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    Abetha Mimbo sat across the desk from me, ensconced in one of my comfortable visitor’s chairs. She wore a flowing Hawaiian print sundress in startling shades of orange, royal blue, and yellow and was clutching a black and tan straw hat in her lap. She didn’t look like an Abetha to me, or a Mimbo for that matter. Instead, her name conjured a vivid image in my mind of a voodoo priestess wearing a fruit basket on top of her head. The woman in front of me looked more like she was of Italian descent. She appeared to be in her early sixties, about five foot six and maybe a hundred and fifty pounds, with shoulder length dark hair and an olive complexion. She smelled like my favorite Victoria’s Secret perfume counter, a fusion of sandalwood and vanilla.


    Abetha had shown up at my office without an appointment, but I thought I should hear what she had to say, and she’d said plenty. Evidently she believed someone was planning to kill her son.


    My name is Nicoli Hunter. I’m a PI, licensed in the State of California. I’m five foot seven and a hundred and thirty-five pounds. My hair is chestnut brown, long, and curly. My eyes are a stormy shade of blue with black rims around the irises, which I inherited from my father. I’m fit from my daily workouts, and well-endowed from my paternal grandmother’s Russian and Greek heritage. Today I was dressed in cargo shorts, a red tank top, and New Balance cross-trainers. It was late June and almost eighty degrees outside, plus I wasn’t expecting company.


    “What makes you think your son’s life is in danger?” I asked.


    “Well, Nicole. May I call you Nicole?”


    “No,” I said. “My name is Nicoli. Rhymes with private eye.” I tried to smile when I said it, but the truth is I’m sick to death of people mispronouncing my name, so the smile probably looked more like a grimace. Abetha didn’t seem to notice.


    “Because he’s scared, and my Tony doesn’t get scared. He came to my house for dinner last night, and the whole time he was there he kept looking out the windows and watching the street. He double-checked the alarm system three times!” She held up three fingers to emphasize her point.


    “Has Tony asked you to hire someone to protect him?”


    “Oh, goodness no! He doesn’t even know I’m here. He wouldn’t approve. He can’t know anything about this.”


    “So, you want someone to watch over your son without his knowledge?”


    “Exactly.” She seemed pleased that I understood. “Tony won’t talk to me about what’s going on, but I think a crazy woman he went out with a couple of times is stalking him. She’s tall and athletic-looking with blue eyes and short brown hair. She’s beautiful, but she’s a complete psycho. I wouldn’t put anything past her.”


    “What makes you think she’s psychotic?” I asked.


    “You can see it in her eyes,” Abetha declared, her own eyes bugging-out a little. “She has crazy eyes.”


    Okay...


    Has Tony reported any of this to the police?”


    Abetha laughed until there were tears rolling down her cheeks and her mascara was smudged. She had a lovely tinkling laugh that sounded like wind chimes. I didn’t want to take her case, but I kind of liked her.


    “What’s so funny?” I asked, as she dabbed at her eyes with a Kleenex from the box on my desk.


    “Well, let’s just say my son’s relationship with the police might be a bit strained.” She smiled happily.


    “Why is that?”


    “I can’t say. So, will you protect him?”


    “I’m afraid my schedule is full right now, Ms. Mimbo.”


    “Please, call me Abetha.”


    “Abetha. I’m sorry, but I simply don’t have time for a case that would require this kind of commitment. Perhaps your son should hire a bodyguard.”


    “I’m sure Tony wouldn’t accept a bodyguard,” she said. “He likes his privacy. Please, Nicole. Can’t your other clients wait? My son’s life is in danger.”


    I felt a little guilty about turning her away, but I’d only been back at work for a week since returning from a lengthy cruise to D.C., where I almost lost my life protecting a client. I just wasn’t ready for another dangerous case. All I wanted to do right now was take care of my regulars.


    There are seventeen restaurants and bars in the San Francisco Bay Area for which I routinely conduct covert surveillance. I monitor employee performance, evaluate quality of cuisine, observe ambience, and assess customer satisfaction. I occasionally install hidden video cameras and assist with employee terminations when necessary. What do I get out of this? Apart from making a good living, I take comfort in the knowledge that my clients, many of whom have become friends, are being protected from unscrupulous employees. The people I care about, and their business interests, are kept safe because I’m on the job. I had enough on my plate without adding Abetha’s son to the mix.


    “I might be able to recommend someone,” I said. “If you’ll give me your son’s name and your contact information I’ll be happy to make inquiries for you.”


    I slid a blank notepad across my desk and offered Abetha a pen, which she accepted with a scowl. Her reaction to my refusal seemed a bit over the top to me. I certainly wasn’t the only PI on the Peninsula. Besides, what she really needed was a bodyguard who was adept at keeping a low profile. Not the type of work I normally do.


    My plan was to call my friend, Jim Sutherland, who owns a PI firm in Menlo Park called Superior Investigations. Since Jim has a whole stable of agents working for him, he might be able to spare one or two for Tony’s protection.


    Abetha scribbled something on the pad and handed it back to me. Anthony Salvatici. I wondered why their last names were different. She had also written down two phone numbers, indicating that one was her home number and the other her cell. When I looked up she was studying me with a great deal of intensity, though I had no idea why.


    “I’ll contact an associate of mine and ask him to give you a call,” I said, standing up to indicate that our meeting was at an end.


    I held out my hand and she grasped it firmly. That’s when I felt it. A little zing of fear that shot up my arm, past my shoulder, and straight to my brain. Something about this adorable woman was dangerous, and not just generically dangerous, but dangerous to me.


    I have what some people call intuition, and it kicks in when I make physical contact. Since Abetha and I had just touched for the first time, I’d had no previous indication that she was anything other than what she appeared to be—a sixty-something woman with an eccentric sense of fashion who was concerned about the well-being of her son. Apparently there was more to her than that.


    “Thank you, Nicole,” she said. “I’ll look forward to hearing from your friend.”


    She sashayed out the front door in her painfully-bright floral sundress, situated her black-and-tan straw hat atop her head, and disappeared from view.


    “Well that was weird,” I said to Buddy.


    Buddy is my dog. He’s a beautiful mix of Golden Retriever and Rhodesian Ridgeback. A lean ninety-five pounds of muscle and luminous short red hair with big brown eyes and a heart the size of Alaska. He was presently napping at my side. The fact that he hadn’t perceived Abetha as a threat was reassuring.


    I picked up the phone to give Jim a call and it rang in my hand. It was an 831 area code. Must be Michael. My friend since kindergarten, Michael Burke, is a white hat hacker, and I’d recently asked him to do me a little favor.


    “Hunter Investigations,” I answered.


    “It’s me,” said Michael.


    “How many phones do you have? I don’t recognize this number.”


    “Probably fifteen or twenty,” he said, casually. “I’ve got that list you asked for, but I’m not sure it’s a good idea to e-mail it to you. Might raise a few red flags, if you know what I mean.”


    I’d asked Michael to see if he could hack into the FBI database and get access to a list of known associates and clients of Alfredo Giordano. Giordano was dead, but he had been a purveyor to wealthy pedophiles and in business with international child traffickers. Though not a child molester himself, he had been a major dirtbag. He’d been murdered by Nina Jezek, a vigilante killer who targets sexual predators.


    Try as I might, I couldn’t find fault with Nina’s mission. Unfortunately, she’d also killed the mother of a nine-year-old boy, who subsequently hired me to find his mom’s killer, but that’s another story. Nina and I have what you might call a strained relationship. We've had three confrontations in the last year, two of them life-threatening, and she always seems to be lurking in the back of my mind.


    “You want to get together for dinner?” I asked Michael.


    “I’d love to, but I’m working around the clock at the moment. Big project. I’ll be in Santa Clara on Monday, though. How about I meet you at your office when I’m done with my presentation. I should be finished late morning. We can have lunch together.”


    “That sounds great. Call my cell when you hit the road and I’ll make sure I’m in the office by the time you arrive.”


    Most likely Michael’s presentation would involve telling the CEO of some Fortune 500 company that he’d made it past their firewall in thirty seconds flat and they needed to beef up security.


    We ended the call, and I dialed Jim’s office number.


    Heather, Jim’s receptionist, picked up after the third ring. “Superior Investigations.”


    “Hi, Heather. It’s Nikki. Is he in the office?”


    “Nope, but I can patch you through to his cell.”


    “No need,” I said. “I have the number, but I don’t want to interrupt anything important. What’s he up to today?”


    “A work comp surveillance. He’s probably bored out of his mind, sitting in his car waiting for the guy to do cartwheels past his picture window. Call him. He’ll be grateful.”


    I was laughing when I hung up. Heather has been with Jim for almost a year, and she is very good at her job. She charms the clients and never hesitates to make fun of Jim.


    I punched in his cell number and listened to it ring only once before he picked up.


    “Tell me you need me,” he said.


    “Excuse me?”


    “If I have to spend one more minute watching this guy in the cervical collar I’m going to shoot someone. Tell me you need my help on a case rife with mystery and intrigue.”


    “Um, it might be. There’s definitely something weird going on, but I’m not sure what, exactly. The client’s name is Abetha Mimbo.”


    When Jim finally stopped laughing he said, “I’m in.”


    “You don’t even know what the case is yet. And what about your work comp guy?”


    “I just got a couple shots of him carrying two full, thirty-six-gallon garbage cans to the curb, one in each hand. There’s nothing wrong with his neck, and now I can prove it. I’ll e-mail these photos to the insurance company and call you back in five minutes.”


    While I was waiting for Jim’s call I finished my report on a restaurant at San Francisco International Airport and sent it into cyberspace along with an invoice. During my surveillance I’d been able to observe first-hand what the chef was up to—or not up to, actually. Food was being contaminated due to general laziness, which confirmed the owner’s suspicions. It was a miracle someone hadn’t gotten salmonella or, if they had, that they hadn’t linked it to the SFO restaurant. There’s a reason Jim and I refer to the Veranda as the Ptomaine Palace.


    It’s a little-known fact that most bars and restaurants don’t run pre-employment background checks or drug test their employees. That’s where I come in. I encourage my clients to let me check out potential new hires. Some of them are wise enough to listen, but most are not, so I get to catch the occasional drug-addled, thieving scum in the act. It’s a living.


    Within a minute of e-mailing my report to Leo Bender, the owner of the Veranda, I received his response in the form of a text message to my smartphone, which read, “Must have proof. Come install camera after midnight.”


    Leo is computer literate, but he’s also a man of few words. He’s a six foot five, rail-thin black man with a raunchy sense of humor and a fondness for Cajun spices. He runs the Veranda kitchen alone after midnight, hence the request that the camera be installed at that time.


    “I’ll be there,” I texted back.


    When Jim called I gave him the rundown on Abetha Mimbo’s case, then read him her son’s name and her two phone numbers before tossing the note paper into the trash. I mentioned, again, that I had a hunch something more than concern for her son was in play, but couldn’t put my finger on what it was.


    “Are you having one of your famous feelings?” Jim asked. He knows me well.


    “Kind of. When I shook her hand I got an adrenaline rush. And after she wrote down her son’s name and her phone numbers she scrutinized me like a mad scientist analyzing a new species of slime mold. It was odd.”


    “Huh. Well, I’ll give her a call, maybe meet with her in person. I’ll let you know what I decide to do.”


    “Thanks, Jim. If you get a weird vibe from her please feel free to decline the job. I don’t know anything about this woman, and she implied that her son operates outside the law. Since she doesn’t want Tony to know he’s being protected, whoever you assign would need to be invisible and very cautious. Maybe you should send a team, if you decide to take the case.”


    Jim agreed that keeping Tony in the dark would seriously complicate the situation, and we ended the call.


    I looked at my schedule and realized I would have time for a couple of dinner surveys before meeting Leo at the airport.
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    Buddy and I live aboard a customized forty-six foot Cheoy Lee Motorsailer named Turning Point in the same marina complex where I rent office space. Bill Anderson, the current love of my life, moved onboard the boat with me a little over a week ago. After I returned home from my most recent near-fatal adventure, Bill had proposed, but I knew in my gut that marriage, even to someone as wonderful as Bill, would be a mistake. I said I needed time to think about it, and invited him to move in with me. It’s been working out remarkably well so far, especially for Buddy, who hates being left home alone.


    I am the only child of a Cossack and a former nun. I did not have an easy childhood. My parents’ personalities and their relationship dynamics had an indelible impact on my subconscious reflexes when it comes to commitment. I’ve already tied the knot and been divorced three times. I don’t relish the idea of making Bill my fourth mistake.


    Bill Anderson is just under six feet tall, thirty-eight years old, lean but muscular, and clean-shaven, with black hair just beginning to gray at the temples and brown eyes that turn hazel when he’s feeling amorous. The first time he smiled at me it made me weak in the knees. Now it warms my heart, as well as a few other body parts. Bill is Lakota Sioux on his mother’s side and Irish on his father’s. His complexion is dark from his Native American heritage, his lips are deliciously full and his nose slightly Roman. He’s a Detective with the Redwood City Police Department specializing in Crimes Against Persons, also known as Body Crimes.


    I called his cell, intending to let him know I’d be working late and to ask when he would be home.


    “Anderson,” he answered.


    “Hunter,” I replied.


    “Hey, babe. What’s up?”


    “I’m doing two dinner surveys tonight and then I have to make a run out to the airport and install a surveillance camera for Leo Bender. Buddy wants to know what time you’ll be home.”


    “Unless something changes, I should be able to wrap things up here by five or five-thirty.”


    “Perfect. I’ll hang around until you get here.”


    Buddy and I took a quick walk around the marina before climbing into my British racing green BMW 2002, and driving to the Woodside Radio Shack for Leo’s camera. I found a shady spot to park and rolled all the windows down, instructing Buddy to “Stay.” He looked back at me with his patented sad hound face. My boy is a real pro when it comes to inflicting guilt.


    I purchased a wireless wide-angle pinhole surveillance unit that I would have to install above one of the ceiling tiles in the restaurant’s kitchen. I already had the cordless drill I’d need, having dealt with multiple installations in the years since I became a PI. In fact, I owed the discounted price of my sailboat to a camera similar to this one. My client had been a restaurant owner who suspected her chef was stealing frozen calamari. She’d neglected to tell her husband about the surveillance equipment I’d installed and one night we caught him on camera having sex, and then a coronary, with the hostess.


    After watching that devastating video several times, my client turned to me and said, “You wanna buy a boat?” Since I was newly divorced and practically living in my office at the time, it made sense, and it was one of the best decisions I’ve ever made. I love the marina culture and the feeling of belonging to a community, and I’ve never felt more at home than I do on my Cheoy Lee.


    I tossed the Radio Shack bag in the trunk of my car and cranked up the air conditioner before calling my best friend, Elizabeth Gauthier. Elizabeth is also a boat dweller. We met shortly after I moved aboard when I fell in love with her cat, K.C. Since I was fawning over her large orange tabby, it seemed rude not to introduce myself to Elizabeth as well. She’s a natural strawberry blonde, a little over five feet tall and about a hundred pounds, with hazel eyes, a scattering of freckles on her lovely heart-shaped face, and a stratospheric IQ.


    Elizabeth is currently engaged to a former client of mine, Jack McGuire. Ten months ago, when I was working on a case for Jack, he ran into Elizabeth while searching the marina for my boat. Lightning struck the moment they met, and the rest, as they say, is history. I subsequently shot and killed Jack’s only sibling in order to save my own life. The fact that he doesn’t hold that against me speaks to his character. Needless to say, their upcoming union has my blessing. The wedding isn’t until next June, almost a year away, but I’m still logging as many Elizabeth hours as I can before she moves from the marina to Jack’s estate in Hillsborough.


    She picked up after the second ring. “What’s up, honey?”


    “I’m doing two dinner surveys tonight and I need a beard. Are you hungry?”


    “That depends. Where are we going?”


    “San Francisco.”


    “Does that mean what I think it means?”


    One of my clients owns Elizabeth’s favorite restaurant, Edouard’s, on Montgomery Street in San Francisco. Her love of the famous eatery has nothing to do with the sublime cuisine. Elizabeth is a celebrity junkie.


    “Yes, we’re going to Edouard’s, but you will not be taking pictures like some crazed fan.”


    “You’re no fun.”


    “I’ll pick you up at seven.”


    “Excellent. That will give me time to primp.”


    I ended the call with a smile on my face.


    When we got back to the marina I let Buddy water a few bushes, then retrieved the power drill from my office closet and locked it in the trunk of my car with the surveillance equipment.


    We walked down to the boat, stopping briefly so Buddy could visit with his friend D’Artagnon, a black Labrador Retriever who lives down the dock from us with his human, Kirk, and is the unofficial marina watchdog. Buddy stayed with Kirk and D’Artagnon while I was in D.C., and the time they spent living together has strengthened their bond.


    When we got home I showered onboard, selected an outfit for the evening, and, since I’d be up until at least 2:00 a.m., decided to take a short nap. Buddy dozed on the bunk next to me and I swear his proximity increased the ambient temperature by at least ten degrees. By the time the bedside alarm went off I needed another shower.


    I moseyed into the galley and started a pot of coffee brewing before stepping under the stream of cool water. After my shower I walked out to the galley alfresco and poured a mug of the heavenly Kauai dark roast Bill had bought for me as a welcome home present. He knows the way to my heart is through high-end caffeine.


    I took my coffee back into the head and did the hair and make-up thing. In this heat, I would put off getting dressed until the last possible minute. I was just adding a coat of lip gloss when I felt the boat sway, causing the wand to land a swipe of gloss on the tip of my nose. Bill was home. I quickly spritzed some Must de Cartier on my throat, and greeted him wearing nothing more than my signature scent and a smile.


    I was still smiling forty-five minutes later when, after a third shower, I zipped up my strapless, indigo-blue cocktail dress and stepped into a pair of fawn-colored ankle strap sandals. Bill clasped the turquoise necklace behind my neck, and I was ready to go. I gave both of my guys a kiss goodbye, Bill on the lips and Buddy on the snout, and climbed the companionway steps, sensing two pairs of eyes on my posterior.


    I felt lighter than air as I approached my best friend’s boat. My life was finally back on track. I was in love, my bank balance was healthy, and no one had tried to kill me in almost two weeks.


    I knocked on the deck of Elizabeth’s trawler and she stepped out through the open door in a backless ivory halter dress and four-inch red stilettos. Her strawberry blonde locks were piled on top of her head in an elaborate French twist with a few loose curls at the crown and rhinestone bobby pins holding everything in place.


    “Holy shit!” I said. “Who are you trying to seduce?”


    She grinned happily. “You should talk. You look fabulous, honey.”


    “Thanks. You know I’m not going to let you ask for anyone’s autograph tonight, right? I’m working. We need to keep a low profile.”


    “If you plan on keeping a low profile you should probably cover your chest. You, in a strapless dress, are not inconspicuous.”


    “It’s too hot for anything else. Come on. Let’s go.”


    I was subjected to bridal talk all the way to San Francisco. We parked in the underground lot at 505 Montgomery and walked the remaining distance to Edouard’s, enjoying the cooler temperature and the lights and sounds of the city around us. I wouldn’t want to live in San Francisco, but I always enjoy visiting. I’d made the reservation for 8:00, so we were a little early.


    The matronly hostess, Alicia, greeted us like old friends. The previous hostess had been a snob and a tyrant, and I’d been instrumental in her termination. Alicia told us our table would be ready shortly, and asked if we’d like to wait in the cocktail lounge. Since the owner had requested both bar and restaurant surveys, I happily agreed.


    There were two bartenders on duty at the moment. Both were male and dressed identically in white shirts and jackets with black ties and slacks. One was dark-haired and in his mid-thirties, about five foot ten, with chiseled good looks and an athletic build. The other was blond, in his late twenties, and had a subtle surfer-dude persona working for him. I stood back and allowed Elizabeth to decide where we would sit.


    It was a Thursday night and, while the restaurant itself was busy, there were several unoccupied bar stools. Elizabeth tilted her head to the left, looking coquettish, and touched the tip of her index finger to her full lower lip. The dark-haired bartender zeroed right in. I might as well have been on another planet. Elizabeth may be small, but her sex appeal is mighty. She nodded her approval and we perched on stools in front of the brunette. His nametag read Brad, and he had lovely white teeth, which he displayed for Elizabeth as he placed cocktail napkins on the bar.


    “What may I offer you lovely ladies this evening?”


    It was nice to know he was aware that Elizabeth wasn’t drinking alone, even though his head never turned in my direction.


    “I’ll have a tall mudslide,” Elizabeth purred.


    Yes, she was in love and engaged, but her dedication to the art of flirting will never diminish. It’s just part of who she is.


    The studly bartender glanced in my direction. I hated to interrupt the flirt-fest, but I had a job to do, so I got on with it.


    “What kind of non-alcoholic beer do you have? I’m the designated driver tonight.”


    He quickly rattled off a list that included Clausthaler, Buckler, Gerstel Paulaner, St. Pauli, and Beck’s. I opted for the Buckler.


    Brad opened the bottle and poured the beer into an iced pilsner glass, which he set in front of me, then began preparing Elizabeth’s mudslide. I took out my smartphone and entered a few survey notes. Thank God for technology. I used to have to duck into a restroom stall if I wanted to take notes during a survey. Now, everyone just assumes I’m texting or checking my e-mail while I document details for the reports I later submit to my clients.


    Elizabeth had just sampled and approved of her drink when Alicia came into the bar and informed us that our table was ready. Brad looked so disappointed I had to stifle the urge to giggle.


    We were seated at a table for two near the fireplace. Alicia offered us menus and told us our server tonight would be Claude. This was good news for me, since Claude was a new hire and the owner had neglected to request a pre-employment background check on him.


    I was reading the menu and Elizabeth was sipping her mudslide and people watching when Claude approached, causing a shadow to fall over the table. He was at least six foot six and well over three hundred pounds, with café mocha skin and a cherubic smile. With a name like Claude I’d been expecting a slender Frenchman with an aquiline nose and an attitude. I was pleasantly surprised. The French individuals of my acquaintance are not well suited to work in a service industry because they tend to be extremely outspoken and are often condescending.


    Claude wore a black tuxedo with a crisp white shirt, a red cummerbund, and a black bow tie. I wondered where he had found a tux in his size. Maybe King-size Direct or Tuxedo Big and Tall. He asked if we’d like to hear tonight’s specials, and proceeded to describe a pan-seared Black Angus filet mignon with pommes landaises and white truffle oil. The expression on his face convinced me that he’d personally savored the entrée and that it had been an orgasmic experience. The other special was a three-grain mixed mushroom risotto parmigiana reggiano, which sounded appetizing, but did not make his eyes flutter the way the filet mignon had. Claude was a foodie, pure and simple, and a delightful character to boot. His smile was infectious and his eyes twinkled with joy as he took our orders.


    I selected the haricot vert salad with goat cheese, sundried tomatoes, almonds and balsamic reduction, and the Coq au Vin in red wine sauce as my entrée. Elizabeth ordered the escargots appetizer and the pan-seared California wild sea bass. Claude collected the menus, bowed with tremendous dignity for someone his size, and withdrew from the table.


    I took out my smartphone and made notes reflecting my delight with our server, along with a few comments about the restaurant’s atmosphere and the general sense of well-being exhibited by the patrons.


    There were a few celebrities present, but they weren’t on Elizabeth’s top ten list, so we talked some more about her wedding plans. She and Jack had decided to charter a cruise ship out of San Francisco for the affair. They would be married at sea by the captain, and the reception would also take place onboard. It sounded idyllic to me. I may have commitment issues, but I’m still a sucker for romance.


    Claude served Elizabeth’s appetizer and my salad eight minutes after taking our orders, and checked on our satisfaction two minutes later. Excellent timing on his part, and his response to our enjoyment was undiminished by another of his tables demanding his attention to request a second bottle of wine.


    My haricot vert salad was scrumptious. I love the tangy combination of fresh greens, balsamic dressing, and goat cheese. Elizabeth was equally thrilled with her escargots. We traded bites until both plates were clean.


    Claude collected our empty dishes and immediately served my Coq au Vin and Elizabeth’s sea bass. Considering the number of tables he was juggling, he was an attentive and enthusiastic server. He’d be getting an outstanding report from me. The only thing that tainted our dining experience was a woman at a nearby table wearing way too much Flower Bomb perfume. I could almost taste it, and it interfered with the exquisite flavor of my Coq au Vin, but it wasn’t the restaurant’s fault so I’d leave that detail out of my report.


    We chatted more about Elizabeth’s wedding, and I told her about my creepy encounter with Abetha Mimbo. She was relieved when I told her I hadn’t taken the case.


    “You have enough craziness in your life without adding to it,” she said, and that was the truth.


    When I requested the check, Claude delivered the black leather folder with a flourish, commenting that it had been a great pleasure serving us and he hoped to see us both again soon. This guy was amazing. I saw “head waiter” status in his future.


    Everything on the check was accurate, and I paid with cash, leaving a generous tip.


    Our next stop was Dominic’s, an Italian restaurant that has valet parking the owner wants rated along with the restaurant and bar. I hated turning over my sweet little 2002 to the college-age valet, but it was part of the job in this case. I could only hope that his appreciation of Elizabeth’s shapely legs would prevent him from dinging my new paint job.


    The maître d’ at Dominic’s was charming in a Marcello Mastroianni kind of way, and seated us at a window table that I suspected he kept available for his more attractive clientele. He presented us with menus and said our server would be right with us.


    Dominic’s has a lovely, warm ambiance, almost like being in someone’s home, if that someone could seat up to eighty people in their dining room. It was elegant, but inviting, and the spicy aromas coming from the kitchen were intoxicating. Our waitress, a blonde in black slacks and a white blouse that revealed a healthy amount of cleavage, approached and gave us a rundown on the specials. Everything sounded wonderful, but we’d both eaten more than we should have at Edouard’s, so we ordered the vegetarian antipasto and coffee. I watched our server’s expression dim only slightly as she calculated the reduction in her anticipated gratuity.


    The antipasto was divine, and I made up for the lack of an entrée by over-tipping, again. I’d be reimbursed by the owners anyway. We adjourned to the bar and I ordered an Irish coffee while Elizabeth stuck with her favorite, the mudslide. The bartender serving us was in his late twenties and very professional, dressed in black slacks, a white shirt, and a red vest, but showed little interest in conversing with customers until an attractive young man seated himself next to me. I sometimes forget that approximately ten percent of the adult population in San Francisco is gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transsexual.


    By the time we stepped outside and I handed the valet my ticket, it was already 10:00 p.m. I needed to get Elizabeth home. She had to work tomorrow and I needed to change clothes before installing the surveillance camera at SFO.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3
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    I changed into jeans, a tee shirt, and my cross-trainers, knowing I’d be spending time on a ladder in the Veranda’s kitchen, and arrived at SFO a little before 12:00. I didn’t want to show up early at the restaurant and have to order anything potentially toxic while waiting for Leo’s staff to leave, so I browsed around the airport gift shops until 12:15. Hopefully all of the employees would be gone by then.


    Leo was in his chef’s jacket frying up a bacon cheeseburger for the only customer in the place. He also wore a pastel lilac hairnet, the signature color of the Veranda. All the waitresses wore lilac shifts with white aprons, and the male employees wore lilac workout pants with short sleeved white shirts and aprons.


    After Leo had served his customer I collected my Radio Shack bag and joined him in the kitchen. He dragged a six-foot aluminum ladder out of a storage closet and I showed him where to set it up. Since the camera had a wide-angle lens, I wanted to position it as close to the center of the room as possible, so we’d be able to keep an eye on the entire kitchen.


    Leo went to check on his lone customer while I took out my cordless drill and climbed the ladder. My plan was to drill a hole in the center of the panel before removing it from its frame and installing the camera, which would be hidden in the crawl space above. The drilling was almost effortless, but when I removed the drill bit from the ceiling tile I caught a whiff of something funky. Kind of a decomp-and-rotting-egg smell with a side of ammonia. I shuddered, wondering what might be causing the noxious odor.


    I climbed down the ladder and set my drill on the center island, then climbed back up to remove the panel. As I lifted and tilted the ceiling tile a mountain of rat droppings showered down over my head and shoulders. I held my breath and tilted the tile further in order to lift it out of the frame and was greeted by a rather large dead rat, which was stuck to the panel. It was grey with white sox and a pink nose and feet. I may have screamed, and I think I peed a little.


    Leo came running back into the kitchen, looked up at me, and said, “You got a live one?” The asshole was grinning ear to ear!


    My mouth would have dropped open if I wasn’t afraid of inhaling death cooties. Instead, I handed Leo the panel with the rat on it, hastily climbed down the ladder, and ran to the sink where I scrubbed my hands and face with dish soap.


    “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me there was a rodent problem, you jerk?” I hissed.


    Leo shrugged. “SFO is one giant, two-hundred-thousand square foot building. It’s impossible to fumigate the whole thing at once, so they spot treat the problem.”


    “Jesus Christ, Leo. Does the health department know about this?”


    “It’s not like the rats are in the kitchen.”


    “Whatever.” I rolled my eyes. “Where are your coffee grounds? I need coffee grounds to get the dead rat stink out of my nose.”


    Leo handed me a giant plastic tub of Folgers, then disposed of the corpse and began sweeping up the poop pellets while I used his industrial-strength disinfectant to clean the ladder, the counter, and the panel. I would be adding hazard pay to his next invoice.


    When everything was cleaned to my satisfaction, Leo went to wait on some customers who apparently hadn’t heard the rumors about his restaurant, and I went back to work installing the camera. Once I had it securely attached I very carefully reset the tile in the ceiling frame, holding my breath the whole time. It was going to take at least three showers to get this experience off my body, and I might have to burn my clothes.


    I’d programmed the surveillance camera so it would upload the video to a secure cloud server allowing me, and Leo, to review the footage without the need for a DVR. I’d e-mail him the link tomorrow.


    “I’ll send you an invoice,” I said, on my way out the door. “Do not serve that rat to a customer.”


    Leo roared with laughter.

  


  
    CHAPTER 4
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    When I opened the office on Friday morning I had two voicemail messages. The first was from my friend, and former client, Brooke Evans. Brooke had hired me in February to find out why her boyfriend, Stanley Godard, had been behaving strangely ever since he’d proposed. He was subsequently murdered on my watch, and she was now dating a San Carlos Police Detective named Elton Faulkner. Faulkner was a good guy and had done a bang-up job of unraveling Stanley’s homicide, with a little assistance from me.


    Brooke is a stunning blonde from North Carolina who manages the Neiman Marcus cosmetics department at the Stanford Shopping Center. According to her voicemail, someone was pilfering Jean Patou Joy Baccarat Pure Parfum, a limited edition which sold for eighteen hundred dollars a bottle. She wanted me to install surveillance cameras after hours. Great. More surveillance cameras in the frigging ceiling. I hoped Neiman’s didn’t have a rodent problem.


    I checked my watch, knowing Brooke didn’t get to work until 10:00, and called her at home. She answered on the second ring.


    “Nikki! How are you? Thank you for getting back to me so quickly.”


    The genuine warmth in her voice reminded me why I’m so fond of Brooke.


    “I’m doing well,” I said. “Is Robbyn still in town?”


    Robbyn, Brooke’s cousin and a school teacher, had flown in from North Carolina to help Brooke deal with Stanley’s death. As it turned out, Robbyn liked California and had extended her stay.


    “She’s still here,” Brooke laughed. “She’s trying to decide if she’s going home in September or not. I told her I could put her to work at Neiman’s if she stays. I think she’d do really well in men’s cologne.”


    Robbyn was an unconscionable flirt and tremendously fun to be around.


    “Especially if the people buying the men’s cologne are men,” I said. “How many surveillance cameras do you need?”


    “Oh, gosh, I don’t know. Can you come by the store and scope out the Jean Patou counter?”


    “Sure. Do you sell a lot of eighteen hundred dollar bottles of perfume?”


    “Joy is a very popular scent, and you’d be surprised how many women are willing to pay an outrageous price for a limited edition Baccarat crystal perfume bottle.”


    “I’m sure I would. You’ll be at work by ten this morning?”


    “Yes. While you’re there, we can have coffee and catch up.”


    “I’d like that. I’ll come by around ten-thirty.”


    “Great! Thank you, Nikki.”


    The second message was from Jim.


    “Good morning, Sunshine. I met with Abetha Mimbo yesterday. Interesting character. She asked a lot of questions about you and, specifically, about our relationship. I thought that was strange. Anyway, I’ve tentatively agreed to have two agents watch her son, with the understanding that because we’re doing this without his knowledge we may be less effective than usual. I explained to her that my agents aren’t bodyguards, they’re private investigators, and she said she just wants the person who’s stalking him identified and dealt with. I chose to assume she meant that she wants the police notified about the situation. Talk to you later.”


    I typed up reports on last night’s surveys and e-mailed them off to my clients along with invoices, before going down to the boat to change clothes. Cargo shorts and a tank top are fine for hot days in the office, but I didn’t want to stand out during my meeting with Brooke at Neiman Marcus.


    After changing into a pair of taupe capris, nude strappy sandals, and a persimmon colored silk tank, I walked Buddy over to Kirk’s yacht so he could spend time with D’Artagnon, rather than staying home alone while I was gone. I stepped onto the swim platform and opened the aft gate for Buddy, and he jumped aboard. Then he and D’Artagnon spun in circles around each other with a lot of tail wagging and butt sniffing. Happy dogs.
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    In my opinion, apart from the stylized name on the front of the building, the exterior of the Stanford Neiman Marcus looks like a big-box store. The inside, however, is appropriately elegant, though overly air conditioned. As soon as I entered I wished I’d brought a sweater or a jacket. I always forget how frigid the air conditioning is at the mall. I shivered on my way to cosmetics, glancing at a pair of silver bejeweled Christian Louboutins displayed at the entrance to ladies’ shoes. They were overpriced, but I thought they were lovely.


    The Neiman’s cosmetics department is an absolute delight for someone who loves make-up as much as I do. I took out my smartphone and called Brooke’s cell to let her know I’d arrived while browsing the Borghese eye shadow display. They have amazing colors.


    Moments later she emerged from a doorway behind the Sisley-Paris counter. Brooke is an earthbound Southern goddess who glows not only from the exquisite genes she inherited, but from an innate kindness that is uncommon in my experience. She was wearing white slacks and sandals with a chic lime green shell and sweater set. A wise choice, considering the temperature in the store. Her face lit up when she saw me, and she quickly moved around the counter and pulled me into a hug.


    “It’s so good to see you, Nikki.”


    “You too. How are things going with Elton?” I asked.


    “We’re taking it slow, and that’s fine for now, but I like him a lot.” She blushed adorably.


    “He’s a good guy, and you deserve some happiness in your life.”


    “Thank you.” Brooke’s eyes misted over for a moment. We were both remembering her recent loss and why we’d originally met.


    “So, show me around your domain.”


    Brooke was an excellent tour guide, walking me through the elegant department that I visited almost habitually. She was doing a great job keeping the counter displays fresh and eye-catching. We ended our walk across the aisle from the Jean Patou counter. Brooke turned to face me, her back to the counter.


    “The display case on the left contains the Joy Baccarat Pure Parfum Limited Editions,” she whispered.


    I glanced at the case in question and was impressed with the beautiful display of vintage-looking carved crystal perfume bottles. The inside of the glass case looked like a winter wonderland, complete with artificial snow flakes. I studied the layout of the department, the height of the ceiling, and the other counters surrounding Jean Patou. It wasn’t an ideal situation, but I thought I could make it work.


    The woman behind the Jean Patou counter was a statuesque brunette, dressed in a navy blue St. John knit. She wasn’t a stunner, but had made the most of her appeal with skillfully applied make-up and a single strand of pearls.


    “Who has keys to that display case?” I asked.


    “Jennifer, who is on duty now; Rachael, who works the late afternoon and evening shift; Marny, who works weekends; and me.”


    “So there are only four keys that you know of?”


    “Yes. What are you thinking? That someone made a copy?”


    “Maybe. If you’ll lend me your key I’ll take it to a locksmith to see if that’s a possibility. What time does the café open?” I asked.


    “Eleven,” Brooke said, checking her watch. “Why don’t we wander in that direction.” She linked her arm through mine and we headed toward the escalator. “Tell me what’s new in your life.”


    “Well, Bill moved aboard the boat with me and Buddy.”


    “Eeeee! Congratulations! Are there wedding bells in your future?”


    “God I hope not! I’m in love, not insane.”


    Brooke looked confused and a little crestfallen, so I took a minute to explain my aversion to marriage after three failed attempts had ended in divorce.


    “It’s not that I don’t believe in the institution,” I finished. “It’s just not for me.”


    “Nikki, honey,” Brooke said, placing a gentle hand on my forearm. “What are you afraid will happen if you marry Bill?”


    “Two things,” I said without hesitation. “He’ll become controlling and I’ll become hypercritical. Everybody has subconscious patterns and reflexes that are automatically activated when they’re in a committed relationship. You don’t even know they’re there until they rear up and bite you, or your partner, on the ass. Bill’s is control and mine is picking my significant other apart until the relationship is destroyed.”


    “Wow. I had no idea. Do you think that’s why Stanley changed so much after he proposed?”


    Brooke’s former boyfriend, who was now deceased, had gone kind of batshit after proposing to her. At the time I’d assumed it was because she hadn’t accepted and Stanley was obsessive compulsive. A little emotional chaos or vulnerability can push someone like that over the edge.


    “That might have been part of it,” I said.


    We rode the rest of the way up to level three in silence, stopping only briefly so I could admire a Saint Laurent studded cowboy-style jacket. Now that Bill has moved in with me there’s no room onboard for additional clothes, but it doesn’t hurt to look.


    The NM Café was just opening when we arrived. We took seats at the bar, where Brooke was greeted warmly by the barista, a mixed-race woman with mocha colored skin and exotic green eyes.


    “Are you having an early lunch?” she asked.


    “Just two of your special blend coffees please, Tany.”


    The lovely young woman moved to the back bar to brew our coffee, and I leaned toward Brooke and lowered my voice. “I think three cameras will do the trick. Two in the ceiling and one behind the counter in the wall display. I’d like to take care of the installations when no janitorial or security personnel will be on the premises.”


    “That shouldn’t be a problem. Janitorial is finished by midnight, and we don’t have internal security patrol when the store is closed. Just external mall security, and they only check the entrances every couple of hours. How long will it take you to get everything up and running?”


    “I’ll pick up the equipment this morning, so I’ll be ready to install it tonight, or rather, early tomorrow morning. I can be in and out in about an hour, I think. You can act as my lookout.”


    “Shall I give you an advance now?”


    Tany chose that moment to serve our coffee, along with a pitcher of half and half and assorted sweetener packets. I waited until she’d moved away again before responding.


    “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to write me a check with other people around. I’ll send you an invoice when the job is done.”


    The coffee had a rich floral-yet-smoky aroma and a dark, full-bodied character with a chocolaty and slightly nutty finish.


    “Wow! This coffee is fantastic,” I said. I’m addicted to good coffee. “Do you guys sell this by the pound?”


    “It’s Tany’s private blend,” Brooke said. “Nobody else knows what’s in it.”


    “Damn. So what time should I meet you tonight? I assume you’d like to get this taken care of as soon as possible.”


    “Why don’t you meet me at my condo at midnight? We can take my car, so if security notices it in the lot they won’t think anything unusual is going on.”


    “Works for me,” I said, regretfully sipping the last of my coffee.


    Brooke walked me out to the parking lot and gave me another hug before I unlocked my car.


    “Where’s Buddy?” she asked, looking in the back seat.


    “He’s with a friend at the marina. It’s too hot for my boy to be left in the car, even with all the windows open.”


    “You’re probably right. Give him a kiss for me?”


    “Of course.”


    Brooke and my dog, Buddy, had instantly become infatuated with each other, and she always asked after him.


    She took her store keys out of her clutch and removed a tiny brass one from the ring, handing it to me.


    “Thanks,” I said, pocketing the key. “See you at midnight.”


    I slid into the oven that was my BMW, turned on the ignition, and cranked the air conditioning. Brooke waved as I drove out of the lot.


    My next stop was Sandhill Crane Locksmith on El Camino Real in Menlo Park. I’d driven by the shop many times, but had never been inside. I locked up the car and entered the small storefront, finding a man in his forties with shoulder length, prematurely white hair and sparkling blue eyes behind the counter.


    “What can I do for you, pretty lady?” he asked, with a cheeky grin.


    I clenched my teeth in a pseudo smile and pulled the small key from my pocket. “I need to know if it would be possible to make a copy of this.”


    I handed him the key and he studied it, turning it over in his hand and shaking his head. “There’s not going to be a blank to match this. And see this little DND engraved on the side here?”


    I leaned in and saw what he was talking about. “Yes. That means ‘Do not duplicate,’ right?”


    “Right. While it’s not technically illegal to make a copy, it is frowned upon in my profession. The idea is that the locksmith who fashioned the original key needs to be the source of any copies. Of course, with all the new software available online, almost anyone can copy their own keys at home nowadays.” He grimaced as he said that, and who could blame him. “I hope that answers your question,” he said, handing the key back to me.


    “Actually, it just gives me a few more questions, but thanks for the information.”


    “Anytime,” he said, with a wink.


    I slipped the tiny key into a zipper compartment of my purse as I made my way back to the car. Next up, another trip to Radio Shack. As I drove I wondered how Jim’s agents were doing with the Abetha Mimbo case, and made a mental note to give him a call.


    Thirty-three minutes and twenty-four hundred dollars later I lugged my bags of surveillance equipment out to the 2002. I locked them in the trunk and checked my watch. It was almost noon.


    I’d e-mailed Leo Bender a link to the cloud account that would display recordings of what took place in his kitchen, but hadn’t had a chance to check it myself since I’d installed the camera. I could view the footage on my phone, but the screen was small and detail would be lost. The cook in question wouldn’t be on duty until this afternoon at 3:00 and, since the cloud account would automatically save everything the camera recorded, I decided it could wait.


    On my way home I conducted a lunch survey I had scheduled at the Garden Grill in Menlo Park, and brought home enough leftover cheese scones and seafood paella for Bill’s dinner.

  


  
    CHAPTER 5
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    At 11:45 that night I left Bill and Buddy snoozing on the main salon settee with a Grimm marathon playing in the background. Buddy likes to watch the wesen human-into-creature transformations, and Bill is a fan of almost anything sci-fi or fantasy. I think he needs a break from the reality of good versus evil that he faces day-to-day. I prefer comedy, but there’s usually enough humor in Grimm to keep me from changing the channel.


    I arrived at Brooke’s condo in Redwood Shores a couple of minutes before midnight. Robbyn answered the door when I knocked, and gave me a welcome hug scented with Jadore perfume and margarita breath. Robbyn makes a mean margarita. She’s a clone of Brooke right down to her natural blonde roots, only she’s a few years older with slightly less muscle definition. Tonight she was dressed in white shorts and a turquoise tank top with matching sandals. I was in Eddie Bauer cargo shorts and a black cotton tank, with my cross-trainers on my feet. I suddenly felt underdressed, though I wasn’t the least bit insecure about being in the company of two women who made Kate Moss look like trailer trash.


    “Do you have time for a drink before you go?” Robbyn asked.


    Brooke came out of the bedroom modeling a sundress in several shades of pink, her inner glow on display. A drink sounded pretty good to me, but I was working.


    “No thanks,” I said to Robbyn. “Hi, Brooke. You look gorgeous. Ready to go?”


    “Let me just grab my bag.”


    Her bag was a slim, pink Dooney & Bourke clutch that perfectly matched her sandals and one of the many shades in her dress. Another reason not to be envious of my blonde friends. I’d never be able to fit everything I need in a bag smaller than a breadbox.


    “When will you be back?” Robbyn asked.


    Brooke turned to me. I glanced at my watch and calculated the driving, drilling, and set-up time in my head. “Probably around one forty-five.”


    “I’ll wait up. I’ve got a pitcher of margaritas and there’s a Grimm marathon on TV. I just love Monroe.”


    “Small world. Bill’s at home sleeping through that very marathon.”


    For those of you who aren’t Grimm fans, Robbyn’s favorite character, Monroe, is a bluthbad, which is kind of like a werewolf, only Monroe is a vegetarian who repairs clocks and watches and does Pilates. And he’s one of the good guys. Even though the Grimm TV series was cancelled after six seasons, the reruns are still very popular, as is evidenced by the current marathon.


    I grabbed my Radio Shack bags from the trunk of my 2002, and Brooke and I climbed into her white VW Jetta. On the way to the Stanford Shopping Center I told her what the locksmith had said about the key being non-duplicable, indicating that we were most likely looking at an inside job.


    We parked behind the Neiman Marcus building and I noticed that there were no other cars in the lot. Just one of those Zamboni-like street sweeper trucks trolling for debris in the pristine parking area.


    Brooke unlocked the glass doors at the back of the store and entered a code into the alarm panel before relocking the doors behind us. The store was silent, apart from the hum of the air conditioning. Damn it! I’d forgotten to bring a sweater again. Who knew the air inside would be so frigid even at this hour?


    Brooke located a ladder in the maintenance supply room and we got to work. She steadied the ladder and acted as my lookout. I climbed to the top, braced my legs against the rails, and drilled a hole in one of the ceiling panels. Once that was done, I brushed the plaster dust out of my hair and carefully lifted the panel. No vermin or vermin poop fell out. I exhaled, not having realized until that moment that I’d been holding my breath. I climbed back down the ladder and installed the wireless camera, then climbed up again and replaced the panel in the ceiling.


    We checked the cloud account I’d set up for Brooke on my smartphone. The angle was perfect. It would catch everything above and in front of the targeted display case.


    I installed the second camera in the ceiling to the right of the Jean Patou counter. This one would record everything that took place behind the case. And, finally, I set the third one up behind the Jean Patou counter at hip level. This camera would give us a view directly into the display case when it was open. After checking to make sure all three cameras were operational, I was satisfied that I’d covered every possible angle. Now we’d just have to wait and watch.


    Brooke cleaned up the dust I’d created with my cordless drill and stowed the ladder, then drove me back to her condo complex. She asked if I’d like to come inside for a long overdue margarita. I was tempted, but it was Friday night, actually Saturday morning, and I was in need of some Bill and Buddy time.

  


  
    CHAPTER 6


    [image: ]


    Nina Jezek sat in her rented Corolla on a residential street in Palo Alto with a view of her target’s driveway. The man she was watching tonight would be the most challenging she had approached to date. According to Alfredo Giordano’s client list, he was not only an active pedophile and a sadist, he was also a mob enforcer—someone more than capable of defending himself against any perceived threat, although Nina didn’t look threatening in her blond Lolita wig and false eyelashes. She looked like a bimbo.


    She had been observing her quarry for over a week now, waiting for her moment, but she couldn’t seem to pin him down. It was almost as if he was expecting her. Of course, if he followed the news, he should be expecting her. Nina considered how she might use his expectation to her advantage.


    She’d already dispatched twenty-three out of the twenty-six men and women on Giordano’s list, all of whom abused innocent children as Nina herself had been abused. Many of them had been clients of Giordano’s, as was her current target. Others had been Giordano’s suppliers, human traffickers located in other countries. She had only three individuals left on her list, but when they were gone she’d create a new list with the help of the Megan’s Law website. The need for vengeance was like a hunger in her soul.


    Normally Nina dispatched her prey with nothing more than a stun gun and a garlic-coated stiletto, but for her current adversary she’d purchased a Beretta 92 as well as a taser that would shoot probe darts up to fifteen feet.


    Tonight she’d noticed another vehicle cruising slowly past her quarry’s home. The SUV was parked down the street now. Though the windows were tinted, she could make out two silhouettes in the front seat. Bodyguards?

  


  
    CHAPTER 7
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    On Saturday morning Bill and I slept until Buddy nuzzled my exposed foot with his wet nose, making it obvious he couldn’t wait any longer for his morning walk.


    “I’m up,” I said, struggling into a sitting position. I glanced at the clock on the headboard. It was after 8:00. “Sorry, Buddy.”


    I quickly climbed into shorts and boat shoes, tucking the tee shirt I’d slept in into the shorts, and grabbed the boy’s leash. We made a mad dash down the dock and up the companionway, where I threw open the gate as Buddy galloped out onto the lawn. He was lifting his leg before he’d even come to a complete stop. After a full minute of whizzing he trotted back to me, happily wagging his tail. I snapped on his leash and we made the rounds of all his favorite bushes and trees.


    A shower and three cups of Costa Rican dark roast later, I was ready to begin my day. I had two lunch surveys scheduled, and one dinnertime restaurant and bar combo. I also wanted to check in with Jim about the Abetha Mimbo case. I’d meant to call him yesterday and just hadn’t gotten around to it. The combination of the adrenaline rush from Abetha’s handshake, and her questions to Jim about me, had me feeling edgy


    Bill was in the main salon composing something brilliant on one of his acoustic guitars with Buddy snuggled up by his side on the settee. I leaned in to brush a kiss against his temple and he turned his head just in time to catch my lips.


    “You off to work?” he asked.


    “I am. Let me know if you need to leave.”


    “I’m not on call today, but you never know.” He smiled and went back to playing his guitar.


    I ruffled Buddy’s ears and then made my way up to the office complex.


    After listening to voicemail messages from two of my regular clients who wanted surveys scheduled, I called Jim and put the phone on speaker while booting up my laptop.


    “Superior Investigations,” said a deep, masculine voice.


    “You gave Heather the weekend off?” I asked.


    “I had to. She actually has a life.”


    “You’re nothing if not compassionate.”


    “I don’t want to risk losing her. What’s up, Nikki?”


    “Nothing. I just wondered how the Abetha Mimbo case is coming along.”


    “That’s an odd one.”


    “I thought we’d already established that.”


    “I put a team on Abetha’s son last night, and they spotted not one, but two other tails watching his house. Both were extremely discreet about keeping their distance, but my guys are good. There may or may not be a threat. All the watchers did last night was sit in their cars, so no action was required.”


    “Any descriptions?”


    “Two guys in a black Mazda CX9. The windows were tinted, but the silhouettes appeared to be male. Broad shoulders and very short hair. The other one was in a beige Corolla, and it was a woman. Pretty, long curly blonde hair.”


    “License plates?”


    “The Corolla was a rental. We weren’t able to trace the plates on the Mazda. Might be some branch of law enforcement.”


    “Huh. I guess that makes sense, based on what Abetha said when I asked if her son had spoken with the police.”


    “That’s what I thought.”


    “Anything else you’d like to share?”


    “My guys thought the blonde was hot.”


    “Good to know. Abetha said her son’s ex had short brown hair, but she could be wearing a wig, and she might be dangerous.”


    “According to my team, she wasn’t doing anything but sitting in her rental car almost a block away. If she was dating the guy, she’s probably a local girl, so why would she rent a car?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe so no one could ID her based on the license plate?”


    “You worry too much.”


    We ended the call and I opened my survey workbook.
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    I got all of my lunch, dinner, and bar surveys done and still made it home in time to watch an episode of Grimm with Bill before falling into bed.


    I took Sunday off, and that afternoon Bill, Buddy, and I walked a couple of miles across the Bair Island Wildlife Refuge. Buddy was in scent heaven.


    When we got back to the marina Bill barbecued half a dozen marinated, organic chicken thighs and I threw a salad together. We ate out on deck, giving Buddy occasional bites of chicken and arugula. It was a quiet, peaceful evening, with just enough of a breeze to make the temperature comfortable.


    We watched the sun set, then took Buddy up to shore for his last walk of the day, and finally settled in the main salon, Bill with his acoustic guitar and me with my Kindle and a new A.W. Hartoin Mercy Watts e-book. Bliss.

  


  
    CHAPTER 8
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    Monday morning rolled around too soon for my taste, but I was looking forward to having lunch with Michael. Plus, he was bringing me the list of Alfredo Giordano’s known associates. My original thought had been that if Bill had that list, he might find a way to expose and arrest these affluent pedophiles, and maybe even get them to rat on their sources, rather than waiting for Nina to kill them all. She’d been a very busy girl since obtaining the information about Giordano’s clients and suppliers before ending his life last year. What I hadn’t figured out yet was a safe way to share the information I received from Michael with Bill. He’d insist on knowing how I’d gotten it, and I could never out Michael. It was one thing sharing information with Bill about my own law-bending activities, but another entirely to share the illegal activities of my oldest friend.


    I walked Buddy down to Kirk’s boat and left him onboard with D’Artagnon again, taking a moment to watch the two pups do a happy dance around each other. After receiving sloppy kisses from both dogs, I drove around the corner to the gym.


    I used the free weights and the Nautilus upper body equipment, took an aerobics class, and finally cooled down on the treadmill. I showered and changed in the locker room, and drove back to the marina where I retrieved Buddy and D’Artagnon from Kirk’s boat and took both boys for a walk. Afterwards I dropped D’Artagnon back at home with a few mini dog biscuits, and Buddy and I hiked up to the office where I settled in to work.


    After checking my voicemail and e-mail, I logged into Leo Bender’s cloud account and fast forwarded through the last three shifts the suspect chef had worked. It took a while, but eventually I caught him cutting up raw chicken on the prep table, which wouldn’t have been a problem if he’d cleaned the table thoroughly afterward. However, after placing the chicken on the grill, he immediately used the same prep table to chop lettuce for a salad. Just watching this activity made me throw up a little in my mouth. At least now Leo had his proof. I took a few screen grabs and a video clip and e-mailed them off to him. He’d probably want me present for the termination. If he had a brain in his head he’d let me run a pre-employment background check or at least check references before hiring a new chef.


    Next on my agenda was the Neiman Marcus video feed. Since I’d installed the cameras early Saturday morning, I had two days’ worth of activity to view. I checked my notes and confirmed that the only employee who worked the Jean Patou counter on weekends was Marny.


    I started with the overhead camera, fast forwarding as I’d done with the Veranda video. Marny was an attractive brunette in her early twenties. On Saturday she wore a multi-colored Trina Turk A-line dress. Retail doesn’t pay well enough to fund that kind of fashion, although Neiman’s employees do get a discount. Maybe Marny lived with her parents and spent her whole paycheck on her wardrobe.


    As I watched, a tall blonde in jeans, platform sandals, and a Kelly green tank top approached the Jean Patou counter. I slowed the action. The blonde’s back was to the camera so I couldn’t see her face, and she was blocking my view of Marny. I paused that feed and switched to the side-angle ceiling camera, fast forwarding until the blonde came into the frame. I froze the shot and got a screen grab of her face. She was lovely, with heavy dark eyebrows that contrasted dramatically with her lighter hair. She was also extremely well endowed. The blonde and Marny greeted each other in a relaxed, familiar way, as though they were friends.


    After chatting for a few minutes Marny unlocked the display case and placed a boxed collector’s edition cut crystal bottle of Joy in a small Neiman’s gift bag below the level of the counter. I paused and caught a screen grab of that activity. Marny layered some tissue paper on top of the elegant perfume box before setting the bag on the counter and discretely closing and locking the display case. She then produced a Guerlain lip gloss box, which she took to her register. I recognized the distinctive navy blue box. I love their gloss.


    Marny recorded a sale, and I froze the video again, zooming in on the register display. It read $32.60, the price of the lip gloss plus sales tax. No other sale was recorded. The blonde woman handed Marny two twenties, and Marny delivered her change, placed the lip gloss and the receipt in the gift bag, and handed it over. Gotcha! I did one final screen grab of the little brown bag changing hands.


    I zipped all my screen grabs and the relevant video clip into an e-mail and sent it to Brooke. This had been a very productive morning, and it was only 10:00 a.m.


    I was typing up survey notes for a client when the office phone rang at 11:45.


    “Hunter Investigations,” I answered.


    “I’m on my way.”


    “Michael?”


    “Who else?”


    “Where are you?”


    “Sunnyvale.”


    “Should I order us something from the Diving Pelican?”


    “Absolutely. I’ll have the meatloaf.”


    Everyone loves the Pelican’s meatloaf.


    “Sounds good. See you when you get here.”


    Buddy watered a couple of trees on the way to the marina restaurant, and waited outside on the deck while I ordered at the counter. Animals are prohibited in restaurants, of course, but pretty much everyone who frequents the Pelican knows Buddy, and he loves all the attention.


    I requested two orders of the meatloaf to go, paid at the counter, and waited on the deck with Buddy while they were prepared. Ten minutes later a waitress brought me my to-go bag and cooed at my pup as she scratched behind his ears. He gave her a nose lick, but his attention never strayed from the to-go bag and its heavenly aroma.


    When Michael arrived at my office the meatloaf was still warm and my mouth was watering. He gave me a hug and scratched the top of Buddy’s head affectionately before sitting down in one of my visitor’s chairs and digging into his lunch.


    “Oh, God, this is good,” he said between bites.


    I nodded silently, because my mouth was full.


    When lunch was nothing but a fond memory and Buddy had licked the to-go boxes clean, Michael opened his leather satchel and pulled out a stack of printed pages held together with a large binder clip. He handed them over to me and I slowly began perusing the list of Giordano’s known associates. Some of the names I recognized, but there were so many. I pulled up the case file I’d created on Nina when I was hunting her for my nine-year-old client, and checked off the ones we’d assumed were her victims as I read through Michael’s list.


    There were only three names left when I was done, and one of them sounded vaguely familiar. Anthony Leonardo Salvatici. Why did that name ring a bell? I felt certain I’d heard it recently; I just couldn’t remember where or when. I highlighted the name and read the details printed beneath it. When I looked up, Michael was watching me.


    “So,” I said. “This Salvatici guy isn’t just a sadistic pedophile, he’s also suspected of being a hitman?”


    “The FBI thinks he’s a mob enforcer,” said Michael. “Roughly translated into English his name means invaluable lionhearted savage.”


    “Holy crap.” I shuddered. “Is it his real name?”


    “I didn’t dig into it, but the FBI probably did, so I think we can assume it’s his legal name, though it may not be the one he was born with.”


    “Huh.”


    “Does it matter?”


    “Probably not.”


    Michael wanted to head home before rush hour began, so he collected his briefcase, gave me another quick hug, and murmured, “Be careful, Nikki,” into my hair before moving toward the doors.


    “Why does everyone keep telling me to be careful?”


    “Because your sense of justice sometimes makes you reckless.”


    “Oh,” I said, feeling a little deflated.


    Michael smiled cheerfully as he went out into the heat.


    I looked down at Buddy. “Do you think I’m reckless?”


    Buddy chuffed, which could be interpreted as either, “Is there any more meatloaf?” or, “I need a walk.” I hooked his leash to his collar.


    I conducted a dinner survey late that afternoon and, after typing up the report, shuffled down to the boat to dress for one of my least favorite things. I had a decoy job tonight. I was supposed to dress provocatively and initiate a chance encounter with a married man at the Solaire Restaurant and Bar in Santa Cruz. I don’t normally accept decoy jobs, for obvious reasons, but Barbara Patel, who wanted me to entice her husband, had been one of my first clients when I got my PI license. I’d been running pre-employment background checks and conducting surveys at her restaurant for three years, and she’d become a good friend. She’d recently told me that her husband had been working long hours and occasionally “sleeping” at the office. This week he was at a business conference at Hotel Paradox, and Barbara wanted me to show up at Solaire, the hotel bar, and see if he would hit on me. Since the man in question had no involvement in running his wife’s restaurant, I’d never met him.


    After feeding Buddy I slipped into a form-fitting black halter dress, which I paired with black stiletto sandals and a Native American-style silver necklace. I was putting the finishing touches on my make-up when Bill arrived in the parking lot. I knew he had arrived because Buddy was frantically scrambling up the companionway to the pilot house. He can identify the sound of Bill’s Mustang from half a mile away. The only time he doesn’t react is when Bill drives home in an unmarked department car.


    Having anticipated my dog’s behavior, I’d locked the pilothouse door so he couldn’t get out on deck by himself. The clever boy had learned how to open the hatch and the pilot house door within a week of moving onboard with me. I finished my look with sheer red lip gloss and climbed the steps just in time to let Bill inside.


    He gave me the once-over while ruffling Buddy’s silky ears, kissed my cheek, and presented me with a bag of Chinese takeout.


    “I was hoping you wouldn’t have to work tonight,” he said, as his lips moved down from my cheek to nuzzle my neck.


    “I wish I didn’t have to. I have a decoy job. I’d much rather stay home with you boys and eat Chinese food.”


    Bill retrieved the takeout bag from me and climbed down the companionway with Buddy close behind. I carefully maneuvered down the steps in my high heels and grabbed my shoulder bag.


    “I’m going to the Solaire Lounge at Hotel Paradox in Santa Cruz,” I said. “It’s a long drive, so I’m not sure what time I’ll be home. Buddy’s already eaten, but I’m sure he could use another walk. He can always use another walk.”


    Bill stared longingly at my cleavage and Buddy stared longingly at the sack of Chinese food. Everyone has their priorities. I gave both boys a kiss, and said, “I love you,” as I turned to leave.


    Bill said, “Love you too, babe. Be careful out there.”


    “Always.”


    I like Santa Cruz, but the drive over Highway 17 makes me nervous. They call it Blood Alley for a reason. The four lane highway weaves through the mountains in sharp twists and turns that tourists and locals alike take way too fast. I breathed a sigh of relief when I made it safely over the hill.


    Hotel Paradox is located on Ocean Street in the heart of Santa Cruz. It’s an ultramodern establishment that some brilliant architect managed to combine with rustic charm. If I hadn’t been there to work, I would have thoroughly enjoyed the ambiance.


    I parked my little 2002 in the visitors’ lot, and made my way to the Solaire entrance. The restaurant and lounge were only open until 11:00 p.m., but Hotel Paradox also has a Pool Deck Bar that some conventioneers like to frequent, especially on warm summer nights like this one. I’d try the lounge first.


    Barbara had provided a recent photo of her husband, and he’d be easy to pick out of a crowd. He was in his mid-forties with black hair just beginning to turn grey, and was six feet four inches tall. His wife said he was a snappy dresser, but business casual was the norm at the Paradox. It is in Santa Cruz, after all. A bohemian beach-town paradise.


    I sashayed into the elegant lounge and walked directly to the bar without turning my head in any direction. The fit of my halter dress, the healthy glow of my tan, and the height of my heels would ensure that every eye in the place followed my progress, and I didn’t want to look like I was paying attention. Besides, the back bar had a mirrored wall, as do so many, and I’d be able to see everyone in the room without being obvious about it.


    Tonight there were two bartenders on duty, a man and a woman, both in their twenties, both blond and very fit looking. I suspected their jobs at this establishment paid for studio apartments, surfboards, and lots of Sex Wax, a high-quality surfboard wax.


    I selected an empty stool mid-bar, placed my shoulder bag in my lap for easy access to the recording app on my smartphone, and glanced into the back bar mirror to see if my prey was in the room. He was. Seated with another man at a high-top table behind me and to my right, he was openly staring at me. Asian men aren’t among my many weaknesses, but this guy’s photo did not do him justice and his bedroom-eye contact in the mirror was riveting. It was all I could do to redirect my attention to the adorable bartender who had just approached me.


    “What can I get for you tonight?” he asked, showing me his dimples.


    I glanced down at the cocktail napkin he’d placed on the bar, breaking the electrifying eye contact with my target. I cleared my throat and requested an Irish coffee, easy on the Irish. The bartender continued smiling as he set to work preparing my drink.


    I was almost afraid to look in the mirror again, but reminded myself that I was here to do a job for my friend and client, so I steeled my resolve and raised my eyes. He was still watching me. Holy hormones this guy was intense. His chocolate brown eyes were like deep, liquid pools promising mind-blowing sex. No wonder his wife was worried. If I wasn’t in love with Bill, I’d be sorely tempted to take him for a test drive.


    The bartender served my drink, recorded the sale, and placed a receipt on the bar. I paid with cash, rather than running a tab. I wanted to be prepared to leave at a moment’s notice, in case Casanova invited me up to his hotel room. I took a sip of my coffee, which was a robust dark Columbian blend with just a taste of Irish whiskey, and wished, momentarily, that I hadn’t quit smoking. Stress always brings out the nicotine addict in me.


    I cast another furtive glance in the mirror just as my target’s companion stood and left the lounge. I wondered if he was packing it in for the night, or if my quarry had asked to be left alone so he could try his luck. I didn’t have to wait long to find out. As soon as his friend had rounded the corner, Mister Hot Stuff put some money on the high-top, slowly stood to his full and impressive height, and turned in my direction. I gave him a little smile of encouragement, and that’s all it took. He was at my side in seconds. I pressed the record icon on my phone and set my purse on top of the bar.


    “Good evening,” he began. “I cannot believe such a lovely young lady is here without companionship. Are you waiting for someone to join you?”


    I turned to face him and felt the full impact of those dark eyes, gave a tiny involuntary shudder, and said, “No. I’m here alone. I had a dinner appointment with a client earlier and needed coffee before making the long drive home.”


    “Ah. I am also here on business. Do you mind if I sit with you?”


    I gestured toward the vacant stool next to me and said, “Please. I’d enjoy the company.”


    Here’s the problem with doing a decoy job for a friend. You know going into it that there’s a basis for concern. The odds are good that the spouse who hires you already knows their mate has been unfaithful. They just want evidence so they can either move on with certainty or confront their partner with the evidence and determine whether or not the marriage is worth saving. Either way, your client is going to get hurt, emotionally and perhaps even financially, so when the client is also your friend, you’re tactically screwed. I kept hoping that this would turn out to be one of those rare occasions when the suspicions proved to be groundless, but I could already tell that was not the case.


    He introduced himself, using a fake name, and I did the same. He ordered a drink and suggested I have another. “Perhaps something a bit stronger?”


    I declined.


    He was drinking a fine burgundy and after taking a sip he moved his left hand atop mine on the bar, his thumb gently stroking the length of my index finger. Goose bumps erupted on my arms, and a couple of other places. When I didn’t pull away, he moved his hand to my knee.


    Under normal circumstances I’d probably have broken one of his fingers, or at least given him a good sprain, but since my client wanted proof, I had to play along. Add to that the sexual magnetism the man had coming off him in waves, and I was in hormone hell. When he invited me up to his hotel room I decided I had enough evidence of his guilt. I just hoped it didn’t break Barbara’s heart when I presented her with verification of what she already suspected.


    “That’s a very tempting offer,” I said, with a smile, “but I need to go home and feed my dog.”


    Though his disappointment was palpable, he took the news with aplomb, lifted and kissed my hand, and informed me that he would be at the conference through Friday, should I choose to return. Ugh!
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    On Tuesday morning I uploaded the decoy recording from my phone, saved it as a WAV file, and e-mailed it to Barbara along with an apology for the contents. I just couldn’t bring myself to attach an invoice. Maybe after she’d had some time to make a decision about the situation with her husband, I’d bill her. Maybe not.


    I drove out to SFO and conducted an exit interview with Ace Carlton, Leo’s unsanitary chef, citing the behavior I’d personally observed, and showing him the photographic evidence. Ace was in his mid-fifties, balding, overweight, and under motivated. He didn’t seem all that surprised that his employment was being terminated.


    I collected his keys to the Veranda and presented him with his final pay check. This all took place in a booth at a different airport restaurant. I didn’t want any of Leo’s customers to overhear our conversation.


    After Ace shuffled off in search of another job, or maybe a drink, I brought the keys to Leo, along with the document I’d had Ace sign indicating that he understood the reason he was being sacked. I’d taken a picture of the signed form with my phone, in case Leo accidentally lost the original. I wanted him to have a back-up if Ace later decided to file a wrongful termination suit.


    Leo thanked me and quickly resumed cooking. He’d be working long hours until he found a replacement chef. When I suggested he let me run a background check on any potential new hire before making a job offer, he just laughed. At least he still had his sense of humor. In lieu of having me prescreen his future chef, Leo agreed to keep the surveillance camera active. Even though it had been my idea, I told him he could change the batteries himself. I wasn’t interested in taking another rat poop shower.


    Brooke didn’t require my assistance with Marny’s termination. She had an HR department to handle the dirty work. I didn’t know if Neiman’s would press charges or try to recoup their losses out of Marny’s pay, but that wasn’t my concern. My job had simply been to catch the thief. Most employers I’ve dealt with don’t bother involving the police when someone is caught stealing from them. Going to court is time consuming, and it’s a hassle.


    I e-mailed invoices to both Leo and Brooke, left Buddy onboard Kirk’s boat with D’Artagnon, and went to the gym for a much-needed workout. After taking a kickboxing class and using the lower body Nautilus equipment, I hopped on the treadmill and jogged until the endorphins really kicked in. That’s when it finally hit me where I’d heard the name on Giordano’s list before. Anthony Leonardo Salvatici was Abetha Mimbo’s son. I was sure of it. The guy Jim had two agents protecting was a sadistic pedophile and possibly a mafia hitman. Holy shit!


    I shut down my treadmill and ran to the locker room where I’d stowed my purse. My hands shook as I tried to get the tiny key into my padlock. I finally got it open, then fumbled and dropped the padlock, drawing the attention of the other women in the locker room. All eyes were on me, and I realized I couldn’t have this conversation with Jim in front of witnesses. I tossed the lock into my gym bag, grabbed my purse, and hustled out to the parking lot.


    Once I was locked in my car, I started the engine and cranked the A.C., then dug out my cell and called Jim. He picked up after one ring.


    “What’s up Nikki?”


    “I think we have a problem. Abetha Mimbo’s son; his name is Anthony Salvatici, right?”


    “Yeah. Why?”


    “Crap!”


    “What’s going on?”


    “Remember I told you Bill was still waiting for the FBI to provide a list of Fredo Giordano’s known associates?”


    “Because they want to catch Nina themselves. So?”


    “So I got tired of waiting and asked a friend of mine to look into it.”


    “I don’t think I like where this is going.”


    “Anthony was one of Giordano’s clients. And the FBI suspects he’s also a mob enforcer.”


    “Mother-fucking-shit!”


    “That’s not the worst part.”


    “There’s more?”


    “Nina has a copy of that list. Remember the blonde parked near Anthony’s house that your agents thought was hot...”


    “You think it was Nina?”


    “I’m sure it was. You need to drop this case immediately, Jim. It’s too dangerous. If Nina kills the client’s son while your agents are supposed to be protecting him, it could damage your reputation.”


    “I don’t know.”


    “You don’t know? What do you mean you don’t know? What are you thinking?”


    “I’m thinking that if I tell Abetha we can’t protect her son, she’s going to want to know why.”


    “Make something up! Tell her you’re short on agents because somebody got the flu and gave it to everyone else. Tell her you all have food poisoning from eating at the Veranda.”


    “You’re missing the big picture, Nikki.”


    “What?”


    “Abetha came to you.”


    “Um, yeah. So?”


    “So think about it. She originally wanted to hire you to protect Anthony. Anthony was a customer of Giordano’s and may also be a professional hitman. If he watches the news at all, he knows Nina will be coming for him. You’ve also been on the news in association with Nina. You came closer to catching her than any branch of law enforcement. She brought an abused child she had rescued to your office. Are you following me yet?”


    “He thinks I can lead him to Nina,” I whispered, almost afraid to voice the idea out loud.


    “And you’re one of the few people who has seen her since her plastic surgery and lived to talk about it. If I drop the case, we won’t know what he’s doing, and Nikki, we need to know what he’s doing.”


    “You think it might have been the FBI in that Mazda SUV on Friday night?”


    “Probably.”


    “Have your guys seen the woman in the Corolla again?”


    “No. But if she made my guys or the Feds, she’s probably nearby, just no longer visible. You know how resourceful Nina can be.”


    “Yeah, I do.”


    “Maybe you should tell Bill what’s going on.”


    “I’ll have to think about that.”


    “Don’t think too long. If Salvatici is after Nina he’s not going to care about collateral damage, and if you’re in danger, Bill is in danger. You guys are living together, right?”


    “Yes. Shit! I hate it when you’re the voice of reason.”


    “I know. Sorry about that. Be careful, okay?”


    “I will,” I sighed. “Are you going to warn your agents?”


    “I sent them a text while we were talking. I’ve had my guys watching the front of his house and his garage. He hasn’t left that way since they’ve been on the job, but if he’s hunting Nina, he might be slipping out the back. I’ll have my guys start covering the front and the back of the house, and I’ll keep you posted on anything that happens.”


    “Thanks Jim. I’m sorry I brought trouble to your door.”


    “Hey, trouble is my middle name.”


    “I thought you didn’t have a middle name.”


    “You’ve got a mind like a steel trap, Nikki. I’ll talk to you later.”
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    Nina was certain that Salvatici knew he was being watched and was, therefore, unlikely to be taken by surprise out in the open. After spotting another surveillance vehicle on Friday night, she’d taken to hanging out in a leafy Elm tree with branches above the wall around his backyard. She knew the house was alarmed because when the drapes were open she could see through the sliding glass doors into the foyer where the alarm panel was mounted.


    Nina changed rental cars daily, and always wore a different wig. She wasn’t concerned about the men parked on the street. If they had noticed her at all, they hadn’t perceived her as a threat. If necessary, she could disable their SUV so they couldn’t follow Salvatici; that is, if the man ever left his damn house.


    She wondered idly if the house alarm system extended to the two-car garage. Most didn’t, though from what she knew about Salvatici, he’d have taken extensive precautions. Maybe it was time to purchase a rifle. Long-range weapons had never been Nina’s thing, but she might have to make an exception in this case.
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    After showering at home and leaving Buddy on Kirk’s boat with D’Artagnon again, I spent my afternoon and early evening doing restaurant and bar surveys for my regular clients, while trying not to obsess about what Nina and Salvatici might be up to. I didn’t blame Nina for wanting to take Salvatici out, but if she killed him while he was under the protection of Superior Investigations, there was no telling what Abetha might do in retaliation, or what she might say to the press. It could potentially cast a shadow over Jim’s reputation, and it would be my fault if that happened. Somehow, I needed to fix this. Either I had to get Jim to pull his agents off the case, or I had to stop Nina from killing Salvatici. Did I really want to stop Nina from killing someone as reprehensible as Abetha’s son? No. I did not. Crap!


    One of the establishments I was doing a survey for was in Atherton and very upscale, so I’d chosen a crimson cocktail-length dress with matching Michael Kors pumps. The dress had long, hand-hiding chiffon sleeves, which often got in my way, but I loved the full skirt and how girlie I felt in the ensemble. Besides, when I wore it people paid more attention to the dress, and less to me, which is good in my line of work.


    In order to observe the performance of a new server, I’d reserved a specific table at Abner Bailee’s, a wonderful English-style restaurant in Atherton. I arrived ten minutes early only to discover that the hostess had seated another party at my table twenty minutes before. She casually offered me a table in a different section of the restaurant. When I pointed out that my reservation had been for that specific table, she simply said, “First come, first serve.” She offered no apology for the inconvenience nor did she acknowledge that her decision to give my table to someone else was unprofessional. When the owner read about her attitude in my report, she probably wouldn’t be employed at Abner Bailee’s much longer.


    I was eventually seated in the correct section, if not at the desired table. My target waiter, Josh, approached and read me the specials of the day from an index card he kept in his pocket. Josh was in his late twenties, about five foot nine, blond, and nervous. The hand in which he held the index card trembled slightly as he read.


    I declined the specials and requested a small green salad, the mushroom appetizer, the prime rib entrée, and a chocolate soufflé. Salads at Abner Bailee’s always came with a chilled fork presented on a napkin. When Josh served my salad he neglected to bring me the chilled fork, and there was no salad fork at my place setting. When he cleared the salad plate, he removed my only fork along with it. When my entrée was served, I had to request a new fork. Seriously?


    My sautéed mushroom appetizer was served on a square plate not much larger than a butter dish, and the portion was tiny, not the full-sized appetizer I was used to receiving. I wondered if there had been changes in the kitchen staff as well.


    I’d requested an end cut of the prime rib, and Josh served me an end cut, but it was only about a quarter of an inch thick, rather than a full-slice end cut. The portion of creamed corn that came with my prime rib was so sparse that it would only supply a few bites. I’d have to ask the owner if there had been recent budget cuts.


    The chocolate soufflé I’d ordered for dessert was delivered in a five-inch ramekin, but Josh scooped it out onto a plate and added whipped cream without asking me first. I said nothing. I’d vent my frustration when I wrote up my report. At the very least, inexperienced servers like Josh needed more extensive training before being turned loose on unsuspecting diners.
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    At 8:30 that evening I drove back to my office to type up my survey notes with Nina floating around in my subconscious. In addition to the incompetent employee situation at Abner Bailee’s, I’d also managed to catch a till-tapping bartender and a busboy who picked his nose while refilling water goblets. So gross. But I still didn’t have a plan for keeping Salvatici alive.


    As I was typing the reports for my clients, the long sleeves of my dress kept sliding over my hands and obscuring the keyboard. In spite of its lovely appearance, the dress really wasn’t practical. I searched my lap drawer for rubber bands that I could use to hold the sleeves up around my elbows, but didn’t find any. I made a mental note to pick some up next time I was at the store.


    It was almost 10:00 p.m., and I was just finishing up the last report when my cell phone vibrated in my purse under the desk. I pulled it out and checked the number. It was Jim.


    “Hey, Jim. Is something going on with Salvatici?”


    “Where are you?” Jim asked, not answering my question.


    “I’m in the office, just getting ready to call it a night and head down to the boat. Why?”


    “Are your doors locked?”


    I glanced at the double front doors. Had I remembered to lock them when I came in? It had still been daylight when I’d arrived, and I seldom lock the doors when it’s light outside. I couldn’t remember. It had been a long day, and I’d been distracted by my thoughts of Nina.


    “Hang on,” I said to Jim, and set the phone down.


    I was bent over in my chair, digging through my shoulder bag for my keys, when I heard the latch click, indicating that my office door was opening. I felt my blood turn to ice water. Rather than sitting up to see who my visitor was, I dropped to my knees behind the desk, silently placed my keys on the floor, and reached into the holster compartment of my purse for the Glock. I used to keep it in a Velcro holster anchored under my lap drawer, but I’d started carrying it because it’s so much lighter than my other hand guns. Tonight the lap drawer holster was empty.


    I heard Jim calling my name from the cell phone I’d left on top of the desk. Damn it!


    “Turn off the phone, Nicoli.”


    The voice was as soft as a whisper but it chilled me to the core. I knew with an eerie certainty that Anthony Salvatici had a gun trained on me, and that he wouldn’t hesitate to end my life. I shook my ridiculously long chiffon sleeve over the Glock in my right hand and nestled it into my full skirt as I lifted my head just enough to peek over the top of the desk.


    Anthony wasn’t much more than my five foot seven, and he was handsome, in a dark Italian way. His chocolate-brown hair was swept back from his face. His complexion was olive like his mom’s, but his cheekbones were prominent where hers were plump and his eyes were as black as his soul. The gun in his hand was a Walther P22, equipped with an adaptor and a suppressor.


    “Stand up slowly,” he murmured, “Turn off the phone and move toward the hallway at back of the office.”


    I wanted to ask questions, but the look in his eyes told me stalling for time would be pointless. I rose slowly, hit the end call icon and then the power button on my smartphone, but did not swipe the screen to complete the shutdown process. I let my sleeve fall over my left hand as I palmed the phone, just in case I had the opportunity to call 911. Anthony scanned me from head to toe, focusing immediately on my right hand, probably because it was hidden in the folds of my skirt.


    He raised his gun and aimed at the center of my chest. “Drop your weapon,” he hissed.


    I never liked Westerns when I was a kid. I was raised on my mom’s old collection of Thin Man movies. Growing up, I really wanted to be William Powell. He always had an ace up his sleeve. What would Nick Charles do in this situation? I asked myself.


    I kept my eyes on Salvatici as I bent down, carefully placing my gun on the floor. Then I slowly stood and turned toward the hallway. The overhead lights in the front of the office were on, but the hallway has its own light fixture, and since I hadn’t needed to use the restroom, I hadn’t bothered to turn it on. The path leading to my bathroom was cloaked in darkness, much like the man holding a gun to my back.


    “What’s your plan?” I asked, though I didn’t expect an answer.


    My plan was to let his eyes adjust to the darkened hallway, then use the flashlight app on my cell phone to temporarily blind him. Hopefully a swift kick to his gun hand and another to his privates would shift the balance of power. I searched for the flashlight button on the back of my phone as I moved down the dark hallway. A shadow stepped out of the bathroom directly in front of me. I barely had time to register the ski mask and gun when the shadow whispered, “Duck.”


    I dropped like a rock and heard the deafening explosion of two shots fired, followed immediately by the slightly less jarring sound of a single discharge from Salvatici’s suppressed weapon. I stayed on the floor, but managed to turn my head enough to see Abetha’s son sprawled on my forest green carpet, leaking blood from two bullet holes in his chest. I turned my gaze upward toward my rescuer, who had removed her ski mask and was holding it against her left arm just below the shoulder where Salvatici’s bullet had apparently struck her. She was five foot eight and dressed like a ninja, with short black hair and dark eyes.


    I stood up and flipped on the hallway lights. My ears were ringing like crazy, but other than that I was feeling pretty damned lucky.


    “Hi, Nina,” I said. “You okay?”


    She made eye contact for a brief moment, grimaced, and said, “What do you think?”


    I had to watch her lips to make out the words. “It was a rhetorical question,” I said. “How did you get in here?”


    “You need better locks.”


    “Come on. Let’s get you cleaned up.”


    I steered her toward the bathroom, turning on the overhead light before entering, just in case I had any other visitors. There were none. I donned a pair of latex gloves from the box I keep under the sink for cleaning projects. The last time I’d seen her, Nina had informed me that she was HIV positive. Direct contact with her blood could be hazardous.


    I put the lid down on the toilet and asked Nina if she wanted to sit. She just glared at me. I’m not overly squeamish, but I think if I’d just been shot I’d be feeling a little lightheaded. Apparently Nina was not. I shrugged and ran the water until it was hot, then pulled an empty trash bag from under the sink. I held it open and Nina dropped her bloodied mask into the bag, then set her gun on the toilet tank and washed her hands thoroughly, drying them on a paper towel. She took the trash sack from me, folded it up, and stuffed it into her pocket, then retrieved her pistol.


    I soaked a wad of paper towels in the scalding water, then tore open the hole in Nina’s sleeve for better access. I washed the entry wound first. There was scar tissue visible from the last time she’d been shot, saving a little girl from another predator. I moved behind her with a fresh sopping-wet handful of towels and found the exit wound. The bullet had passed through her upper arm. It wasn’t much more than a nasty flesh wound. There was swelling, and it had to be a shock to her system, but it wouldn’t be life-threatening.


    “It went all the way through,” I said, “but you might have some muscle and nerve damage.”


    The bleeding had already slowed, so I didn’t think anything major had been nicked. I gave her body a quick scan. “He only hit you once, right?”


    “Yes. It was just a reflex as he went down.”


    I tossed the paper towels and my bloody gloves, then put on a fresh pair. I opened the medicine cabinet and located a couple of sterile gauze pads, a tube of Neosporin, and some surgical tape. I applied the ointment to the front and back of Nina’s arm and covered everything with gauze, gently taping it in place.


    “That should hold you for the moment,” I said.


    “You’re a regular Florence Nightingale. I need to go. Someone might have heard the shots.”


    “You know I have to call the police,” I said.


    “Are you going to try and stop me from leaving?”


    I looked at the gun she held in her right hand. It was a Beretta 92. I had one of my own down on the boat. The fact that Nina was armed and I was not didn’t worry me, though maybe it should have.


    “You did kill my client’s mother,” I said.


    “Is he better off without her?” Nina asked.


    “That’s not the point.”


    “Answer the question,” she insisted.


    I hadn’t talked to J.V. Trusty, Scott’s great uncle, in a while, but his last report on Scott’s new life in Seattle had been outstanding.


    “Yes, God damn it,” I said. “I think he is.”


    “Well, there you go,” she said, shrugging her non-wounded shoulder. “Try not to be so stupid in the future. I won’t always be around to save your ass.”


    “How, exactly, was this my fault?”


    “You didn’t lock your doors when you came in tonight.”


    “He wouldn’t have been here at all if he hadn’t been after you!”


    “Tomato tomahto,” she said, with a shadow of a smile.


    “You should go to the hospital.”


    “I’ll be fine. Lock the fucking doors behind me, Hunter.” She moved toward the front of the office.


    “Hey, Nina?”


    She turned back to face me.


    “Thanks for saving my life,” I said.


    “Whatever.” And she was gone.


    I retrieved my keys and bolted the doors with trembling hands, then picked up the office phone and dialed 911.

  


  
    CHAPTER 12
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    Jim arrived before the police did, pounding on my glass door and causing my heart to jump up into my throat. I’d finished flushing the last of the paper towels covered with Nina’s blood, and had checked the hallway carpet and the walls. Amazingly, there was no blood from Nina’s wound visible anywhere, just the bullet from Salvatici’s gun lodged in the wall. I knew the crime scene techs would glove up before removing it, so Nina’s blood on the slug wouldn’t pose any threat.


    I’d bagged my used surgical gloves and disposed of them in the kitchenette trash can, under the sink. There would be no reason for the police to look there. I really didn’t want anyone to know that I’d cleaned and bandaged Nina’s bullet wound before sending her on her way, but the truth was that after she’d left I’d decided I was done chasing Nina Jezek, unless she changed her MO and started killing non-sexual-predators. Then all bets were off.


    I let Jim inside and locked the doors behind him as he drew his gun and scanned the office.


    “What the hell happened?” he asked, staring at the dead guy on the floor.


    “He came in while I was on the phone with you.” I pointed to the suppressed weapon still in Salvatici’s hand. “To kill me, I assume. He was walking me down the hallway to the bathroom when Nina stepped out and told me to duck. I hit the floor and she shot him in the chest. He got off a round that hit her in the upper arm. How did you know he was coming here?”


    “My team on Salvatici called in. Remember I said I’d have someone watching the back of his house?”


    I nodded.


    “Well my guy spotted him slipping out the gate in his backyard, so he ran back to the car where my other agent was waiting and found both rear tires had been slashed.”


    “Nina?”


    “She has done it before. They only had one spare, so they had to call a tow truck. They should have called me first. Anyway, it occurred to me that Abetha’s son might have decided to use you as bait. After the news leaked that Nina had brought that little girl to you for help, a lot of people assumed you were friends.”


    “I think we kind of are. She saved my life tonight.”


    “Police on the way?” Jim asked.


    “Yeah.”


    “What are you going to tell them?”


    “The truth. But I might leave out a few details.”


    “Like Nina’s name?”


    “Maybe.”


    “Because she saved your life?”


    “That, and this guy really needed killing. There’s no telling how long he would have gone on victimizing innocent children and murdering people for money if Nina hadn’t stopped him. He was a diseased cockroach of a human being.”


    “Judge and jury, Ms. Hunter?” Jim smiled to soften his words.


    “What would you do?” I asked.


    Jim put his arm around my shoulders. “Follow your heart, Nikki. Trust your gut.”


    “Make up your fucking mind,” I said, leaning against him.


    Jim laughed, and we heard sirens in the distance.


    “I’ll have to tell Bill it was Nina. We almost broke up because I hid the fact that I was tailing her when she worked for the PD, remember? So now we have this deal where I don’t keep secrets from him. I don’t know if he’ll catch this case, but he’s a good cop, so even if he doesn’t he’ll share anything I tell him with the detective who does.”


    “So you might as well tell the police yourself.”


    I nodded against Jim’s shoulder. It was going to be a long night.


    I made a quick call to Bill, summarizing the situation so he wouldn’t worry, and waited for the onslaught to begin.


    As I set down the phone, I spotted my Glock on the floor and said, “Oh, man! They’re going to take my new Glock.”


    I’d tell the responding detectives that the gun was brand new and, in fact, had never been fired. I hadn’t even taken it to the practice range yet, but I knew police procedure as well as the next PI. They’d have to take it into evidence and check the ballistics against the bullets in Salvatici’s chest. Shit! Shit! Shit!

  


  
    CHAPTER 13
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    The uniforms arrived first, followed closely by the EMTs, the coroner, and finally a pair of detectives who moved me and Jim to opposite sides of the office before taking our statements. The detective interviewing Jim had introduced himself as Dale Gooden. He looked familiar to me, but I couldn’t place him. Luckily, the detective who would be interviewing me was someone I’d met before. Bill had introduced me to Diane Winslow when I’d toured the station last December. At the time, Diane had been warm and friendly, inviting me to call her if I needed to complain about dating a cop. Tonight she was all business, but I could respect that.


    She took her cell phone out of her pocket and said, “You don’t mind if I record this, do you? My handwriting sucks.”


    “Not at all.”


    Before we could even get started, Bill walked into the office. He greeted Jim, Dale Gooden, and Diane, then crushed me in a hug, murmuring, “Are you okay?” in my ear.


    I responded to the hug, knowing I could get through anything if Bill was waiting for me on the other side. “I’m fine,” I whispered. “Did you leave Buddy alone on the boat?”


    “Yes. I didn’t want to wake Kirk up to babysit. I’ll go back in a minute. I just wanted to check on you.”


    I gave him another quick hug and a peck on the cheek, not wanting to compromise his masculinity too much in front of his coworkers. Bill moved his gaze around the office, taking in the scene and Salvatici’s body with his cop-vision. Then he nodded respectfully to the two detectives, and moved toward the door. “Call me if you need me,” he said, and was gone.


    Diane hit the record icon on her phone and stated the date and time, as well as her name and mine for the record, then said, “Tell me everything that happened tonight. Start at the beginning.”


    I tilted my head to the side as I considered how to respond. “If you want me to start at the beginning, I’ll need to go back to last Thursday.”


    “Why is that?”


    “Because the dead guy on the floor sent his mother to hire me, I assume so I would somehow lead him to Nina Jezek.”


    “Oh crap. It’s going to be a long night.” She shut off the recorder. “You got any coffee?”


    I brewed a pot of Kona and, after serving everyone who was still at the scene, I brewed another. Diane and I pulled my two visitor’s chairs over near the kitchenette, and began again. I told her about Abetha Mimbo’s visit, during which she’d told me someone was stalking her son and that his life was in danger. As I ran through the whole conversation for Diane I remembered how Abetha had described Tony’s ex, whom she had said she thought was the stalker. Tall and athletic, with short brown hair and blue eyes. She’d described Nina Jezek, but the old Nina, before she’d transformed her appearance. To my way of thinking, that confirmed that Abetha had been in on the plot with Tony from the beginning. They were a team. I wondered how she would respond when she found out her son was dead and had been killed in my office. I suspected I’d be watching my back for a long time to come.


    I explained to Diane that I’d referred Abetha to Superior Investigations, and nodded toward Jim who was on the opposite side of the office giving his statement to Dale Gooden. “Jim owns Superior, and he and I are friends. We send each other business sometimes.”


    When I got to the part of the story where Tony was walking me down the dark hallway and Nina stepped out of the restroom, Diane raised her hand in a stop gesture.


    “Did you know she was here?” she asked.


    “Hell no. She scared the crap out of me. I didn’t even know it was Nina at first. It was dark and she was wearing a ski mask.”


    “What happened next?”


    “She told me to duck.”


    “And?”


    “I hit the floor and all hell broke loose.”


    I told Diane that from my position, flattened against the carpet, I’d heard two gunshots and then a slightly muffled third shot due to the suppressor on Salvatici’s weapon. I did not mention cleaning Nina’s wound and flushing the bloody paper towels down the toilet. When I got to the part where Nina walked out the door, Diane stopped me again.


    “Why did you let her leave?”


    “Let her? She was armed. I was not.” I pointed to my new Glock, still on the floor near my desk.


    “So you felt you were in danger from her, even though she’d just saved your life?”


    “I’m not sure my life is important to Nina. I think she was here because she was after Salvatici.”


    “And why would you think that?”


    I shrugged. “Why else would she be hiding in my bathroom? It’s not as though we’re friends.”


    “Jezek targets active pedophiles, correct?”


    “That’s my understanding, yes.”


    “Do you have reason to believe Salvatici was a child molester?”


    “You mean other than Nina coming after him?”


    “Yes, Ms. Hunter. Other than that.”


    I thought about it for a moment. I couldn’t tell her how I knew what Salvatici was without implicating my friend Michael, so I went with a partial truth.


    “Until tonight I’d never met Mr. Salvatici, so I have no evidence of his sexual orientation whatsoever.”
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    It was almost 4:00 a.m. by the time my office had been processed by the crime scene techs, Salvatici’s body had been taken away by the coroner, and Jim and I had been very thoroughly interviewed. They’d bagged my new Glock and given me a receipt for it. Diane promised I’d get it back as soon as they’d verified that it hadn’t been fired.


    Even though my office was a crime scene, they didn’t seal it because the techs had fingerprinted every possible surface as well as removing the bullet from the wall. It would be a nightmare to clean, but at least I would be allowed inside to work tomorrow.


    I walked Jim out to the parking lot and, after a long hug, I thanked him for being my friend and suggested he be on the lookout for Abetha, explaining why I was certain she was in on Anthony’s hunt for Nina.


    He nodded, looking pensive. “If she was trying to help him find Nina, do you think that means she knows what he is, or knew what he was? I mean, do you think she knew her son was abusing children?”


    I took a deep breath and let it out slowly as I considered the question. Finally I nodded. “Yes, I think she knew, and I think she loved him anyway.”


    “That’s a little bit twisted, Nikki.”


    “Maybe. Just watch your back. I have a feeling we haven’t seen the last of Ms. Mimbo.”


    “You do the same. Tony was killed in your office. She may blame you.”


    Of course she would.
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    I spent most of Wednesday cleaning up the mess the crime scene techs had left; shampooing the blood out of the carpet and washing fingerprint dust off my furniture. I’d stowed my Ruger in my pistol purse and the Sig was now in the Velcro holster under my lap drawer. As I cleaned, I kept glancing at the locked doors, expecting the unexpected. When the mail carrier knocked I nearly jumped out of my skin. I handed her the outgoing mail, accepted my bundle, and locked the doors again behind her.


    My heart was still pounding when I sat down to open my mail. Buddy licked my knee as a sign of solidarity, or perhaps as a reminder that it was lunch time. Hard to say. I dropped the mail on the desktop, poured some kibble nuggets into his dish, and freshened his water. Then I called the guy at Sandhill Crane and made an appointment for one of his technicians to visit my office and give me an estimate on new and better locks and a security system.


    Late that afternoon Buddy accompanied me to two outdoor cafes that allowed canine companions. I needed to keep up with my regular clients’ surveys, but my head wasn’t in the game. I kept thinking about Abetha and how she’d tried to set me up so her son could hunt down and kill Nina Jezek.


    After my lunch with Michael on Monday, I had hidden the list of Giordano’s associates in my office safe. Anyone could break into a locked desk drawer and I didn’t want to take the chance that someone would find that very incrementing list, especially since only two of the people on it were still alive.


    Buddy and I were back at the marina by 5:00. After walking around the complex so he could water some shrubbery, I unlocked the office and hunkered down to type up my survey notes. Once that was done, I checked my schedule and saw that I was due at Chez Jacques in Atherton at 7:30. I’d scheduled the survey a week ago when the owner, Jessica James, had told me the bar register hadn’t been balancing recently.


    Jessica spends most of her time at her other restaurant, the Garden Grill in Menlo Park, and she had a new manager at Chez Jacques. The manager, Jabez Rashaan, was not aware of the service I provided for his employer. I had run a full background check on the man before Jessica hired him. He’d immigrated to the U.S. from Canada three years ago and married a wealthy socialite shortly thereafter. That marriage had ended after only eighteen months, and Jabez had worked at Café Adalard in San Francisco ever since. He’d been the Maître d’ and managed the bar, both quite successfully according to the reference I’d received from his previous employer.


    I had no reason to believe Jabez was till-tapping, other than the fact that he was the newest hire and the imbalance in the bar’s register hadn’t started until after he’d begun working there. The shortage was only forty or fifty dollars a night, so Jessica wasn’t alarmed yet, but it would add up over time. The food orders were recorded on a separate register, and the bar till wasn’t short every night; only on the nights when Jabez was working. Anyway, my mission was to hang out at the Chez Jacques bar until closing. This kind of job required a beard and, since I didn’t want to leave Buddy home alone, I couldn’t invite Bill. I called Elizabeth’s cell.


    She picked up on the second ring. “Hi, honey. Where are you taking me tonight?”


    “Chez Jacques in Atherton, if you’re available until midnight. I know you have to work tomorrow, but I need to watch the bar register until closing time.”


    “Can we eat at the bar?”


    “Absolutely.”


    “Then I’m in. You know I love French cuisine.”


    “Fantastic. You can bring Jack along if you’d like. I don’t want him to feel left out.”


    “That’s a sweet idea, honey. But if he comes with us we won’t be able to talk about him.”


    I heard a muffled protest from the Irishman, and Elizabeth giggled into the phone.


    “Where should I pick you up?” I asked.


    “I have to come back to the marina to change clothes, so I’ll meet you at my trawler. What time do we have to be there?”


    “Seven-thirty. I’ll swing by your boat around seven-fifteen.”


    “Okay. Are we dressing up?”


    “It’s a French restaurant in Atherton. What do you think?”


    “I think I’ll wear something slinky, pretentious, and black.”


    Once again I could hear Jack protesting in the background and Elizabeth’s cooed response, which was, “You know you’re the only man for me, baby.”


    “I have to hang up before I vomit,” I said. “See you later.”


    Elizabeth was laughing when I ended the call.


    Buddy and I left the office and went for another walk around the marina grounds, after which we hiked down to the Cheoy Lee where I fed him his dinner.


    Jessica had only requested a bar survey at Chez Jacques. Although Elizabeth would be dining at the bar, I wanted to eat with Bill, so I threw together a kitchen sink salad, doused it with lemon juice, covered it with foil, and tucked it in the fridge.


    I checked my watch and decided I had time for a quick shower before Bill got home. Showering onboard the boat is convenient, but the water pressure leaves a lot to be desired. I was just stepping into a pair of nude, peep-toe pumps when the boat rocked and Buddy scrambled up into the pilot house, chuffing excitedly. I slid on my turquoise sundress and stepped into the galley as Bill and Buddy descended. Actually, Buddy leaped from the pilot house directly to the galley floor. Bill backed down the steps more slowly, affording me one of my favorite views.


    “Hey, handsome.”


    He turned around and moved his appreciative gaze from my eyes to my toes and back again.


    “Hey, yourself,” he said, slipping an arm around my waist. “Did you dress up just for me, or are you working tonight?”


    “A bit of both.” I smiled. “But I have time for dinner first. I made a kitchen sink salad.”


    Bill kissed me and murmured, “Yum,” against my lips.


    We sat at the galley counter and shared our day like any normal couple, except that other couples probably didn’t discuss homicides, vigilante killers, and till-tapping bartenders. I’d originally resisted the idea of dating a cop, but Bill’s career in law enforcement actually allows him to understand my work better than most people could.


    After dinner I rinsed the dishes and put them in the rack by the sink, brushed my teeth, and reapplied my lip gloss. Bill kissed most of it off again before I got out the door.


    On my way to Elizabeth’s boat I spotted a black-crowned night heron perched next to my neighbor’s Cal 40. I stopped for a moment to admire the beautiful bird, and noticed that someone had left a pile of bread crumbs on the dock, probably for the ducks that frequent the marina. As I watched, the heron picked up some of the bread crumbs and dropped them into the water, then nimbly hopped up onto the lower stay for the bowsprit, its eyes locked on the surface of the water where the bread had landed. Moments later the bird dove into the water, speared a fish, and flew away with its prize. My mouth dropped open. I’d never seen anything like that before. The seabird was fishing with bait!


    Elizabeth was ready to go when I knocked. She had, indeed, dressed in something slinky and black, but rather than a cocktail dress, it was a Black Halo Lareina off-the-shoulder jumpsuit. Not something most petite women would even consider, but Elizabeth wasn’t most women. She wore her strawberry blonde hair in an up-do with a few cascading curls around her face, and her feet were encased in a pair of black, open-toed, spike heeled ankle boots. She looked like a tiny dominatrix, and she was stunning.


    We made our way carefully up to shore. It was low tide, making the companionway exceptionally steep. I inhaled the pungent scent of seaweed and saltwater. It smelled like home to me. We successfully completed the climb and crossed the parking lot to my little BMW.


    It was a short drive to Atherton so I quickly filled Elizabeth in on the whole Tony Salvatici-Nina Jezek situation. She had stayed at Jack’s house last night, so she had been blissfully unaware of the pandemonium taking place at the marina. After expressing appropriate measures of both shock and concern, she changed the subject to, you guessed it, the upcoming nuptials. As much as I loved Elizabeth and hated the thought of her moving away from the marina, I was beginning to wish the wedding had already taken place so I could stop pretending to be interested in things like the guest list, the caterer, the color scheme, flowers, and flavors of cake. Seriously, does anyone besides the bride care about any of this stuff?


    I nodded along, agreeing without really listening, until I heard the words that struck fear in my heart. “Maid of honor dress.”


    “Wait, what?”


    Not long after she’d accepted Jack’s proposal, Elizabeth had asked me and her childhood best friend, Lily, to be co-maids of honor. It didn’t seem like a big deal at the time. Now I wasn’t so sure.


    “I said I’ve picked out your maid of honor dress. Weren’t you listening? It’s floor-length periwinkle blue chiffon. It’s going to look fabulous on you.”


    “Did you just say floor-length chiffon?”


    “It even has a little bit of a train. You’ll love it. I put it on hold at Saks. You just have to go try it on.”


    “Elizabeth, your wedding isn’t until next June! That’s almost a year away.”


    “What’s your point?”


    I sighed. “Never mind.”


    I pulled into the Chez Jacques parking lot and found an open spot for my car that wasn’t under a tree. Ever since I had the car painted after it was defiled by a sprayed-on death threat I’ve avoided parking under anything that could provide a perch for the local wildlife. I’m determined to keep this paint job pristine for as long as possible.


    We entered the elegant restaurant, where Jabez Rashaan was currently manning the podium. His eyes nearly bugged out of his head when he got a look at Elizabeth, and his look became a leer as he took in my strapless sundress and visible cleavage.


    “Good evening, ladies,” he purred. “Table for two?”


    “Not tonight,” I said. “We’re just here for an impromptu bachelorette party.” I smiled up at him, and nudged Elizabeth toward the bar, whispering, “That ought to get his attention.”


    Sure enough, we had barely ordered our first round when Jabez left the podium in the capable hands of the head waiter, and joined us. The bartender served Elizabeth’s tall mudslide and my Pellegrino with lime, placing a receipt on the bar between us. Jabez picked up the receipt and slipped it into his pocket.


    “This round is on me, Enrique,” he said.


    Enrique nodded, said, “Very good, sir,” and moved away to serve a couple who had just arrived.


    Jabez leaned on the bar, glanced at Elizabeth’s mammoth engagement ring, and said, “Congratulations, my dear. When is the happy event?”


    Elizabeth looked at me, knowing that if she told the truth my target would become suspicious. Who has a bachelorette party almost a year before the wedding?


    “September,” she said, flashing her dimples at Jabez and effectively distracting him from anything to do with her fiancé.


    We stayed at the bar until closing time. Jabez flirted with both of us with equal enthusiasm. In fact, he bought every round, but allowed me to pay for Elizabeth’s dinner. I noted that the bartender, Enrique, continued to record our drink orders, and Jabez continued to pocket the receipts. Enrique had to know what was going on. I wondered what he’d say if Jessica confronted him directly about this.


    I entered the time of each drink order on my phone, so Jessica could check the register for the specific amounts. When we were ready to leave, I placed a twenty on the bar and Enrique nodded his thanks for the tip.


    Back in the car, I said, “I think we can safely assume that Jabez is not going to pay for those drinks. What I don’t understand is how he can be so stupid. He knows the drinks are being recorded and the register will come up short.”


    “Hormones,” she said.


    “Maybe. He’s recently divorced, so he might be shopping for the next Mrs. Rashaan. Regardless of his motivation, he’s going to have to look for employment elsewhere.”


    “He could probably make a living as a gigolo. He’s handsome, and very charming.”


    “You think so? I thought he was kind of smarmy.”


    I was happy to have a topic of discussion other than the upcoming wedding, and before I knew it we were back at the marina. I walked Elizabeth to the locked gate, and said, “I’m going to type up my report while everything is fresh in my mind.”


    “Okay, honey,” she said, leaning in for a hug. “Don’t work too late.”


    I waited until the gate had latched behind her, then walked the short distance to my office.

  


  
    CHAPTER 15
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    After making sure to lock myself inside, I called Bill to let him know where I was and that I’d be down as soon as I typed up my survey notes and e-mailed them to Jessica. I woke him with the call, but he thanked me anyway. Bill’s overly protective. It’s a hazard of his job, and since Tony Salvatici had almost killed me last night, I couldn’t really blame him for worrying. He’d checked in with Detective Winslow after she made the next of kin notification. She’d told him that Abetha had been “Eerily calm” when informed that her son had been killed. I couldn’t help feeling sorry for the woman, even though she’d been a participant in bringing this shitstorm into my life.


    I sat at my desk trying to concentrate on the report I was typing, but my eyes kept wandering to the doors. I knew I had locked them, but I hadn’t searched the office after coming inside. I should probably do that.


    I drew the Ruger from the holster in my pistol purse and stepped into my kitchenette, switching on the overhead lights. It was the smallest room in my office, but the nearest to the front doors, so it was the obvious place to start. There was nothing there other than the usual: my coffee maker, a TV with DVD and VHS players on a trolley, a mini fridge, the sink, and cabinets full of coffee and coffee mugs.


    I moved into the hallway, turning on the lights as I went, and opened the closet door. It would be hard to hide inside my closet, since it contains shelving from waist-level up, but someone with a slight build could probably fit under the bottom shelf. I found nothing inside more sinister than my cordless drill, a bunch of the old survey forms I used before the invention of the smartphone, and some hard copy telephone directories that still proved useful on occasion. Not everyone is listed online.


    I was closing the closet door when something struck the back of my skull with enough force to knock me into the wall and set off fireworks in my brain before the lights went out.


    When I regained consciousness I was tied to my ergonomic office chair with something that, to my blurred vision, looked like a really long, black scarf. My hands and feet were free, but my arms were pinned to my sides just above the elbows. All my fuzzy brain could think of in that moment was that my office really needed better locks. I’d been putting it off for too long.


    I turned my head to the right, causing my dinner to threaten a reappearance, and noted that all the blinds had been closed. I very slowly moved my throbbing head to the left, and Abetha Mimbo entered my field of vision. She was holding my Ruger, but at least she wasn’t pointing it in my direction.


    Abetha was seated in the same visitor’s chair she had occupied the first time we’d met, although tonight, instead of a colorful sundress, she wore all black. Black blouse, black slacks, and black leather gloves. I couldn’t see her feet, but suspected her shoes would be black as well. I tried to focus on her eyes, but focusing on anything didn’t seem possible right now. I wondered, absently, if I had a concussion.


    “It wasn’t his fault,” Abetha said.


    It was kind of a non-sequitur, as though the conversation had begun while I was still unconscious. Maybe it had. Maybe her son’s death had pushed her over the edge.


    “His father was a monster,” she continued. Apparently having an audience wasn’t a requirement of this little monologue. “I didn’t know what he was doing to my poor boy until I caught him in the act. I’d skipped taking my sleeping pill that night, because I was so tired I thought I’d be able to sleep without it. Tony’s crying woke me up. His father was doing unspeakable things to him, but I shouldn’t have killed that son-of-a-bitch in front of him. He was only four years old at the time. So impressionable. I think it set the pattern, so to speak.”


    She stopped talking and gazed down at my gun in her hand, perhaps reliving the night she’d killed poor little Tony’s brutal father. Hearing what had happened to Anthony when he was a child caused me to involuntarily shudder and brought back the feeling of nausea. Abetha’s story explained a lot about her son, but did it excuse what he had become? I didn’t think so.


    “Why are you here?” I asked. My throat was raspy and dry, and I wondered how long I’d been out. I still couldn’t focus my eyes. Definitely a concussion.


    Abetha looked up at me. “Where is she?”


    “What? Who?”


    “That Nina person. The maniac who killed my Tony!”


    Uh oh. Now she was yelling. Yelling was bad.


    “Did Anthony ask you to hire me?”


    “It was my idea. I saw on the news how she came to you with that little girl she rescued. You two are friends. I figured if you were watching Tony, she would know, and she wouldn’t come after him.”


    “I’m sorry about your son, Abetha. But I have no idea where Nina is, or even if she’s still in the country. I can’t help you.”


    “You mean you won’t. I need to avenge Tony’s death! If I can’t find her and kill her, then I guess I’ll have to settle for you.”


    She pointed the Ruger in my direction and cocked the hammer. My vision was fuzzy and I was seeing two of everything, but I was functional enough to remember holstering my Sig under the lap drawer. That holster was only inches away from my fingers. I just needed a momentary distraction to make the draw.


    “What the hell did you hit me with?” I asked.


    Abetha seemed taken aback that I wasn’t either giving up Nina or begging for my life. She tilted her head to the side, then set the Ruger down on top of my desk and pulled a brass statuette from her oversized purse.


    “It was Tony’s favorite,” she said, and her eyes filled with tears.


    She held the statue up so I could appreciate its beauty, but the sight of my own blood and hair nearly made me vomit. Even with my blurry double vision I recognized the figure it was intended to depict. It was the Archangel Michael, fierce protector of, among other things, children. Ironic.


    While Abetha displayed the statuette for my appreciation, I leaned forward enough to draw the Sig from its holster. My knees were under the desk and the gun, now in my hands, was still hidden. I silently thumbed off the safety.


    When Abetha had finished admiring her bloody statue, she stuffed it back in her handbag and took a tissue from the box on my desk, wiping away her tears. Did I feel compassion for the woman who had just lost her son and was about to kill me? Not so much.


    “Is Abetha Mimbo your real name?” I asked.


    “It is now,” she said. “I changed it after I killed Tony’s father, my husband.” She shuddered. “I didn’t want anything connecting me to that man. I thought Abetha Mimbo sounded exotic. We even moved all the way from New Jersey. I hoped it would be a fresh start. But Tony’s genes drew him to the mob anyway. He changed his last name when he turned twenty-one.” She frowned, perhaps wondering why Tony didn’t want a name like Mimbo.


    Abetha blew her nose and said, “I don’t want to kill you, Nicole, but since you won’t tell me where that Nina person is, I have no choice. At least it will give me some satisfaction, taking away her only friend.” She reached for the Ruger.


    I stood up as far as the scarf holding me to the chair would allow, raised the Sig, and shouted, “My fucking name is Nicoli!” I was still seeing two of Abetha, so I shot them both.


    The volume of the gunshots was finally enough to cause my stomach to revolt, so I turned away from my desk and lost my dinner all over the hunter green carpet I’d just shampooed that morning.
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    After I got myself untied from the chair, I called 911, and the usual chaos ensued. I was questioned for two hours, and both my Sig and my Ruger were confiscated as evidence. I was running out of portable weapons. Maybe it was time to pay Heinz’s Gun Shop another visit. I wondered if he’d give me a volume discount.


    After calling the cops, of course, I’d called Bill, and then Jim. Both had shown up in short order, offering support just by being nearby. Elizabeth even came up to the office, having been awakened by the sirens.


    When the coroner left with Abetha’s body and the crime scene techs finished collecting everything, including a sample of my vomit from the carpet, I locked up the office and hugged my three friends, apologizing for how much sleep they were losing because of the insanity that is my life.


    My vision was clearing, so I decided I didn’t need a trip to the emergency room. I seriously hate hospitals. Bill, Jim, and Elizabeth had a different opinion. They ganged up on me. I ended up with five stitches and a small shaved patch on the back of my scalp. I was diagnosed with a minor concussion and sent home with orders to rest. I didn’t think that would be a problem.

  


  
    CHAPTER 16
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    On Thursday I rented another carpet shampooer and, after opening all the doors and windows to release the aroma of last night’s recycled dinner, I set to work. Buddy stood near the front of the office, watching the machine with suspicion. It wasn’t a vacuum, but it was close enough that he’d decided it was a threat. I was about halfway through the odious project when the tears started falling. Self-pity is not one of my favorite emotions, but I couldn’t resist asking, “Why me?” Why was my life such a disaster. I was a good person and an outstanding PI. I worked hard to make an honest living. Why did these maniacs keep coming after me?


    My head was throbbing where Abetha had clobbered me and the stitches itched like crazy. Finally I turned off the rug shampooer, sat down on the floor, and sobbed like a toddler. Buddy padded over from his post by the door and whined softly, licking the salty moisture from my face. I wrapped my arms around his neck and cried even harder.


    When I ran out of tears I decided to mentally list all the things in my life for which I was grateful. It sounds sappy, but I knew if I didn’t focus my attention on something positive, the depression would drag me down. Buddy and Bill were at the top of my list, followed closely by Elizabeth, Jim, Michael, and Jack. I treasured my dog and my friends. I enjoyed my work, and I loved living at the marina. Okay. The pity party was officially over.


    Once the carpet was clean I closed up the office and Buddy and I returned the shampooer to Albertsons. When we got back to the marina we took a long walk through the Bair Island Nature Reserve, followed by a shower, (for me, not Buddy), and a nap (for both of us). I’d cancelled two lunch surveys, claiming food poisoning, something my clients could sympathize with.


    I was just waking up when I felt the boat rock and knew Bill was home. Buddy was by my side on the bunk and for once he didn’t run to greet the alpha male in our pack, but remained snuggled up against me. What a good dog.


    Bill came down the companionway and joined us in the stateroom. He sat on the bed rubbing Buddy’s ears for a minute, and then lay down next to me and gave me a kiss and a gentle hug. I sighed into his shoulder, feeling a lot of my tension melt away as he held me. His strong, steady heart matched the rhythm of my own. I leaned back against the pillows and gazed at the two most important men in my life. They were both loving, beautiful and brilliant. In spite of everything that had happened recently, I felt extremely lucky.


    “You guys want to go to dinner?” I asked.


    The one survey I hadn’t bothered to cancel, yet, was for a new client who owned a health food restaurant in Los Altos. It was called Rosemary’s, and they advertised “locally grown where possible, organic, natural or wild foods only.” That sounded pretty good to me. Plus, they had patio seating and allowed well-behaved dogs to accompany their humans.


    I dressed in jeans and a short sleeved blouse, and made sure to feed Buddy before we left so he wouldn’t beg any more than usual at the restaurant.


    We walked up to the parking lot and, after Buddy had adequately watered the local flora, we climbed into Bill’s fire engine red Mustang.


    Rosemary’s was on State Street in downtown Los Altos. We parked in the public lot next to the library and walked the short distance to the restaurant. It was a gorgeous evening, the breeze lowering the temperature enough for outdoor dining. The sun was low in the sky and it looked like we were in for a glorious sunset.


    Bill and Buddy waited on the patio while I entered the casual yet elegant eatery and approached the hostess, a thirty-something unnatural blond with a lot of cleavage. She wore a stretchy orange dress that revealed every curve of her voluptuous figure. Her name tag read “Tammy.”


    Tammy looked up my reservation on the computer. I normally make reservations for two people, since I don’t always know in advance whether or not I’ll have company. This was no exception.


    “We need to be seated outside,” I said. “Our dog will be dining with us.”


    She glanced out the front window and smiled, first at my dog, and then, her eyes widening, at my man. He was a looker all right. She picked up two menus and escorted me back outside, pointing out the available tables and allowing me to select the one I preferred. Two points for Tammy. I’d have given her three points, but she was still ogling Bill, so I decided to deduct a point for her total lack of decorum. You never flirt with one half of a couple. Everyone in a service industry knows that.


    After we were seated, Tammy handed us the menus, told us our waiter tonight would be Emil, and that he’d be with us shortly. Then she winked at Bill and sashayed away. She was now down to only one point, the hussy!


    I shifted my attention to Bill and discovered that he was aiming one of his thousand watt smiles my way. He’d caught me being jealous, and it amused him. In fact, Bill had paid less attention to Tammy than he would to a female Golden Retriever wagging her lovely tail. I leaned over and gave him a kiss.


    We were still looking at our menus when Emil approached the table. He was in his mid-twenties and appeared to be of Middle Eastern descent. His hair, mustache, and neatly trimmed beard were dark, his smile genuine, and his brown eyes mischievous. He asked us how we were doing this evening as he filled our water goblets, then smiled down at Buddy, who was sprawled under the table.


    “I can bring a bowl of ice water for the pup if you’d like.”


    Score six points for Emil. “Thank you,” I said. “That would be lovely.”


    “Would you like to hear this evening’s specials?”


    Bill and I listened attentively as Emil described two all organic entrées, one with fish and one with chicken. They didn’t sound all that appetizing, so I asked if we could have a few minutes to look over the menu. I was leaning toward an organic baby spinach salad that could be prepared with either shrimp or oysters. I’m a huge fan of oysters. Bill thought the Summer Vegetable Ratatouille looked good, but was also tempted by the lemon and garlic poached sea bass. By the time Emil returned with a bowl of ice water for Buddy we’d both made our decisions. I ordered the spinach salad with the oysters, and Bill went with the Ratatouille.


    “Anything to drink?” Emil asked, as he noted our entrées on his pad.


    “Do you have Guinness?” Bill asked.


    “We used to,” Emil said. “But the owner took it off the menu when they stopped manufacturing exclusively in Ireland.”


    I’d noticed a change in the flavor of my preferred beverage, but hadn’t bothered to find out why.


    “Is the owner Irish?” I asked.


    “I don’t think so,” said Emil. “But she is a purest.” He smiled and his eyes twinkled. Interesting character.


    Bill requested a bottle of Corona and I said I was fine with ice water. Emil collected our menus and moved to check on another patio table before taking our orders inside to the chef.


    Buddy lapped at his water dish under the table as Bill and I gazed at the persimmon-colored sky. After about five minutes Emil served Bill’s beer and refilled my water goblet. Another ten minutes passed before our entrées were served. It was an acceptable length of time to wait for fresh organic cuisine.


    My spinach salad was enormous and was liberally topped with piping hot sautéed oysters. I inhaled the wonderful, briney aroma and anticipated the euphoria I always experience when indulging my oyster habit. I selected my salad fork and plucked a juicy looking molusk from the pile, blew on it to lower the temperature, and popped it into my mouth. I couldn’t have stopped the reflexive moan of pleasure if I’d tried. Bill turned and smiled at me, as did the other patio diners. I blushed and sheepishly picked up my napkin.


    “Oh, my, God, these are good,” I whispered.


    The oysters were very fresh and had been sautéed in garlic butter. They were almost as good as sex.


    Bill’s Ratatouille combined eggplant, zucchini, summer squash, beefsteak tomatoes, onions, red pepper, and melted mozzarella. It was a beautifully plated medley of colors, and I was tempted to dip into the melted cheese and vegies, but my oysters were calling to me.


    I finished the last of the incredible oysters, slowly and erotically savoring every bite, before plunging my fork into a succulent spinach leaf. As I lifted the fork to my lips I spotted a tiny snail nestled in the bed of greens. I set my fork down on my napkin and pulled my smartphone out of my shoulder bag, snapping a few shots of the snail. Bill leaned over to get a look at what I was doing and chuckled softly. When I replaced my cell phone in my purse, he picked up my plate and moved it closer to him, then gently lifted the spinach leaf the snail was sitting on and carefully relocated him to a nearby shrub.


    When he sat back down next to me he said, “I didn’t want the waitstaff to toss the little guy in the garbage,” he said.


    This is one of the reasons I love Bill Anderson. The depth of his compassion amazes me. It wasn’t the first time I’d witnessed this type of behavior. After we’d been dating for a few weeks I caught him moving an earth worm from one of the concrete paths at the marina onto the lawn, so it wouldn’t dehydrate in the sun. Since he moved on board with me I’ve watched him carry a couple of spiders from the boat all the way up to shore. I do the same thing myself on a regular basis, but I’ve never known anyone else who went out of their way to save the life of an insect.


    I kind of lost my appetite after the snail discovery, but I was full of oysters anyway, and Bill shared his Ratatouille with me.
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    On Friday morning I started my day at the gym with a light upper body workout followed by an easy walk on the treadmill, in deference to my lingering headache. After showering and changing in the locker room I picked Buddy up from Kirk’s boat, and we opened the office.


    The Sandhill Crane technician arrived at 10:00, and not only gave me an estimate on more secure locks, but installed them while I typed up my snail-infested organic salad dinner survey. I e-mailed the report to my new client, along with the photos and an invoice, and turned to the locksmith who was just finishing up. He was in his twenties, about six feet tall, with dark wavy hair, an angelic face, and impressive muscle definition.


    “What do you think?” I asked.


    “I think installing a floor bolt would be pointless,” he said, “since both of your doors are mostly glass, apart from the frames, and you have almost floor-to-ceiling windows on two of your walls. However, I could install a perimeter alarm that would link to your cell phone. Providing you remember to set the alarm when you leave the office, it would notify you when anyone entered, either through the doors or the windows.”


    “I don’t suppose you brought one of those with you today.”


    “Matter of fact, I did.” He smiled. “I’ll go get it out of the van.”


    I checked my voicemail and e-mail and responded to a couple of survey requests, then opened my office safe and retrieved the list Michael had given me of Giordano’s clients and suppliers. I checked Anthony Salvatici off the list. There were only two targets left for Nina now. Vladimir Sokolov and Alberich Maurus.


    Assuming she was still recovering from her latest gunshot wound, I might have a couple of weeks to surveil these two individuals and, hopefully, collect enough evidence to lead the police or the FBI to make an arrest. I had no illusions about Nina stopping her deadly rampage once everyone on the list was wiped out or incarcerated, but I still felt I had to do something. If the FBI or local law enforcement had probable cause to bring one or both of these men in, they might be able to gather information on who had taken Giordano’s place as supplier to the elite and wealthy pedophile community and, from there, to those trafficking in their innocent victims.


    According to Michael’s notes, Vladimir Sokolov lived in a twenty-three-thousand square foot thirty-nine-million-dollar estate on Atherton Avenue. There was no mention of his occupation, but there appeared to be some suspicion that he was, or had been, connected to the Russian Mafia. Lovely.


    Alberich Maurus lived on Faxon Forest, also in Atherton, in a Tudor mansion that was the size of a hotel. I wondered if these two men knew each other, both living in the same city, and with the same predilection. The possibility that they might share their abductees made me shudder.


    I looked up both addresses on Google Earth and decided to take a drive out to Faxon Forest tonight, just to look around the neighborhood.


    My locksmith had everything installed and the new perimeter alarm linked to my smartphone before I was ready to leave the office. I happily wrote him a check and thanked him for his time.
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    At 9:00 that night, after telling Bill I had a late bar survey to conduct, I drove to Atherton and found Maurus’s home on Faxon Forest. The location was remote. Perfect for this type of predator. I parked as far as possible from the street lights, and took out my binoculars. The huge Tudor reminded me of a ginger bread house on steroids. The grounds were impeccably landscaped, if somewhat sterile. Everything was perfectly balanced, from the location, breadth, and height of the hedges to the rhododendrons on either side of the lot. The overly structured landscaping kind of creeped me out.


    I sat in my car until well after midnight with my binoculars trained on the house. After a while I began to imagine the windows of the house were huge golden eyes staring back at me. That’s when I decided to go home. There had been no visible activity through those well lit windows, no cars coming or going down the long driveway, and not even a pedestrian walking their dog on the street. It was eerie.

  


  
    CHAPTER 17
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    On Saturday morning I took Buddy for a walk around the marina and fed him his breakfast before joining Bill at the galley counter for coffee and the early news. The small TV in the galley was tuned to a local channel and the broadcast was suddenly interrupted by a breaking story. A remote news team was stationed in front of a huge estate on Atherton Avenue. I recognized the house immediately from my Google Earth search the day before. It was the home of Vladimir Sokolov.


    “Oh, crap,” I whispered, grabbing the remote to raise the volume.


    Bill gave me a confused look, but his focus quickly returned to the screen. The onsite anchor reported that the body of Vladimir Sokolov had been found by his cook when she arrived to make him breakfast this morning. She had contacted the police, who were issuing no comments at this time other than to say that Sokolov’s death was being investigated.


    We watched as the Medical Examiner’s crew wheeled a gurney carrying an occupied body bag out of the house and loaded it into their van. When the news went back to less ominous topics, like the weather, Bill took the remote from my hand and hit the mute button.


    “Is there something you’d like to tell me?”


    “What? Why?”


    “Because you reacted as soon as you saw that house on TV. Did you recognize it.”


    “I’ve never even been to Atherton Avenue,” I said, hedging.


    “Nikki. Remember our agreement?”


    Fuck yes, I remembered our agreement. At times like this I regretted my promise not to keep secrets from Bill. I honor my word whenever possible, but I really couldn’t tell him how I’d gotten access to Nina’s hit list.


    “It’s local news, and they were reporting a homicide. Excuse me if that bothers me a little.” I’d deal with the guilt later. Right now I just had to cover for Michael.


    “Sorry,” Bill said, reaching for my hand. “I guess I’m feeling a little bit paranoid, what with the two attempts on your life this week.” He lifted my hand and kissed my palm.


    “That’s understandable,” I muttered with a sigh. “You want more coffee?”
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    Now there was only one predator left on Nina’s list. I’d have to ramp up my efforts to get something on Alberich Maurus, or he was going to end up dead too. I had lunch surveys scheduled, but no dinner or bar mystery shopping on my agenda, so my evening was open. I’d simply tell Bill I was working and go hang out on Faxon Forest again tonight. I couldn’t believe Nina wasn’t taking a break to let her arm heal. Maybe she felt like she was running out of time, but the HIV combined with the bullet wound had to be affecting her energy level.


    I completed the lunch surveys for my regular clients and returned to the office to type up reports and invoices. Once those were sent out into cyberspace, I considered my next move. I’d need to change into dark clothing, but since most of my clients’ restaurants and bars are high-end establishments, I couldn’t look too casual or Bill would become suspicious. I keep a pair of navy blue sweat pants and a matching teeshirt in my gym bag, which was in the trunk of my BMW, but it was too hot for sweat pants. And what about shoes? If I was going to sneak around Maurus’s property in the dark, I’d need something sturdy on my feet. I searched my mental file for a client that would be casual enough to convince Bill I was appropriately dressed, and decided on a microbrewery in Mountain View that would do the trick.


    The TEAG house is a sports bar. They specialize in German-style beer, big screen TVs behind the bar, and peanut shells on the floor. They also have a pretty decent dinner menu. They’ve been a client of mine for two years, and while I haven’t caught any dishonest employees to date, I have made a few constructive suggestions. I’m not a big fan of peanut shells on the floor. The owner has, thus far, chosen to ignore my input.


    I gathered up my lunch leftovers, locked the office, and trudged down to the boat where Bill was seated at the galley counter reading through a murder book... a grim designation for the official binder containing all the data on evidence collection, autopsy results, and witness statements for a homicide investigation. Buddy was by his side.


    I kissed Bill on the cheek and Buddy on the nose, then set my doggy bags on the counter.


    “Tough case?” I asked.


    Bill looked up at me with his flinty cop’s eyes, and said nothing.


    “What?”


    “I called a friend of mine with the Atherton PD,” he said.


    “Okay...”


    “Vladimir Sokolov was stabbed to death.”


    Oh crap!


    “The knife was a stiletto.”


    Double crap!!


    “It was coated with garlic.”


    I took a deep breath. “Nina,” I sighed.


    “How’d you guess?”


    Bill is rarely sarcastic. This was not a good sign. He thought I knew something, but at this point he had no way of connecting the dots. I’d done a little acting in high school and college, and I was pretty good. It was time to dust off my skills.


    “Does your friend know if Sokolov had any connection to Giordano?” I asked.


    “Not yet. I suggested he get in touch with the FBI, but they haven’t been very forthcoming about Giordano’s known associates.”


    “Could it be a copycat?” I asked.


    “The garlic coating was never released to the press.”


    “So that’s a no.”


    “Yeah. That would be a no. Nikki, what aren’t you telling me?”


    He wrapped his fingers around my wrist and it occurred to me that he might actually be checking my pulse, rather than expressing affection. That kind of pissed me off. It wasn’t like I had a choice about confessing Michael’s involvement. Michael and I have been friends since we were five years old, for crying out loud!


    “What the fuck are you implying?” I hissed, pulling my arm out of his grasp.


    “I’m not implying anything,” he said. “I’m just asking a question.” He raised an eyebrow.


    I gave him my best hard-hearted-Hannah stare before pivoting toward the stateroom. “I have to work tonight,” I said. “TEAG House in Mountain View.”


    “You want some company?”


    I turned and looked him in the eye. “Not tonight,” I said, softening my tone to ease the blow.


    Buddy followed me into the stateroom and pushed his big, soft head into my hand. I stroked his cheeks and rubbed his silky ears. Even when everything in my life was falling apart, my sweet, loyal dog could always be counted on for comfort. I leaned down and gave him a hug, inhaling his healthy-dog scent, then returned my attention to the task of dressing for a long night of surveillance.


    I ended up wearing a pair of stretchy black jeans with my Galco holster strapped to my belt, Ecco Track II boots, and a black silk tank top over which I donned a short sleeved green blouse. I’d ditch the blouse once I was in the car. I stuffed a light weight, black anorak into my shoulder bag before walking out to the galley.


    Bill was snacking on leftover crab salad. Buddy had climbed up onto the settee next to him and was leaning in for a bite of crab, or maybe he was after the lettuce. My boy loves his vegetables.


    “I’m sorry if I upset you,” Bill said. “Will you be out late?”


    “Probably. The owner wants me to stay until closing time.”


    “Be careful, Nikki,” he said softly.


    Now I felt like a jerk. I loved Bill, and I was lying to him, again. My life officially sucked.


    I gave him a kiss before taking my guilty ass up the companionway. “Sorry I lost my temper,” I said. “I love you.”


    “I love you too, babe.” He gave me a meaningful look and a low wattage smile.


    If Bill found out I’d been keeping secrets from him again, there was a chance our relationship wouldn’t survive. I didn’t want to risk losing him. I briefly considered just leaving Maurus to Nina, but my conscience nagged me all the way to the parking lot, where I wearily climbed into my 2002 and hit the road for Atheron. Stupid conscience.

  


  
    CHAPTER 18
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    Nina was exhausted. Her upper arm was throbbing, and she needed a good night’s sleep, but there was no time to rest. Not until she was finished. Just one more animal on the list. She’d studied Maurus’s security system, and knew she could circumvent it. Getting into the house wasn’t going to be a problem. What she might find, or not find, once she was inside might be a problem, however.


    The last purchase Maurus had made from Giordano had been less than a year ago, not long before Nina had ended Giordano’s miserable life. The purchase had been a four-year-old girl. There was a possibility she was still alive and hidden somewhere on the estate. If Nina simply broke into the house and did away with Maurus, she might never find the child.


    She could try torturing Maurus until he told her where the little girl was, if she was still alive. That had worked well with Giordano, but he had been a weak man. What Nina had learned about Maurus indicated he was anything but weak. She would have to be creative.

  


  
    CHAPTER 19
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    I parked under an oak tree on Faxon Forest, took out my binoculars, and scanned the grounds of Alberich Maurus’s estate, looking for movement of any kind. There was none, but the house was lit up just as it had been the night before. Google Earth had shown me that the rear of the estate was fenced and surrounded by woods, so there was no way to drive around the block to get a look at the back of the house. I’d have to take my chances on foot and hope the perimeter wasn’t equipped with motion sensors.


    I thought about Bill, and how he would react if he found out what I was doing. My heart ached at the thought of losing him, but my head said I had a responsibility to stop Nina from killing again if I could. I just needed to find a way to direct the police or the FBI to Maurus’s door. I needed evidence of what he was.


    The idea of catching him in the act turned my stomach. If that was how this played out, I’d have to testify in court as a witness. That would be bad for my career and for my love life. Maybe I could take pictures or make a movie with my cell phone, then anonymously e-mail the evidence to the police and the FBI. Of course, if I saw Maurus molesting a child, I might be unable to stop myself from responding in much the same way Nina had.


    As I envisioned this horrific scenario, I wondered for the millionth time if maybe she didn’t have the right idea. The evidence that Maurus was a monster was right there in the FBI database, and what were they doing about it? Were they watching his house? Were they watching me now? I turned and looked around the deserted street. There were no other houses or vehicles close enough to be able to watch the estate. There were, however, trees. Perhaps they were populated with agents using advanced technology to peek into Maurus’ dark secrets, but I didn’t think so.


    Having fired up my righteous indignation, I got out of my car, quietly closed and locked the door, and moved into the shadows.


    I was able to skirt the borders of the vast front yard by concealing myself behind a column of seven-foot-tall rhododendrons until I reached the south side of the house. No motion-activated spotlights had come on yet. I hoped my luck would hold as I moved closer to the building. The nearest wall was topped with a chimney made of river rocks. I could see where I was going only because of the ambient light coming from the front windows and the small floodlights that highlighted the yard. The windows I passed were shielded by blackout drapes, so I continued to move toward the rear of the house.


    I inhaled deeply as I moved under a latticed archway covered with white climbing roses. I love the smell of roses. Based on the landscaping I’d observed thus far, there was a significant likelihood an identical archway graced the other side of the house. I wondered if the gardeners were instructed to prune the roses on both sides so that they would match.


    Beyond the lattice I found another pair of windows, also with closed drapes, but with enough light visible behind them to indicate that someone might be at home. Unless, of course, Maurus left all these lights on to fool people into thinking he was home. Maybe he slept with the lights on. Not beyond the realm of possibility. That way no one could sneak up on him in the dark. I don’t much care for the dark myself. I even sleep with a bedside lamp on.


    I got up close to the windows, trying to catch a peek through a crack in the curtains or a whisper of sound that would let me know if the room was occupied. You can soundproof a wall, but windows not so much. I didn’t hear anything, and eventually I moved on toward the backyard.


    I continued my journey around the enormous Tudor, encountering multiple windows lit from within as well as a set of French doors, but I had to guess at what each room contained because at every turn I encountered closed drapes. I didn’t know if I’d triggered any silent alarms along the way, but was grateful to make it to the other side of the house without Maurus or any security personnel jumping out at me. As I suspected, the right side of the house had an identical lattice archway with matching white climbing roses. I found landscaping this organized unsettling. I think nature should be more, well, natural.


    I finally crept behind another row of perfectly pruned seven foot tall rhododendrons to the street, and climbed back into my car where I sat until 2:00 a.m. gazing through my binoculars at absolutely no activity.


    At 2:15 I got out of the car to stretch and try to wake up my nether regions, which had gone numb from sitting too long. I caught movement out of the corner of my left eye and turned in that direction. I did a double take and my mouth dropped open. Nina Jezek walked right up to me with a little blonde girl in tow. The child was dressed to mimic Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz, but wore black Mary Janes instead of ruby slippers. I was momentarily speechless.


    “Take care of the kid, Hunter,” she said. “I’m not done here yet.”


    I said, “Nina, wait,” but she ignored me.


    I took the little girl’s hand and together we watched Nina jog down the long pathway to the front door, where she entered the house, closing the door behind her.


    When Nina disappeared from view I turned to the little girl and said, “Hi. My name is Nikki.”


    When she didn’t respond I led her over to the passenger side of my car, and the house behind us exploded, instantly becoming a blazing inferno. Just like that, my world tilted on its axis. It had been maybe ten seconds since Nina entered the house and my back had only been turned for an instant before the explosion. I scanned the grounds, frantically searching for any signs of life or movement. There was nothing.


    “Nina,” I whispered, under my breath.


    My heart ached for reasons I didn’t have time to consider. I stood there, in shock, just gazing at the flames as they engulfed the mansion. Although it was a good thirty yards from where we stood, I imagined I could feel the heat of the blaze on my face.


    The little girl was crying softly. I heard sirens in the distance and realized we needed to get the hell out of there, and fast. I unlocked the car and lifted the child into the passenger seat and buckled her in. When we were a safe distance away, I pulled over to the curb and checked my smartphone for the number of the woman from Child Protective Services whom I’d met when Nina had brought another abused child to my office for rescue. I’d programmed Melinda Tentrees’s number into my cell phone, just in case.


    My eyes started leaking as I listened to the ringing phone. In spite of the late hour, Melinda groggily answered. I was so grateful that I cried harder, making it difficult to speak. I must be getting soft.


    Melinda agreed to meet me somewhere other than my office. I needed to remain anonymous this time, for so many reasons. We decided on the McDonald’s restaurant on Woodside Road. I dried my tears and turned to my still weeping passenger.


    “What’s your name, honey?” I asked.


    She looked up at me with wounded eyes and said, “Sarah.”


    “Hi, Sarah. Do you like hamburgers?”


    She nodded.


    “Excellent. We’re going to McDonald’s. You can have anything you want to eat, and I’m going to introduce you to a really nice lady.


    During the drive to fast food heaven, I contemplated what I knew of Nina’s history. I’d run every background check available on her when I’d been hired to track the killer of my nine-year-old client’s mother last year. I surmised, from what I’d found, that unspeakable things had happened during Nina’s childhood, but I’d never suspected she was suicidal. In spite of everything she’d lived through, or maybe because of it, she’d seemed like a survivor to me... a fighter. Maybe facing the end of Giordano’s list was too much for her, or the HIV had developed into AIDS. I’d never actually had a conversation with Nina, so analyzing her psyche was beyond my capability, even with all the years I’ve spent studying psychology as a hobby. I would probably never know if, or why, she’d chosen to end her life in this way.


    Sarah and I arrived at the Woodside McDonald’s and ordered burgers, fries, apple pie, and milkshakes from the young man behind the counter. He handed me the loaded tray, and we found a corner table in the deserted restaurant. This was the only McDonald’s on the Peninsula that stayed open after 11:00 p.m., and now I could see why. No business.


    I’d just filled my mouth with greasy goodness when Melinda walked in the door. She blinked briefly at the bright lights, then located us in the corner and slowly approached our table. She was accustomed to dealing with traumatized children, so she knew to move slowly and speak softly.


    I reached for Sarah’s hand, the one not currently occupied with apple pie, and when she looked up at me I nodded in Melinda’s direction. “This is my friend, Melinda,” I said. “Melinda, this is Sarah. Would you like some fries?”


    Melinda smiled gently at Sarah, then turned to me and said, “Yes, thank you. I’m starving.”


    She sat down next to me and dipped one of my fries in a pool of catsup. After a moment Sarah went back to nibbling on her apple pie. She was covertly watching both of us, but didn’t seem ready to bolt, so I whispered my story to Melinda about how I’d come to meet Sarah, while she continued to consume my fries.


    As it turned out, Melinda knew exactly who Sarah was. Wiping her hands on a napkin, she retrieved her cell phone from her oversized purse, and pulled up a webpage that had national news regarding child abductions.


    Sarah had been kidnapped from her own home in Allentown, Pennsylvania, just over a year ago. Her single mother had been at work and had entrusted the care of her little girl to a neighbor’s teenage daughter. The teenager had been distracted by texts from her boyfriend, and when the doorbell rang she didn’t even notice little Sarah talking to a man in a UPS uniform. The neighbors had reported seeing the man carry Sarah to a nondescript sedan and had called the police, by which time Sarah had disappeared.


    Melinda enlarged a photo from the website and turned her phone so Sarah could see the screen. “Do you know this woman, honey?” she asked.


    Sarah dropped what remained of her pie and frantically grabbed for the cell phone. “Mommy! That’s my mommy,” she cried, and burst into tears.


    Melinda moved her chair closer to Sarah and did what she could to calm the little girl. “We’re going to get you home to your mommy just as soon as we can, sweetheart. Everything’s going to be okay.”


    Melinda and I had already had a conversation about Fredo Giordano and his business, so she knew what kind of therapy Sarah was going to need in the future. I was glad I wouldn’t be the one to inform her mother what Sarah had been through. I knew she’d be grateful and relieved to have her daughter back safe and sound, but overwhelmed with the ordeal the child had endured over the last year.

  


  
    CHAPTER 20
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    Enough bone fragments were found in the charred remains of Maurus’s home to indicate that two people had perished in the explosion. Both had apparently been near the epicenter when the bomb went off. Due to the heat of the subsequent fire, DNA testing would be futile.


    Bill heard through the grapevine that there was some speculation by the FBI that Nina had escaped after setting the bomb, but I knew the truth. I’d been watching. I even made a trip to the San Mateo County Recorder’s office and paid for copies of the blueprints for Maurus’s Tudor. I calculated the distance from the front of the house to the French doors at the back, which were the nearest exit. Then I timed myself running that distance. Unless she was a lot faster than I was, it was extremely unlikely Nina could have made it out in time. Plus, she was injured and probably weak from both the HIV and the blood loss from her bullet wound.


    Nina was gone, but she wouldn’t be forgotten. I would remember her. Little Sarah would remember her, and so would Caifen, the eight-year-old girl who had been taken from an orphanage in Guizhou, China, whom Nina had also rescued. I could only hope that she’d found some kind of peace, knowing that she had cleared the last name off of Giordano’s list before she died.


    How the FBI knew that Nina was involved was a mystery to me. I hadn’t told anyone except Melinda, because she needed to know what Sarah had been through. I knew I could trust her to keep her mouth shut. All Melinda cared about was the children she had sworn to protect. Of course, Michael Burke would figure it out, since he’d supplied me with the FBI’s list of Giordano’s associates. It’s possible the Feds had been surveilling Maurus’s house, either live or remotely, on the night Nina paid him a visit, but if that was the case, why hadn’t they approached me? Maybe they were as anxious to put the whole mess behind them as I was.


    Press coverage of the explosion and subsequent fire in Atherton was limited to local stations, and only lasted a couple of days.


    I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop with Bill. When I’d returned home from the Woodside McDonald’s where I turned Sarah over to Melinda, I had slipped into bed without waking Bill. Buddy woke up, of course, but he nodded off again as soon as I was stretched out between the sheets.


    I’d slept in on Sunday, staying in bed until 9:00 a.m. When I finally staggered into the galley Bill was drinking coffee and watching the news. I poured myself a cup and sat down next to him. The local broadcast included a brief shot of Maurus’s former residence. I’d sipped my coffee, waiting for the axe to fall.


    Eventually, Bill had muted the TV and turned to face me. He placed his right hand over my left and said, “I know you’re hiding something from me, Nikki. I don’t know what it is, or why you feel that you can’t confide in me, but I want you to know that I trust you. If you feel you need to keep some secrets from me, I accept that you must have a good reason. Whatever it is, please try not to put yourself in danger. I don’t think I could handle losing you.”


    I sat there looking at our joined hands and realized the truth of what he was saying. He trusted me. I trusted him too, but this secret wasn’t mine to tell. I felt the tears burning behind my eyes, but refused to let them fall.


    “Thank you,” I whispered. “I love you, Bill.”


    I looked into his eyes and saw the acceptance there, and it nearly broke my heart. He was letting me off the hook because he loved me, even though I was being unfair to him.


    After a quick shower I’d escaped to the office. I couldn’t face my own guilt any more. I could always tell Bill that some anonymous tipster had given me the list of Giordano’s contacts, but he had met Michael and knew what he did for a living. Bill was no dummy. He’d put the pieces together. I knew protecting Michael was hurting our relationship, but there was nothing I could do to make it better. Not this time.

  


  
    CHAPTER 21
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    It was a Monday morning in early August, and I was sitting in my office with the air conditioning cranked, typing up the previous weekend’s surveys. The dust had finally settled on the whole “Nina Jezek killing all known associates of Fredo Giordano” situation. Everything was pretty much back to normal in my life, although Bill and I still haven’t had a conversation about Nina.


    After Tony, and then Abetha, had been killed in my office I’d refused to give any interviews to the press. When they ran the story they did not include my photo. A small blessing. I didn’t need to lose any more clients because I was too recognizable.


    Jim’s reputation, and that of his investigative firm, have not been damaged, but I think it’s unlikely he’ll take any future body guarding jobs without running complete background checks beforehand.


    My office phone rang and I checked the caller ID before picking up. It was my favorite client, Jessica James. Jessica and I had become friends when I was in my twenties and we were both working retail. She was one of my first customers when I got my PI license and set up shop, but what she wanted to meet about this morning had nothing to do with her restaurants. She told me she was thinking about purchasing a high-end doggie day care facility in Menlo Park called K-9 Contentment. Jessica has always been a dog lover. In fact, she breeds Norfolk terriers, so this wasn’t much of a stretch for her.


    She arrived at my office at 10:00 a.m., gave me a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek, and scratched behind Buddy’s ears before planting herself in one of my visitor’s chairs. Jessica is five and half feet of nitro gift-wrapped in a hundred and twenty pound package. Her hair is long, dark brown, and wavy, and her voice is reminiscent of Kathleen Turner in Body Heat.


    “So, Nikki,” she began. “I think there’s something rotten in Denmark.”


    “You want coffee?” I asked.


    “I’m good. I’ve been looking over the financial reports from K-9, and the income they’re disclosing doesn’t line up with the number of clients they have on a daily basis.”


    “Okay. So you want me to run financials on the owners? Get ahold of their tax returns?”


    “Yes and yes. I also want you to take a look around the place. I need to know how the employees treat the animals when no one is watching.”


    “You expect me to break into a doggie daycare center and install hidden surveillance cameras? Seriously?”


    “Not what I was thinking,” she said, turning her smile in Buddy’s direction. “I think we need someone to go undercover.”


    Oh, no! No, no, no, no, no!


     [image: ]


    The End
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    The 1st Nikki Hunter Mystery
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    CHAPTER 1


    My name is Nicoli Hunter. I know it sounds like a cliché, a private investigator named Hunter, but it’s not what you think. My father chose the name when he arrived at Ellis Island. It’s just a coincidence that I ended up making my living as a kind of hunter.


    Most of my work involves bar and restaurant surveillance, although I do the odd insurance investigation and on rare occasions agree to follow unfaithful spouses. Tonight my friend Elizabeth and I were dining and barhopping at the expense of four of my regular clients. We’d started our evening at a Microbrewery in the Union Square area of San Francisco, and had worked our way around the city.


    At the moment we were standing in the lobby of a somewhat famous eatery on Montgomery Street. We were both slightly underdressed for this establishment, and the hostess (read queen bitch) was studiously ignoring us. This is part of the plan for many of my clients. They want to know how their employees behave when management isn’t onsite.


    After waiting almost five minutes to be noticed, I approached the desk and asked the QB in my sweetest tone of voice if we could be seated. She looked me up and down, and replied with the expected, “Do you have a reservation?”


    “Of course,” I responded. “Nicoli Sinclair, for eight o’clock.”


    She made a show of reading the reservations ledger, then picked up two menus and showed us to a table directly outside the kitchen. Perfect, for my purposes at least. Every detail of each employee’s behavior would go into my report for the owner, not to mention the quality of the cuisine, the temperament of the crowd, copious notes regarding the condition and cleanliness of the establishment. You get the idea; attention to detail is critical.


    Elizabeth looked around the room, trying not to stare at the rich and famous patrons while I observed the staff. Waiters were milling about taking orders and checking on customers who had already been served. It was still early in the survey, but at this point it appeared that the only fly in the soup was the hostess.


    We were approached by a young man in black tie, minus the jacket, who, after introducing himself as Brad, asked if we’d like anything from the bar. Brad must be a new hire. I didn’t recognize him from previous surveys.


    “I’d like a glass of something red. What would you recommend?”


    Brad produced a wine list and asked a few pointed questions to help him narrow it down for me. “Do you prefer light, fruity, meaty...?”


    I smiled at his etiquette and said, “The meatier the better.”


    Brad made his recommendation and I acquiesced. He turned to Elizabeth who ordered a tall Mudslide. Brad hid a grin and said, “Very good, ladies,” before departing for the bar.


    I momentarily turned my attention to my best friend, Elizabeth Gaultier. We’d met two years ago when I moved aboard my yacht and opened my PI office in the marina complex where we both currently live. She’s a pixie with a stratospheric IQ, just over five feet tall with strawberry blonde hair, a curvy figure, and a very slight accent left over from her childhood in New Orleans. Elizabeth is a walking paradox. She’s brilliant (though she insists she’s nothing special), outspoken to a fault yet incredibly kind and generous, and has a bawdy streak a mile wide. All attributes, in my opinion. She’s currently single, as am I, which is why she has time to occasionally accompany me on these little ‘shopping’ expeditions.


    Brad returned and served our drinks, expectantly watching our faces as we each tried a sip. The wine he’d selected for me was exceptional. A combination of black currant and bell pepper notes, it was so dense I almost had to chew.


    “Is it satisfactory, madam?”


    “Outstanding. Thank you, Brad.”


    He turned his inquisitive gaze toward Elizabeth who smiled around her straw and said simply, “Yummy.”


    Brad nodded politely, but his eyes were twinkling. Most men twinkle at Elizabeth.


    “Would you like to hear this evening’s specials?” he asked.


    We listened attentively to the specials, (at least I did, since Elizabeth was people watching again), and ordered. As Brad departed I felt my cell phone vibrate in my purse.


    “Shit. Who calls a PI after eight o’clock on a Wednesday?” I muttered as I pulled the Nokia from my bag. I didn’t recognize the number, but since it might be important I trotted into the hallway outside the restrooms rather than committing a major faux pas by answering at the table.


    “Hunter Investigations,” I intoned.


    “Ms. Hunter?”


    “Yes, this is she.”


    “My name is Kate Howard.”


    I recognized her name instantly. Kate’s daughter, Laura, had been killed two weeks earlier. I’d been following the story on the evening news. Laura’s body had been found behind a dumpster on Bay Road, less than two miles from my office. According to the news reports, no persons of interest had yet been identified by the police.


    Finally something more challenging than catching till-tapping bartenders. I grabbed the pen and notebook I keep in my purse as Kate spoke.


    “I’d like to hire you to investigate Laura’s murder,” she said. Her voice was a soft monotone, which is often the case when people are in shock. “The police won’t tell me anything, except that they don’t have any suspects yet, and that is not acceptable.”


    “I can imagine how you must feel,” I said, although of course I couldn’t. “Why don’t you come to the office tomorrow so we can talk about it in person.”


    Kate and I scheduled an appointment for the following morning and I gave her directions to my office in the marina complex. I slipped my phone and notebook back into my purse and returned to the table just as our Caesar salads were being served.


    “What’s up sweetie?” Elizabeth asked.


    “You won’t believe this,” I whispered. “Holy shit, I don’t believe this. Someone wants me to investigate a homicide. Have you heard about Laura Howard’s murder on the news?”


    Elizabeth stopped with her salad fork halfway to her mouth and nodded.


    “That was Kate Howard, Laura’s mom, on the phone. She’s coming into the office tomorrow.”


    I entered the appointment in my PDA, then set my excitement about the new case aside so I could focus on the meal and the service.


    The Caesar salad was the perfect combination of fresh greens, croutons, and anchovies, served with a piquant dressing which had been prepared at the table. My coulotte steak was so tender I could cut it with a fork, and the Bordeaux reduction sauce contained diced morel mushrooms. I closed my eyes as the medley of flavors hit my tongue and almost had an orgasm. Elizabeth was very happy with her stuffed lamb chops, and we were both delighted with Brad. He was attentive without hovering, and absolutely charming.


    When he delivered the check, in a black leather folder on a silver tray, I was ready to insert my credit card when I noticed something was amiss. The folder contained a time stamped register receipt, but it showed that it had been printed at 7:42 p.m. It was now almost 10:00 p.m. My steak and the two Caesar salads were listed, but rather than showing Elizabeth’s stuffed lamb chops, the second entrée listed was frog’s legs. The wine shown on the receipt wasn’t what I had ordered, and the tall mudslide wasn’t on the receipt at all. Brad had apparently held onto someone else’s receipt and was reusing it, so that our meal would not be recorded on the register. I tucked my credit card back in my wallet and slid a stack of cash into the folder instead.


    When Brad returned with my change I pocketed the bogus receipt and left a tip in the folder. I was disappointed by my discovery. Brad was a really good waiter and he’d lose his job over this. Not that he didn’t deserve to lose his job, but I wasn’t looking forward to being there when it happened and sitting in on termination interviews is part of my standard protocol. Fortunately, most people are so embarrassed about being caught and so relieved that they aren’t being arrested, they never mention my identity and profession to their former coworkers.


    We completed the bar survey in record time, and decided to call it a night.


    Elizabeth was in a Mudslide stupor on the way home, so I shifted my focus back to Kate Howard. The police were probably already doing everything possible to investigate Laura’s murder, and I might be wasting my time if I took the case. I dislike wasting time. I am not among those fortunate individuals who can relax and allow life to happen while they placidly observe, although learning how to placidly observe is on my long list of things to do. Nevertheless, it sounded so much more interesting than anything else I was working on at the moment. The most excitement I’d had in several months involved videotaping a chef who was stealing frozen calamari from his employer. The Howard case would give me an opportunity to expand my area of expertise. Besides, this woman had lost her child. I couldn’t just turn her away.


    What if, I thought, the detectives working the case were incompetent? Or what if they just didn’t care? It could happen. How much death and destruction can one individual absorb before becoming desensitized? I would listen to what Kate had to say with an open mind, and perhaps even speak with the RCPD homicide detectives handling the investigation, before making a decision.
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