sure there was no one lurking in the
shadows. We might never know how many people actually belonged to this
fundamentalist group, but at least we had the ones who had been holding Sky.


Jea’s voice echoed through the concrete building as she
entered, “Nikki? Where are you?”


I called out our location and heard her running down the
hall before she barreled into the room. Her eyes were on Sky, safe in my arms,
but then she slowly turned and took in the cage. She froze as the reality of
what her daughter had been through struck her like a physical blow.


“Oh my God,” Jea whispered, her shock turning to rage
as she glared at the women now trapped in the huge enclosure.


Sky squirmed, and I let her down. My heart melted as I
watched the reunion between mother and daughter. Jea picked Sky up and the
little girl wrapped her legs around her mom’s waist like a monkey, the two of
them fused together in an embrace.


Nina came back into the room and saw Jea for the first time.
“The mom?” she asked.


I nodded.


“There’s no one else in the building,” Nina said. “I did
find a surveillance room filled with monitors showing all the external camera
views.”


“Why bother having surveillance cameras if no one is
watching the monitors?” I asked.


“No clue,” said Nina.


“The detective in charge of Sky’s abduction is on her way,”
I said. “You should probably go.”


Nina nodded and turned toward the hallway, but I grabbed her
arm and spun her around, impulsively hugging my cantankerous comrade.


“Thank you, Nina.”


She pulled away and I self-consciously swiped at a tear.


“Could you call me tomorrow?” I asked. “I think Jea and Sky
are going to need help disappearing. New identities and everything. You’re
really good at that.”


She scrutinized me for a long moment, then nodded and turned
to leave just as Jan Halstaad stormed through the door holding her service
weapon double-handed in front of her.


“Hey, Jan,” I said, waving like an idiot. “Everything’s
under control. I’d like you to meet Sky Solomon.”


Jan holstered her weapon as Jea turned to face her and Nina
slipped out the door.


“What happened here?” Jan asked, pointing to the four women
locked in a cage. She tapped the recording app on her phone. “Nice hat by the
way.”


I’d forgotten I was wearing the goggles and pulled the
headgear off.


“Where to begin,” I said. “Camilla Sutcliffe,” I pointed her
out behind the bars, “is the one who kidnapped Sky. Sky’s classmate, Aiyana,
was able to pick her out of a photo array. I followed Ms. Sutcliffe to this
little fortress when she left work yesterday.”


“Why didn’t you call me with this information yesterday?”


“Because you would have needed a warrant, and there wasn’t
enough evidence to get one. Do you want to hear this or not?”


“Go on.”


“Thank you. When I saw the fence surrounding the property
was topped with razor wire and surveillance cameras, I called a friend and
asked for help getting inside.”


“Is that the woman who just left?” Jan asked, looking around
the room.


“Yes.”


“Who is she?”


“Just an old friend.” Close enough to the truth. “We found a
small patch of fence that wasn’t covered by cameras and climbed over. The only
entrance to the building was the garage, so we jimmied one of the overhead
doors open and found these four sitting around a table, reading Bible verses to
Sky, who was locked in the cage. I searched each woman for weapons and
confiscated their keys and cell phones,” I pointed to the table where I’d left
most of Sky’s captors’ possessions, “and then I called you and Jea. She was
closer, so she got here first. Any questions?”


“Yeah. Why did you show a photo of this woman,” she waved
vaguely toward the cage, “to Aiyana?”


“That’s where things get complicated.” I glanced at Jea and
saw the pleading look in her eyes. The truth about Sky would probably come out
when the kidnappers were questioned, but I couldn’t help that. “Camilla is an
RN. She works with Jea’s OB, and was present at Sky’s birth. I did some
research on Camilla and discovered that she’s a member of the Pentecostal
Family of Christ, a fundamentalist cult. Maybe they routinely kidnap children.”
I shrugged.


The women in the cage were silent, probably not wanting to
further incriminate themselves. I was good with that.


Jan gave me the squinty cop-eye that I was used to getting
from Bill, and I smiled at her. This was a happy ending. We just had to make
sure these lunatics couldn’t find Sky in the future.


Jan turned to Jea and asked if she and Sky were up to giving
a statement at the Palo Alto PD. I held up my hand like a stop sign, and said,
“No. Not tonight. You can ask your questions now, and if you need additional
information you can wait until Sky has had a bath, a decent meal, and a good
night’s sleep. She’s been living in a cage for eight days. Have a heart
already.”


“I heard you were a pain in the ass.” She turned to Jea, and
said, “Do you think Sky is up to answering a few questions?”


“Why don’t you ask her?” Jea said, with a soft smile.


Jan focused on the child in Jea’s arms, and Sky turned to
face her. “Hi, Sky. My name is Jan and I’m a police officer. I’ve been trying
to find you since last Tuesday. Can you tell me what happened to you?”


Sky gave Jan an impish grin. She was probably used to adults
talking down to her. “Cammie took me away from school and brought me here,” she
said. “She locked me up in the cage, and she and the other women read to me
from the Bible every day.”


I turned to the women in the cage. “Let me get this
straight. You kidnapped and terrorized a four-year-old child, locking her in a
cage, so you could, what? Earn brownie points with your god or sacrifice her
for your belief system? Are you fucking kidding me?”


Sky reached out and placed her hand on my shoulder. “They
didn’t hurt me,” she said. “They fed me and let me use the bathroom. The really
painful part was their fear. They think they act out of faith, but it’s fear
that controls them. The two cannot coexist.”


“Are you sure you’re only four years old?” I asked.


Sky giggled.


Jan asked her a few more questions and then suggested that
Jea take her to the emergency room to be checked out. I think she was afraid
Sky had been drugged or something. Adults in hostage situations are rarely as
calm as Sky seemed to be. It was a little unnerving.


Jea said, “We’ll go see Auntie Loretta. Would you like that
honey?”


Sky nodded and beamed a huge smile at her mom. Apparently
Loretta was a favorite.


“Okay, then.” Jea faced me one last time before leaving with
her daughter. “Thank you, Nikki. She was right about you.”


Since her arms were full of four-year-old, I said, “You want
me to call Loretta and let her know you’re coming?”


“That would be very helpful.” Jea smiled and a single tear
trailed down her cheek.


After she and Sky had gone, I made the call to Loretta,
while Jan called for reinforcements to come and collect the evidence and the
bad guys. Loretta answered on the first ring.


“What took you so long?” she asked.


“You’re hilarious. Jea and Sky are on their way to your
place. Can you check Sky over to make sure she’s okay physically? Give her
something healthy to eat, and a bath. They need a safe place to stay, at least
for tonight. We don’t know how many members this organization has, but they
probably won’t be safe at their own home.”


“Anything else I can do?”


“I’ll let you know.”


“Thank you, Nicoli.”


“You’re welcome.”


I disconnected and saw Jan looking over the contents of the
table. I hadn’t bothered separating everything into piles based on ownership.
Jan picked up the knife. “Who does this little gem belong to?”


“Tiny over there,” I gestured to the pintsized woman in the
cage. “It was in her boot.”


Jan looked me in the eye. “You did a good thing, Hunter.”


“Yeah.”


“Can you come down to the station tomorrow to sign your
statement?” She held up her phone, indicating that what I’d said would be
transcribed by then.


“Sure. Oh, what’s your e-mail address?”


“Why?”


“Jesus, you cops are always so suspicious.” I showed her the
photo I’d taken as we first entered the room. “I’d like to e-mail this to you,
you know, as evidence.”


Jan gave me her work e-mail address and I forwarded the
photo to her.


“If you’re done with me for now, I have a dog waiting up for
me.”


“Anderson won’t be waiting up?” she asked, with a smirk.


“He’d probably sleep through armageddon.”


She snorted out a laugh and I couldn’t resist joining her. I
was so relieved that Sky was safe, I felt like I’d dropped ten pounds of
lead-weight in the last hour.


When I finally stepped out into the night, I remembered that
my car was parked at Alice’s. The uniforms and crime scene techs had begun to
arrive, so I traipsed back inside and asked Jan if someone could give me a lift
to the restaurant.


She looked around the room, then shouted, “Hey, Murphy!”


A tall, slender, red headed man in his twenties turned to
her. “Yeah?”


“Hunter here needs a ride.”


“Where to?” he asked.


“Alice’s Restaurant. It’s only about a mile away.”


“No problem.”


Murphy dropped me off at my car and was on his way back to
the compound before I even had my key in the ignition. I started the engine and
felt exhaustion hit me like a freight train. I guess the adrenaline had been
holding me together. I glanced at my watch. It was after midnight. I knew I
needed to get home. Bill thought I was doing a bar and dinner survey in
Mountain View, but suddenly I wasn’t sure it was safe for me to drive down a
winding road in the dark.


I turned off the car, got out, and trudged through the rows
of motorcycles to Alice’s, hoping they had decent coffee and wishing like hell
I had a cigarette.






CHAPTER 23
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By the time I
made it home I was shaking from adrenaline withdrawal, an overdose of caffeine,
and exhaustion. Bill was sound asleep, saving me the trouble of explaining
where I’d been until almost 1:00 a.m. I figured he’d hear about my involvement
in Sky’s rescue through the grapevine eventually, and I’d have to lie about why
I didn’t tell him where I was going. No one knew Nina was alive except for me
and, apparently, Melinda Tentrees. I wondered if the two of them were in touch,
why, and for how long? That was worth looking into.


At the moment, however, I was content to snuggle up with my
lover and my dog and pretend everything would be okay in the morning.
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The bedside
alarm went off at 7:00, and I hit the snooze button without opening my eyes.
The aroma of coffee made me reconsider going back to sleep, but I was too tired
to move. When the alarm sounded again at 7:10, I groaned, turned it off, and
forced myself into a sitting position. Buddy was by my side in an instant,
licking my face and wagging. My dog loves the smell of morning breath, the
little weirdo.


I struggled to my feet and shuffled into the head to empty
my bladder and brush my teeth. A look in the mirror told me I’d fallen asleep
without removing my make-up. Raccoon eyes. Lovely. I washed off the rings of
mascara and applied eye cream and lip gloss before facing the world.


Bill was at the galley counter reading the newspaper. He
raised an eyebrow in my direction and turned the front page to face me. It was
the photo I’d taken of Sky in the cage. I could only assume that Jan had
decided to influence the potential jury pool by getting public opinion on her
side in case the kidnappers didn’t want to accept a plea deal. It was clever,
really, except leaking that photo to the media could damage her career. Now I
had yet another detail to keep my mouth shut about.


“This was your case, wasn’t it?” Bill asked.


I nodded mutely and reached for my favorite coffee cup. It’s
a heavy earthenware mug that says, “Work like a Captain, play like a Pirate,”
with a picture of an anchor and crossed swords on the side. Once my cup was
filled I planted myself at the galley counter and took the newspaper from Bill.
The front-page story was brief, saying only that Sky Solomon, a four–year-old
from Palo Alto who had been kidnapped on Tuesday the fifth, was rescued last
night in the Woodside Hills. It described the compound and mentioned the
fundamentalist organization to which the women who had taken Sky belonged. I
finished my coffee and the story at the same time, and when I set the paper
down on the table I noticed that Bill was staring at me with his inscrutable
cop face.


“You want more coffee?” I asked.


“Sure.”


I grabbed our empty cups and refilled them, adding milk to
mine before returning to the table. I handed Bill his mug and sat down.


“You were there, weren’t you? That’s why you got home so
late.”


“How do you know what time I got home? You were sound
asleep.”


“Stop avoiding the question. Were you there or weren’t you?”


I sighed. I really hate lying to Bill. We even have a rule
about it, but I couldn’t risk him finding out about Nina. Sometimes you just
have to massage the truth a little.


“Yes, I was there.” All he’d have to do is ask Halstaad to
find that out.


“Before the police got there?”


“Yes.”


“How did you know where she was being held?”


“I’m an investigator. I put the clues together. They led me
to a woman named Camilla Sutcliffe. I followed her when she got off work one
day and she drove to the compound. Last night I scaled the fence and broke in
through a garage door. I found Sky in a cage and four women sitting around a
table reading Bible verses to her. I pulled my Glock, let Sky out of the cage,
put the women in the cage, and called the Detective in charge of her case. End
of story.”


Bill sat perfectly still for a long time, little wisps of
steam rising from his coffee. I could tell he didn’t believe I was telling him
everything, but at least I hadn’t lied... much.


I broke the tension by asking if Buddy had had his morning
walk.


“Yes. I walked him and fed him breakfast. What aren’t you
telling me, Nikki?”


This was going to be a sticking point. There was no way
around it. Ironically, the first time I’d had a case involving Nina Jezek was
also the only time Bill and I had ever split up. Nina had been a civilian
employee of the RCPD back then, and I didn’t tell Bill she was a suspect in a
murder I was investigating. He didn’t mind so much that I was investigating
Nina, though he wasn’t happy about it. What really pissed him off is that I’d
lied to him about it. That’s when we established the no secrets rule.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. “I need to
shower and get up to the office.”


“Nikki. We’re not done talking about this.”


I didn’t bother to respond. I just took my coffee into the
head with me, turned on the shower, and stripped. I finished my coffee and
climbed into the stall, letting the warm water wash away the feelings of guilt
I always suffered when I kept anything from Bill. To buy time I shampooed and
conditioned my hair, shaved my legs, and after toweling off, moisturized
everything from my forehead to my toes. I ran my fingers through my hair to get
the tangles out and scrunched in some gel. Rewrapping myself in the towel, I
gathered up my sleep shirt and opened the door, hoping Bill had already gone to
work.


He wasn’t in the galley, so I set my mug in the sink, turned
off the coffee maker, and went into the stateroom. Not there either. I tossed
my tee-shirt and towel into the laundry basket and dressed in cargo shorts and
a turquoise, short-sleeved shirt. I tied on my cross trainers and hooked
Buddy’s leash to his collar.


We walked around the marina grounds until I was sure Buddy
had done all his business, then I took him back down to the docks and let him
aboard Kirk’s boat so he could hang out with D’Artagnon while I went to the
Palo Alto PD to sign my statement. I stopped in at the office briefly, just to
check my voicemail messages, and found one from Robin at the yacht club.


“I’ve copied that footage you asked for,” was all he said.
“Call me back.”


Short and sweet. At least he’d left a message, although why
he hadn’t called my cell phone was a mystery to me. I called him back and he
answered on the first ring.


“The Club at Cooke’s, Robin speaking.”


“Hey, Robin. It’s Nikki Hunter.”


“Oh, hi! The PI, right?”


“That’s me. Sorry I missed you yesterday. So you copied the
surveillance video for me?”


“Just between the hours you said were important.”


“Did you see anyone down by the guest dock during that time
window?”


“The dock isn’t very well lit, but, yes, you can see
someone.”


“Excellent. I’ll stop by to pick it up as soon as I can. I
have a couple of errands to run this morning. What time do you take your lunch
break?”


“Usually around one.”


“I’m sure I can be there before that. Thank you, Robin.”


“No problem.”


What a sweet guy. I wondered if he’d notified Bill about the
cameras on the deck yet. If not, maybe I could use that bit of information to
get back into Bill’s good graces.


I locked up the office again and drove to Palo Alto. The
PAPD is located on Forest Avenue. I managed to find a vacant parking space on
the street and climbed the steps to the glass fronted building. Before going
inside, I took out my cell and called Jan Halstaad. I probably should have
called her before making the drive. Luckily, she answered.


“Halstaad.”


“Hunter.”


“Are you coming in today?”


“I’m here now.”


“Where here? Here here?”


“Are you always this eloquent in the morning?”


“Bite me.”


“I’m outside the building. I don’t know where your office
is.”


“Are you at the front doors?”


“Yep.”


“Stay where you are. I’ll come to you.”


A few minutes later Jan pushed through the doors. She had a
cigarette in her mouth and a lighter in her hand. She lit the smoke, pocketed
the lighter, and inhaled deeply before even saying hello. I envied her that
first drag. I really miss the relief a good dose of nicotine gives me. After a
second puff she held out the pack to me.


“You want one?”


They were Virginia Slims. Not my poison. I’d smoked American
Spirit Organic cigarettes for years. It was how I rationalized my tobacco
habit. Hey, they’re organic. No additives. Still, I was tempted.


“No thanks,” I said. “I quit.”


“How long ago?”


“Which time?”


She laughed. “We’ve got your statement transcribed. All you
have to do is read it and sign it. I haven’t heard from Ms. Solomon this
morning. Do you know where I can find her?”


“She’s staying with a friend. There’s a good chance other
members of the Pentecostal Family will come after Sky again.”


“Why would you think that? I thought it was just crazy
Cammie and a few cohorts.”


Oops. I’d forgotten my own damn story. “You really
know how to turn a phrase.” I said. “I didn’t tell you everything last night.
Sky’s kind of special.”


Jan sucked on her cigarette, stubbed it out in a standing
ashtray, and said, “Let’s go inside.”


I followed her down a couple of hallways and, eventually,
into her office. She closed the door and pointed to a visitor’s chair. “Have a
seat. What kind of special are we talking about?”


How the hell was I going to answer that question without
betraying Jea’s trust?


“I’d need Jea’s permission to tell you what I know. Let’s
just say that Sky’s birth fulfills a prophecy, and that makes her a target.”


“Whoa. Now I’m really curious.”


She handed me my statement and I read the whole thing. It
had been transcribed verbatim, including interruptions from Jan as I’d told her
how I’d rescued Sky. I signed and dated the document and returned it to her.


“I’ll need to get a formal statement from Sky as well,” she
said.


“I’ll call Jea and remind her.”


“Thanks. So you’re really gonna leave me hanging?”


“Sorry. It’s not my story to tell.”






CHAPTER 24


[image: ]


Once I was
outside the building I called Loretta’s home number rather than Jea’s cell. If
Sky and Jea were sleeping in, I didn’t want to wake them.


Loretta answered on the third ring.


“Good morning, Nicoli.”


“Hi, Loretta. Are Jea and Sky still with you?”


There was a pause, I assumed while she was considering
whether telling me they were still there would compromise their safety.


“Yes,” she finally admitted.


“Jeez, Loretta. I’m not the enemy. I’m the one who rescued
that little girl, remember?”


“Of course I remember, and thank you for that.”


“No sweat. How’s Sky doing?”


“She’s remarkably resilient. Exhausted, of course, as is
Jea.”


“I’d like to stop by and talk with them.”


Loretta covered the mouth piece and I heard mumbling in the
background, then Jea came on the line.


“Hi, Nikki. I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done
for us.”


“No thanks necessary. Did Loretta tell you I’d like to stop
by?”


“Yes.”


“Is that okay with you?”


“Yes, but I don’t want to interfere with Loretta’s business.
Can you come around to the back of the house?”


“Sure.”


“What time will you be here?”


I checked my watch. I needed to get that DVD from Robin.


“Around eleven, if that’s okay with you.”


“That’s fine. We’ll be in the backyard.”


“Great. Oh, and Detective Halstaad asked me to remind you
that she needs a formal statement from Sky.”


“I’ll give her a call.”


We disconnected, and I climbed into the Bimmer and sped all
the way back to Redwood City. I’d been hoping to hear from Nina. I was
convinced that Jea and Sky needed the kind of help only someone with her
expertise could offer.


I pulled into the Cooke’s Harbor parking lot at 10:15. Shut
off the engine, and hoofed it up the steps to the yacht club. Robin was in his
office, on the phone and typing on his laptop simultaneously. I knocked lightly
on his open door and he pointed to his visitor’s chair. I planted myself in the
comfy chair and looked around his office while he finished his call.


“Sorry about that,” he said, after hanging up. He opened a
drawer and withdrew a jewel case with a DVD in it. “I hope this helps. The
focus is good but the light’s a bit dim.”


“I’m sure it will help,” I said, and pulled five more
twenties out of my wallet. Yes, I carry that much cash, and this is why.


Robin accepted the money and tucked it into his pocket.


“Have you notified Detective Anderson about those cameras
yet?” I asked.


“No. I guess I should probably make a copy for him too.”


“That’s okay. He’s a friend of mine. I’ll just copy my disk
for him.”


“Really? You two know each other?”


“I know a lot of cops,” I said, and smiled at the surprised
look on Robin’s face. “Interfacing with law enforcement is part of my job.”


“Oh. Of course it is. Duh.” He slapped himself on the
forehead. Cute.


“Thanks again, Robin. I’ll let you get back to work.”


I rose to leave and Robin stood as well, walking with me to
the door and then following me out into the club. “I don’t suppose you’d like
to get a drink or a cup of coffee some time?”


Sweet and cute, and at least ten years younger than I was.


“I’m actually involved with someone,” I said. “But I
appreciate the offer.”


Robin blushed and nodded, and I stepped outside, hoping to
spare him any further embarrassment. He really was a cute kid, but I was happy
with Bill.


When I arrived at Loretta’s house Nina still hadn’t called.
I was early, so I parked on the street and called the number I’d saved on my
cell when Nina had called me yesterday. I got a recording saying that number
was no longer in service. God damn it, Nina!


I called Melinda Tentrees, and when she picked up, I said,
“It’s Nikki. I need another call from our mutual friend. The sooner the better.
Will you let her know?”


Melinda said, “As you wish,” and disconnected.


You’d think the fact that I’d kept Nina’s secret this long
would buy me some trust points, but if I were in her place, I suppose I’d be
equally paranoid. She was, after all, wanted for murdering twenty-six sexual
predators.


I climbed out of my car and circled around to the back of
Loretta’s cottage. I found Jea seated in a lawn chair and Sky sitting on the
ground, stroking the grass as if it were a kitten. Her eyes were closed and,
other than petting the blades of grass, she was quite still. I wondered if I
was interrupting the four-year-old’s meditation. I turned to Jea, who smiled
and patted the chair next to her.


I sat quietly for a moment. We needed to talk about their
situation and Sky’s safety. I just wasn’t sure how to approach the subject of
Nina.


“Jea,” I began, “I have a friend who has perfected the art
of disappearing. She’s a child safety advocate.” That was not stretching
the truth about Nina. Not even a little bit. “She’s also the person who helped
me get into that compound to rescue Sky last night.”


I knew Jea was listening to me, but her focus remained on
her daughter.


“I’ve asked her to help you and Sky,” I continued. “I think
that group is likely to come after her again.”


Jea finally made eye contact with me and I was amazed at how
calm she appeared to be. If I had a daughter and she’d been kidnapped, kept in
a cage by religious fanatics, and finally rescued just last night, I think I’d
either need a fifth of Scotch or a shitload of Valium.


“I know,” she said. “You’re right. We’ll need help to become
invisible. But I don’t have enough money to pay for new identities.”


I had a substantial amount in savings and this was an
emergency. I said, “Let me do this for you. I have some money put away, and it
will give me peace of mind to know you two are safe.”


A tear slid down Jea’s face as she reached for my hand.
“You’re incredibly kind,” she whispered.


“Um, no, I’m really not. I’m only thinking of myself. I’ll
never get another good night’s sleep if you two aren’t protected from those
lunatics.”


My cell chose that moment to vibrate. I checked the screen
and saw “caller unknown.” Had to be Nina.


“Hunter Investigations,” I answered.


“You alone?”


Yep. It was Nina all right.


“No. I’m with Jea and Sky. Can you help them? I’ll pay for
whatever they need to get re-established somewhere safe with new identities.”


“You’re talking about a disappearing act that will include
not only new identities, but also changing their appearance completely, possibly
removing finger prints if Jea’s ever been printed, and never contacting family
or friends again. Are you sure Jea’s up to that?”


“One second,” I said to Nina.


I repeated everything she’d said to Jea, who nodded and
said, “I will do anything to keep my daughter safe.”


“It’s going to be a huge change.”


“I understand that. I would give my life for Sky, so why
wouldn’t I change my life for her?”


“Okay, then.”


I asked Nina when and where she could meet with them. She
said she’d call me back. Five minutes passed during which we all sat silently
in Loretta’s backyard. I was starting to worry that Nina wasn’t going to call
when my phone vibrated again.


I answered, and Nina said, “Do you know where the Child
Protective Services counseling offices are?”


“You mean the building on Convention Way?”


“Yeah. I’ll meet you there at four. Bring Jea and Sky with
you, and any possessions they want to take into their new life. Make sure you
aren’t followed.”


“Thank you.” I didn’t utter Nina’s name in front of Jea
since only Melinda Tentrees and I knew her real identity. I did pass along her
instructions, and Jea agreed to meet me at my office at 3:30.






CHAPTER 25
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After
collecting my sweet dog and giving him a walk and some lunch, I finally
unlocked my office and sat down to view the DVD footage Robin had copied for
me. As soon as my computer finished booting up, I inserted the disk in the DVD
drive and opened the Windows Media Player app. I clicked “play” and the screen
filled with a view of the rear deck at the yacht club. The dock wasn’t visible
from this angle. As Robin had said, the cameras had been installed to prevent
the theft of outdoor furniture. There was no sound whatsoever.


The date and time stamp in the lower right-hand corner of
the screen showed June 8th and 12:03 a.m. I watched impatiently for about
fifteen minutes, and was just about to click the fast forward icon when I
noticed movement in the center of the screen. At first it just looked like a
half a cantaloupe rising above the dock, but then it became a blonde woman, her
hair pulled back in a ponytail. The image was a bit fuzzy in the dim light, but
as she moved toward the steps I recognized Chet’s ex-wife, Vanessa, from the
driver’s license photo CIS had sent me. That was all I needed to know. I burned
a copy of the disk for myself and labeled the original jewel case with the
date, time and location, so I could present it to Bill. I’d just tell him that
I’d stopped by to speak with Robin and offered to deliver the disk for him.


I felt a sense of relief that Chet’s case would soon be
closed and I could focus my attention of Jea and Sky’s safety.
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Mother and
daughter arrived at my office at precisely 3:30. Buddy greeted Jea like an old
friend and then turned his attention to Sky. He started sniffing at her feet
and when he reached her smiling face he gave her a sloppy kiss. Sky giggled
with delight and patted his huge head. It was amazing to me how calm she was
after everything she’d been through.


Jea had brought two large backpacks and an old suitcase. I
noticed the suitcase had a luggage tag, and got out my scissors, snipping the
ID tag off and tossing it into the trash.


“Just being proactive,” I said to Jea. “You’ll need to get
rid of anything that can be used to identify you. My friend will teach you
everything you need to know.”


“What can you tell me about her?” Jea asked.


“Just that she’s a survivor. She’s had a difficult life and
was forced to learn how to disappear.”


Jea nodded as though she understood things I wasn’t saying.


“Is this everything you’re bringing with you?” I gestured to
the backpacks and suitcase.


“Yes,” Jea said. “I thought it best not to bring too much.
Perhaps people will think we went on vacation and not become alarmed as quickly
as they would if we packed up everything and vanished.”


“Does Loretta know what’s going on?”


“She does, but she won’t tell anyone.”


“What about your family?”


“There’s no one left who matters,” Jea said. It was a
statement of fact with no emotion behind it, and for some reason that made me
sad.


At 3:45 I dropped Buddy off with D’Artagnon again and
everyone climbed into Lily’s work van. It’s a huge white Econoline I
occasionally borrow in order to become more anonymous than my BMW allows.


We drove to the Redwood City Child Protective Services
building on Convention Way, collected the luggage from the back of the van, and
trooped into the lobby where Melinda Tentrees was waiting. She gave me a quick
hug and shook hands with Jea.


“Where is she?” I asked.


Melinda nodded toward a closed door and, pulling me aside,
she whispered, “She’s been working with some of the more traumatized children
she’s rescued. They kept asking for her, and their parents begged me to bring
her in for counseling sessions. These kids don’t respond to therapy. A regular
shrink can’t comprehend what they’ve been through. But they respond to Nina.
She makes them feel safe, which is rare for these children. Their parents are
very grateful.”


“How did you find her?”


Melinda smiled. “She was waiting in the parking lot when I
left your office with one of the children she’d rescued. Do you remember
Caifen?”


“Of course I do. How is she?”


“Better now. She’s been adopted by a lovely family living in
Atherton. She’s starting the third grade next fall.”


“Is she one of the kids Nina works with?”


“Yes. Anyway, when we were in the parking lot that night,
Caifen saw Nina in the shadows and ran to her. It was heart-breaking. I think
Nina is the only person who ever made her feel safe. She didn’t know me, so why
would she trust me?”


“And, let me guess. That was the beginning of a beautiful
friendship?”


“Actually, yes, it was.”


The office door opened and Nina, who was a redhead today,
stepped out holding the hand of a little girl with blond curls. It was Sarah,
the child Nina had rescued immediately before faking her own death. Sarah had
originally been kidnapped from her home in Allentown, Pennsylvania. I knew her
mom was a single parent, and wondered if they had moved to the Bay Area just to
be near Nina.


Nina made eye contact with me but said nothing as she led
Sarah over to Melinda. There were tears in the little girl’s eyes when she
looked up at Nina, and I almost broke down when she reached up for a hug and
whispered, “Thank you.”


Melinda took her away to another part of the building, where
I assumed her mother was waiting for her.


When Nina turned back to face me I could swear there was
moisture in her eyes. Maybe she was human after all.


“Thank you for meeting with us,” I said, sounding more
formal than I’d intended. “How much cash to you need to make this happen?”


Nina ignored me and turned to Sky, who was holding Jea’s
hand and smiling up at her. “Hey, weird kid,” Nina said, with a smirk.


“Hello, nice lady,” Sky responded, and giggled. “You look
good with red hair,” she added, nodding approvingly.


Nina almost smiled before facing Jea. “I don’t know
everything about your situation, but Ms. Hunter has informed me that your
daughter will not be safe from people like those who kidnapped her if she
remains in the area. Would you agree with that assessment?”


Jea nodded. “Yes. They’ll come after her again.”


“Are you willing to leave everything that identifies you
behind?”


Again, Jea nodded, but said nothing.


“We’re going to go through everything you brought with you,
and I’ll decide what’s safe for you to keep. You okay with that?”


“I guess so,” Jea said.


Nina turned to me. “You can go now, Hunter.” She hefted both
backpacks and started walking toward the room she’d just come out of.


Jea picked up the suitcase and took Sky’s hand. “Thank you
so much, Nikki.”


There were tears in her eyes. We both knew we’d never see
each other again. Even though we’d met only a week ago, I’d grown attached to
the young woman.


“Wait,” I said. Reaching into my pocket I pulled out an
envelope with five thousand dollars in it. “Take this.”


Jea peeked into the envelope and shook her head. “It’s too
much. I can’t”


“Please let me do this for you.”


Nina came back into the room at that point and saw what was
happening.


“Take the money,” she said to Jea. “She can afford it, and
if you don’t take it you’ll hurt her damn feelings.”


Jea reluctantly accepted the cash and gave me a fierce hug
before leading Sky into the small office where their new life was about to
begin.


Nina gave me an appraising look as I held out another envelope
to her. In it was fifteen thousand dollars in cash, “For relocation expenses,”
I said.


“Jesus fucking Christ, Hunter. What makes you think I’ll
take money from you? It’s not like we’re friends!” She barked out a laugh that
sounded like a deranged seagull, and it warmed my heart. Then she snatched the
envelope out of my hand. “I’ll give it to Jea. She won’t be able to return it
because you’ll be gone. Now get out of here.”


“Thank you, Nina.”


“Shut up.”


She turned and entered the office, closing and locking the
door behind her. I wondered if I’d ever see her again. She was a bitch and a
stone-cold killer, but she was making a difference in the world. Making it a
safer place for dozens of children who probably wouldn’t even be alive if it
weren’t for her.






CHAPTER 26
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I arrived back
at the marina at 4:45. Bill wouldn’t be home for a couple of hours, so I
collected Buddy and returned to the office. I’d done everything I could for Jea
and Sky, and now that I knew it was Vanessa who’d stolen Chet’s dinghy the
night of his murder, I was at a standstill with that case until I could turn
the DVD over to Bill. I was feeling restless, and considered calling Jim
Sutherland to say I could take my clients back. But then I remembered Elizabeth
and Jack were eloping to Vegas in two days. If I was going to attend their
impromptu wedding, I needed to book a flight and a hotel room.


I called Elizabeth at work and asked which flight she and
Jack were taking on Friday. When she finished shrieking with joy over the fact
that I was coming along, she gave me the Southwest Airlines flight number, and
I called to see if any seats were still available. There was one, in business
class. The last-minute round-trip fare would be almost $700.00. I booked the
flight. We’d be departing from SFO on Friday the 15th at 1:05 p.m., and
arriving in Las Vegas at 2:45. Our return flight on Sunday would leave LAS
McCarran at 2:35 p.m. and arrive in San Francisco at 4:10.


Next I placed a call to the Bellagio, where Elizabeth, Jack,
and Lily were staying. June was actually the off-season in Vegas, so I was able
to book a “Strip View” room for only $394.00 a night. Lucky me. This was
turning into an expensive week.


At 6:00 I shut down the computer and Buddy and I took a long
walk before going home to Turning Point. Stepping up onto the aft deck I
breathed in the salty air and allowed myself to relax for the first time in
over a week. My boat wasn’t just my home, it was my refuge. My safe place,
where the world couldn’t touch me. I treasured the Cheoy Lee and loved living
aboard.


I took a shower and fed Buddy his kibble, followed by a
Greenie, then sent Bill a text asking if he’d be home anytime soon for dinner.
It was a roundabout way of asking him to grab some take-out. I’d been so
wrapped up in Sky’s kidnapping that I hadn’t been to the grocery store.


He responded that he was about to leave the office, and what
would I like for dinner. It’s good to live with a man who actually pays
attention to what’s in the cupboard.


“Oysters and lobster cakes from the Lobster Shack?” I texted
back. My mouth was watering before he responded with a thumbs-up emoji. Sweet.


Buddy and I were relaxing in the main salon when the boat
rocked, letting us know that Bill, and dinner, had arrived. Buddy made a dash
for the companionway and intercepted Bill before he could make it down the
steps into the galley. I reached for the aromatic bag, so Bill could defend
himself without dropping it.


Buddy got his ears ruffled and his ribs thumped while I set
the table and grabbed a couple of beers out of the fridge. When the pup was
satisfied that he was loved, Bill washed his hands and joined me on the galley
settee. Chet’s murder book was notably absent. Crap.


“Thanks for getting dinner,” I said. “I’ll make a grocery
run tomorrow.”


I opened the paper bag and lifted out cardboard to-go boxes
embossed with the Lobster Shack logo. Of course I had to open each of the four
boxes to find out which two were mine and snagged a couple of Bill’s turmeric
seasoned fries in the process. He’d chosen the breaded and quick-fried “oysters
and chips,” as well as the crispy calamari. I had my own oysters, raw, not
breaded or fried, and the calamari didn’t appeal to me, but the Shack’s fries
are a favorite of mine.


When we’d loaded our plates I finally gave Bill a welcome
home kiss before diving into my oysters. I always eat the oysters first. When
I’d slurped down the last juicy morsel, I took a sip of beer and asked how
Chet’s case was coming along.


Bill hesitated, obviously weighing the pros and cons of
discussing an ongoing investigation with a civilian, even if that civilian was
his live-in lover and a PI who’d been hired by the victim. Eventually he came
to a decision he could live with.


“Not much progress, yet,” he said. “It turns out his son and
his ex-wife are each other’s alibis.”


“What? Vanessa was with Chance between midnight and two a.m.
Friday morning?”


“That’s what they say.”


“But he’s twenty-five and she’s in her mid-forties. You know
that Chance was Chet’s son from a previous marriage, right?”


“Yes.”


“Chet told me he’d recently cut Chance off financially.
Maybe Vanessa offered him money in exchange for an alibi. Where, exactly, did
they say they were at the time of Chet’s death?” I asked.


“His apartment.”


“So the Marina District in San Francisco.”


Bill nodded.


“I wonder if any of his neighbors saw them together.”


Bill didn’t respond to that. I knew he was a good,
methodical cop. I just didn’t like not having any control over an investigation
in which I had a stake. We both knew I wasn’t going to stop looking into it, no
matter how much I trusted Bill to do his job.


My lobster cakes were getting cold, but Bill needed to know
that Vanessa’s alibi was fraudulent, so I took another sip of beer and forged
ahead.


“I called around to the local marinas, asking about the
stolen Zodiac, and I spoke with a guy named Robin at the Cooke’s Harbor yacht
club.”


“I met him when I went out to retrieve the dinghy,” said
Bill.


“Right. He mentioned that. I wanted to check out the area
around the guest dock where he said it had been left. I was hoping there were
some yacht parties going on in the vicinity and maybe someone saw whoever tied
it up there.”


“And?”


“And while I was there I happened to notice two surveillance
cameras facing the yacht club deck. I asked Robin about them, and he said
they’d just been installed last week. He forgot about them when you were there.
So I asked him to copy the footage between midnight and two Friday morning.”


“And?” Bill repeated.


“And...” I pulled the DVD in its jewel case out of my purse
and handed it to Bill.


“Did you watch it?”


“Are you kidding? Of course I watched it. Do
you not know me at all?”


Bill laughed and gave me a calamari flavored kiss.


“The thing is,” I continued. “I’m pretty sure the person who
tied that dinghy to the yacht club’s guest dock was Vanessa.”


“Huh.”


“Did you find any prints on the Zodiac?”


“Chet’s, of course, Vanessa’s, but she was his
ex-wife. There were also some smudges that had trace amounts of both GSR and
talc.”


“Talc? So, the killer wore surgical gloves.”


“That’s the assumption.”


“Any traces of talc on the gun that killed Chet?”


“Yeah.”


There was a twinkle in Bill’s eye. He’d almost caught me.
There had been no mention of talc on the Colt M1911 in the murder book, and I’d
almost blurted that out. Of course, we both knew I’d read all the entries in
that binder, but it wasn’t something we could discuss openly. Bill needed
plausible deniability.


“Presumably, Chance doesn’t need an alibi, so do you
think she’s paying him to keep his mouth shut?”


“If she’s guilty, that would be my guess.”


“What do you mean, if? Watch the video. I’m telling
you, it’s Vanessa.”


“I will. Can we talk about something else?”


I sighed and stuffed a lobster cake in my mouth, chewed,
savored, and remembered I was leaving for Las Vegas on Friday. I washed down
the lobster with a sip of beer before telling Bill I’d already booked my
flights and hotel room. He looked a little disappointed, and I realized I
hadn’t even considered inviting him along.


“Any chance you can get a few days off to come with me?”


He knew it was an after-thought, but when you’re in a
relationship with an independent woman you take what you can get.


“Probably not,” he said. “At least not on Friday. I might be
able to fly down on Saturday.”


“That would be great,” I said, and I meant it. I’d have to
ask Kirk if Buddy could sleep over, but I was sure he’d be okay with it, and
D’Artagnon would love the company.
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When I got to
the office on Thursday morning, my head was spinning with all the things I
wanted to accomplish before leaving for Las Vegas. I needed a way to disprove
Vanessa’s alibi. Bill had viewed the DVD and said he’d take it to his Sargent,
but he didn’t think the image was clear enough to be considered conclusive.


I thought about driving to San Francisco and talking to
Chance’s neighbors. I had a photo of Vanessa that I could print and bring
along, courtesy of CIS, but the truth is, most people in the city ignore their
neighbors, and it had been almost a week. If they did recognize her, they
probably wouldn’t remember when they’d seen her. Besides, you can’t prove a
negative. Even if everyone in Chance’s building said they had not seen
Vanessa there between midnight and two a.m. on Friday, that wouldn’t prove she wasn’t
there.


My follow-up idea was to find a way to check both Vanessa
and Chance’s financials. If she’d paid him off, it was probably in cash. If I
could confirm that she’d withdrawn a large sum of money shortly after Chet’s
death, it would be a good start. If I could also confirm that Chance had
deposited the same amount of money after his father’s death, maybe I’d
have something for Bill to take to the DA.


I only knew one person capable of hacking into bank records
without getting caught. Michael answered on the second ring.


“Good morning.”


“Hey, Michael. How are you?”


“Cut the small talk and tell me what you need.”


“Can’t I just call to see how my oldest friend is doing?”


“If you were anybody else, I’d say yes, absolutely. So spill
it. How can I help? I heard on the news that you found Sky Solomon. What else
are you working on?”


“A murder case. Chet Fortune hired me to find out who was
trying to kill him, and the next day he was dead. I have a primary suspect, but
her stepson is providing an alibi which will be almost impossible to disprove.
I need to get into both of their financials to see if she’s paying him off.”


“Why is the alibi impossible to disprove?” he asked.


“They’re saying they were together at his apartment in San
Francisco at the time Chet was killed.”


“Do you have her cell phone number?”


That hadn’t been in the murder book, so the answer was,
“No.”


“Do you know what she drives?”


“No.”


“Social security number?”


“Why are we playing twenty questions?”


“If we had her cell number I could hack its GPS and see what
towers she was near during your time of death window. Same thing with the car.
If it has GPS and it’s turned on, I can find out where the car was when your
guy was killed.”


“So why did you ask if I had her social?”


“Because if you had that I could get everything else.”


“I’d like to cover all the possibilities. I’ll send you the
background I got on her from CIS. It includes her driver’s license, so maybe
that will help you identify her car.”


“I can work with that. Send me what you’ve got.”


“Thank you, Michael. You’re a saint.”


“Not even close,” he said, and ended the call.


If this kept up I was going to owe him a month of dinners.
That was okay with me. Michael is excellent company.


Something that troubled me about Chet’s case was Vanessa’s
motive. The murder book notes indicated that Chet had taken Vanessa out of his
will and removed her from his life insurance policy. If he’d followed my
advice, he’d have told her that. So all she stood to inherit, as far as I knew,
was the company, and I wasn’t certain about that. It had been a sole
proprietorship, and while Vanessa had been his CFO, she had not been a
co-owner. I didn’t understand enough about estate law to know how an asset like
that would be assigned to Chet’s heirs. Maybe his son, Chance, would inherit
Dr. Feelgood.


I temporarily put Chet’s case out of my mind and wondered
how Jea and Sky were handling their new life. I wondered how Nina had changed
their appearances, where they were going to live now, and what kind of support
system would be possible for a single mother who had to lie to everyone she met
about who she was. I felt my gut clench with worry for those two. There was
nothing more I could do for them. I just needed to know that they were okay. I
considered placing another call to Melinda, asking her to have Nina contact me
at some point to tell me all was well. But Nina had her own fish to fry, so to
speak. She probably wouldn’t appreciate me prying into the lives of her new
charges anyway.


I still needed to pack for my trip, and while Bill hadn’t
said whether or not he was going to fly down on Saturday, I thought I’d better
check with Kirk, just in case. I called him at work and he confirmed that he’d
be happy to Buddy-sit while Bill and I were out of town. When I’d had to sail
to D.C. last year, Buddy had lived aboard with Kirk and D’Artagnon most of the
time, except when Bill was free to spend time with him. I knew he wasn’t much
of a burden, and I knew Kirk loved him, as did D’Artagnon. I just didn’t want
my boy to think his mom was abandoning him, and I didn’t want Kirk to feel I
was taking advantage of his generous nature.


I checked online to see what the weather was like in Las
Vegas, and found that the current high was 100 degrees and the low was 69. A
thirty degree range like that would be unusual in California, but Vegas is a
desert. I decided to pack layers so I’d be comfortable both in the heat and in
the air-conditioned hotel.


Opening an Excel spreadsheet, I started a list of everything
I needed to pack. When that was done, I printed the list, slipped it in my
pocket, and hooked Buddy’s leash to his collar. Walk time. Also, I was hungry,
so a stop at the Pelican was in order. If anything could sooth my anxiety about
Jea, Sky, and Vanessa, it was Bennett’s meatloaf.
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After lunch,
Buddy and I regrouped on board Turning Point, and I began assembling my
Vegas wardrobe. I’d pack my hair products and cosmetics in the morning. I’d
chosen one sun dress and one strapless dress, both of which were made of fabric
that doesn’t wrinkle. I packed jeans and shorts, a light jacket, my Track II
boots and my cross trainers, two pairs of dressy sandals, and three changes of
under garments. I managed to fit everything into a large carry-on bag which had
wheels and a retractable handle.


Once the packing was done I checked my office voicemail and
was disappointed I hadn’t heard back from Michael. If I could just tie
Vanessa’s financials to Chance, Bill might be able to push for a warrant. I
thought the video of the person tying the stolen Zodiac to that guest dock
looked exactly like Vanessa, but it wouldn’t surprise me if Bill’s Sargent
didn’t agree.


Buddy and I took another walk around the marina at 5:00 and
that’s when I remembered I hadn’t gone grocery shopping. We piled into my car
and made the drive to Whole Foods in record time. I prefer the Hillsdale
location because they have underground parking, which stays cool enough for
Buddy to be left in the car. I lowered the windows so he had fresh air, but not
enough for him to climb out, and took the elevator to ground level where I
secured a cart and entered the store.


I love shopping at Whole Foods. It’s the only place I know
of where you can rest assured that anything you purchase is non-GMO as well as
antibiotic and pesticide free. I loaded my cart with organic produce, then hit
the meat department, and finally grabbed a large bag of kibble. They also carry
my favorite IPA, Deschutes Fresh Squeezed. By the time I made it to the
checkstand my cart was full. I swiped my credit card, accepted my receipt, and
wheeled my cart into the elevator to the underground garage.


We were back at the marina by 6:30, and I was lucky enough
to find a parking space in the boat owners’ lot. I walked Buddy down to the
boat before grabbing a dock cart and hiking back up to shore. I was just
loading the last bag into the cart when I spotted Bill’s Mustang pulling into
the visitors’ lot. Perfect timing.


Dinner that night consisted of barbecued salmon, fresh
zuchinni, and baby red potatoes. We ate out on deck, enjoying the warm weather.
Buddy begged for bites of everything, and since what we were eating was healthy
for dogs, neither of us resisted.


After dinner Bill washed the dishes and I dried, anxious to
hear about any progress on Chet’s case but hesitant to ask. I knew I’d been
stretching the boundaries of our relationship lately and, so far, he’d been a
good sport about it. I was leaving for Vegas tomorrow and wasn’t in the mood to
create any strain between us. Still, one little question couldn’t hurt.


“What did your Sargent say about the video at the yacht
club?”


Bill sighed and handed me a plate to dry.


“She was on the fence about it, so I took it to the DA.”


“And?”


“And he said the video would certainly contribute to the
case if we had any other evidence to implicate Vanessa. But the video alone
isn’t enough for a warrant. I can’t get her phones and financial records, or
even track her car’s GPS, without a warrant.”


I’d kind of expected that, but it was still disappointing.


Once the dishes were done Bill picked up one of his acoustic
guitars, and we reassembled in the main salon. Playing guitar is Bill’s
therapy. Buddy joined us and rested his heavy head in my lap. I closed my eyes
and let the music and my dog’s affection envelope me.






CHAPTER 28
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Friday morning
arrived too soon and Bill had to leave for work while I was still in the
shower. Pushing the curtain aside for a quick goodbye kiss, he said, “Fly
safely.”


I promised I would, though we both knew I’d have no control
over the portion of my journey that was in the air.


I fed Buddy his breakfast and sipped my coffee while
watching the morning news. Chet’s murder was no longer of interest to the
media, in spite of the nature of his business, and Sky’s kidnapping and rescue
only rated a thirty-second sound bite.


After breakfast we walked around the marina, and I left
Buddy with D’Artagnon while I went to the gym. This would be my last chance to
work out until I returned home on Sunday. I’d miss the endorphins. Maybe the
hotel had a gym.


Airport security required that you check in for your flight
two hours before take-off, so when I got home from the gym I walked both Buddy
and D’Artagnon, then left them on Kirk’s boat and tearfully kissed my boy
goodbye.


I collected my luggage, slipped my Kindle into my shoulder
bag, and took a quick tour of the boat to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything
essential. Once I was sure I had everything I’d need for my trip, I lugged my
bag up to shore and climbed into my BMW. I hadn’t heard back from Michael yet,
so I sent him a quick text letting him know I’d be out of town until Sunday,
and to call me on my cell if he had any updates.


I arrived at SFO a little before eleven and parked in the
long-term lot. After locking up the Bimmer, I made my way to the departures
desk for Southwest Airlines, where I found Elizabeth, Jack, and Lily already in
line. I joined them, to the chagrin of the travelers behind them. Elizabeth
enveloped me in a hug and whispered, “I’m so glad you’re going to be with me
for this.”


My eyes heated up, but I fought back the sentimental part of
my psyche, and said, “Me too, honey.”


The line slowly inched forward until each of us had our
boarding pass.


We found seats at the departure gate and waited until our
flight was ready to board. Only Jack and Elizabeth had seats together, and the
plane was packed, but the flight to Vegas was short. I pulled out my Kindle,
set it on airplane mode, and continued reading the latest Hetta Coffey novel by
Jinx Schwartz until the seatbelt light began to flash as we approached McCarran
International.
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Las Vegas in
June is like a dry heat sauna. I’d worn shorts and a tank top under a light
jacket. After we collected Lily and Elizabeth’s luggage, I took off my jacket
and tied it around my waist as we hiked to the AVIS parking lot to pick up our
rental car. The temperature outside the airport made breathing almost painful.


Jack had arranged for a cherry-red 2018 BMW 3 series sedan.
There was ample room in the trunk for all of our luggage, and the interior was
luxurious, as soon as the air conditioning kicked in. With the GPS coordinates
for the Bellagio leading the way, we made the drive in less than ten minutes.
Taking advantage of the valet parking and the bell persons, we entered the
opulent lobby and approached the front desk. Before you could say “Check in,” our
luggage had been delivered to our rooms and we had key cards in hand.


“Why don’t we have a cocktail before we start looking at
chapels?” Elizabeth suggested.


I checked my watch. It was 3:15, probably cocktail hour
somewhere, and this was Las Vegas, after all. We checked out a “you are here”
kiosk where we discovered that there was a pub called the Lily Bar &
Lounge. The entire hotel was elegant, and the Lily didn’t disappoint. We made
ourselves comfortable on a plush leather sofa and were immediately approached
by a tall blonde dressed in a skimpy LBD who apologized, saying that the Lily
didn’t open until 5:00. She asked if we were guests at the hotel, while
covertly checking Jack out. I couldn’t blame her. He is a hottie. We confirmed
that we were staying at the Bellagio, and she recommended the Baccarat Bar.


“It’s open twenty-four hours a day and you can smoke in
there. They even sell cigars.”


She gave us directions, and we found our way through the
casino to the Baccarat room and the adjacent bar. I’ve never had a desire to
visit Las Vegas and found the racket from the casino floor annoying. Good thing
I love Elizabeth.


We seated ourselves at the bar and ordered drinks. Jack and
I selected cigars as well. I was just starting to relax when my phone vibrated
in my purse. I set my cigar in the ashtray, dug my cell out of its pocket, and
slid my finger across the screen. It was a text from Michael.


“Hope you’re enjoying Vegas. Have news re Vanessa. Call when
you have time.”


I texted back immediately. “Will do. Which of your phones
should I call?”


Michael sent me an emoji of a tongue sticking out followed
by a phone number. I saved the number in my cell and turned back to my friends.


Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. “Working?” she asked.


“Not really. Michael is gathering data for me. He just asked
me to call when I have a chance.”


That seemed to mollify her sufficiently. We finished our
drinks, Jack and I stubbed out our excellent cigars, and we trooped back to the
lobby where we asked the concierge to call us a taxi. We could have used the
rental, but none of us knew Vegas at all, so we figured we’d ask the driver for
chapel recommendations.


The Bellagio uses the OnCabs app and within minutes a
midnight blue C-300 Bentley limo pulled up.


The driver got out and introduced himself, saying, “My name
is Eli, and I’ll be your driver today.”


Eli was a beautiful young man with mocha-latte skin, curly
black hair, and a brilliant smile which included dimples. He was dressed in
black slacks and a teal short-sleeved shirt, and wore a pair of small, gold
hoop earrings. His vibrant personality seemed to radiate joy in every
direction.


Elizabeth shook Eli’s hand and introduced herself, and then
the rest of us. Once we were seated in the limo, he asked where we would like
to go.


“We’re looking for an Elvis chapel,” Elizabeth said. “We’re
eloping, and we’d like the whole Elvis experience, but nothing tacky.”


Eli laughed before offering the various possibilities.
“There are tons of Elvis wedding chapels in town, but if you’re not into kitsch
I’d recommend Viva Las Vegas or Graceland Chapel. Graceland is my favorite
because the guys who perform there look the most like the young Elvis. I just
love Elvis.”


We visited both chapels, and it was unanimous. Jack and
Elizabeth booked their ceremony at Graceland for the only vacant time slot on
Saturday, which was at 6:00 p.m.


After filling out the necessary forms, Elizabeth asked the
receptionist for directions to city hall, so they could obtain a marriage
license. It was almost 5:00. If they were going to get a license today, we’d
have to rush. Eli had stayed with us while we made all the arrangements, and
had even turned off the meter so he could come inside and check out the Elvis
on duty. The receptionist suggested we go to the Clark County Marriage License
Bureau, because they were open until midnight.


Eli drove us to East Clark Avenue and agreed to wait, again,
while we took care of getting the license. We entered the building and found at
least a dozen couples in line ahead of us.






CHAPTER 29


[image: ]


It was almost
7:00 p.m. when we finally made it back to the Bellagio. I needed a shower and I
was starving. It was a toss-up which was more critical at this point. Elizabeth
made the decision for me when she said, “I want a shower, room service, and a
nap.”


“Works for me,” I said.


Lily said she was going to grab a bite and then hit the
casino for a while. “Call my cell if you all want to get together later.” She
waved as she merged with the throngs of gamblers. A born-again woman over six
feet tall in her Manolo knock-offs and pink satin halter dress, Lily normally
stands out in any crowd, but less so in Vegas, land of showgirls in
headdresses.


Jack, Elizabeth, and I rode up in the elevator together. The
hotel had put us all on the 33rd floor in the original tower. My “Strip View”
room was at the opposite end of the hall from Jack and Elizabeth’s suite, so we
parted ways when we arrived at our floor.


I used my keycard and entered my room. While it was elegant,
I found myself missing my boat, my dog, and Bill, of course. I kicked off my
shoes and picked up the room service menu, wondering if they had oysters. Alas,
there were none on the menu, so I called down to order a Cobb salad with
Italian dressing on the side. Maybe I’d try the Jacuzzi while I waited for
dinner to arrive. They’d told me my order would be up in twenty minutes. Plenty
of time.


While the temperature outside was blistering, the interior
of the hotel was a comfortable 72 degrees, so I ran a lukewarm bath, tossed in
some of the complimentary lavender salts, and sank into the pulsating jets. I
was just wrapping myself in a fluffy white Bellagio robe when someone knocked
on my door. I looked at my watch. It had only been fifteen minutes.


I checked the peep-hole and discovered Lily staring back at
me. I opened the door and she pushed her way into my room.


“I’m bored,” she huffed.


I couldn’t help laughing. “Lily, you’re in the sun and fun
capital of the world. Sin city! How on earth can you be bored?”


“I miss my cats,” she whined, and plunked down on one of the
loveseats.


“Well, I can understand that. I miss Buddy like crazy.”


There was another knock on the door.


“That’ll be room service,” I said, grabbing my wallet. I
pulled out some cash to offer as a tip and opened the door.


A young blonde woman wearing black shorts, a white blouse,
and a black vest stood next to a room service cart, a tired smile on her face.


I signed for my Cobb salad and allowed her to roll the cart
into my room.


“Have you eaten, Lily?” I asked as the server placed my meal
on a table near the wall of windows.


“I grabbed a burger in the casino,” Lily said.


As the server was leaving, I thanked her and handed her the
cash tip. I locked the door behind her and went into the bedroom to get
dressed. Lily followed. She isn’t shy about nudity, although I am.


I pulled on my briefs under the robe before dropping it on
the bed and grabbing my bra. Then I slipped into an orange sun dress and
buckled on a pair of strappy sandals.


“You want me to do something with your hair?” Lily asked.


“You really are bored,” I said. “No thanks. I need to
eat. Feel free to join me, though.”


I planted myself at the table and dug into my salad after
sprinkling a little dressing over the lettuce.


“You working on any interesting cases?” Lily asked.


Lily is an excellent sounding board, especially when it
comes to psychological profiling, and has helped me a lot in the past when I’ve
been stumped by aspects of a case. Since Chet was dead, confidentiality wasn’t
an issue.


“You know Chet Fortune was murdered, right?”


“Yeah. You’re working his homicide?”


“Kind of. He hired me the day before he died.”


“Why?”


“Because he was convinced someone was trying to kill him.”


“Holy shit, Nikki.”


“I know. I feel responsible for bringing his killer to
justice. Bill caught the case, so I know it’s being handled, but there are
things the police can’t do that I can.”


“That’s true. So what are you doing?”


I took another bite of salad, making sure to include a chunk
of bacon. I love bacon almost as much as oysters.


“My friend Michael is looking into a few things for me. I
suspect Chet’s ex-wife is the one who shot him, but she supposedly has an
alibi.” I shoveled a bite of hardboiled egg into my mouth and chewed slowly.


“What, or who, is her alibi?” Lily asked.


“Chet’s son, Chance. His son from a previous marriage.”


“What time was Chet killed?”


“Between midnight and two a.m. last Friday.”


“His ex and his son were together after midnight? Eew.”


“I know, right?”


“You think the alibi is bogus?”


“I do. I think Vanessa, the ex, bribed Chance to cover for
her.”


“So what is Michael looking for?”


“Anything that will either prove that a bribe happened or
that she wasn’t in San Francisco at the time of Chet’s murder. I asked him to
see if he could get into their financials or hack her cell phone records or her
car’s GPS.”


“What makes you so sure she’s the killer?”


“Until last Thursday she was Chet’s sole beneficiary, and he
was worth half a billion.”


“Seriously?”


“Yeah. He apparently had some oil wells in Texas.”


“Huh. I should have gone out with him when he asked. So what
happened last Thursday?”


“I told him to change his will and his life insurance policy
ASAP, and then notify Vanessa that he’d done that.”


“And?”


“And I know he made the changes. I just don’t know if he
told Vanessa about them before he died. If he didn’t, she had a financial
motive. That reminds me, I need to call Michael back.”


I wiped my mouth with a napkin and snatched my cell out of
my purse. Lily pulled my salad over to her side of the table and started
picking the bacon and avocado out of it.


“Hey!” I said, just as Michael answered my call.


“Hey yourself,” he responded.


I laughed. “Sorry about that. Lily is raiding my Cobb salad.
What have you got for me?”


“I was able to identify Vanessa’s car through the DMV
records, and she has OnStar. So I hacked her GPS, and guess where she was not
on Friday morning?”


“San Francisco?”


“Give the lady a cigar.”


“Where was she?”


“Bair Island Road.”


“The marina.”


“Yep.”


“Damn! I wish I could share this info with Bill. Anything
else?”


“I’m still trying to get into her cell phone and financial
records. My own work has been keeping me pretty busy, though.”


“Sorry.”


“Don’t worry about it. You’re in Las Vegas! Have some fun
for a change.”


“I have plenty of fun.”


“You just keep telling yourself that, kiddo. Talk soon.”


As usual, he disconnected before I could say thank you. Oh
well.


I snatched my salad back from Lily. There was no bacon or
avocado left, dammit! I ate the rest of the eggs and some of the lettuce.


“So?” Lily said.


“What?”


“Are you going to tell me what Michael found out?”


“No.”


“Why the hell not?”


“Because you ate all my bacon and avocado.”


“Bitch.”


“I love it that I’m the bitch. He hacked her car’s
GPS, and it shows that she was parked at the marina in Redwood City at the time
of Chet’s murder.”


“Excellent.”


“Except I can’t share that with Bill because it was obtained
illegally.”


“Crap.”


“Yeah.”


“So what now?”


“Michael’s still trying to get into her financials and her
cell phone records, but none of this is going to do Bill any good. As far as
I’m concerned, Vanessa’s guilty. I just have to find a legal way to prove it.”


“Why don’t you pull a Robert Durst?”


“A what now?”


“Get her to confess, and tape it.”


“California is a two party consent state. I can’t tape her
without her knowledge.”


“In California you can record a conversation without the
other person knowing if you believe it will collect evidence of a serious
crime.”


“Damn, Lily. I should put you on the payroll!”


Between the two of us we managed to finish most of my salad.
It was almost 8:00 p.m., and I wondered if I should call Elizabeth and risk
waking her from her nap. I texted her instead, letting her know that Lily and I
were in my room, and asking if she had any plans for the rest of the evening.


Apparently she was already awake because she called me
immediately. I put the call on speaker.


“You want to see the water show?” Elizabeth asked.


“What’s that?”


“Didn’t you see Ocean’s Eleven?”


“Oh! The fountains?”


“Yep. We’ll meet you there.”


I turned to Lily who was smiling. “What?” I asked.


“Matt Damon could really rock my world.”


“I take it you’ve seen Ocean’s Eleven and you know
all about the water show?”


“You bet! Let’s go.”


I grabbed my purse and a jacket, and we caught an elevator
down to the lobby.


Elizabeth and Jack were waiting for us when we arrived. He
was in shorts and a polo shirt, and Elizabeth wore a navy dress covered in
sunflowers. We’d arrived just prior to the 8:00 show. The waterworks began to
the tune of Fly Me to the Moon with Frank Sinatra backed by the Count
Basie orchestra. It was magical. I got goose bumps and wished Bill could be
there to share the experience with me. The dancing streams of water were
illuminated from within and pulsed to the beat of the music. Vegas may not be
my kind of town, but I was glad we hadn’t miss this amazing spectacle.


When the show was over we adjourned to the Lily Lounge for
cocktails. They didn’t stock my favorite IPA, so I settled for a pint of
Guinness. Lily ordered a cosmopolitan, Elizabeth had her usual mudslide, and
Jack requested a shot of Jameson’s, neat.


It was only 9:15 when I returned to my room, so I called
Bill’s cell to find out if he was going to be able to make it to the wedding
tomorrow. He answered on the first ring.


“Hi, beautiful.”


“Do you miss me?”


“Are you gone?”


“Funny. Will you be flying to Vegas tomorrow? The wedding
isn’t until 6:00 so you’ll have plenty of time to play tourist if you want to.”


“I wish I could. There’s been another homicide.”


“Shit. Anybody I know?”


“Unfortunately, yes.”


I tried to wait for him to continue, but I’m not that
patient. “Are you going to tell me?”


“Chance Fortune.”


“What the... How? When?”


“You forgot why.”


“Shut up. I need details!”


“Hit and run near his home in San Francisco at approximately
4:18 p.m. That’s when the 911 call came in. Witnesses said it was a white
sedan, but no one got make or model and the windows were tinted, so no
description of the driver. SFPD asked me to coordinate with them because I’m
handling Chet’s homicide.”


“You know this isn’t a coincidence. Do you have enough to
get a warrant for Vanessa’s phones and financials?”


“Not unless I can prove it was her car.”


Michael hadn’t mentioned what kind of car she drove, only
that he’d hacked its GPS.


“Do you know what she drives?”


“Not yet. I’ll check with the DMV when they open on Monday.”


“Damn.”


“Yeah. I was looking forward to Jack’s expression when Elvis
asks him if he’ll love Elizabeth tender.”


“Groan.”


“When are you coming home?”


“Sunday. My flight into SFO arrives at 4:10 p.m.”


“Want me to pick you up?”


“My car’s in long term parking, but thanks for offering.
How’s Buddy doing?”


“He misses you. You want to say ‘Hi?’”


Bill held the phone up to Buddy’s ear and I whispered how
much I loved him. I could hear him breathing and what sounded like his tongue
licking the receiver.


“Gross.” That was Bill. “The phone’s all wet now.”


“Awww.”


“Are you having a good time?”


“I guess so. We caught the water show at the Bellagio
tonight. It was amazing.”


“I’ve heard that.”


We chatted about the weather in Vegas and the chapel
Elizabeth and Jack had chosen for their nuptials, then said goodnight.






CHAPTER 30
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Saturday
morning I woke to the sound of my cell phone vibrating on the nightstand next
to the bed. I checked the time on the offending device and saw that it was
almost 9:00 a.m. The caller was “blocked.” Probably Michael.


“Nicoli Hunter,” I answered.


“Michael Burke,” he responded.


“Why are you calling from a blocked number?”


“Because I have information that I don’t want traced back to
me.”


“Great! What have you got?”


“Vanessa’s cell phone records. She did receive a call from
Chet the day before he was killed. The call lasted all of two minutes.”


“Okay. Now if Bill can just get a warrant for those records
he’ll have probable cause to investigate her financials, though that’s kind of
a catch twenty-two. He’ll also need probable cause for the cell phone records.”


“Shut up. I’m not done yet.”


“Sorry. What else?”


“She called an Uber from her cell phone at 1:09 a.m. on
Friday the eighth. At the time of the call the nearest cell tower was on
Penobscot Drive in Redwood City.”


“Not far from Cooke’s Harbor.”


“Correct.”


“That outstanding, Michael! Anything else?”


“But of course. I got into her financials. Her salary from
Dr. Feelgood is automatically deposited monthly. She takes home close to two
hundred and fifty thousand a year. There was a fifty thousand dollar cash
withdrawal on June ninth. Other than that, nothing hinky I could find with the
account. But I kept digging, and discovered an offshore account where she’s
hiding almost three million.”


“Any way to find out where that money came from?”


“You wound me. I traced the deposits directly back to Dr.
Feelgood. It wouldn’t be that hard for the CFO to embezzle funds. The offshore
account was just opened six months ago.”


“When the divorce was final.”


“If you say so.”


“Chet told me the divorce was final six months ago. Because
she violated the prenup, she wasn’t awarded a settlement. That’s why he let her
stay on as his CFO. He felt sorry for her.”


“Sounds like quite a guy.”


“Chet was a character. I kind of liked him. He was about to
sell off forty-nine percent of the company. There would have been an audit
before the sale could go through. Vanessa’s embezzling would have been
discovered then, so that’s another motive. Did you get into Chance’s
financials?”


“I did. He’s only got twenty-five thousand in checking. No
savings account.”


“No recent deposit to match Vanessa’s withdrawal?”


“Nope. If she bribed him with cash he didn’t put it in the
bank. We still on for dinner next Friday?”


“Absolutely. Meet me at the office around 4:30 and I’ll take
you someplace fancy.”


“I don’t need fancy. Take me someplace charming that has
good food.”


“I can do that.”


“I know I don’t need to say this, but watch your back,
Nikki. If Vanessa suspects you’re on to her she might take it personally.”


“Oh, I almost forgot. Chet’s son, Chance, was killed
yesterday. Hit and run near his home in San Francisco. Witnesses said it was a
white sedan, but no one got the plate number, make, or model, and the windows
were tinted so they couldn’t describe the driver. What does Vanessa drive?”


“A white 2017 Lexus RX 350.”


“Is that a sedan?”


“It is.”


Bill would have that information as soon as he checked with
the DMV on Monday, and he’d pass it along to the SFPD.


“Can you check her car’s GPS for a location between 4:00 and
4:30 yesterday?”


“I do have my own work to do, you know.”


“I know. Sorry.”


“Hang on a minute.”


I could hear Michael’s fingers racing over his keyboard,
then silence as he undoubtedly wielded his mouse.


“Son of a bitch,” he muttered somewhere near the phone.


“What? What happened?”


Michael picked up the phone again and said, “She disabled
the GPS on her Lexus.”


“What about her cell?”


“Hang on.”


I waited impatiently. I really needed my morning coffee
before having this kind of conversation.


“That one’s still working. She may not even be aware of it.
The best I can do is tell you that she was near the Beach Street cell tower in
San Francisco.”


“Would that be the Beach Street in the Marina District?”


“There’s only one Beach Street in San Francisco, so yeah,
that would be the one.”


“Wow. I really wish there was a legal way for Bill to get
all this information.”


“Not my problem.”


“Thank you, Michael,” I said, but I was talking to dead air.
Once again my childhood friend had disconnected without saying goodbye.






CHAPTER 31
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I’d just
brushed my teeth and was getting dressed when my phone began vibrating again.
It was Elizabeth, calling to tell me they were all going to The Buffet at
Bellagio for breakfast. She gave me directions, and I said I’d meet them at the
restaurant in a few minutes. I pulled on a pair of cargo shorts and a black
silk tank top. Now I just needed shoes. Sandals or cross trainers? If I knew
Elizabeth, she’d want to go shopping after breakfast. I chose the cross
trainers.


The Buffet at Bellagio is exactly what it sounds like only
magnified by about a thousand percent. We stood in line for thirty minutes,
giving us plenty of time to take in all the options. A long buffet bar provided
everything from traditional breakfast items to prime rib. There was Asian
cuisine, pasta, crab legs and other assorted seafood, and even a dessert bar.
There were several live cooking stations, where you could request an omelet or
crepes made to order. At one station a chef attendant was preparing delicate,
house-made blinis, miniature buckwheat waffles and freshly rolled sushi,
according to each guest’s desires. I toyed with the idea of requesting an
oyster omelet, but decided scrambled eggs and a bowl of fruit would be less
filling.


As soon as we were seated a waiter approached and offered
coffee, tea, and an assortment of juices. I requested the dark roast Columbian
I’d seen on the menu. Elizabeth asked for grapefruit juice, Jack ordered Irish
Breakfast Tea, and Lily asked for a bloody Mary.


Once our beverages had been served, our waiter told us to
help ourselves to the buffet. It was a major struggle for me to keep from
trying a little bit of everything. Thankfully, Elizabeth was by my side
chattering about the sights she wanted to take in today, which reminded me I
needed to eat light if I was going to keep up with her. I took a small portion of
scrambled eggs topped with crème fraîche, a few juicy sections of cantaloupe,
and only one crab leg. I had to have that crab leg.


Elizabeth had one of the chefs make her a crepe with fresh
blueberries and ricotta. Lily grabbed enough sausage and bacon to satisfy a
linebacker, and two Frisbee sized waffles. Jack decided on poached eggs with a
side of tomatoes.


After breakfast I insisted on going back to my room so I
could floss and brush my teeth again. Elizabeth and Lily accompanied me, but
Jack said he wanted to try his hand at baccarat.


When I was once again minty fresh and all of us had used the
facilities, Elizabeth announced that our first stop of the day would be 4 Real
Intimate Apparel on Fremont Street. She said they specialized in lingerie for
large busted women, something the three of us had in common. Rather than waste
time searching for parking, Elizabeth used her cell phone to call Eli, our
charming OnCabs driver. She’d gotten his cell number at some point yesterday,
and he’d agreed to be our chauffer again today.


Eli arrived at the Bellagio and gave each of us a hug before
seating us in the black Lincoln Town Car he was currently driving. When
Elizabeth, who was in the front seat, told him where we were headed, he said it
was a good choice. Apparently Eli had a friend who was a “performer,” and
purchased all of her lingerie at 4 Real.


Here’s the thing about underwear shopping at a high-end
boutique. There’s always a sales person who thinks you need help finding
a bra that fits. Seriously. Like you can’t tell whether the bra fits or
not? I am not interested in having a woman I don’t even know adjust my girls.
So, rather than participate in this activity, I stood off to the side and let
Lily guide Elizabeth to what she thought were the sexiest undies while I went
through my e-mail on my iPhone.


Two hours later Elizabeth and Lily each had a fuchsia
shopping bag filled with delicates wrapped in tissue paper, and all three of us
were sporting rose-colored, heart shaped, sunglasses. Elizabeth texted Eli, and
he arrived promptly to chauffer us off to our next destination, which was the
Mandalay Bay Hotel and Casino. Apparently they had a 1.3-million-gallon
aquarium in which visitors could view Galapagos sharks, grey reef sharks, zebra
sharks, sea turtles, and stingrays. What could I say? It was her wedding day.
Whatever she wanted to do was fine with me.
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We managed to
make it back to the hotel by 5:00 that afternoon, leaving us just enough time
to shower and dress before our appointment with Elvis at Graceland. Eli had the
evening off and Elizabeth invited him to the wedding. He was delighted. Since
he had use of the car during off hours, he’d volunteered to drive us to the
chapel.


We were waiting outside the Bellagio at 5:45 when Eli
arrived to pick us up. He had changed into a sleek, black satin jumpsuit and
wore a couple of gold chains around his neck. He looked like a slightly darker
version of the Elvis we’d met, who would be officiating at the wedding.


We all piled into the car, Lily up front with Eli this time,
and made the short drive to Las Vegas Boulevard. A pink Cadillac was parked
directly in front of the chapel. We entered the lobby and checked in with the
receptionist, who confirmed that we were scheduled for the six o’clock wedding.
We were a little early and there was a ceremony in progress, so she asked us to
have a seat. Elizabeth had elected not to pack her wedding gown and risk
suitcase wrinkles, so she was wearing an ecru, cocktail length,
off-the-shoulder dress with a full skirt, and peep-toe matching pumps. Lily
wore a hot pink, form-fitting, floor-length gown that showed off her athletic
physique. Jack was in a white dinner jacket, white shirt, black slacks and tie,
and I wore my indigo blue cocktail dress with ankle strap sandals.


We could hear Elvis performing in the chapel down the hall.
The couple being married had chosen “Can’t Help Falling in Love.” It was a good
choice. Elizabeth and Jack went with “Love Me Tender.” When the happy couple
came out to the lobby with their wedding party, we were escorted back to the
chapel where Elvis was waiting. Tonight he was dressed in a Navy blue, bell
bottom jumpsuit covered with elaborate beadwork. Elizabeth giggled when she saw
him standing at the alter holding his guitar. The guy really did look a lot
like a young Elvis, but with a distinct Pacific Islander vibe.


Lily started filming immediately, not wanting to miss a
moment of this impromptu production. Elvis played “Love Me Tender” as Jack and
Elizabeth walked down the aisle together. Lily followed and then stood off to
the side, so she could get all three of them into the frame. Eli and I chose to
stand a little behind and on their left. We all waited until Elvis finished his
performance, then Jack and Elizabeth turned to face each other, both obviously
lost in love, despite the comical situation.


Elvis set his guitar on a nearby stand and picked up a page
from the altar in front of him. “Dearly beloved,” he began. “We are gathered
here today to join Elizabeth and Jack in holy matrimony. This is a celebration
of love, of commitment, of friendship, and of two people who are in it together
for life. Who stands with this woman as she is joined with this man?”


Lily stepped forward, camera still in hand, and said, “I
do.”


“And who stands with this man as he is joined with this
woman?”


I stepped up to Jack’s side and said, “I do.”


“In spite of all our differences,” Elvis continued, “love is
what we all share. It’s the great unifier. Our universal truth. No matter who
we are or where we come from we all know one thing. Love is what we’re doing
right. That’s why Jack and Elizabeth are standing here today. We have all loved
in our lifetimes and in this moment we’re reminded that the ability to love is
the best part of humanity. Do you have rings?”


Lily and I produced Elizabeth and Jack’s wedding bands and
handed them over.


“Elizabeth, do you take Jack to be your husband regardless
of the outcome?”


“I do.”


“Repeat after me, please: With this ring, I thee wed.”


“With this ring, I thee wed.” She slipped the gold band on
Jack’s left hand.


“Jack do you take Elizabeth to be your wife regardless of
the outcome?”


“Absolutely.”


“Repeat after me, please: With this ring, I thee wed.”


Jack held Elizabeth’s left hand in his. After sliding the
band on her finger to join the massive engagement ring he’d given her, he
kissed the palm of her hand and said, “I pledge to love you every moment for
the rest of my life.”


“Close enough,” said Elvis. “By the power vested in me by
the Universal Life Church, I now pronounce you husband and wife.”


Jack pulled Elizabeth into his arms and kissed her with
enough heat to compensate for the over air-conditioned chapel. When they broke
the kiss and turned to face us, I could see that Elizabeth was fighting back
tears of joy. Lily moved down the aisle walking backwards as she filmed them
leaving the chapel while Elvis sang, “Can’t Help Falling in Love.”


The certificate of marriage had already been completed by
the officiating Elvis, whose real name turned out to be Kahoni Palakiko. The receptionist
had Elizabeth and Jack sign underneath Kahoni’s signature, and placed the
certificate in a cardboard frame for them.


Now that they were legally married, everything else should
be smooth sailing. On the way back to the hotel we discussed where and how we
wanted to celebrate. I suggested the Baccarat Bar but Jack said he didn’t want
to smell like cigars on his wedding night. He had a point. Elizabeth is
anti-smoking. We finally decided on Lily’s and, once again, invited Eli to join
us. He politely declined, saying he had plans to get together with some
friends. He dropped us off in front of the Bellagio and we said our final
goodbyes, as we’d be taking our rental car to the airport tomorrow. We’d hardly
used it, but it was good to know it was there if we needed it.


Lily, Elizabeth and I hugged Eli before he left, thanking
him for everything. We all had his cell number and Elizabeth made sure he had
ours as well. She also made him promise to call if he was ever in the San
Francisco Bay Area.


Jack declined a hug, but when he shook Eli’s hand I saw him
slip the young man a small stack of bills. Eli looked at it in confusion, but
Jack clapped him on the shoulder and said, “A small token of our appreciation.”
Eli’s face lit up and he grabbed Jack in an enthusiastic embrace before
climbing back into the Town Car and driving away.


“You’re such a softy,” Elizabeth said to her new husband.


Jack nodded. “That I am. But, it’s no good having money if
you don’t spread it around.”


After having cocktails at Lily’s, we dined on the patio at
Spago facing the Bellagio fountains. It was an enchanted dining experience and
Wolfgang Puck’s menu was an absolute delight.






CHAPTER 32
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I called Bill
before going to sleep that night, but my call went to voicemail. I was dying to
tell him everything I’d found out from Michael, but knowing the information was
obtained illegally would put him in a very awkward position, not to mention
probably getting Michael in trouble, so it wasn’t an option.


My sleep was interrupted by dreams in which I was
confronting Vanessa in an effort to get her to confess on tape and she
responded by shooting at me with Chet’s Colt M1911. Needless to say I was not
at my best when I crawled out of bed on Sunday morning.


I put in a quick call to room service, begging for the
strongest dark roast coffee they had, and lots of it. They said it would be
about fifteen minutes, so I jumped in the shower, hoping to wash some of the
cobwebs away. I’d just finished dressing in shorts and a T-shirt when there was
a knock on my door.


I checked the peephole and, once again, instead of room
service it was Lily. I opened the door and looked behind her, hoping the coffee
wasn’t going to take much longer. I am not a people person when I haven’t had
enough sleep and no caffeine has been provided.


This morning Lily was dressed in a pair of turquoise Capri
pants and a lacy white blouse with ruffles on the bottom.


“Cute,” I said, and welcomed her inside. I heard the
elevator ding and leaned back out into the hall, hoping for room service and my
much-needed hit of wakeup juice. I was in luck. A room service waiter rolled a
cart out of the elevator and turned in my direction.


“Is that for me?” I asked, sounding only a little manic.


He glanced down at the ticket. “Thirty-three twenty-four?”


“That’s me!”


The young man smiled as he rolled the cart into my room. I’d
only requested one cup with my carafe of java, so I grabbed it off the tray before
Lily could get her hands on it. I signed the check, and the server moved the
coffee tray to my table then rolled his cart out into the hallway.


I had a death grip on that coffee mug. Nobody was getting
between me and my morning caffeine. I poured the dark, rich brew into the cup,
leaving room for cream, but I wasn’t willing to set it down in order to open
one of the individually wrapped creamers.


“Would you open a cream for me, please?” I asked as sweetly
as I could manage under the circumstances.


Lily grinned wickedly. “Afraid to set your cup down?”


“You ate all my bacon and avocados on Friday. I’m not giving
you my coffee.” I growled.


Lily laughed as she peeled the foil top off one of the tiny
creamers. “You want the whole thing in there?”


“Yes, please.” I needed my fix and fast. A little more cream
meant I could drink the first cup faster.


Lily dumped the cream in my cup and I inhaled the wonderful
aroma for a moment before taking the first sip. Heaven. I swallowed,
inhaled, sipped, swallowed... you get the idea. Half way through my second mug
of java I sighed in contentment.


“Good morning, Lily,” I said.


“There you are,” Lily exclaimed. “I thought I’d lost
you for a minute.”


“You’re a riot. You know I can’t function without coffee in
the morning.”


“Maybe you should join a support group.”


I almost snorted coffee out of my nose, but managed to
swallow before responding. “Shut up.”


Lily just laughed.


When I’d finished the whole carafe I felt almost human.


“What’s on the agenda for this morning?” I asked.


“Well, we don’t have to be at the airport until one.” She
checked her watch. “That gives us almost four hours to either shop, go
sightseeing, or gamble.”


“I never gamble. I assume Elizabeth and Jack are sleeping
in?”


“I haven’t heard from her this morning. They were probably
up all night celebrating.”


“Should we text Elizabeth, in case she wants to meet us for
breakfast?”


“Good idea. I’m starving and that buffet was incredible.”


I saw more bacon and sausage in Lily’s future. I sent
Elizabeth a text telling her that Lily and I were going to breakfast. When I
didn’t receive an immediate response I grabbed my shoulder bag and we were on
our way.


The line was longer than it had been yesterday, but not by
much, and Jack and Elizabeth arrived just as we were about to be seated. They
were both glowing. I knew that glow. They’d been celebrating, all right. I was
happy for my friends, but I missed Bill. I could use a little glow myself.


We ordered mimosas before making our buffet selections. We
were going home this afternoon, so I’d probably never have another chance at a
breakfast buffet like this one. I requested the crepes filled with pork
sausage, crab meat, and horseradish. While they were being prepared I grabbed
half a pink grapefruit. I figured that would balance things out. When I got
back to the table, the first thing I did was snatch a strip of Lily’s bacon.


“Hey!” she said. “Get your own bacon?”


“Why?” I asked innocently. “You’ve got enough for all four
of us.” Then I grabbed one of her sausages before she could stab me with her
fork.


Elizabeth was feasting on a fruit platter with a side of
yogurt. I guessed she was back on her wedding gown diet. Jack had a short stack
of pancakes with strawberries and crème fraîche on top.


When our server stopped by the table, I asked for coffee.
I’d need something to keep me awake if I finished my breakfast.


After eating, we decided another shopping trip was in order.
Elizabeth wanted to buy gifts for her friends at work, Lily wanted to see if
she could find any FMPs in her size, and I wanted to get something for Kirk to
thank him for watching over Buddy while Bill was at work. Kirk has a soft heart
when it came to dogs, but he’s also a manly man. I was at a loss about what to
get him until we stumbled into a novelty shop and I spotted a John Wayne
classic coffee mug. His photo was on one side, cowboy hat and all, with the
line “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do.” Perfect. I also purchased a mug
for Bill. This one had a picture of Richard Boone from his Paladin series with
the, “Have gun will travel” slogan on the back. Bill would love it.


Lily found a pair of FMPs in her size, and Elizabeth
purchased Las Vegas key chains, shot glasses, personalized poker chips, and a
few decks of cards with photos of scantily clad showgirls on them.


We made it back to the hotel around noon and everybody went
to their rooms to pack. I stowed my gift-wrapped coffee mugs in the suitcase
with my clothes, wrapping them carefully in garments so they wouldn’t get
broken. I’d be carrying my own suitcase on board so I wouldn’t have to worry
about careless baggage handlers.


When I went downstairs to check out, Jack had the rental car
waiting at valet parking. He caught me on my way to the front desk to settle my
bill.


“It’s already taken care of,” he said.


I opened and closed my mouth a couple of times before he
snatched my key card out of my hand and turned it over to the concierge.


“Let’s go home, Nicoli.”


“Thank you, Jack. You didn’t have to pay for my room.” With
the room service charges I was looking at close to a thousand dollar tab. Sure,
Jack was a millionaire, but still.


He didn’t respond. He simply picked up my carry-on bag and
led me out into the heat. Lily and Elizabeth were already seated in the air
conditioned BMW. I climbed in the back with Lily and sent a text to Eli,
thanking him again for being such a great tour guide during our stay.


We made it to the airport with plenty of time to turn in the
rental and check in for our flight home. Once at the gate, I dug out my Kindle
and resumed reading about Hetta Coffey’s latest adventure.






CHAPTER 33
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I happily
collected my Bimmer from long term parking and drove to the marina, anxious to
see my dog and my man. Traffic was light for a Sunday afternoon, and I made it
to Redwood City in less than twenty minutes. I didn’t know if Bill would be
working today, so I scanned the marina parking lot for his Mustang. I didn’t
see it in the owners’ lot or the nearby visitors’ lot.


Buddy’s distinctive bark sounded the moment I walked through
the gate. He must have heard my car. I eased my way down the steep companionway
and then ran the rest of the way to Kirk’s boat. Not that I was in a hurry. I
just didn’t want my boy to dive overboard in an effort to get to me. Buddy might
be half Golden Retriever, but he’s also half Rhodesian Ridgeback. The Ridgeback
half hasn’t learned how to swim yet.


I dropped my suitcase on the dock and clambered onto the
Bluewater’s swim step, pushed open the gate to the aft deck, and was immediately
tackled by two large, wagging dogs. D’Artagnon probably didn’t know what the
big deal was, but if Buddy was happy, so was he. I hugged my boy for as long as
he’d allow before struggling to get more licks in. When he was younger Buddy
wasn’t much of a face licker, but that’s changed over time. Now Bill and I get
regular kisses. I knocked on the hatch to let Kirk know I was taking my boy
home, but there was no answer.


I snapped Buddy’s leash to his collar and gave D’Artagnon an
ear scratch before we made our way on down the dock to Turning Point,
Buddy prancing the whole way. The pilothouse cabin was locked so I dropped the
leash and dug in my shoulder bag for my keys. I unlocked the door and let Buddy
in ahead of me, set my suitcase down inside the pilothouse, and opened the
hatch. Buddy leaped down into the galley, and I picked up my suitcase and
backed down the steps.


The Cheoy Lee smelled like home with a hint of bacon and
this morning’s coffee. I took a deep breath and just let the feelings of
comfort surround me before going into the stateroom to unpack.


I took Kirk’s gift-wrapped, John Wayne mug out of my bag and
set it on the galley counter. I’d drop it off later tonight. I left Bill’s
Paladin mug in the stateroom. I wanted to surprise him. I tossed my washable
clothes in the hamper, hung up the dresses that would need to be dry cleaned,
tucked my shoes in the locker, and put my cosmetics and haircare items away.
When my carry-on bag was empty I tucked it back into the lazarette under the
companionway.


I checked my watch and saw that it was almost 6:00 already.
My stomach reminded me I’d skipped lunch, so I looked in the refrigerator to
see what was left from my last trip to Whole Foods. Not much.


I called Bill’s cell to let him know I was home and got his
voicemail again. I was just leaving a message telling him I was running out for
dinner when I felt the boat rock. Buddy lunged up the steps and met Bill in the
pilothouse. Happy dog.


Bill managed to wrestle Buddy back down the steps, even
though he had the binder in one hand and a large, greasy-looking bag of
take-out in the other. I love a man who can multitask. He set the binder and
food on the counter and wrapped his arms around me so tight I could barely
breathe.


“I missed you,” he whispered, tickling my ear.


I leaned back and looked into his warm hazel eyes. “I missed
you too,” I said, leaning in for a welcome home kiss.


Before I knew what was happening Bill scooped me up in his
arms and carried me into the stateroom.


“Hey!” I protested. “I’m hungry!”


“We can eat later.”


“You mean if Buddy doesn’t get into that take-out bag in the
next thirty minutes?”


“Oh shit.”


Bill dropped me on the bed and hustled back into the galley,
snatching up the bag of greasy goodness. “This is not your dinner,” he said to
Buddy, who made a mewing sound that never fails to melt my heart. “You can have
a few bites,” Bill relented.


Bill put the bag in the head and shut the door, then came
back into the stateroom.


“He’s getting pretty good with doorknobs,” I said.


Bill lifted an eyebrow at me and then picked up his acoustic
guitar case and set it outside the door to the head. I barely managed to
contain my laughter. The truth is, Buddy has extremely good manners. He’d never
take food that wasn’t offered to him, though he’s a shameless beggar.


“What’s in the bag?” I asked.


“Stop talking and let me show you how much I’ve missed you.”


I stopped talking, and the extra thirty minutes before
dinner really piqued my appetite.
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Turned out the
to-go bag was from La Viga, a seafood and Mexican restaurant on Broadway. Bill
had brought me a jumbo order of their Ostiones Frescos, fresh oysters on the
half shell for those of you who don’t speak Spanish. There were twelve of them,
and they were all mine.


He’d also brought home three orders of Pollo Relleno, which
is a chicken breast stuffed with spinach, zucchini, Oaxaca cheese, and rainbow
carrots, and an order of potato salad prepared with a spicy tomato oregano
sauce. One of the chicken breasts was, of course, for Buddy. I opened a couple of
beers while Bill put the food on the table, nudging Buddy aside as he leaned
closer to the plates.


I poured some kibble into the boy’s dish and quickly diced
one of the chicken breasts, tossing it on top of his kibble. He was done eating
before I’d even had my first oyster. I frequently have to remind him to chew.


After dinner I presented Bill with his mug. His face lit up.
As a little boy, growing up in Oregon, Paladin had been his hero.


“I’m taking this to work,” he said. “Thank you!”


Bill offered to take Buddy for his last walk of the day, and
I handed him the gift box for Kirk, asking him to drop it off with my thanks
for all the Buddy-sitting services.


“Did you get him a Paladin mug too?” he asked.


“John Wayne.”


“Paladin is better.”


“I know, honey.”


As soon as my two favorite males were on their way up to
shore, I snatched the murder book and began scanning for updates. I found a
toxicology report that hadn’t been there before and snapped a photo before
reading the details. Apparently, Chet had ingested a dose of Zolpidem combined
with bourbon, in the hour prior to his death. Zolpidem is a prescription drug
classified as a sedative-hypnotic. From what I’ve read, alcohol is
contraindicated and can cause serious side effects.


I checked Bill’s notes in the margins. Chet did not have a
prescription for Zolpidem, but I’d be willing to bet Vanessa did. Bill had also
noted that no open or empty bottles of bourbon had been found on board the
yacht. So, she’d drugged Chet’s favorite bourbon, waited for him to pass out,
shot him in the head, then taken the bourbon bottle with her when she left in
Chet’s dinghy, probably tossing it overboard on the way to Cooke’s Harbor. All
I had to do now was get her to confess, and record her confession.


There were additional notes in the murder book about Dr.
Feelgood. Apparently Chet’s son, Chance, was going to inherit the company.
Michael had confirmed that Chet had called Vanessa, I assumed to tell her he’d
removed her from his will and his life insurance policy. She wasn’t in line to
inherit the company. We now knew she’d embezzled millions from Dr. Feelgood. If
Chance planned to go through with the partial sale of the company, that would
certainly give Vanessa a reason to get him out of the way. She couldn’t
risk her crimes coming to light.






CHAPTER 34
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I slept in on
Monday morning, and Bill woke me with a cup of coffee before he left for work.
He’d already walked and fed Buddy. I really needed some gym time, but I felt
guilty about ditching Buddy with D’Artagnon again after being gone for three
days, so instead I pulled on my Track II boots and we hiked through the Bair
Island Nature Preserve for an hour.


When we got home I gave Buddy some fresh water and then
showered before we went up to the office.


I had a few new voicemail messages from regular clients
wanting to schedule special surveys. I’d made a point of checking my office
voicemail from Vegas and e-mailing Jim about any jobs that were urgent. Now
that I was back, I could handle the special requests, at least until I figured
out how to corner Vanessa. I had an avalanche of evidence against her, all
obtained illegally. Of course, she wouldn’t know that. Maybe I should
take Lily’s advice and confront Vanessa with everything I knew and hope she
took the bait and confessed. I could tell her that I was going to take the
evidence to the police unless she paid me to remain silent. That might work.


Considering she’d already killed two people, I knew she was
dangerous, but it wasn’t like I was going to turn my back on the bitch. The
only problem was how to arrange a meeting. Michael had given me her cell phone
number. Maybe I’d just call and tell her I was the PI Chet hired to find out
who was trying to kill him.


I dialed the number before I could over-think my plan, and
when I got her voicemail I said, “Ms. Poneke, my name is Nicoli Hunter. I’m a
Private Investigator your ex-husband, Chet Fortune, hired to find out who was
trying to kill him. The day after he hired me, he was murdered, but he gave me
a substantial retainer before he was killed, so I’ve been looking into the
circumstances surrounding his death. I’d like to speak with you about my
findings at your earliest convenience.” I left both my office and cell numbers
before disconnecting.


“Ball’s in your court, Vanessa,” I said to myself.


Buddy looked up inquisitively from his post between me and
the door.


“Good dog,” I said.


I responded to the e-mail requests and loaded the necessary
data into my iPhone’s calendar app. I’d be having lunch at Chez Jacques in
Atherton today, to evaluate a new server named Tomas, whom the owner had
neglected to have me pre-screen. Then I’d be having dinner at Benedetto, a
Northern Italian restaurant in Belmont, because the owner, Anna Maria Miola,
had, once again, hired a new chef. I liked the last chef. I’d given him a good
review less than two weeks ago, but I’d noted in my report that he’d altered
her recipes, and she couldn’t get past that. The only person allowed to be
creative in Anna Maria’s restaurants was Anna Maria herself. Some people have
control issues. Not me, of course.


My office phone rang as I was shutting down the computer and
heading out to Chez Jacques. I checked the caller ID. The Palo Alto Police
Department was calling. I answered, despite the fact that I was in a hurry.


“Hunter Investigations.”


“Halstaad here. I’m having trouble reaching Jea. Do you know
where she is?”


“I don’t, actually. Didn’t she bring Sky in to make a
statement?”


“She did, but the D.A. will need Sky to testify against the
kidnappers.”


“I’m sure Jea won’t want to put Sky through the additional
trauma. Did you tape her statement?”


“Yes, Hunter. I’m not a moron. I taped her statement.”


“So the prosecuting attorney can just play the video for the
jury.”


“What if it’s not enough?”


“Then I’ll testify.”


“That could work. What about your friend?”


“What friend?”


“The one who helped you rescue Sky.”


“Oh yeah. What about her?”


“Are you being deliberately obtuse? I need her name
and contact information.”


“Sorry. She prefers to remain anonymous.”


“You are a pain in my ass, Hunter.”


“Join the club. I’m on my way out the door. Is there
anything else I can do for you?”


“You haven’t done anything for me.”


“Well, there you go.”


I couldn’t tell if she was sputtering in frustration or
trying to hold in her laughter.


I walked Buddy down to Kirk’s boat and found him at home
with D’Artagnon and his son, Jonathan. They were eating lunch out on deck and
invited me to join them.


“Can’t. I have a restaurant survey to do. You mind watching
Buddy so he doesn’t have to sit in a hot car?”


“Of course not.”


I opened the gate on the swim platform and unclipped Buddy’s
leash. He jumped aboard. I thanked Kirk, rubbed my boy’s ears, and said I’d be
back pretty soon.


I enjoy French cuisine and Chez Jacques is one of my
favorite restaurants. My long-time friend, Jessica James, owns and manages both
Chez Jacques and the Garden Grill in Menlo Park. Normally she has me run
background checks on new employees, but her instincts are generally good, so I
cut her some slack when she neglects to get me involved beforehand. Jessica had
made the reservation for me herself, so I was confident I’d be seated in
Tomas’s section. The hostess escorted me to a table for one, offered me a menu,
and asked if I’d like anything to drink. I told her I wanted to think about it.
I needed as much Tomas time as possible.


Two minutes after I was seated I spotted my quarry. He was
delivering a check to a table of three women. Tomas was a little over six feet
tall with short, dark hair and sculpted features. He appeared to be in his
mid-thirties. His physique was slim but athletic, his demeanor friendly and
professional. The three women at his table were openly flirting with him and it
appeared to make him uncomfortable. After leaving the check on their table he
turned his attention to me, and I spotted his only visible flaw. Tomas had ears
that stuck straight out from his head like a taxi with the doors open. They
weren’t large. They just jutted out, making his almost too perfect beauty more
tolerable, and, no doubt, making him seem more approachable to his admirers. He
arrived at my table and introduced himself, asking how I was doing today.


“I’m well, thank you.”


“May I get you anything to drink?”


“I’d like to try one of those nonalcoholic beers, but I
don’t know anything about them. What would you recommend?”


It wasn’t really a fair question, since he’d been working at
Chez Jacques less than a week.


“Do you prefer a light or a dark beer?” he responded.


Good question. The truth is, it’s not about light or dark
for me, but about flavor.


“I could go either way.”


“We have quite a selection. The dark would be Guinness
Kaliber and Beck’s. The lighter varieties would be O’Doul’s, St. Pauli N.A.,
and Heineken Buckler.”


“Have you tasted any of them?”


I saw no indication of exasperation whatsoever on his
handsome face. “I have,” he said. “I prefer the Guinness Kaliber. It’s a low
alcohol beer with a rich flavor and a lot of body. It also has a peppery
aftertaste that I enjoy.”


“Sold. I’ll have one of those.”


“Very good. Any questions about the menu?”


“I haven’t actually looked at it yet.”


“Would you like to hear today’s specials?”


“Sure.”


Tomas described the Coq au vin, the Duck confit, and the
soup of the day, which was French onion. I thanked him and asked for a little
time with the menu. He bowed politely and moved off in the direction of the
bar. By the time he’d returned with my Guinness I’d decided on the Salade
niçoise.


Salade niçoise originated in the French city of Nice. It is
traditionally made with tomatoes, hard-boiled eggs, Niçoise olives, anchovies,
and is dressed with olive oil. It was the anchovies that sold me.


My lunch experience was outstanding and Tomas would be
getting a glowing review. I still wanted to run a background check on him, but
I was pretty sure Jessica had hired herself another gem.
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I’d completed
my dinner survey at Benedetto and was in my office putting the finishing
touches on the report when my cell vibrated in my purse. I dug it out and
recognized Vanessa’s number on the display. I almost couldn’t believe she’d
called me back.


“Hunter Investigations.”


“Ms. Hunter, this is Vanessa Poneke. I received a voicemail
message from you regarding Chet Fortune?”


“Yes. Thank you for returning my call. As I mentioned in my
message, I’ve been looking into the circumstances surrounding Chet’s death. I’d
like to speak with you about it in person.”


“Things are in a bit of an uproar at the moment, as you can
imagine. I can’t possibly squeeze you in until Friday.”


“That’s fine. Where would you like to meet?”


“My office. Friday morning at ten.”


“I’ll be there,” I said, but she’d already hung up.


I opened the calendar app on my phone and entered the
appointment, then ran a Google search to find out where the Dr. Feelgood
offices were located. Finding their website was not a problem, but the address
wasn’t listed, nor was their phone number. I finally did a web search asking,
“Where in San Francisco is Dr. Feelgood located?” I got one hit that showed me
an address on Folsom Street. Still no phone number and no office hours listed,
but there was a link to their website, confirming that I had the right
location. I loaded the address into Google Maps and got directions, which I
added to my calendar reminder for Friday morning.


Enough. I was tired and I wanted to go home to my dog
and my man. I e-mailed the Benedetto survey to Anna Maria, grabbed my to-go box
of leftovers, and locked up the office.


Buddy met me in the pilothouse. I’d only finished half of
the carpaccio di Manzo I’d ordered, which is thinly sliced filet mignon with a
tangy mustard sauce served on a bed of arugula. Buddy obviously smelled the
filet mignon. I held the box out of his reach while backing down the
companionway into the galley.


I found Bill in the main salon playing his acoustic guitar.
He gave me a sad smile and set the guitar aside when I came in.


“What’s wrong?” I asked, leaning in for a hug.


“Nothing.”


I stood back and looked into his eyes. “Come on. You’ll feel
better if you talk about it.”


Bill sighed. “It’s this case. Everything points to the
ex-wife, but I can’t get any concrete evidence without a warrant, which I can’t
get without any concrete evidence. Sometimes I hate this job.”


“No, you don’t. You love your job, and you’re great at it.
It’s not your fault the law is designed to protect criminals as well as
victims.”


Bill just shook his head.


“I brought leftovers,” I said, hoping the filet mignon would
cheer him up.


“What have you got?”


I opened the to-go box and Buddy stood on his hind legs,
anticipating treats. Bill took the box and sampled a bite, then tossed one to
Buddy. By the time the box was empty both of them were smiling.


I didn’t mention my scheduled meeting with Vanessa on
Friday. If I played my cards right I’d be able to trap her into a confession
rather than setting myself up as her next victim. If Bill knew what I was
planning, he’d try to talk me out of it. I wouldn’t let him. We’d fight. So
not worth it.
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Friday morning
arrived and I was ready for it. We’d rescheduled Jack’s bachelor party and
Elizabeth’s lingerie party for tonight, to be held at their estate in
Hillsborough. Being Jack’s best man, I was in charge of his fête, which would
be held outdoors on the pool patio. Lily was responsible for Elizabeth’s
lingerie party, which would take place in the massive living room. I didn’t
need to manage the menu because Jack’s live-in cook and house keeper, Ilsa, had
arranged for the event to be catered, under her direct supervision of course.
There was enough booze in the house to get an army drunk, so that wasn’t an
issue.


I’d purchased a box of Cuban cigars for Jack. Do not
ask me where I found those. I won’t tell you. I’d found a teal silk La Perla
negligee for Elizabeth, which would look great with her coloring.


The issue I was struggling with was that the only men I’d
invited were Bill, Joachim, who was Ilsa’s husband and Jack’s groundskeeper,
and Jack himself. It was pitiful. I’d invited Jim Sutherland and he’d planned
to attend the party last week, when it was originally scheduled, but the change
to tonight wasn’t going to work for him. He was still covering some of my
clients as well as his own. I was having an early dinner with Michael tonight.
Maybe I’d drag him along. Michael didn’t socialize much, at least I didn’t
think he did. He lived in the mountains like a hermit and always answered his
phone when I called. It would be good for him to be around people who weren’t
CEOs of major corporations with inadequate cyber defenses.


After my morning workout, I dropped Buddy off with
D’Artagnon and drove to San Francisco for my meeting with Vanessa. I knew
exactly what I was going to say. I’d rehearsed it in my head enough times that
the words would sound natural coming out of my mouth. I just wasn’t sure I was
emotionally prepared to face another cold-blooded killer.


I found the Folsom Street address easily. The building
looked just as it had on Google: two-story, gray, with a couple of overhead
doors and one human-sized door. There was parking on the street, so I locked my
Bimmer and took a deep breath before approaching Dr. Feelgood.


I turned the knob, but the door didn’t budge. I peered in
through the windows. The small, street level office was unoccupied. I knocked
anyway. No response. I scanned the area around the door and found a buzzer. I
pressed the buzzer and could hear it vibrating through the entire building.


Three minutes later Vanessa deigned to unlock the door and
allow me admittance. She locked the deadbolt on the door behind me before
greeting me with, “Nicoli Hunter?”


I nodded. Vanessa was lovely in person, apart from the dark
circles under her eyes. Brown-eyed blondes are uncommon, but I couldn’t detect
a line of demarcation in the part of her hair. The contrast of dark eyebrows
and light hair was striking. I wondered what her lineage included. She was dressed
in business casual. Plum-colored gabardine slacks and a white silk blouse.


“We can talk in my office,” she said.


I followed her up a flight of stairs to a suite of
individual offices. Apparently all manufacturing was done on the ground floor
and business was conducted on the second floor. On the way up the stairs I
tapped my iPhone’s recording icon. Vanessa led me into a huge office space with
floor-to-ceiling windows. I glanced at the name plaque on the door before
entering. “Chet Fortune” was stenciled in gold script. Interesting.


“Close the door, please,” Vanessa said, taking a seat at her
ex-husband’s massive oak desk.


I complied and took a seat opposite her.


“What would you like to discuss, Ms. Hunter?”


“Call me Nicoli. As I mentioned on the phone, Chet hired me
to look into the attempt on his life.”


“So you said. What does this have to do with me?”


“When he was killed, I felt compelled to follow up on the
potential suspects he and I discussed during our meeting. You were among the
few individuals Chet felt might somehow benefit from his death.”


“And?”


“And so he changed his will, removed you from his life
insurance policy, and called you to notify you that he’d taken those steps.”


“I still don’t understand how I can assist you with your
investigation.”


“At first I couldn’t figure out what your motive would be,”
I said. “If you weren’t going to gain financially from Chet’s death, why bother
killing him? So I hired a forensic accountant to look into your personal
finances.” I was fudging the truth a little bit, but so what? I was dealing
with a murderer.


“And what, exactly, did your accountant discover?” she
asked, calmly.


“That you’ve been embezzling from Dr. Feelgood for the last
six months.”


That finally got her attention. Her eyes widened slightly,
but she said nothing.


“That gave me the motive,” I said. “Here’s what I believe
happened. When Chet told you he was going to sell forty-nine percent of the
company to an equity group, you knew there would be an independent audit prior
to the sale. The embezzling would be discovered, and you’d go to jail. Not
wanting to risk prison, you decided to take care of the problem by killing your
ex-husband. The first thing you did was drill a hole in his brake line. When
that didn’t work you snuck aboard his yacht and poisoned his favorite bottle of
bourbon with Zolpidem. I’m guessing you were still on board when he returned,
so you hid somewhere. When Chet took the boat out, all you had to do was wait.


“He anchored out near Westpoint slough, had a couple of
stiff drinks, and passed out. He had the Colt on him when he was in my office
that morning. I’m sure he still had it with him that night. You put the gun in
his right hand, and pulled the trigger. I don’t get why you put the gun in his
right hand, though, since Chet was left handed.”


I caught a glimpse of a micro-expression on Vanessa’s face
that looked a lot like a smirk, but it was gone so fast I couldn’t be certain.


“There wouldn’t have been anyone nearby in the middle of the
night, so no one heard the shot. Then you took Chet’s Zodiac and motored over
to Cooke’s Harbor yacht club, where you tied it up at the guest dock. I have a
nice video of you leaving it there, by the way.


“That probably would have been the end of it, but you paid
Chance to provide you with an alibi, and while he may not have cared about his
father, he then inherited Dr. Feelgood. The company is worth millions, and
Chance didn’t want to work for a living. What did he do? Offer to sell the
whole operation to that equity group?”


“How would I know?” Vanessa asked. Her voice sounded calm
but there was a sheen of perspiration on her upper lip.


“It doesn’t matter. For whatever reason, Chance became a
threat, so you waited for him to come home one night and ran him down on the
street in front of his condo.”


“You certainly have an active imagination, Nicoli. But none
of this has any basis in fact, so you can’t prove anything.”


“You’re wrong about that. You disabled your car’s GPS before
killing Chance, but I can place your Lexus on Bair Island Road the night Chet
was murdered and I can place your cell phone in the Marina District the night
Chance was killed. I can easily prove you’ve been embezzling from your employer
for the last six months. The police don’t have any of this information yet. I
wanted to give you the opportunity to negotiate with me before turning all the
evidence over to the homicide detective in charge of Chet’s case.”


“Are you attempting to blackmail me?”


“I don’t like that word. Let’s just say I’m giving you
something to think about.” I stood up. She clearly wasn’t going to confess and
I had a bachelor party to get ready for. “You have until Monday. I hope I hear
from you before it’s too late.”


Vanessa Poneke’s lips tightened and her jaw clenched, but
she remained seated as I swung out the door and down the stairs, letting myself
out of the building. I assumed she’d come downstairs to relock the door to the
street. Once I was seated in my car with the engine running I took one last
look at the building. Vanessa was watching me through the glass pain in the
door. The look in her eyes was calculating. Great. Now she knew what I drove.
My office address was listed online and in the yellow pages. I felt a chill run
up my spine and wondered if I should expect my brake lines to be cut sometime between
now and Monday.
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Before going
back to the marina, I stopped by the Mane Line hair salon and begged Arturo to
trim a couple of inches from my unruly locks, even though I didn’t have an
appointment. He finally caved after I played the wedding card. Hey,
whatever works.


I was in my office when Michael arrived at 4:45. We had
reservations at Michelino’s at 5:00, so we were cutting it close. Buddy was
already on board Kirk’s yacht and would be spending the night, so we wouldn’t
wake Kirk when we got home from the bachelor party. Bill would be joining me at
the estate whenever he got off work.


I gave Michael a hug to which he responded by asking, “Where
are we eating?”


I laughed. “Hungry?”


“Starved. I skipped lunch.”


“Do you like Italian?”


“Is the Pope Catholic?”


“Good. We’re dining at Michelino’s in San Mateo.”


I turned off my computer, shut off the lights, and locked
the office doors before activating my perimeter alarm. I’d threatened Vanessa
and I was sure, at some point, that she would return the favor.


Michael followed me to the restaurant so he could head
straight home after dinner. I pointed out Michelino’s as I drove past, and
Michael took the last available parking space on the street. I drove around the
corner and parked in a liquor store lot. As I walked through the back entrance
I asked the cashier if he was going to have my Bimmer towed while I was at
dinner. He was in his early forties with curly brown hair, and eyes that had a
noticeable twinkle in them.


“Not if you buy something. Can’t tow paying customers.”


“Great! How about a bottle of your best cognac?”


That got a huge smile out of him. Maybe he was the owner.
“We have a Gautier Cognac VSOP that’s only sixty bucks.”


“Perfect!” I’d bring the bottle to Jack’s party tonight.
Elizabeth’s last name was Gaultier. It was close. Jack would love it.


I entered Michelino’s and found Michael conferring with the
maître d' at the podium. They were enthusiastically discussing entrées. When
the maître d' saw me he said, “Ah, Ms. Hunter, you have arrived.”


I was well known at Michelino’s. Not because the employees
knew what I did for a living, but because of the frequency of my visits and
because the staff thought I dressed the place up. I often found myself seated
at a window table. Jim had explained this phenomenon to me, once upon a time.
He said people walking by on the street would look in the windows, see me
sitting there in a clingy dress, and suddenly feel inspired to eat Italian
food.


We were, indeed, seated at a window table. Our server
approached and took our drink orders, then left us to consider the menu.


“What do you like here?” Michael asked.


“I like everything here,” I said. “Though most of it isn’t
on my diet. I usually avoid the dishes that are heavy on carbohydrates, but the
pasta is house made. Do you like seafood?”


“Are you serious?”


I pointed out the Tagliolini alla Vespucci on the menu.
“This is a black pasta made with squid ink. They serve it with fresh salmon,
clams, calamari, and shrimp, all drenched in a lobster sauce.”


“What’s lobster sauce?” Michael asked.


“It’s a béchamel sauce, a cream sauce, but the base is
lobster stock.”


“Oh. My. God! I’m in.” He set down his menu.
“What are you having?”


“I’m going to have the Arugula salad and the New Zealand
rack of lamb, without the mashed potatoes.”


Over a fabulous dinner, I told Michael about my “interview”
with Vanessa. He nearly dropped his fork when I got to the part where she was
staring at me through the glass pane in the factory door.


“Shit, Nikki! Now she knows what your car looks
like.”


“Relax. I can take care of myself.”


“Sure you can. How many people have tried to kill you since
you became a PI?”


“Um. A few.”


“Seven. There have been seven attempts on your life
since you became a PI.”


“You’ve been keeping track?”


“I’m your friend. You matter to me. It’s only a matter of
time before your luck runs out.”


“Are you offering your services as a body guard?”


“Maybe.”


“Great! You can come with me to Jack’s bachelor party
tonight. Make sure I get there without anyone running me off the road.”


“Are you serious?”


“Of course. There’s also a lingerie party taking
place at the estate tonight.”


“A lingerie party?”


“Jack and Elizabeth eloped last weekend. Their formal
wedding is tomorrow, so we’re having the bachelor and bachelorette parties at
their estate in Hillsborough tonight. Will you come? I’m the best man.”


“Why not? That lingerie party sounds pretty interesting.”
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Michael
followed me to Hillsborough and we rolled through the open gate caravan style.
Jack had hired a couple of valets to handle parking, but I called him on my
cell and asked permission to keep my car on the property. I explained why I
didn’t think it was safe to park it on the street tonight, and he not only
agreed, he came outside and assigned one of the valets the responsibility of
making sure no one went anywhere near my car. It was sweet.


I introduced Michael to Jack, Elizabeth, Ilsa, and Joachim.
No one else had arrived yet. I presented the bottle of cognac to Jack and he
laughed as he read the label. He showed Elizabeth the bottle and she grinned at
him and whispered, “Does this mean you’re going to drink me later?”


Jack’s eyes glowed like the cat burglar who’d swallowed the
canary. It’s a look he frequently exhibits in his new wife’s presence. This
wasn’t awkward at all. Luckily I was the only one standing close enough
to hear his response, and I won’t embarrass you by repeating it.


Bill and Lily arrived at the same time and I corralled all
the men outside on the patio where a professional bartender was set up. I gave
Jack the box of Cuban cigars then rushed back inside to give Lily my gift for
Elizabeth. She was in charge of listing which gift came from whom, so Elizabeth
could write thank you cards at some later date.


“What is it?” she asked, when I handed her the gift-wrapped
box.


“La Perla.”


“Oooh! Nice. So who’s the redheaded cutie outside?”


“Oh, that’s my friend Michael. We’ve known each other since
grade school.”


“Yum.”


I looked at Lily quizzically, then shrugged and retreated
back to the pool deck, where I discovered that Jack had stocked up on my
favorite IPA.


We smoked Cuban cigars and toasted the end of Jack’s freedom
while listening to Celtic harp music and an occasional outburst of hysterical
laughter coming from inside the house. It sounded like the lingerie party was a
success. I hoped Lily took pictures for me. I felt like I was missing an
important moment in my best friend’s life.


Around 9:00 a slightly tipsy Michael approached me and said,
“What’s the story with the tall brunette?”


“Excuse me?”


He nodded in the direction of the house, and I spotted Lily
walking toward the kitchen with a tray of empty glasses.


“Oh, you mean Lily? She’s Elizabeth’s oldest friend. They
went to school together in New Orleans, and even moved to California together
when Elizabeth decided to go to Stanford. Why?”


“She’s hot.”


“Um, Michael, I’m not sure how to tell you this, but Lily
used to be a man.”


“What’s her IQ?”


“It’s off the charts. Did you hear what I said? Lily’s a
post-op transsexual. She used to be a guy.”


“What’s your point? I like tall women, and smart is sexy.”


“Do you like cats?”


“I love cats.”


Okay then. “Would you like an introduction?”


“Absolutely.”


I caught Lily returning to the living room with a full tray
of fresh drinks and called her over. I took the tray from her, and said, “Lily
this is Michael. Michael this is Lily. I’ll deliver these while you two get to
know each other.”


Michael was tall, but Lily was taller. Her shoulders were
also broader than his. As I thought about the possibility of those two as a
couple, I remembered that the five-year-old Michael had developed a crush on me
after I beat the crap out of him on our first day of kindergarten. He’d
proposed to me shortly thereafter. Maybe he still liked dominant women. The
thought put a smile on my face. They could both do a lot worse.


I delivered the drinks to the living room and spent a few
minutes oohing and aahing over the presents Elizabeth had already opened. Since
Lily was outside with Michael for the moment, I picked up her notepad when
Elizabeth reached for another gift, adding the name of the gift giver for the
record. The box contained a pair of red licorice edible crotchless panties. I
didn’t know if Jack liked licorice, but Elizabeth thought they were hysterical.


I needed to get back to being Jack’s best man at his party,
so I handed the pad and pen over to Ilsa, and excused myself.


Out on the patio I found Bill watching Michael and Lily who
were seated at a small table on the other side of the pool, leaning their heads
together, both grinning wildly.


“You think that’s a good idea?” Bill asked me.


“I think it’s a great idea. They’re both brilliant, funny,
kind-hearted free thinkers. It’s a bit of a drive to the Santa Cruz Mountains
though.”


Jim called a little after 10:00 and said he was on his way.
I met him in the foyer and gave him a hello hug.


“I thought you were working tonight.”


“I finished up early. Where’s Jack?”


I escorted him out to the patio and he handed Jack a bottle
of Method & Madness Single Malt Irish whiskey. Jack whistled and clapped
Jim on the shoulder. They’d bonded a year and a half ago when they were both
helping me keep track of Nina’s potential victim pool.


I introduced Jim to the bartender, Chad, who offered him a
variety of drink options. Jim went with a double shot of Lagavulin 12-Year-Old
Scotch, straight up, of course.


I looked around me at my friends and realized, once again,
that I was surrounded by redheads. Jim, Elizabeth, and Jack were more on the
strawberry blonde side, but Michael’s locks were a deep, classic red. I
remembered what Samuel Clemens, aka Mark Twain, said about redheads. “While the
rest of the human race are descended from monkeys, redheads derive from cats.”
Probably true.
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The party
wrapped up around midnight. Even though the fête had been catered, Ilsa
insisted on boxing up the leftovers and forcing every guest to take something
home. Bill and I lucked out. We got the left over Swedish meatballs. Buddy
would be in heaven.


Elizabeth caught up with me at the door and handed me the
pouch containing their wedding bands. The plan was that I would attach the
pouch to Buddy’s collar before the ceremony tomorrow, and he would deliver the
rings to the happy couple during their vows.


She leaned in to hug me and said, “Thank you for the
nightie. Jack’s going to love it.”


I was sure he would.


When we stepped outside I spotted Bill’s personal car parked
next to my BMW. I should have known he wouldn’t allow a valet to drive it. It’s
a 1966, fire engine red, classic Ford Mustang. That car is his baby.


Even though it was a Friday night, most of our neighbors at
the marina were home by 12:30 so we both ended up parking in the visitors’ lot.
We walked arm in arm down to the dock and, as we passed Kirk’s boat, I wondered
if Buddy was missing me. He’d spent a lot of time with Kirk and D’Artagnon when
I’d been out of State working on a case, but other than hot days when I didn’t
want to leave him in the car, he was always by my side.


The wedding wouldn’t begin until 6:00 tomorrow night, so I
didn’t bother setting the alarm when we climbed into bed.


“Are you working tomorrow?” I asked.


“Not unless the SFPD uncovers something relevant to Chet’s
murder. I’ve already given them everything I’ve got.”


I didn’t ask if they knew what Vanessa drove. I just
couldn’t handle anymore obfuscation. I curled up with my head on Bill’s
shoulder and tried to relax in spite of the emptiness in the center of my chest
because Buddy wasn’t at the foot of the bed, his soft snores lulling me to
sleep.
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Bill and I
slept until 8:00 on Saturday and my first thought when I woke up was of my dog.
My best friend was getting married today, I was Jack’s best man, a crazed
killer was probably plotting my demise, I had a gorgeous man in my bed, and I
was worried about my dog. I quickly used the head, brushed my teeth, pulled my
hair up into a ponytail, and threw on shorts and a tee shirt.


Bill sat up and said, “Where are you going?”


“I have to go get Buddy.”


“Buddy’s fine. Come back to bed.”


He had that look in his eyes that told me sleep was not on
his mind.


“Can’t. Sorry. I need my dog.”


I launched myself up the companionway, jumped off the boat
onto the dock steps, and raced down to Kirk’s Bluewater. I didn’t see either
dog out on deck, which is where they spend most of their time together, so I
knocked on Kirk’s galley window. After a minute his son Jonathan slid the
window open and peered out at me.


“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to wake you. I just came to
collect Buddy.”


Jonathan scratched his mop of blond curls and said, “I think
my dad took them for a walk.”


“Okay. Thanks.”


I gazed up to shore and, sure enough, they were just
rounding the corner of the office complex. I hustled to the companionway
leading up to shore, glad I’d remembered to bring my gate key. As soon as I was
through the gate, Buddy saw me and began spinning in circles. It’s what I call
his happy dance. Unfortunately, if you’re the one holding the leash when this
phenomenon occurs you’re likely to get tangled up. Kirk had the good sense to
let go of the leash, and my boy made a mad dash in my direction.


I held my arms out in front of me and braced myself for
impact. Buddy’s over a hundred pounds, but he still acts like a puppy. It’s
endearing and also, sometimes, painful. He leapt into my arms, and I managed
not to fall on my ass while he covered my face with kisses.


Kirk was laughing as he approached with D’Artagnon, who was
heeling like the well-behaved Lab he is.


“I think he missed you.”


I tried to respond, but the love-fest required that I keep
my mouth closed for the moment. As soon as my pup settled on all fours again, I
said, “I missed him too. Thanks for taking care of him last night.”


“He’s no trouble. You know D’Artagnon loves the company.”


I did know that.


“Thanks for the John Wayne mug,” Kirk said. “I love John
Wayne!”


We walked back down to the dock together, and Kirk climbed
aboard his boat and turned to face me. “The wedding’s tonight, right?”


“Yes.”


“Do you need me to watch Buddy?”


“No. He’s actually the ring bearer.”


Kirk was still laughing when we rounded the dock heading for
home.


We descended the companionway into the Cheoy Lee, and Bill
was subjected to the same canine affection I’d received, but, since he was
still in bed, there was no escape for him. The two of them wrestled with each
other while I made coffee.


After breakfast and a shower, I took my dress out of the
hanging locker and checked it for wrinkles. For Elizabeth’s wedding I was
wearing a floor-length periwinkle blue chiffon gown with a single shoulder
strap that crossed between my breasts. I’d protested that because I was Jack’s
best man I should be allowed to wear a tuxedo. I have a beautiful black tux
with satin lapels that I rarely get to wear. It would have been so much
more practical. But Elizabeth wanted me and Lily to match, and I finally gave
in. It was her day, after all.


Elizabeth, herself, would be wearing an off-white, beaded,
floor length halter gown. The fabric covering the décolletage was chiffon and
translucent. I had a special collar for Buddy to wear that included a black bow
tie.


Elizabeth and Jack had chartered a large motor yacht out of
San Francisco for the affair. The ceremony would be performed by the captain,
and the reception would take place on board. The cruise would be taking off
from the San Francisco Marina Yacht Harbor at 6:00, and Jack had even arranged
for an area of the parking lot to be roped off for wedding guests.


Elizabeth had asked me to be there by 4:30, so we could do a
quick run-through of the ceremony. Buddy would ride with me, not only because
he was part of the event, but also because Bill wasn’t crazy about having a
huge dog with sharp toenails in the back seat of his Mustang.


By 3:00 I was a bundle of nerves. I checked my makeup, added
extra gel to my curls, hoping it would withstand the wind in San Francisco, and
dressed in my stupid chiffon gown.


While Bill was in the galley attaching Buddy’s leash to his
bow tie collar, I strapped on my thigh holster and slid the Glock into place.
It would be difficult to access, but I couldn’t carry a pistol purse during the
wedding. I’d found a bag that matched my shoes perfectly, which was little more
than a clutch with a shoulder strap. I loaded it with my wallet, keys, cell
phone, and lip gloss, then stepped into my periwinkle blue pumps. Almost as an
afterthought, I grabbed a blue fedora I’d had for years and almost never wore.
It was a close match to the color of my dress. If the wind on the water was too
much for my hair, the hat might help.


Bill walked us up to the parking lot and we got Buddy
situated in the back seat of the Bimmer. I lifted the hem of my dress and
leaned over, pretending to check the sole of my shoe. I didn’t see any dark
puddles under my car. If the brake line had been cut there was no evidence of
it.


I kissed Bill goodbye and climbed in, placing the pouch with
the wedding bands on the passenger seat next to my purse. I planned to wait
until the last minute to attach it to Buddy’s collar. The guests would
undoubtedly fawn over my handsome boy, and I was afraid the pouch might get
detached by accident.


Half way to San Francisco I started jonesing for a
cigarette. I frequently checked my rearview mirror, but didn’t see a white
Lexus following me. Of course, if Vanessa was shrewd, she’d have rented a
nondescript car in which to tail me.


I found my way to the marina on Scott Street, and a parking
attendant directed me to the section reserved for wedding guests. It was the
section closest to the pier where the chartered yacht was docked. Jack must
have paid a fortune for the inconvenience to yacht owners. Elizabeth had
invited her friends from work and several of our neighbors from the marina, so
we were taking up a substantial portion of the parking lot.


I grabbed my tiny shoulder bag and let Buddy out of the car,
walking him around the trees in front of the marina offices. When I felt secure
that he had completed all necessary business, we walked down the short
companionway to the docks.


The yacht Jack had chartered was easily large enough to
accommodate thirty guests and catering staff. She was an elegant vessel, a
sleek sixty-foot motor yacht with an abundance of well-maintained brightwork.
The lower deck was accessible via dock steps. A good thing, too. I wouldn’t be
the only woman in high heels and after a few glasses of champagne, a lady’s
balance can become unpredictable.


I located the wedding party on the upper deck. Elizabeth was
stunning in her gown and Jack looked seriously shiny in his black tuxedo. Lily
resembled a busty Greek goddess in her one-shoulder periwinkle floor-length
dress. The breeze was already picking up, and I was glad Elizabeth had elected
to hold the ceremony indoors.


Jack, Buddy and I stood next to the ship’s captain as Lily
escorted Elizabeth down the aisle. My friends had written their own vows, so
the captain had little to say until it was time for the rings, which was when I
remembered I’d left the pouch in my car. Dammit!


I explained the situation to Elizabeth and said I’d run and
get them as soon as we were finished with the rehearsal. Once the bride and
groom had kissed and walked down the aisle followed by Lily, Buddy, and yours
truly, I handed Buddy’s leash to Lily and said I’d be right back. It was only
4:45, and the cruise wouldn’t begin until 6:00. There was plenty of time.


As I unlocked the car and reached inside for the satin ring
pouch, I felt, rather than heard, movement behind me. I tucked the pouch
securely into my cleavage and tapped the recording icon on the iPhone inside my
bag before closing the car door. I inserted the key and locked the BMW, then
laced the keys between my knuckles and turned to face Vanessa. She was holding
a revolver fitted with a custom suppressor at hip level behind her own shoulder
bag, effectively concealing the gun from anyone driving or walking into the
lot, though there was little traffic at the moment.


“What are you doing here, Vanessa?”


“I’ve reconsidered your offer,” she said with a smile. “Is
there some place we can talk privately?”


I glanced through the trees at the marina offices. “I assume
there’s a public restroom.”


“That will do. Please don’t try anything stupid. I’d hate to
ruin that lovely dress.”


Vanessa followed me to the building and I spotted a sign
with an arrow pointing to the restrooms. She nudged me in that direction, and
we entered the ladies’ room together.


“Check the stalls, please,” she said, keeping the gun on me.


We were alone, and I was a dead woman. The Glock holstered
on my thigh wouldn’t do me any good if I couldn’t get it out of the holster and
fire before she did, but I’d have to try. In the meantime, maybe I’d get a
chance to record her confession.


“Where is the evidence?” she demanded.


“You mean the evidence that you killed both Chet and Chance?”


“Are you an imbecile? What else would I be talking
about?”


Nice. “It’s locked in my office safe.”


“I’ll take your keys.”


“Won’t do you any good. The office has an alarm connected
directly to the police department. They’re only four blocks away, so by the
time you find the safe they’ll be all over you.”


That, of course, was a lie. My perimeter alarm was only
connected to my cell phone.


“Why couldn’t you just leave this alone?” she whined.


“Because Chet paid me to investigate.”


“So? You could have kept the money. No one would have
known.”


“I would have known. Why did you do it, Vanessa? Why did you
embezzle from his company? You were paid a good salary. Even after the divorce,
Chet let you keep your job. What the fuck is your problem?”


“My problem? My problem? I’ll tell you what my
problem was. Chet liked banging his blow-up dolls more than he liked having sex
with me! I have an actual vagina, but he’d rather stick it in an
artificial, vibrating, Barbie-doll. The damn pool boy didn’t even mean
anything to me. I just wanted to get Chet’s attention. How was that any
different from him screwing an inflatable doll? But he didn’t see it that way
and the asshole divorced me. That insignificant little affair violated
the prenup, and I got nothing. Nothing! After six years of putting up
with his snoring and his doll-humping I got nothing. I only took what he
owed me.”


“You took his life!”


Vanessa’s face turned red and I was afraid she’d
hyperventilate and accidentally shoot me.


I said, “Okay, I get that you were pissed enough at Chet to
embezzle, and killing him might have stopped the partial sale of the company,
eliminating the need for an audit which would have exposed you, but why did you
kill Chance?”


“That little shit was trying to blackmail me. Can you
believe that?”


“Actually, yes, I can. Why did you put the gun in Chet’s
right hand?” I had to know.


“He was ambidextrous, you idiot! He wrote with
his left hand and shot with his right.”


“Huh. Didn’t see that coming.” Brilliant, Nikki.


“Give me your damn keys and the alarm code, and I’ll let you
live.”


“No you won’t.”


Vanessa raised the gun and I saw the restroom door behind
her begin to open. I couldn’t risk someone else being in the line of fire, so I
did the only thing I could think of. I shouted, “It’s occupied.” As
Vanessa turned toward the door I swung my little shoulder bag at her face. She
was momentarily stunned, giving me the edge I needed. I reached under my skirt
and snatched the Glock out of its holster. There was no time to get the dress
completely out of the way, so I fired through the chiffon skirt, hitting
Vanessa in the shoulder. She screamed bloody murder and dropped her gun on the
bathroom floor.


I pulled the Glock out from under my dress and kept it
pointed at Vanessa as Lily walked through the door, took in the scene, and
raised a single eyebrow.


“Hi, Nikki.”


“Hey, Lily.”


“You need any help?”


“I need some zip ties and the police.”


Lily opened her clutch and took out a pair of mink-lined
handcuffs. “Will these work?”


I started laughing and couldn’t stop. Lily cuffed a
screaming still Vanessa’s hands behind her back, and I kept the gun trained on
her while Lily called the SFPD. I checked my watch. 5:00. I really didn’t want
to miss Elizabeth’s wedding cruise. Then I looked down at my dress.


“Shit. Elizabeth is going to kill me.” I handed Lily the gun
and pulled out my cell phone, stopped the recording app, and speed-dialed Bill.


He answered on the first ring. “Hey gorgeous!”


“Are you still at home?”


“Yeah. I was just leaving. What’s up?”


“There’s a black tuxedo in a garment bag in the hanging
locker. Can you bring it to the wedding with you, please? I kind of ruined my
dress.”


“Sure.”


“Thanks. I’ll see you soon.”


“Love you.”


“I love you, too.” I heard him laughing as I ended the call.


Lily said, “You didn’t think you should mention this little
incident?”


“I don’t want him distracted while he’s driving.”


I retrieved the gun from Lily and we heard sirens in the
distance. It took almost an hour to make our statements to the SFPD, but Bill’s
arrival helped everything run more smoothly. The fact that I’d recorded
Vanessa’s confession didn’t hurt. They confiscated my Glock, of course, but
agreed to let me come in the next day to make a formal statement because of the
whole best friend’s wedding situation. Lily had left me just long enough to go
inform Elizabeth and Jack about what was going on.


When Bill and I finally made it to the chartered yacht I
took the garment bag from him and slipped into a stateroom to change. Lily came
along. Bill waited outside. He wanted to know why Vanessa had come after me,
but that could wait until after the wedding.


I unzipped the bag and took out the tux. Jacket and pants.
No blouse. I opened the stateroom door and looked up at Bill. “You didn’t bring
a blouse?”


“You didn’t ask me to bring a blouse.”


“It’s fine,” said Lily, closing the door in Bill’s face.
“I’ve got this.”


She reached into her clutch and this time came out with a
Swiss Army knife. She extracted the longest, sharpest blade, took hold of my
dress, and neatly sliced off the ruined skirt. I was left standing there in
nothing but my blue heels, black thong, and the one-shoulder top of the dress.


“Elizabeth is so going to kill me,” I whimpered.


“Shut up and put on your big girl pants. Everyone’s
waiting.”


I pulled on the tux trousers and jacket and damned if it
didn’t look perfect with the periwinkle blue one-shoulder top underneath.






CHAPTER 40
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Even though the
wedding cruise started a little later than scheduled, the ceremony went off without
a hitch. Elizabeth’s eyes got huge when she saw me in my tux, but when I
explained what had happened to the dress she wasn’t really upset. Besides, I
still matched Lily, sort of.


I tied the ring pouch to Buddy’s collar and he played his
part perfectly. I even managed to hold back my tears while Jack and Elizabeth
exchanged vows. Even though I no longer believe in marriage for myself, I’m
still a hopeless romantic.


Once the knot had been officially tied, Elizabeth threw her
bouquet, and Lily, being the tallest woman in the crowd, deftly caught it.
That’s when I noticed my friend Michael standing next to her. He hadn’t been
invited to the wedding, never having met Elizabeth or Jack before last night.
He must have come as Lily’s plus one. I had to admit he was looking very dapper
in his pin-striped suit. I’d never seen Michael in a suit. Even when he was
meeting with the CEOs of Fortune five hundred companies, he dressed in jeans.


The celebration began with a champagne toast, presented by
yours truly as the best man. I hadn’t really prepared for this, being a little
distracted by kidnapping and murder, so I repeated the toast I’d made at their
engagement party. It was in Gaelic, so most of the guests were befuddled by the
language, but Jack and Elizabeth understood it, and that was all that mattered.


“Slainte mhor agus a h-uile beannachd duibh. Mille failte
dhuit le d'bhreid. Fad do re gun robh thu slan. Mo ran la ithean dhuit is sith.
Le d'mhaitheas is le d'ni bhi fas. Meal-a-naidheachd.”


Roughly translated into English that means, “Good health and
every blessing to you. A thousand welcomes with your wedding veil. May you be
healthy all of your days. May you be blessed with long life and peace. May you
grow old with goodness and with riches. Congratulations.”


Elizabeth cut into the gorgeous, tiered Swiss chocolate cake
and she and Jack fed each other a bite. No cream cheese icing was smeared on
anyone’s face. I’ll never understand why some couples do that on their wedding
day. You can bet the bride doesn’t want her make-up ruined before the photos
are taken. Speaking of which, Elizabeth had hired a professional photographer,
but the young woman had apparently never been on a yacht before. She was
turning an unfortunate shade of green and spending a lot of time in the head,
so Lily snapped tons of pictures with her phone. She circulated among the
guests taking candid shots of everyone, but spent most of her time
photographing Jack and Elizabeth staring blissfully into each other’s eyes.


The buffet was spectacular and Buddy behaved like a
gentleman, which netted him bites of every dog-healthy option on my plate. He
particularly enjoyed the bacon I peeled off the devils on horseback for him. I
didn’t want to risk giving him the prune and chutney filling.


The DJ began playing “The Best is Yet to Come,” and we all
turned to watch Jack and Elizabeth perform their first official dance as
husband and wife. Lily took a video of the two of them twirling around on the
dance floor, brilliant smiles lighting their faces.


When Lily wasn’t taking photos she was dancing, either with
Michael or with Jim Sutherland, who cuts quite a rug. Jim and Lily made a
striking couple and I noticed Michael watching them as they danced. There might
have been just a hint of jealousy in his eyes.


I knew Bill hated to dance, but the DJ was really good and I
love dancing, so when the next song began I turned to him, prepared to wheedle
if necessary. That’s when I saw the box in his hand. It was an indigo-blue
velvet ring box. I think my heart stopped. I know I stopped breathing. This
could not be happening. We’d had this conversation before. Bill knows
how I feel about marriage.


He must have seen the look of horror on my face, because he
quickly said, “I’m not asking for a commitment, Nikki. I’m offering one. I want
to spend the rest of my life with you, even though you drive me crazy. I don’t
need a marriage license to show the world how much you mean to me.”


He opened the box, revealing an eternity band with
alternating emeralds and sapphires. The stones were bezel mounted, so there
were no prongs to catch on hair or clothing. Bill took the ring out of the box,
and said, “It’s for your right hand,” and then he laughed at the look of relief
on my face and I started breathing again. I let him slide the eternity band
onto the ring finger of my right hand and it fit perfectly.


“How did you know my size?” I asked.


“Elizabeth.”


I looked out over the dance floor and saw my best friend
watching me with tears in her eyes. I might have had a few in my own as well,
because the room suddenly looked a little blurry. And then we danced. I don’t
remember a whole lot about the rest of the cruise. I just remember being in
Bill’s arms and feeling like I was floating. In spite of our differences, or
maybe because of them, this was the man for me. The fact that he wasn’t
demanding a legalized commitment made me love him even more.






EPILOGUE
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Vanessa
accepted a plea deal the D.A. offered in exchange for her confession. She was
still sentenced to life in prison, but with the possibility of parole after
twenty years.


Lily and Michael are dating and he’s spending a lot more
time in the Bay Area. Her cats love him and she’s teaching my reclusive friend
how to sail. I gave him a jumbo bottle of Banana Boat SPF 50 sunscreen.
Redheads burn. They’re an oddly well-matched couple, what with the whole
stratospheric intelligence quotient thing they have in common.


After the wedding, I confessed to Bill about my conversation
with Vanessa at the Dr. Feelgood offices in San Francisco. I told him I’d
threatened to take incriminating evidence to the police, hoping I could record
her confession. He didn’t press me for details. I’m sure he assumed I’d
obtained the “evidence” in a less than legal manner, but what he didn’t know
wouldn’t hurt him, his career, or our relationship.


I eventually left a voicemail message for Melinda Tentrees
asking if she’d heard anything from our mutual friend about how Jea and Sky
were doing. I explained that I didn’t need to know where they were, just
that they were okay. I haven’t heard back from her, or from Nina, so I assume
Melinda doesn’t know anything and Nina couldn’t care less about my piece of
mind. Now that the two women have forged a bond, Nina might deliver any rescued
children directly to Melinda, rather than bringing them to my office. Will I
ever see Nina again? Only time will tell.


THE END
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