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Dedication
For Fred, because love never dies.
 





 

 
 
 
The big man followed the blonde into an alley. He moved slowly and silently, keeping to the shadows and wondering why he had taken another case from a client he didn’t even like. He silently vowed that this would be the last time. Lyndon could find someone else to do his dirty work.
Scanning the alleyway, he was unable to locate the subject. She was probably hiding behind one of the dumpsters, waiting for him to leave. This one was smart. Not Lyndon’s usual type at all. The idiot had been dating her for three weeks and the only details he had to offer were her name, her phone number, and the gym where they both worked out. No date of birth. No home address. No place of employment. 
The big man stopped and shook his head, trying to clear his vision, and noticed a tingling sensation around his lips. His tongue felt thick and he recognized the beginnings of a headache. Maybe he was coming down with something. He searched his memory for recent news reports of viral outbreaks, but found he was having trouble concentrating. Just get this damn job over with and go home. He would tell Lyndon his new girlfriend was seeing another man and call it good. Hell, maybe it was time to retire. 
As he stepped forward again, edging toward one of the dumpsters, he sensed rather than heard movement behind him and felt a sharp, piercing pain to the back of his head. He fell to his knees and his stomach roiled, emptying its contents on the ground. “I’m in trouble,” he thought. He felt the taser burn his neck as an electric shock ripped through him. His final thoughts were of his wife, Becca, the love of his life. Then all thinking stopped as he sank into unconsciousness.




 

 
 
 
My name is Nicoli Hunter. I’m a licensed Private Investigator working out of a ground floor corner office in the marina complex where I live aboard my yacht. The marina is located in Redwood City, twenty-five miles south of San Francisco. I specialize in covert bar and restaurant surveillance, also known as mystery shopping. I also handle the odd insurance fraud case and, occasionally, I get involved in a homicide investigation. 
I’m thirty-six years old, five feet seven inches tall, and weigh a hundred and thirty-five pounds at the moment, thanks to frequent visits to the gym. My hair is long, curly, and chestnut brown. My eyes are ocean-blue with black rims around the irises, one of the few things I inherited from my father the Cossack. 
It was 9:30 on a Wednesday morning in early August, already hot and humid even at this hour, and the tension in my office was running as high as the thermometer tacked up outside my door. One of my visitors’ chairs was currently occupied by my friend, and favorite client, Jessica James. Today, however, Jessica wasn’t here to talk about scheduling surveys for one of her restaurants. This time she wanted me to investigate K-9 Contentment, a doggie daycare center she was about to purchase. That wouldn’t have been a problem for me, but Jessica had proposed that my dog, Buddy, be enrolled at the aforementioned daycare center as an undercover agent. 
Nothing in the world could make me risk Buddy’s well-being. The fact that Jessica “had a feeling” something was amiss with the training or conduct of the employees at the center was irrelevant. As fond of her as I am, our relationship doesn’t hold a candle to the bond I share with my dog. I “had a feeling” too. My feeling was that this was a bad idea. Actually, I’d woken up with an odd sense of dread this morning, hours before I’d learned what Jessica wanted me, and Buddy, to do. 
“Why don’t you enroll one of your dogs?” 
Jessica breeds Norfolk terriers. She has three of them living with her at the moment, so I didn’t understand why Buddy had to be the one to take on this assignment.
“They know me,” she said. “I’m in negotiations to buy the place, so I’ve been out there a couple of times touring the facility and going over profit and loss statements.”
“Okay. How about I make an appointment to enroll one of your dogs?”
“You’d have to prove ownership. You wouldn’t even make it past the interview process.”
“There’s an interview process?” I asked, taken aback. This was getting more complicated by the second.
“Of course. They don’t take just any dog, and they have to approve the owners as well. They may even run a background check on you and Buddy before letting you apply.”
“It sounds more like a country club than a canine daycare facility. Doesn’t matter. I’m not putting Buddy at risk.”
“There is no risk. It won’t be dangerous. All you have to do is fit him with a collar camera and get him inside for a couple of days.”
“Days? No way! If you’re right about misconduct among the staff members, that means all the dogs in their care are at risk. Besides, Buddy suffers from separation anxiety. I almost never leave him alone.”
“He won’t be alone. He’ll be with a dozen other dogs his size and two or three attendants. He’ll be fine.”
“How about a compromise. I’ll take him with me for an interview and we’ll get a look around. That’s my best offer.”
“If you make it through the interview, and that’s a big if, then you leave him there for one full day.”
“Half a day.”
“Deal.”
What the hell had I just agreed to? I didn’t want to do this at all! 
“By the way,” she said, changing the subject before I could back out. “I need a dinner survey at the Garden Grill tonight if you can squeeze it into your schedule. I hired a new server.”
“You hired a server without letting me run a background check?” 
“It was an emergency. Jaime’s wife had the baby a month early.”
“I didn’t even know he was married. Is the baby okay?” Jaime was my favorite server at the Garden Grill. I’d praised him in countless surveys, but knew nothing about his personal life.
“She’s fine. A little underweight, but her lungs are fully developed. The little angel wails like a banshee. They named her Jessica.”
“Wow. Congratulations!”
“I’m her Godmother. It’s a huge honor.” 
Her eyes started to get misty, and I handed her a tissue from the box on my desk.
“Let me check,” I said, opening the Excel workbook I use to schedule restaurant and bar surveys. “What hours is the new server working?”
“Five to ten.”
“I can fit in a dinner survey at five-thirty. Will that work for you?”
“Absolutely.” She blew her nose noisily and tossed the tissue in the waste basket. “Thank you, Nikki.”
“No problem.” I added the Garden Grill to my schedule, then picked up a notepad from my desk. “What’s the new server’s name? I’ll request a background report.”
“Her name is Sherry Troop. She’s been a regular customer for a few years and recently retired from her career as a special education teacher. I think she’s finding retirement a bit boring. Last month when she came in for lunch she filled out an application. We didn’t need anyone at the time, but when Jaime’s wife went into labor I gave her a call. She’s been working out great so far, and I really like her, but I want an objective opinion.”
“Social security number?”
 Jessica laughed. “I’ll call you with that when I get back to the restaurant.”




 

 
 
 
After Jessica left my office I made a call to K-9 Contentment and scheduled an appointment for myself and Buddy for 8:30 the next morning. They asked me his breed, age, and weight, and had a few questions about his temperament. I resisted the urge to tell them that his temperament wouldn’t be an issue, but mine would if anything happened to my dog while he was in their care.
Just thinking about leaving my boy with strangers gave me a cramp in my solar plexus that felt a lot like fear. I looked down at the beautiful red-gold dog sitting next to me and smiled. Buddy would probably be fine at the daycare facility for a few hours. I was the one who’d be suffering from separation anxiety. At least he’d be equipped with a camera, so I could watch what was going on around him, even if I couldn’t be there with him. 
When Jessica called with Sherry Troop’s social security number, I sent a quick e-mail to Criminal Investigative Services, also known as CIS, asking for a standard background report, then Buddy and I locked up the office and drove to Radio Shack.
The store manager, Greg, allowed me to bring Buddy inside with me, since we were going to fit him with a collar camera. They only had one model in stock that was both inconspicuous and water resistant. The gadget was heart-shaped and looked similar to the ID charm that was already on Buddy’s collar, although it was a little bulkier and black instead of green. Greg loaded a battery into the unit and showed me how to sync the feed to my cell phone. I attached it to Buddy’s collar and watched the screen as he wandered around the store, sniffing customer’s shoes and receiving smiles and head pats from everyone he met. When he came back to me, I saw my own face on the screen of my new iPhone and realized I needed a haircut.
“I’ll take it,” I said.
Jessica would be out two hundred and sixty bucks, unless I decided to keep the collar cam for myself. It might be useful to be able to check on Buddy when we were apart.  
Before heading back to the office we stopped at Otto’s on El Camino in Redwood City, and I did a quick lunch survey. The service at Otto’s is below par, the food is over-spiced, and the coffee is the worst I’ve ever tasted. I have no idea why Otto keeps requesting surveys from me, since he never makes any changes. I shouldn’t complain. Regular clients like Otto pay my rent, and he has three restaurants in the San Francisco Bay Area for which I conduct weekly surveys. I have yet to contract food poisoning from any of these culinary misadventures, but almost always walk away with a case of heartburn.
While I was waiting for my albondigas, which is Spanish for meatball soup, I logged onto Buddy’s live camera feed and had a perfect view of the parking lot and back door of the restaurant. My boy was watching the door he’d seen me enter, no doubt wondering when I’d be back and if I’d bring any leftovers with me. When the server delivered my food I requested a grilled chicken breast in a to-go box. 
The meatball soup was heavy with garlic, black pepper, and cilantro, but at least the salad greens were limp. I’d opted for water instead of coffee without thinking. The tap water in Redwood City tastes like the pipes it comes out of, and Otto doesn’t stock what he calls “fancy water.” Overall it was an average survey for the establishment. The waitstaff was disinterested, the service was slow, and the food was barely edible. I recorded some notes on my phone, paid the check, and took my to-go box out to the car.
Buddy was still watching the door when I walked outside. He raised his nose through the half open window, sniffed the air, and began wagging enthusiastically. My boy loves chicken. I had cut the breast into bite-sized pieces, and I fed them to him one at a time before using a wet wipe on my hands and starting the car.
When we got back to the office I listened to a voicemail message from J.V. Trusty. I’d met J.V. last December when I was working a homicide investigation for Scott Freedman, a nine-year-old boy who’d been orphaned when his mother was murdered. Buddy and I had quickly developed a fondness for Scott. When I drove him home from school one day I had the misfortune of meeting his abusive aunt. After watching the way she treated him, I’d made it my mission to find a more suitable relative with whom Scott could spend his formative years. Enter J.V. Trusty. He was Scott’s great uncle, a decorated war hero, a musician, and a PI. Scott lives with him in Seattle now, and J.V. is teaching him the PI business a little at a time. From what I’ve heard, Scott’s a natural. I feel great about the way things have turned out for him.
I had called J.V. last week to let him know that Nina Jezek, the woman who had killed Scott’s mom, was now deceased herself. Whether Nina’s death was an accident or suicide may never be known. She died in an explosion. The resulting inferno left almost no physical evidence behind, other than enough bone fragments to lead the investigators to believe that two people had perished in the fire. I felt conflicted about Nina’s death. We’d had several encounters since I’d investigated Scott’s mother’s murder. Nina had been a stone-cold killer but, apart from Scott’s mom, the people she killed were all sexual predators who targeted children. After her death I realized I’d grown fond of her. She had even saved my life on one occasion. Not something I would ever forget.
J.V.’s voicemail message was brief. He and Scott were thinking about a short visit to the Bay Area before school started again next month, and he wanted to know how I felt about that. J.V. is a sweet, tenacious, brilliant, stubborn, generous man. He and Scott are great for each other, and I was looking forward to seeing them. Before returning his call I sent Bill a quick text asking if they could use his house while they were in town. 
Bill Anderson, Redwood City Police Detective and my live-in lover, owns a one story bungalow on Hudson Street, not far from the center of town. He moved aboard the sailboat with me last month, so the house is just sitting there empty. Bill plans to rent it out eventually, but he has to empty it first. I don’t think the house is the problem. I think it’s the garage. Bill’s garage is floor to ceiling junk. It’s where he lets his inner slob run free, and I suspect he’s reluctant to give that up.
He responded to my text almost instantly, saying he’d be happy to let J.V. and Scott stay at his house and I should let him know when they were coming so he could turn on the air conditioning and load the fridge for them. Bill’s a great cop and an exceptional human being. I’m lucky to have him in my life. He’s half Lakota Sioux and half Irish, five-foot-eleven, lean and muscular, with black hair and hazel eyes. Everything about Bill is appealing, but his smile is what first attracted me to him. When he smiles his whole face lights up.
I called J.V.’s cell, and he answered with his usual “Trusty and Associates” greeting. If he’d looked at the display on his phone, he would have known it was me. He must have been distracted.
“You’re not talking on the phone while driving are you?” I asked.
“Nicoli?”
“Who else?”
“Yes, I am driving, but I’m using my Bluetooth headset, so it’s legal and safe. How the heck are you?”
“I’m good. Bill says you guys can stay at his house while you’re here. I don’t know if I told you, but he’s moved onboard the boat with me, so the house is empty.”
“Well that’s very kind of him. I like that house. Reminds me of the one I grew up in.”
“I like it too. Have you booked your flights?”
“Not yet. I’ll let you know.”
We agreed that since J.V. would be renting a car, there was no need for me to meet them at the airport. I had a key to Bill’s house, so they could come to my office to pick it up. 
After ending the call with J.V., I sent Bill another text telling him I had to be at the Garden Grill at 5:30 and asking what time he expected to be home. His response was that he wasn’t sure, followed by a shrugging emoji with a perplexed look on its face. Bill had only recently discovered emojis and was enjoying his new expertise. 
I said I’d leave Buddy on Kirk’s boat with D’Artagnon if he wasn’t home by the time I needed to leave. D’Artagnon is the self-appointed marina watch dog and one of my favorite canines. He’s a black Lab with a crooked tail who can never get enough love, or enough treats. His bark can be heard almost a mile away. He’s a friend to those who belong on the docks and the bane of anyone who doesn’t. He lives with his human, Kirk Shaw, on a Bluewater 42 motor yacht at the end of my dock, and he’s an integral part of the marina community.
Next I called my best friend, Elizabeth Gaultier.
“Hi, honey,” she answered. “Are you taking me someplace fabulous for dinner?”
“The Garden Grill in Menlo Park and then Michelino’s in San Mateo. So come hungry. Invite Jack along. I haven’t seen him in a while.”
Jack “The Cat” McGuire is a former client of mine. When I inadvertently introduced him to Elizabeth last year I’d been alarmed by the immediate attraction between them, primarily because I was aware of Jack’s occupation as a cat burglar. He’s since retired, at Elizabeth’s request, and only exercises his astonishing skills when I need help getting into someplace I shouldn’t be.
“I don’t think so,” Elizabeth said. “I’d rather have you all to myself. What time are we eating?”
“The Garden Grill reservation is for five-thirty.”
“Meet me at my trawler at five-fifteen.”
“Okay. I’ll see you then.” 
 

 
Bill wasn’t home by 5:11, so I walked Buddy down to Kirk’s boat and left him onboard with D’Artagnon. Once Buddy was settled I strolled down the dock to Elizabeth’s trawler. It was a warm evening and the hint of a breeze felt great after the intense heat of the day. I’d thrown on a sleeveless, cocktail length red sheath made of a jersey knit fabric that allows me to store it in a drawer, rather than taking up space in the hanging locker. Closet space has been at a premium since Bill moved aboard. The fabric has some weight to it, so it drapes beautifully, and the skirt twirls around my legs when I walk. I always feel sexy in this dress. I’d paired it with my most comfortable ankle strap sandals since there would be a bit of a walk from any available parking to Michelino’s. 
Elizabeth was waiting for me on her dock steps, petting her huge orange tabby, K.C., which is short for “Killer Cat.” Elizabeth is five feet and one-half inch tall, about a hundred pounds, with strawberry blonde hair, hazel eyes, and a few freckles. She was wearing a floral print sundress with spaghetti straps. Her hair was pulled up on top of her head and a few soft tendrils drifted around her heart-shaped face. On her dainty feet were a pair of indigo blue beaded sandals that matched the background color of her dress. 
She stood up to give me a hug, surrounding me with Dior Addict, her new signature scent. I returned the hug, then stooped down to scratch under K.C.’s chin. If it hadn’t been for K.C., Elizabeth and I might not have met, so I owe the kitty. When I first moved aboard I’d seen him basking on her dock steps and had instantly fallen in love. Introducing myself to Elizabeth, the cat’s owner, seemed the polite thing to do, and we had promptly, and irrevocably bonded.




 

 
 
 
We arrived at the Garden Grill right on time and Jessica greeted us at the door. She always treats me like any other customer at the restaurant—with warmth, but no hugs or cheek kisses. Her employees don’t need to know we’re friends, or that I’m a professional mystery shopper. 
A true fashion plate, tonight she was dressed in a sheer off-white silk blouse over a flesh-colored camisole, tailored taupe trousers and Kristin Cavallari pumps embellished with crystals. I experienced a moment of shoe envy. 
Jessica collected two menus and escorted us to a patio table, where I assumed Sherry Troop would be serving us. “Would you like anything from the bar?” she asked, handing us each a menu.
“I’d love a tall mudslide,” Elizabeth volunteered.
“Pellegrino for me,” I said. “I’m driving.”
As Jessica turned away we were approached by a woman in her mid-fifties. She had shoulder length white-blonde hair and grey eyes that looked almost silver, magnified behind a pair of wire-rimmed glasses. I’d read somewhere that grey eyes connote inner calm and strength. She was about five-foot-five and curvy. Jessica had mentioned that Sherry was a regular customer, and it appeared she was a good one. She didn’t seem like the type of woman to obsess about her figure and obviously had a healthy regard for high-quality cuisine. She wore the typical server uniform of black slacks and a crisp white cotton blouse with sensible rubber soled shoes and a black apron tied around her waist.
She placed a basket of the Garden Grill’s renowned sharp cheddar scones in the center of our table, and said, “Good evening, ladies. My name is Sherry, and I’ll be your server tonight. Do you have any questions about the menu?” 
Her smile was warm and genuine and her eye-contact was attentive but relaxed. I like her instantly. 
“Can we split the appetizer sampler?” Elizabeth asked. 
Elizabeth has been with me during enough dinner surveys to know how the game is played. She was hoping to toss Sherry a curve ball, but Sherry didn’t hesitate. “Of course you can,” she said. “That’s one of my favorites too.” Her eyes twinkled.
“I’d like the Dublin Lawyer,” I said, “but can I get it without the Irish whiskey?”
“I’ll be happy to ask the chef if that’s a possibility, but you should know that the alcohol cooks off during the sauté process, so all you’re left with is the wonderful flavor.”
“Well in that case, don’t bother the chef with my silly question.”
“There are no silly questions,” Sherry said with an easy smile, and I could see a hint of the “special education” teacher she’d been until recently. 
Elizabeth requested the grilled salmon with white wine and shallots and insisted we split an order of cheesecake for dessert.
Sherry said, “That sounds wonderful,” and collected the menus just as Jessica arrived with our drinks.
“Here you go, ladies.” She placed my water and Elizabeth’s mudslide on the table, winked at me, and took Sherry’s arm as they moved off toward the kitchen.
Elizabeth sampled her mudslide, pronounced it superb, and commenced discussing her wedding reception menu for the hundredth time. She couldn’t seem to decide if they should have chicken or salmon. She wanted to offer a vegetarian option and a red meat option, but the poultry or fish issue was driving her nuts, and her incessant talking about it was driving me nuts.
“Most of the wedding receptions I’ve attended offered chicken,” I said. “Since you’re anything but typical, I think you should go with fish, and salmon is my favorite fish, so there you go. Problem solved.”
She tilted her head, took another sip of her mudslide, nodded and said, “You’re right. I’m making too big of a deal out of this. Nobody’s going to remember the food anyway.”
“No, they won’t. All anyone will be able to remember is how deeply in love and devastatingly beautiful the bride and groom were.”
Elizabeth got teary-eyed. She squeezed my hand and whispered, “You are the best, best friend ever.”
Sherry approached with our appetizers, but saw that we were having a moment and hesitated politely while Elizabeth dried her eyes. She placed the sampler platter in the center of the table, gave us each an additional bread plate, and set two sparkling salad forks on top of our napkins. She briefly described each item on the platter, in case we weren’t able to identify them. 
“These are griddled scallops on smoked salmon mousse,” she said gesturing toward the wonderfully fishy concoction. “And these are crunchy fried Stilton balls, which can be dipped in this sweet cinnamon-spiced port wine sauce. It’s incredible, by the way. I’m sure you’ve had the devils on horseback, which are bacon-wrapped prunes stuffed with almond chutney. Don’t you just love bacon?”
By the time Sherry was done describing each item and had left to serve another table, a pool of saliva had collected in my mouth and I had to swallow before speaking.
“She’s really good,” I said to Elizabeth.
“Umm,” Elizabeth responded around a mouth full of scallop.
I popped a bacon wrapped prune into my mouth. It was succulent, sweet, spicy, and salty. A perfect combination of flavors. I chewed slowly, savoring the experience. I could make a meal out of these and nothing else.
Elizabeth moved on from the wedding reception menu to the dresses she’d picked out for me and Lily. Lily is a six-foot-tall post-op transsexual. She’s Elizabeth’s childhood friend and would be her maid of honor. 
“Have you been to Saks to try yours on yet?” she asked.
“Elizabeth, I’m Jack’s best man. Why do I need a bridesmaid dress?”
“I think you and Lily should match. Do you love it?”
“The color is wonderful,” I said.
The dress was floor-length periwinkle blue chiffon, with a single shoulder strap that crossed between my breasts, and it had a train. A train! It kind of made me feel like I was dressing up as Aphrodite for Halloween. Not that I objected to the style of the dress, or to looking like a Greek Goddess. It was the length and fabric that made me nervous. Chiffon is delicate and needs to be treated gently. I’m not easy on my clothes as a general rule, and putting me in a floor-length gown made of a delicate fabric was just asking for trouble. I had every confidence in my ability to accidentally trip on my own hem and knock the crap out of anyone or anything in my path, ruining Elizabeth’s elegant wedding. I had planned to wear a black satin tuxedo. Did I say any of these things to my friend? No, I did not. 
“You don’t like the dress, do you?” she asked.
This was my opportunity to be honest. But I just couldn’t bring myself to say the words. This was Elizabeth’s wedding, not mine, and I was determined to do everything humanly possible to make it her perfect day.
“I think it’s a fabulous dress,” I said, and popped another bacon and prune delight into my mouth.
“Oh, thank goodness. So did you pick it up?”
“They’re altering it.”
“Really? Was it too big?”
“No. They just had to let the seams out a tiny bit to make room for the girls.”
Elizabeth glanced at my chest and tilted her head to the side. “Not surprising,” she said. “When will it be ready?”
Elizabeth’s wedding was ten months away. Ten months. And she was stressing out because I hadn’t already picked up my dress. I almost dreaded the actual event. She’d probably be a basket case by next June.
“They’re going to call me when it’s ready. Then I’ll go in for another fitting.”
I needed a change of subject. I loved Elizabeth but I’d had enough wedding talk to last me a lifetime. 
“I think something bad is going to happen,” I began. “I woke up with a weird feeling this morning, almost like a premonition that something sinister is headed my way.”
“Could it be about Buddy? I know you don’t want to leave him at that doggy daycare place.”
“I don’t think so. I had the feeling before Jessica even brought it up.”
“Have you ever experienced a feeling like this before?”
I had to think about that. I often have flashes of intuition, especially when I make physical contact, like shaking hands with a subject I’m investigating, but this was different, more ominous. It felt like a warning. When was the last time I’d felt this way? Then it hit me. It was the day my father had disappeared.
“Oh my God,” I whispered.
“What? What is it?”
I locked eyes with Elizabeth and hoped she wouldn’t think I was crazy. “I think someone I love is in danger. The last time I felt like this was the day my dad disappeared.”
She placed her hand on top of mine and gave it a squeeze. “There was nothing you could have done to change that, Nikki.”
“I know. I just wish I knew who to warn this time.”
My dad, the Cossack, had seduced my mom, the nun, when she was thirty, getting her both pregnant and excommunicated. Then, after twenty-four years of marriage he’d gone out in his little motorboat one day and simply disappeared somewhere in the San Francisco Bay. The Coast Guard located the empty boat and concluded that he had drowned, but his body was never found.




 

 
 
 
Moments after we polished off the sampler tray Sherry returned to collect the platter and our dishes. 
“How was it?” she asked, with a knowing smile.
“Orgasmic,” Elizabeth said, patting her flat tummy.
Sherry laughed and said she’d be right back with our entrées. 
My Dublin Lawyer prawns were delicious and Elizabeth’s grilled salmon was, “Amazing.” 
Sherry checked on us a few minutes later and refilled our water goblets, though they were only half empty. The woman was a natural. Even though the background report hadn’t come in yet, I was sure Jessica had nothing to worry about.
When she cleared our plates, Sherry asked if we wanted coffee with our dessert. The Garden Grill’s dark blend is excellent, so I said yes, but Elizabeth declined. 
We’d demolished the cheesecake and I was sipping the last of my coffee when Sherry approached and asked if we’d like anything else. I requested the check and she removed a leather folder from her apron pocket. As she placed it on the table there was a photograph stuck to the back. 
“Oops,” Sherry said, retrieving the picture. 
Before she could slip it back into her pocket, Elizabeth reached out and squealed, “Are those your kitties?” Elizabeth is a cat person.
Sherry smiled and handed the picture to her. “Yes,” she said. “Their names are Fiona and Chloe. Chloe is the orange and white short-haired tabby. She’s four months older than Fiona, the black and white with medium length hair.” She pointed proudly to each of the cats in the photo as she spoke. “Both of my girls are ten years old.”
I leaned over Elizabeth’s shoulder to get a better look. The cats were predominately white, but Fiona had black ears and some black markings on her crown, while Chloe had a few honey colored tiger stripes on her pretty face, and a matching saddle. Both cats had pale green eyes. They were beautiful, and clearly in love with the photographer. The fact that Sherry carried their photo in her pocket made it obvious the feeling was mutual. 
Elizabeth reached into her purse and whipped out her new cell phone. For years she’d refused to own one, saying it was a needless expense. Now that she’s engaged to a multi-millionaire retired cat burglar, money is no longer an issue. Plus, she got tired of me refusing to let her use my phone to take pictures of celebrities when we were at Edouard’s in San Francisco. Elizabeth quickly scrolled through her recent photos and stopped on a shot of her huge orange tabby. Turning the screen so Sherry could see it, she said, “This is my baby, K.C.”
Sherry leaned in to get a better look and said, “Oh my. He’s a big boy, isn’t he?”
“Sixteen pounds,” Elizabeth said proudly. “Most of it is hair.” 
She dropped her phone back into her purse and returned the photo to Sherry, who carefully tucked it into her apron pocket and said, “It’s been a pleasure serving you both. I’ll look forward to seeing you again.” 
Even though I knew it would be accurate, I read through the list of items and prices on the tab. This had been an exceptional dining experience, not only because the food was superb, as always, but because Sherry added to the ambiance with her warmth, sense of humor, confidence, and relaxed demeanor. She was a keeper, and I’d make that clear in my report.
I paid with cash, leaving a generous gratuity, and we met Jessica at the door as we were leaving.
“How was everything?” she asked.
“Everything was perfect,” I said.
Jessica’s eyes sparkled. “I knew you’d like her. Call me after your appointment tomorrow.”
I’d completely forgotten I was taking Buddy to K-9 Contentment tomorrow. Damn it!
“You made the appointment, didn’t you?” Jessica asked, sensing my tension.
“No, I mean yes, we’re going in at eight-thirty.”
“Great. Have a nice evening.”
A smiling middle-aged couple entered and Jessica turned to welcome them.
Elizabeth and I drove to San Mateo for the second survey of the evening, and, not surprisingly, found no parking anywhere near Michelino’s. The restaurant was packed every night of the week. We ended up parking almost two blocks away in front of St. Gregory’s Catholic Church.
The maître d' greeted us like old friends, which in a way we were. Elizabeth had done several surveys at Michelino’s with me and we were both pretty recognizable, especially when we were together. The restaurant was crowded, but since we had a reservation and were on time, our table had been held. Many restaurants would have given the table away, but the owner of Michelino’s believes in building relationships with customers, so when you’re on time for your reservation you can expect to be seated promptly.
We were escorted to the front of the restaurant and seated at a window table facing the street. The maître d' left us with menus and said our server, Brandi, would be right with us. Brandi wasn’t new, but there had been a few complaints about her attitude recently and the owner wanted an evaluation. I was supposed to be a difficult customer tonight and gauge her reactions to my behavior.
A few moments after we were seated, Brandi approached. She was on the young side for Michelino’s, in her early twenties, about five-eight in her low heeled pumps, with spiky auburn hair and a delicate ruby nose stud. Her brown eyes were artistically lined with plum-colored pencil and her lashes were heavily coated with matching plum-colored mascara. Her lips were painted a glossy burgundy. She was dressed in black slacks and a white shirt and apron, as were all the servers. 
Brandi asked how we were doing this evening. I told her we were having a lovely evening, and she asked if we’d like to order cocktails. I requested coffee and Elizabeth, you guessed it, went with a mudslide. 
When Brandi returned from the bar with our drinks, she asked if we’d like to hear tonight’s specials, and I noticed a slight lisp in her enunciation.
“We would love to hear the specials,” I said, hoping I could quickly identify the source of her alleged attitude.
I watched her lips closely as she described the potato gnocchi with sausage and mushroom crema sauce. I’m a huge fan of sausage, Italian or otherwise, and my mouth started watering as I attempted to maintain focus on Brandi’s speech. Next she detailed the ravioli aragosta, which is a lobster ravioli including sautéed prawns with a tomato brandy crema sauce. I was so going off my diet. I’d managed to resist the cheese scones at the Garden Grill, but the combination of lobster, prawns, and brandy crema was irresistible. After my visit to K-9 Contentment tomorrow, I’d have to hit the gym, or maybe take Buddy for a long hike across the Bair Island Wildlife Refuge.
In spite of my gastronomic distraction due to the specials she was describing, I was able to determine that Brandi’s lisp was the result of a tongue stud. It was subtle, and only occasionally visible. Her youth combined with the piercings might make her feel a little defensive around the conservative crowd that frequented Michelino’s. Or perhaps one or more patrons had asked her to repeat herself, making her self-conscious about the lisp. But if that was the case, why not just remove the stud while working. I decided to test my theory.
“Both of those sound wonderful,” I said, “but I can’t make up my mind. Would you mind describing them again?” 
I was smiling when I made the request, but I caught a flash of something in Brandi’s eyes. Maybe she thought I was making fun of her. The expression was there and gone so quickly that I didn’t have time to analyze it. Regardless, she launched into the specials spiel again, and didn’t exhibit any irritation at having been asked. 
“Thank you, Brandi. I’ll have the ravioli aragosta. Have you tried it?”
She made eye contact, perhaps trying to figure me out. Good luck with that. 
“I’ve tried everything on the menu,” she said. “Tonight’s specials are two of my favorites.”
I didn’t think I was looking at an attitude problem. Maybe she just needed to lose the stud and gain some confidence.
Elizabeth ordered the tortellini con vitello, which was a veal-stuffed pasta with white truffle oil and asparagus, and we both requested house salads. Brandi collected our menus and moved off toward the kitchen to put in our orders.
Elizabeth leaned her elbows on the table, took a sip of her mudslide, and said, “What are we doing for your birthday?”
I was turning thirty-seven week after next and, honestly, I was trying to not to think about it. Not because I have an aversion to aging, but because my mother wanted me to come over for dinner on my birthday. She lives in South San Francisco, so she’s nearby, and I hadn’t seen her in a while. I couldn’t claim I had other plans without feeling guilty. The problem was that she hadn’t met Bill, and since he and I were living together it didn’t seem right not to include him. Crap. My boyfriend was going to meet my mother, the nun. Former-nun, actually. 
“Earth to Nicoli,” said Elizabeth, giving my shoulder a nudge.
“What? Oh, sorry.”
“What were you thinking about? You were a million miles away.”
I looked into her mischievous hazel eyes and knew I could tell her anything, and while she might make fun of me, she’d understand, and she would keep my secrets.
“Mom wants me to come over for dinner on my birthday, and she wants me to bring Bill.”
Elizabeth winced. She’s met my mom. Not that being a former nun makes her formidable or anything. Contrary to popular opinion, not all nuns are forces of nature, but my mom tends to be overbearing in a well-meaning kind of way, like water that beats up against the rocks until they simply dissolve from erosion. That’s my mom. A master of erosion, and she does not approve of my career. She thinks it’s too dangerous. I was sure that topic would come up over dinner, as it did every time I saw or spoke with her.
“What are you going to do?” Elizabeth asked. The look of apprehension in her eyes told me she wasn’t taking this lightly, and I loved her all the more for that. Only a true friend understands your mother-phobia.
“I think we have to go. I’ll warn Bill in advance so he’ll be prepared. Maybe he’ll catch a homicide and have to work that night!” I smiled at the prospect.
“From your lips to God’s ears.” Elizabeth smirked.
“Isn’t Jack’s birthday sometime this month?”
“The twenty-second. He’ll be thirty.” She smiled impishly.
“You are such a cougar.”
Elizabeth is thirty-four, but she gets a kick out of the idea of marrying a younger man, even if it’s only a four-year age difference. 
Brandi served our salads and refilled my coffee cup. After we’d nibbled on the greens for five minutes she checked back to see if everything was okay. I thought she was doing a fine job so far, and wondered if I should further test her tolerance. After thinking about my mom meeting Bill, I wasn’t in the mood to make anyone else miserable, but I had a job to do.
As soon as we finished our salads, Brandi cleared the plates and returned shortly with our entrées. The aroma alone was enough to add inches to my hips. The first bite of lobster ravioli was heavenly. It wasn’t a huge serving, but it was very rich, and I knew I’d finish every morsel. 
Elizabeth tasted her veal-stuffed pasta, daintily patted her lips with her napkin and said, “I’ll go back on my wedding dress diet tomorrow.” 
We both managed to ignore the basket of freshly baked sourdough on the table, but it wasn’t easy. Brandi checked on us a couple of times during our meal. Since we were both stuffing our faces, all we could do was smile and nod. 
When there was nothing left of dinner but a fond memory, Brandi approached and asked if we’d like to see a desert menu. We both groaned and Brandi laughed, once again exposing the tongue stud.
“Good, huh?” she asked.
“Amazing,” I said. “If I worked here I’d weigh two hundred pounds. How do you stay so slim?”
Brandi considered the question for a moment, perhaps gauging how honestly to answer. She leaned forward and whispered, “I wear a tongue stud.” She opened her mouth and displayed the small steel stud. “It makes eating awkward. So I usually only finish half of what’s on my plate.”
She waited for our reaction and we both started laughing at the same time. Finally Brandi joined in. There was nothing wrong with this young woman’s attitude. She might be a little eccentric and have a unique perspective on dieting, but she was a delightful server. 
We accepted the check and I paid with cash, and yes, I over tipped, again.
 

 
By the time we made it back to the marina the pasta was lulling me into a carbohydrate-induced coma. I had all the notes I’d need for my report stored on my phone, and Buddy and I had an early appointment in the morning, so I walked Elizabeth to her boat and then slogged down the dock to my own floating piece of paradise. 
My Cheoy Lee motorsailer was custom built for the husband of one of my restaurant clients. When he passed away unexpectedly while schtupping the restaurant’s hostess, his wife asked me if I wanted to buy a boat. The price was reasonable and living at the marina where I already had an office made sense to me. I’ve never regretted that decision. The marina culture was my first experience of a real community. People saw me moving in and came over to introduce themselves. I’d lived in houses and apartments for years and had never gotten to know my neighbors. At the marina, I knew everyone’s name, and their pets’ names, within a week. 
I climbed aboard, descended the companionway into the galley, and found Bill and Buddy in the main salon, next to each other on the cozy settee. The television was tuned to the local news, but muted, and Bill had his laptop on a TV tray in front of him. Buddy’s chin was resting atop his stuffed orange dinosaur, Bonbon. My two favorite males looked up and smiled as I entered the room.
“Hey, babe,” Bill said, moving the tray aside and standing to greet me. “How was dinner?” He covertly looked behind me into the galley, probably wondering if I’d brought home any leftovers.
“Both dinners were great,” I said. “I brought you some of Jessica’s cheese scones.”
“Outstanding!” He gave me a quick kiss before stepping into the galley for the bag of scones.
I perched on the settee next to Buddy and stroked his silky ears. He closed his eyes, his face relaxed in ecstasy. Buddy’s easy to read. He has multiple expressions and each one clearly communicates his feelings, desires, or intentions. The one he was wearing now I call his smooth face. Bliss. Mama was home and she was rubbing his ears. All was right with the world. I leaned over and gave him a kiss on the nose, then Bill came back into the room and gave him half of a cheese scone. Such a lucky dog.
“I’m going to change out of my work clothes,” I said, and Bill raised an eyebrow.
“Want some help?”
I smiled and suddenly the cheese scones were forgotten.




 

 
 
 
I
woke up when the alarm sounded on Thursday morning with the same “bad feeling” I’d experienced the day before. In fact, it seemed to have become even more intense. Bill had already fed and walked Buddy and was climbing the companionway steps on his way to work when I shuffled into the galley. I suggested he have a good day and filled a coffee mug from the pot he’d brewed before climbing into the shower. 
The cobwebs began clearing as I finished my first cup. By the time I was dressed I was awake enough to remember I had an appointment at K-9 Contentment at 8:30. Once again, I felt my gut clench at the idea of leaving Buddy with people I knew nothing about in an iffy situation. Buddy would be wearing his collar camera. I could park on the street and watch everything that happened. That way I’d be close enough to prevent any potential problems. 
Over breakfast I read through the notes on my phone from last night’s surveys. Sherry was a gem and Jessica was lucky to have her. I hoped when Jaime returned from paternity leave there would be enough work for both of them. I was looking forward to seeing her again. 
I parked across the street from K-9 Contentment at 8:20 and Buddy and I sat in the car for a few minutes, both of us watching the dogs cavort in the outdoor enclosure. From what I could see, there were two handlers for about a dozen large dogs. I’d checked out their website briefly and it appeared they grouped dogs according to size, so I assumed the smaller pups were inside the two huge buildings on the property. 
An inflatable wading pool was being utilized by a yellow Lab and a multicolored Aussie Shepherd, both of them splashing around and periodically shaking from nose to tail. I didn’t think Buddy would enjoy the pool, even though it was a hot day. My boy puts up with regular baths, but his Rhodesian Ridgeback half does not like water. 
There were multiple benches erected in tiers that the dogs could climb or nap on, and a huge length of pipe, big enough for even the largest dogs to crawl through. I saw a couple of Golden Retrievers, a fawn-colored English Mastiff, a harlequin Great Dane, three Labs, counting the one in the pool with the Aussie Shepherd, a bloodhound, and one Giant Alaskan Malamute.
A wrought iron fence with a gated vestibule separated the large dogs from an open courtyard. There were four visible entrances from the courtyard into the two buildings. There was also a front door facing the street labeled “Office.” 
I got out of the car and hooked Buddy’s leash to his collar, switching on the camera. I locked the BMW and we crossed the street. There was no traffic at the moment and the daycare center’s nearest neighbor was an auto body shop that didn’t appear to be open yet. I knocked on the office door and a series of hound-like barks and howls erupted from inside, but no one came to answer my knock. I turned the knob and opened the door a crack. 
“Okay to come in?” I called out.
“Absolutely,” said a cheerful-sounding voice.
I leaned into the room to make sure I wasn’t going to allow any canines to escape, but the waiting room was empty. I opened the door the rest of the way and escorted Buddy inside, then closed it behind me, making sure it latched.
I turned in a slow circle, getting my bearings, while Buddy put his front paws up on the counter behind me. When I turned in that direction I discovered the voice belonged to a young woman at the counter who was scratching behind Buddy’s ears and cooing to him about what a pretty boy he was. My pup was wagging happily, so I figured he liked her or at least didn’t think she was a threat. She wore a blue-grey polo shirt stretched tightly across her ample chest. Her hair was somewhere between dark blonde and light brown and was pulled back in a ponytail at the nape of her neck. Her cheeks were rosy and her eyes sparkled as she looked from Buddy to me. I put her at five-six and a hundred and seventy pounds.
“You must be Nikki,” she said. “And you,” she said, turning back to my boy, “must be Buddy!”
I nodded mutely. I would have reached out to shake her hand, but both of her hands were busy stroking Buddy’s handsome face. She leaned forward and he gave her nose a perfunctory lick. Buddy generally saves his face kisses for people he loves. I felt a little bit jealous.
“We’re here for an interview,” I volunteered.
“I know. I’m Shannon. I scheduled your appointment.” The young woman straightened up and grabbed a file folder. “Come on back.” 
She opened a door next to the counter and invited Buddy inside. I followed. As soon as we passed through the door I discovered the hound I’d heard when I knocked. She was a Basset, ensconced in a cushioned basket behind the front desk. She thumped her tail and Buddy gave me a questioning look, asking permission to say hello.
“Is it okay to let Buddy meet your girl?” I asked.
Shannon did a quick assessment of Buddy’s posture, then said, “It should be fine. Sophie’s very docile, but she’s an excellent front door alarm.” 
She smiled down at Sophie, who raised her snout as Buddy approached. The two dogs did the nose touch thing, then Buddy sniffed around Sophie’s ears while she inspected his undercarriage. Both dogs continued wagging, so I assumed the greeting ritual had been a success.
Buddy and I followed Shannon into a back office equipped with a round table and four chairs. I seated myself in a chair facing the window and Buddy planted himself by my side, leaning against my thigh. Shannon sat across from us and opened the folder.
She proceeded to go over all the information she’d taken during our phone conversation, verifying that her notes were accurate. Then she began the formal intake process, which included questions about how many days a week I’d be leaving Buddy in their care, what time I’d be dropping him off and picking him up, a secondary emergency contact in case they couldn’t reach me, and the name of anyone else who would have my permission to drop him off or pick him up.
My answers were intentionally vague. I said I’d only be leaving him at K-9 when I was unable to take him along on my jobs, and that I’d call in advance if anyone else was authorized to drop him off or pick him up. I gave Kirk Shaw’s name and phone number as a secondary emergency contact.
Shannon countered with a reduced price offer if I paid in advance for a minimum number of daycare hours per month. The discount would have been appealing had I been seriously considering enrolling my dog. I told Shannon I’d think about it.
“Before we finalize anything,” she said, “we need to observe Buddy’s interaction with the other large dogs. We don’t allow any aggressive behavior here at K-9 Contentment.”
“I’ve never known Buddy to be aggressive with other dogs,” I said. “And he’s only aggressive with people who are threatening me or someone who can’t defend themselves.” 
I remembered how Buddy had behaved with my nine-year-old client, Scott Freedman, when Scott’s aunt had slapped him. Buddy had instantly transformed from a sweet, gentle pup into an avenging guard-dog. It was astonishing, and a little scary.
“Let’s take him outside and see how he does.” 
Shannon led us out a side door into the courtyard. Buddy was on high alert now, watching the other dogs through the wrought iron fence. We entered a gated vestibule and Shannon closed us in and reached for Buddy’s leash. I held onto it for a moment, but she offered me a reassuring smile and I eventually gave it up. I’d be right here if he needed me.
Shannon unhooked Buddy’s leash from his collar and signaled to the two attendants that she was bringing someone new into the mix. Both were in their late teens, a young man and a young women, dressed in jeans and yellow polo shirts. They were moving toward the gate when Shannon opened it and stepped inside with Buddy. I moved to follow, but she closed the gate behind her, trapping me in the vestibule. Twelve large dogs and three attendants. What could go wrong?
Buddy turned around when he realized I wasn’t behind him and jumped up, putting his forepaws on top of the locked gate. I reached out to stroke his cheek and he licked my hand. What happened next took all three employees by surprise. The Giant Malamute lunged at Buddy, knocking his forelegs away from the gate. The larger dog was snarling and snapping, but before Buddy’s paws even hit the ground he’d spun to face the Malamute, planted his forepaws on its beefy shoulders, and pushed forward with his powerful hind legs. The Malamute went down hard on his back and Buddy got right up in his face, teeth bared and eyes feral. He growled deep in his throat, but he did not bite. 
I finally figured out how to open the gate. I entered the enclosure, quickly closing the gate behind me, and snatched Buddy’s leash out of Shannon’s hand. She was just standing there with her mouth open, as were the other two humans present. The dogs had made a semi-circle around us and were barking and whining.
“Get that monster away from my dog,” I shouted, pointing at the Malamute who was still on his back, all four legs in the air under Buddy’s intense gaze. “Now!” 
I clipped the leash to Buddy’s collar and moved him away from the larger dog, putting myself between them. As soon as I got him through the gate and back into the courtyard I squatted down and looked at his face. The bridge of his nose was bleeding. I held his head still so I could examine him more closely and he leaned forward to lick my chin. He appeared to be perfectly calm, but when I put my hand over his heart I could feel it pounding almost as hard as mine was.
Eventually Shannon came out of the enclosure and approached us. 
“That’s never happened before,” she said, hesitantly. “Valto belongs to one of the owners and he’s very well trained.”
I silently continued examining Buddy who gave my face another lick. I was seething. Since I was here on a job, I didn’t think it would be appropriate to unleash my rage, but it was a struggle.
“We should probably put some hydrogen peroxide on that cut,” Shannon said.
I slowly stood and turned to look her in the eye. “It’s not a cut,” I said quietly. “It’s a bite. I’d like a word with the owner of that dog.”
Shannon nodded meekly and led me back into the office area. First she moistened a cotton round with hydrogen peroxide, which she handed to me, then she picked up the phone and made a call.
I gently dabbed the moist cotton on Buddy’s wounded nose. Once the blood was wiped away I could see it was barely more than a scratch. His brown eyes were locked on mine and he squinted a little at the sting, but held still for me. Such a good boy. I sat down in one of the lobby chairs and willed my knees to stop shaking. I don’t frighten easily, but seeing that mountain of a dog jump on my sweet little hundred-pound pup had scared the life out of me. 
Buddy had been a rescue dog. Apparently abandoned near the marina, he’d found his way down to the docks, and to me. The vet said he was approximately six months old when I adopted him, so he was about a year and a half old now. I suspected he’d continue growing a while longer. Some breeds don’t physically mature until they’re five or six years old.
I sat in the small office, still shaking with adrenaline, gently stroking Buddy’s ears and telling him what a good dog he was. Of course, he knew he was a good dog. But saying the words made me feel better. After about five minutes I started breathing normally again. The door to the street opened and a brunette who was all of five feet tall strode in. Authority rolled off her in waves. I’m not a big fan of authority.
I didn’t want to be angry. I knew it wouldn’t serve any purpose. But I’m fiercely protective of my dog and I really, really hate bullies. I stood up as the woman approached. She was a Eurasian hybrid, dressed in shorts and tiny combat boots, maybe ninety-five pounds soaking wet. I was expecting a confrontation, but as she drew closer her eyes lowered to Buddy standing at my side, and softened.
She slowly raised the back of her hand toward his muzzle and said, “Hello gorgeous.” 
Buddy sniffed her hand and wagged his tail once. 
Her eyes shifted up to meet mine. “I am so sorry. Valto is under the impression he’s the only alpha dog in the world. I’m afraid your boy here must be emitting some serious leadership pheromones. When he jumped up on the gate, I think Valto decided he could kill two birds with one stone. Dogs aren’t allowed to jump on the fence or the gate, so Valto must have thought he could correct your dog and reestablish his alpha status at the same time. He’s really smart, but in this case he obviously made an error in judgement.”
Okay. That was not what I’d expected. 
“Where are you getting this?” I asked, since she hadn’t been present when the incident had occurred.
“I watched the video before coming in to meet with you. All of our groups are monitored.”
“I see. And are you in the habit of allowing Valto to ‘correct’ the other dogs in your care?” I asked.
“Of course not,” she responded. “I’m Monica, by the way. I’m one of the owners of K-9.” 
She held out her hand and I shifted the leash to my left hand and did the civilized thing. I reconsidered my initial reaction to her. I’d assumed by her movements and posture that she was hostile. What I felt after shaking her hand was a sense of concern and maybe some fear. Did she think I was going to sue her or something? Buddy isn’t a show dog. A scar on his nose would only give him character. Besides, bitches dig scars.
“We’ll keep Valto in his private kennel whenever Buddy is here,” Monica continued. “Not that he can’t take care of himself.” She smiled at Buddy. “You’re a natural alpha, aren’t you big boy?” 
“Let me get this straight,” I said. “Your dog felt threatened in his alpha status simply by Buddy’s presence?”
Monica nodded. “Natural alphas are rare. Other dogs automatically follow their lead. I’m afraid Valto’s ego just couldn’t handle the competition.”
“But Buddy was in the enclosure for less than a minute before your dog attacked him.”
“It would have taken only an instant for Valto to scent your boy’s pheromones and those of the other dogs in response to his presence.”
I looked at Buddy. Did he know he was a natural leader? I turned back to Monica. “I appreciate your apology and your willingness to adjust your procedures on Buddy’s behalf, but I won’t be leaving him in your care. The three attendants who were present during the attack took no action whatsoever. They froze. I’m not willing to take the chance that will happen again.” 
Jessica had been right about this place. The staff was clearly not up to par. If she still wanted to buy the business after reading my report, she’d need to replace all the employees or put them through a rigorous training program. I moved toward the door.
Monica said, “Our attendants are trained to stop aggressive behavior when they see it about to escalate. In this case, there was no warning growl, no raised hackles, no indication of what was about to happen. And it was over almost before it began, thanks to Buddy’s reflexes. We don’t allow aggressive dogs into our facility, so even though our people are trained, they’ve never had to break up a fight before.”
“Sorry to contradict you, but you allow your dog in your facility, and he is clearly aggressive.”
Monica lowered her eyes and said, “I really am sorry. I’ll be happy to pay for a vet visit if you think Buddy needs medical attention.”
I looked at my boy’s face. The nick on his nose had stopped bleeding and there was no swelling around the abraded area. I leaned down and put my hand on his chest. His heart rate had slowed, as had mine. I was still pissed, but I didn’t think he needed a visit to the vet. Buddy hates going to the vet.
“I don’t think that will be necessary, but thank you for offering.” I looped the leash over my wrist and walked to the door, Buddy at my heel.
I expected Monica to stop me again, but she said nothing further. I didn’t bother looking over my shoulder as we went outside to the car. I loaded Buddy into the back seat and leaned in, giving him a hug. He responded by licking my ear a couple of times.
I climbed into the driver’s seat and started the car, cranked up the air conditioning, and wished, not for the first time, that I hadn’t quit smoking. Now would be the perfect time for a dose of nicotine to help me repress my emotions. I tried to think of an adequate alternative. Bill was working, so sex was out, at least for the moment. 
I decided to cruise by Aly’s on Main Street in Redwood City before going back to the office. Sometimes Aly’s opens a little early for lunch. It wasn’t even 10:00 yet, and they didn’t officially open until 11:30, but I chose to be optimistic. Aly’s isn’t one of my clients, but they have an incredible grass fed organic burger. I figured both Buddy and I could use some comfort food after this morning’s ordeal.




 

 
 
 
I
lucked out and caught Alison Mazaferri, co-owner of Aly’s, as she was unlocking the front door. Alison is an adorable blue-eyed blonde with a dazzling smile. We’d met a couple of times when Bill and I came in for dinner and I felt we had a rapport, so I told her what had happened to Buddy this morning, and that we were both in need of Aly’s special brand of comfort. 
Alison was appropriately horrified on Buddy’s behalf and said she’d prep the burger herself. I handed her a twenty and asked if she would add organic cheddar, bacon, and avocado, and use a brioche bun. I’d remove the avocado from Buddy’s half. Avocado isn’t good for dogs, but I love it. I passed on the fried potatoes, just on general principal. I didn’t want to spend that much extra time at the gym. 
Alison disappeared into the restaurant to create gastronomic delight. I didn’t want to leave Buddy alone in the car after what he’d been through. In fact, I might never leave him alone again. I climbed into the back seat with him and wrapped him in a protective embrace. He raised his head and gave me a lick on the nose. I looked into his beautiful chocolate-brown eyes. I had to keep reminding myself that he was fine. He’d handled the situation. 
“Buddy, did you know?” I asked. 
He cocked his head inquisitively. 
“Did you know you were a natural alpha?” 
That got me another nose lick. Buddy wasn’t talking. Maybe he was aware of his canine charisma and simply didn’t care.
Fifteen minutes later Alison returned with a cardboard to-go box and Buddy lifted his snout in canine reverence. I thanked her profusely and we double-timed it to the marina, which was only a mile away. I found parking in the boat owners’ lot and Buddy and I raced to the office and went directly to the kitchenette. I noticed the message light was blinking on my phone, but that could wait. We had a mondo grass fed organic bacon and cheese burger to split. 
I opened the to-go box while Buddy leaned against my leg, twin streams of drool cascading to the floor. I grabbed a steak knife and cut the huge burger in half. Lifting the bun from Buddy’s half, I removed the avocado and transferred it to mine, then chopped his into bite-sized pieces, which I placed in his kibble dish. I set the dish on the floor and, in the time it took me to raise my own portion to my lips, Buddy had polished his off and was looking at me expectantly.
“Oh, no.” I said. “This half is mine.”
I leaned over the sink and bit into the juicy burger. Oh, my God. I kept my back turned to Buddy while I was eating. He has a talent for provoking guilt, and I didn’t want anything to interfere with my incredible culinary experience. Aly’s burgers are definitely more satisfying than cigarettes. They’re also more fattening, but I’d make up for the indulgence later. 
After popping the last bite into my mouth I tossed the cardboard to-go box in the trash under the sink and washed my hands. Next I located the tube of Neosporin I keep in my medicine cabinet and dabbed a little on Buddy’s injured nose. I checked my gut to see if the ominous feeling I’d been experiencing was gone. It wasn’t. 
Finally seated at my desk, I pressed the play button on my phone. I was stashing my purse under the desk when the first message began. I sat up so fast that I slammed the back of my head into the bottom of the lap drawer. I hadn’t heard that familiar baritone in months.
“Nicoli, it’s Sam,” the message began. 
Like I wouldn’t recognize his voice. Samson Pettigrew’s voice has been stuck in my head since I began my internship with the crusty old PI five years ago. I rubbed my sore scalp as the voicemail continued. 
“I’m tailing a subject who’s more cunning than I’d expected, and I need backup. I’m hoping you can work with me on this one. Call me back.” He left his cell number, just in case I’d gone brain-dead and forgotten it. 
I had that bad feeling again. Something was terribly wrong, but I had no idea what.
I was puzzling over the fact that this was the first time since I’d left his employ that Sam had asked for my help when the phone beeped and a second voicemail message began playing; this one from Bill. 
“Nikki, it’s me. I caught a new case this morning. A suspicious death, possible homicide.” There was a long pause like he didn’t know what to say next, then, “I need to talk to you. Call me when you get this message, please.”
What the heck? Bill almost never said please. It wasn’t his style, unless he was pleading with me not to risk my life. When I’d worked high risk cases in the past I’d heard the word come out of his mouth once or twice. The memory made me smile. I replayed the message from Sam, noting that the call had come in at 9:18 last night. I was sure he would have called my cell if it had been urgent.
First things first. I started a pot of coffee brewing, then turned on my laptop and typed up my report on K-9 Contentment for Jessica. Luckily, my opinion doesn’t matter with this type of job. All I do is state the facts and let my clients make their own determinations. I removed the camera from Buddy’s collar, plugged it into my laptop, and uploaded the video from this morning’s “incident.” Attaching the video to the e-mail, I sent it into cyberspace, asking what Jessica would like me to do next. 
I poured myself a mug of coffee and scanned my inbox for client emergencies. Buddy was sacked out on the floor next to my desk. As always, between me and the front doors and any possible threat. My protector. 
I tried calling Sam’s cell, but my call went straight to voicemail so I dialed Bill’s office number and waited for him to pick up.
“Anderson.”
“Hey. You rang?”
“Are you at the office?”
“Yeah. What’s going on?”
“Are you going to be there for a while?”
“I have a lunch survey at one.” I looked at my watch. It was 11:20. “I’ll be here for at least an hour. What’s going on?”
“I’m on my way,” he said, and hung up on me.
Okay. Obviously he had something to tell me and he wanted to do it in person, but what could be so serious that he couldn’t talk about it on the phone? I thought back to the first homicide case I’d ever worked. That was when Bill and I had met. He was the lead detective handling the investigation. When the body of Kurt Wagner, a hairdresser I’d interviewed and really liked, had been discovered, Bill had called to find out if I was in the office and asked me to stay put until he arrived. Just as he had done today. The memory of that conversation sent a chill up my spine and I felt a sense of dread burrow deeper into my belly. Someone I knew and cared about had died, and it had not been a peaceful death.
 

 
To distract myself while I was waiting for Bill, I read and responded to e-mail. The background report on Sherry Troop had come in from CIS. I opened the attachment and scanned the contents. There was nothing unexpected. Sherry had a stellar reputation as a special education teacher. She had taught all grades, but for the last ten years had worked primarily with 4th and 5th graders. She’d recently retired, as Jessica had said, owned her own home on Oakhurst Avenue in San Carlos, and paid her bills on time. There was nothing in the report about her two cats, Fiona and Chloe, but I hadn’t asked CIS to do any pet research. Not surprisingly, Sherry had no criminal history whatsoever. 
I typed up the Garden Grill dinner survey, included the background data on Sherry, and was just e-mailing it off to Jessica when Bill walked in the door. I hit the send key before focusing my attention on his face, trying to gauge just how bad the news was going to be. 
Buddy leaped up from the floor and put his huge paws on Bill’s chest, straining to reach his chin with puppy kisses. Bill smiled down at my dog, then furrowed his brow. “What happened here?” he asked, trying to steady Buddy’s head and get a better look at the small laceration.
“Two hundred pound Giant Alaskan Malamute took offense at Buddy’s natural alpha pheromones.”
“What the … what?”
“It’s not important. Buddy’s fine. What couldn’t you tell me over the phone? Who died?” 
I stood up and gave him a quick kiss, knowing I wouldn’t be feeling affectionate after I heard what he had to say.
“Sit down, Nikki.”
“That sounds ominous,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. But I sat, and looked at him expectantly as he knelt in front of my chair and took my hands in his. Holy shit. This is going to be bad. Unless Bill was planning to propose again, the fact that he was kneeling was not a good sign. I wished he’d just get it over with.
He squeezed my hands, looked directly into my eyes and said, “Sam Pettigrew’s body was found this morning.”
His words struck me like a physical blow, and then I was falling, plummeting into a dark abyss. I lost any sense of where I was or what was going on around me. I didn’t even realize I’d fallen off the chair until Bill sat down next to me and gathered me into his arms. When Buddy started licking my face I finally took a breath. My eyes began to focus through a cloud of tears.
“I’m so sorry, Nikki,” Bill whispered against my hair.
“What happened?” I managed to croak out. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, but I needed to know.
“We’re not sure. We haven’t identified the cause of death yet. All I can tell you is that he was found in the alley behind Unagi, that Sushi restaurant downtown. The janitor found his body when he took out the trash this morning. It was between the dumpster and the wall.”
“So, no obvious cause of death.”
“No, but there was a bump on his head and some vomit on the ground next to him. It must have happened last night. The vomit had dried. It looked like he’d been searched. His wallet wasn’t taken, but his keys and cellphone were missing.”
“Did you find his notebook?”
Bill consulted his own notebook and shook his head.
“Sam was old-school, like you,” I said. “He always carried a small, spiral-bound notebook with him. If it wasn’t on him, maybe the killer took it along with his keys and his phone.”
“We still don’t know if there even is a killer. It might have been a mugging and Sam had a heart attack as a consequence.”
“Do heart attacks make you barf? Wait, did you say he was found behind a sushi restaurant? Sam hated sushi.”
“That’s where his body was found. We don’t know if he was ever inside the restaurant. The medical examiner will be able to tell us what he last ate.”
“When is the autopsy scheduled?” I couldn’t believe I was sitting in my boyfriend’s lap on the floor of my office having a rational conversation about the death of my mentor. This was so surreal. 
“Probably later today or early tomorrow. The M.E.’s got a couple of bodies stacked up in the cooler.” 
Bill winced when he realized what he’d said, but I wasn’t offended. I understood his need to detach from any emotions regarding the victims of violent crimes. It was the only way to do the job and stay sane. Bill had met Sam last October when Sam was helping me with a time-sensitive case. They hadn’t gotten to know each other very well, but Bill understood the role Sam played in my life was more than just that of a mentor. He’d been a surrogate father to me, since my own had disappeared when I was in my early twenties.
“Can you ping his cell phone to find out where it is? Maybe the killer still has it.”
“We’ll contact the carrier, but if the phone’s turned off all we’ll get is the location of the last signal.”
I gave Bill a hug before rising slowly to my feet. I was still dizzy, but I could feel the anger building and I welcomed it. I’d need it to get through what was coming. Bill and I both knew I wouldn’t be able to sit on the sidelines waiting for someone else to solve this case. I’d stay out of his way as much as possible, but I’d be conducting my own investigation, with a vengeance.
Bill needed to get back to the station and was headed for the door when I remembered Sam’s voicemail message. 
“Wait!” I said, louder than I’d intended. Both Bill and Buddy jumped. “Sorry. I almost forgot. When I came in this morning there was a voicemail from Sam.”
I sank into my desk chair and pressed the play button. Once again Sam’s deep, resonant voice filled the room. Just listening to it destroyed me all over again. 
Bill pulled out his cell phone and located the recording app. “Will you play it again, please?”
I bit my lip and replayed the message one more time while Bill recorded it. I had no plans to erase that message. I’d probably keep it forever, but the pain was too fresh right now and what little composure I had left was wearing thin. 
Bill was almost out the door when I stopped him again. “Oh, my God. Has anyone notified Rebecca, Sam’s wife?”
Bill turned to face me and I could see the sadness in his eyes. “I did the next of kin notification this morning,” he said. Even though he was a cop, Bill was, first and foremost, a compassionate human being. It would have been impossible for him to distance himself from the raw grief of Sam’s widow.
I’d only met Rebecca a handful of times in the two years I worked with Sam, but I’d liked her. She was a petite redhead, funny, kindhearted, and Jewish. She reminded me of a red-haired Helen Mirren without the British accent. About as far from Sam’s type as anyone could get. Sam was a six-foot-tall, heavyset black man. His voice and appearance made me think of James Earl Jones, but his attitude reminded me more of the actor’s portrayal of Darth Vader. Their relationship worked—probably because they were opposites. They’d been married for thirty-five years. Rebecca was ten years younger than Sam, so she’d be fifty-five now. I didn’t even want to imagine the weight of her loss.
Before Bill could get out the door, I blurted out, “Will you come with me to my mom’s house for dinner on my birthday?” 
One dark eyebrow arched before he said, “Wow! Yes, of course. August fifteenth, right?”
“Yeah. It’s a week from next Tuesday. What if you have to work?”
“I’ll take the whole day off if I can.”
He walked back over to the desk, pulled me up from my chair, and wrapped his strong arms around me. Just for a moment I let the comfort of his embrace surround me and ease the ache in my heart. All too soon that moment was over and he was on his way.
After Bill left I made a few phone calls, cancelling the jobs I had scheduled for the rest of the day. Then I called Elizabeth.




 

 
 
 
My best friend answered her cell on the third ring. She was at work, so I imagined she had to locate the phone first, probably at the bottom of her purse. 
“Hi, honey. What’s up? Are you taking me out to dinner again tonight?”
“Um, no. I’m not working tonight.”
“Uh oh. What’s wrong?”
“Do you remember Sam Pettigrew?”
“Your mentor? Of course.” 
“He was murdered last night,” I whispered. Saying those words allowed the full impact of my own loss to hit me. I started sobbing, gasping, and hyperventilating all at the same time. How is that even possible?
“Where are you?”
“I’m at … the office!”
“Okay honey. Keep breathing. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” 
She disconnected and I gazed through a veil of tears at my phone, wondering what had just happened. I’d called Elizabeth for emotional support and somehow she’d understood I needed that support to be in person. I slid out of my chair onto the floor next to Buddy, wrapped my arms around his neck, and continued sobbing until I heard a knock on the door.
I looked up and saw Elizabeth letting herself in. The door hadn’t been locked, but she hadn’t wanted to surprise me. I’ve had a few close calls with the grim reaper in the last year, and I’ve developed what’s called an exaggerated startle response. It only kicks in when I’m under an unusual amount of stress. Today would qualify, and Elizabeth knew that.
She sat down on the floor next to me, gave Buddy a kiss on his injured nose, not even asking what had happened to him, and pulled me in for a fierce hug. 
I don’t know how long I cried while we sat on the floor and she held me, but I was feeling severely dehydrated by the time I ran out of tears. My eyes were swollen and I’m sure they were red, not to mention the splotches I get all over my face when I cry. It’s not pretty. Sensing my thoughts, Elizabeth got up and fetched me a bottle of water from the fridge.
“Thanks,” I said, and drank the whole thing.
“What are you going to do?” 
“What do you mean?”
“Well, I assume you’re going to conduct your own investigation. What I mean is, what are you going to do right now?”
There was no point in denying the obvious. Elizabeth knew me too well, and besides, I’d probably need her help uncovering the truth. Sam had dozens of clients. Identifying who he was working for and who he was tailing last night wouldn’t be a walk in the park.
“I’m waiting for the autopsy results. The M.E. might not even get to Sam today. Until I know the cause of death, I’m kind of in limbo.”
“Why?”
“What do you mean, why? You don’t think the cause of death is critical to a murder investigation?”
“Let’s start over. Tell me everything you know.”
So I did. Starting with the voicemail message Sam had left me last night saying he needed help tailing a cunning subject, to Bill’s announcement that Sam’s body had been found behind a sushi restaurant dumpster and there had been vomit at the scene, but no obvious cause other than a bump on the head. I told her his wallet was still on him, but his keys, cell phone, and notebook were missing.
“That’s all I know right now.”
“Why are you assuming it was murder?” Elizabeth asked. “Couldn’t he have had an allergic reaction to something he ate and maybe had a heart attack or gone into anaphylactic shock? Maybe some homeless person saw the opportunity and took his cell phone and keys.”
“And left his wallet? I don’t think so. Besides, we know he was working last night. He said he was tailing someone and needed my help. Based on the message he left me, I think it’s safe to assume that the subject was onto him, or at least suspicious. And his body was found behind a dumpster. If you felt ill after eating something you were allergic to, would you go someplace where nobody would see you? What if you needed help? I know Sam. He is, I mean was, one of the most intelligent people I’ve ever met. He would never knowingly eat something he was allergic to. Actually, he’d never voluntarily eat sushi at all. If he was in that restaurant it was because he was following someone. Maybe he was poisoned.”
“Which is why you’re waiting for the autopsy results before charging into the fray.”
“Pretty much.”
“Okay. If you’re not working tonight, why don’t we get you cleaned up and I’ll make us dinner.”
“Why do I need to get cleaned up to have dinner with you?” I asked.
She shook her head. “Honey, you’re a mess. Let’s go down to your boat. Don’t even look in a mirror. Just get in the shower and let the water work its magic on your poor face.”
I reached up and touched my puffy eyes and decided she might have a point. Bill would eventually come home and there was no need to scare him senseless, especially after he’d agreed to have dinner with my mother. 
We locked up the office and walked Buddy slowly toward the gate, allowing him time to water some shrubbery, then made our way down the dock to my Cheoy Lee.
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took a long, cold shower and when I emerged Elizabeth handed me a shot glass of Irish whiskey. I downed the shot and felt some much-needed emotional numbness settle in.
“Why is there no Guinness Stout in your fridge?” Elizabeth asked, taking the empty glass from me.
“It doesn’t taste the same anymore. I think they changed the hops or something.”
“We’ll have to find you something else, then. What did you like about it before they changed it?”
“I liked the grapefruit aftertaste. That’s gone now.”
“Huh.”
I dressed in a pair of cargo shorts, a tank top, and sandals. I pulled my hair up into a high ponytail just to get it off my neck. Elizabeth wanted to move the party to her trawler so she could start working on dinner. I checked my watch. It was only 2:30. Why did it feel like so much time had passed? Maybe grief slows everything down.
“What are you cooking?” I asked.
“You need comfort food. I’m making fresh lobster cannelloni with ricotta and basil.”
“Holy cats. That’s extreme. Don’t tell me you just happen to have fresh lobster sitting around. You had plans, didn’t you?”
“I was going to make dinner for Jack, but you need the calories more than he does.”
“I don’t want to ruin your evening.”
“Don’t be silly. You aren’t ruining anything. Jack and I see each other every night. Can you believe we’ve been together almost a year? And we still can’t get enough of each other.” 
I knew she was trying to distract me, and it was working. 
“Fine,” I said. “I’ll come over for dinner, but there’s no reason Jack can’t be there too.”
“Excellent!”
 

 
Elizabeth sat me down at her galley counter with a tall glass of ice water and filled a bowl of the same for Buddy, then began preparing the lobster cannelloni. She was making the dough from scratch, so she hauled out a bag of all-purpose flour, a bottle of virgin olive oil, eggs, and salt. I’m a pretty good cook, but I prefer to keep things simple, usually a salad and something to barbecue. My mind drifted from Elizabeth’s expertise in the kitchen back to Sam in that alley.
“Can I borrow a note pad?” 
Elizabeth keeps a legal-size lined pad on the shelf above her galley counter, just in case something occurs to her that she doesn’t want to forget. It’s a habit I appreciate. In fact, I do the same thing. I have notepads and pens in every room on my boat.
“Help yourself, honey.”
I made a list of all the information I had so far, creating a timeline from Sam’s voicemail message last night to the discovery of the body, Bill’s visit to my office, and everything he’d told me about the case. I wondered if the M.E. had gotten started on Sam’s autopsy yet. I wondered how Rebecca was doing. She and Sam had no children and, as far as I knew, Sam had no siblings. I hoped Rebecca had family or close friends nearby who could help her get through this.
By the time Jack arrived at 5:30 the boat was filled with the mouthwatering aroma of baking lobster cannelloni. Buddy was producing a puddle of drool on the floor while gazing expectantly at the oven. K.C. was nestled in my lap, but when Jack stepped aboard the cat jumped onto the galley counter, nudging Jack with his big orange head, demanding attention. 
Jack “The Cat” McGuire is about five-ten and muscular, but not in a bulky way, kind of like a gymnast. His hair is red, sun-streaked with gold. His strong jaw is clean-shaven, and his eyes are jade-green and slanted, giving him a feline appearance. The first time we met I was mesmerized by those cat’s eyes, though that’s not how he got his nickname. Today he was dressed casually in a pair of khaki Dockers shorts, a black tee-shirt, and boat shoes, but he somehow managed to make the ensemble look elegant. That was Jack McGuire in a nutshell. Casual elegance. When I’d met him he was worth about fifty million, eight of which he spent purchasing an estate in Hillsborough because Elizabeth had fallen in love with it and he’d fallen in love with her.
“Hello my darling,” he said, kissing Elizabeth while scratching behind K.C.’s ears. The man could multitask. 
Elizabeth made a soft humming sound in her throat and I swear I could see sparks ignite between them. She leaned in closer and Jack set a Mollie Stone’s grocery bag on the counter so he could wrap his arms around her. If I didn’t know them both so well the situation might have been awkward, rather than simply heartwarming. 
When they finally came up for air, I asked, “What’s in the bag?” 
I assumed Jack had stopped off at the high-end grocery to pick up a bottle of wine for Elizabeth. Instead, he pulled out a six-pack of IPA labeled Deschutes Fresh Squeezed, with a picture of an upside-down artichoke on the box. 
“What is it?” I asked. Jack wasn’t much of an ale drinker, generally preferring a glass of Bushmills or Jameson’s Irish whiskey. Elizabeth usually drank either wine or a mudslide.
“It’s an IPA.”
“I can read, Jack. Why did you bring Elizabeth a six-pack of ale, and why is there an upside down artichoke on the box?”
“I didn’t, and it’s not an artichoke, it’s a hops cone.”
“A what? This is getting annoying. Explain yourself,” I snapped.
Jack smiled his Cheshire cat smile at me. “The ale is for you Nikki. I understand you’re no longer enchanted with Guinness Stout and that you like the taste of grapefruit in your ale. So I did a bit of research. This particular IPA is brewed with pale, crystal, and Munich malts, and the hops are Citra, mosaic, and nugget. It has a very distinctive grapefruit bouquet and flavor. Give it a try.”
I was touched and more than a little confused. “How did you …” I turned to Elizabeth. “When did you …”
She laughed. “I texted Jack while you were getting dressed.”
I turned to face Jack. “You went to all this trouble for me?”
“Of course. Not only are you a treasured friend, you also introduced me to the woman I’ll be spending the rest of my life with. I owe you more than I’ll ever be able to repay.”
I stood up and hugged the man who’d made my best friend so happy. Then I brushed aside fresh tears and grabbed the opener Elizabeth handed me. I sniffed the citrusy vapor that wafted out of the neck, took a tentative sip, and floated the ale over my tongue. The grapefruit taste was immediately apparent. It was cool, tangy, and absolutely delicious. 
I swallowed and said, “Wow! This is outstanding!”
Elizabeth gave Jack another kiss, to thank him, I assumed, for finding me a new favorite beverage. 
“Dinner is ready,” she announced, fanning herself from the heat of the kiss, or maybe it was the heat from the oven. Hard to say. 
The cannelloni was spectacular and very nicely offset by a chilled green salad and the Fresh Squeezed IPA. For a short time I almost forgot about Sam. Then my cell phone rang.
I looked at the display. It was Bill’s office number.
“Hey,” I answered.
“Hey, babe. How are you doing?”
“I’m okay. You missed an amazing dinner. Elizabeth made lobster cannelloni. From scratch. Have you eaten yet?” I glanced at my watch, which told me it was 6:15.
“I grabbed a burger, but I wouldn’t mind having some of that cannelloni when I get home if there’s any left.”
I looked at the serving platter. There were three cannelloni left. Elizabeth caught my eye and nodded. Clearly she’d heard what Bill had said.
“I’ll save you one,” I promised. “What time should I expect you?”
“I probably won’t be too late. I just called to tell you that the Rita, the M.E., has completed the preliminary exam.”
I looked around for the notepad I’d been using earlier and spotted it back on the shelf. I pointed to it frantically and Jack grabbed the pad and a pen as I shoved my dinner plate out of the way.
“What did she find?” I asked, trying to sound casual and failing miserably.
“She’s estimating time of death between nine and eleven p.m. The blow to the back of the head may have been sustained when he fell, and would have been enough to stun him, but wouldn’t have been fatal.”
I scribbled notes and waited for the other shoe to drop.
“She found some kind of neurotoxin when she ran his bloodwork and the same thing in the vomit collected at the scene. They’ll have to run toxicology to identify the specific neurotoxin. She won’t be doing the full autopsy until tomorrow, so we don’t know anything about Sam’s stomach contents yet.”
“A neurotoxin? Does that mean he was poisoned or maybe ate some bad sushi?” 
“Impossible to tell at this point. The vomit we collected had no food particles in it, so he may not have eaten anything. There’s more. She found a fresh puncture mark on his neck, along with a taser burn. She said she might have missed the puncture entirely if it hadn’t been so close to the burn she was examining.”
“Huh,” I said. I’m nothing if not eloquent.
“We interviewed the restaurant employees who were working last night and none of them admitted seeing Sam in the restaurant. It’s possible they’re afraid of getting in trouble or don’t want to draw attention to themselves. The owner has an interior video camera that covers everything in the dining room, but we’ll have to get a warrant before he’ll turn over last night’s recording. Apparently he’s had some issues with law enforcement in the past.”
“That might be worth looking into. What’s his name?”
Bill hesitated before answering and I knew he was weighing the two sides of his life against each other. He’d already shared a ton of confidential information with me and could be in big trouble if his superiors found out, but in for a penny … 
“Kaito Yamashita.” 
He spelled both names for me and I quickly wrote them down.
“We have uniforms searching the area for Sam’s car. I’m going back to interview his wife again tomorrow. She wants to see you, Nikki. Maybe we can go together.”
“Wait … what? Why does she want to see me? I only met her a few times when I was working for Sam, and that was three years ago.” 
“She didn’t say why. You don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”
I thought for a moment about my schedule and the clients I’d disappointed by cancelling today’s surveys. Then I thought about the man who had trained me and what his widow must be going through. My clients would just have to understand. Maybe my friend, Jim, could cover for me. Jim Sutherland owns Superior Investigations and has a whole stable of agents working for him.
“What time are you meeting with her?”
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spent Friday morning making apologies to my clients who expected bar and restaurant surveys that day, and I e-mailed Jim Sutherland my schedule, asking if he could have his agents cover as many of the jobs as possible, freeing me up to begin investigating Sam’s murder.
J.V. Trusty called with his and Scott’s flight information. Since they were renting a car, they wouldn’t need me to meet them at SFO. They would come to my office from the airport tomorrow and pick up the keys to Bill’s house. I told J.V. briefly about Sam’s death. He expressed sympathy and offered to help in any way he could. I thought I might take him up on that. J.V. is a much more experienced PI than I am and has an arsenal of tricks up his sleeve.
Bill and I arrived at Sam and Rebecca’s house at 10:00 a.m. It was a one-story craftsman-style bungalow in the suburbs of Sunnyvale. Bill parked his Mustang on the street and we followed a flagstone path to the front door. I’d dressed in cargo shorts, a short-sleeved cotton shirt, and cross trainers. It was another hot day and I didn’t think it was disrespectful to dress comfortably. Bill was wearing jeans and a navy polo shirt with the RCPD logo on the chest.
Rebecca opened the door before we rang the bell. She was as I remembered her, though the last three years, or maybe the last two days, had aged her. She was about five foot four, curvaceous, and still a redhead, perhaps with some assistance from her beautician. She wore a sleeveless flowered dress with a torn black ribbon pinned over her heart. Her eyes were red-rimmed and she gripped a crumpled tissue in her left hand.
“Nicoli,” she said, pulling me into an unexpected hug. “It’s so good to see you again.” She held me tightly for a long moment before turning her attention to Bill. “Good morning Detective Anderson. Please come in.” 
She stepped back from the door and, for the first time, I entered the home of my former mentor. When I’d worked with Sam I’d spent some time imagining what his house might be like. Perhaps because of his cantankerous disposition, I’d assumed the furnishings would be Spartan and not at all like the cozy dwelling I saw before me. The furniture was overstuffed, primarily brown and gold tones, and the living room Rebecca escorted us into was warm and inviting. Maybe this had been Sam’s sanctuary from the darkness he faced every day. There was a framed photo on the mantel of a much younger Samson Pettigrew on his wedding day, gazing adoringly at his red-headed bride.
“Can I get you two anything?” Rebecca asked. “Coffee?”
“I’d love a cup,” I said. “I’ll help you in the kitchen.”
“Nothing for me,” Bill said, seating himself in a brown leather recliner. I hoped it wasn’t Sam’s favorite chair. It might make things awkward for Rebecca, having someone else sit in it.
When we were alone in the country-style kitchen I asked, “How are you holding up, Rebecca?”
“Call me Becca,” she said. “I suppose I’m doing as well as can be expected. I was lucky to have my Sammy for thirty-five years. Most people never experience the kind of love we shared, and part of great love is tremendous loss. If you want joy in your life, you have to accept the inevitability of loss. Of course, he’s not really gone. All life is made of energy, and energy doesn’t die, it just changes. I do miss having him hold me at night, though.” She sighed as she poured coffee from a French press into two earthen mugs. “Do you take cream or sugar?”
I was momentarily distracted by her comments. I’d had no idea Rebecca had a mystical side. 
“Just a little milk, please,” I said, relieved that she didn’t favor the coffee-in-a-can Sam always bought for the office.
She took a carton of milk out of the refrigerator and handed it to me. I poured a splash into my mug and returned it to her.
“You were always his favorite, you know.”
“Excuse me?”
“He was so very proud of you. Even when you didn’t stay in touch, Sammy would keep track of what you were up to. He recorded all the news stories about the homicide cases you solved.”
Her words were like a knife to my heart. I didn’t stay in touch, and I should have. Sam taught me everything I knew about being a good PI. I felt my eyes heating up and took a sip of coffee, trying to distract myself from what I was feeling. Sam had been proud of me? He’d never said so to my face, but that wasn’t his style.
“You were the only one he gave a key to his office.”
“Really? Why?”
“Because he trusted you. Do you still have it? The key, I mean?”
“I do. Do you want it back?” 
I’d kept the key to Sam’s office on my keychain ever since I left his employ. He’d occasionally blackmail me into doing a donut shop survey for him when he was helping me with a case, and I’d need to leave him the reports and receipts so he could bill his clients.
“No, dear. I don’t want it back. I want you to use it.”
“What do you mean?”
“I want you to go through his office and see if you can figure out what he was working on. I want you to find out who did this, Nicoli.”
Even though I already planned to do just that, I felt my heart race at being asked by Sam’s widow to find his killer. If I agreed, I’d be accountable to Rebecca, not just to myself. That was a lot of pressure. 
“I’ll be happy to go through his office, Becca. But Bill is an excellent detective. You can trust him to find out what happened to Sam.”
She raised an eyebrow at me. “Young lady, do not patronize me. You and I both know that the police are underfunded, understaffed, and overburdened. I’m sure Detective Anderson will be thorough, but you will be relentless. Besides, I’m not asking you to do this for me. Do it for Sammy. And don’t even pretend you haven’t already decided to investigate his murder. You’re assuming because we’ve only met in passing that I don’t know you, but Sammy told me all about you. He said you were the one. If he’d ever decided to retire, he would have gladly turned over his business to you. So, while you’re checking out his office, you might as well contact all of his clients and let them know you’ll be taking over his accounts.”
“Whoa. Becca, I have my own clients, and they’re already more than I can handle. There’s no way I can cover Sam’s too.”
“Be that as it may, the least you can do is get in touch with them and see what you can work out. Do it for Sammy,” she said again, and I cringed.
“Fine. I’ll go through his office and I’ll contact his clients, but I’m not promising anything.”
“Thank you, dear. I had Sammy’s answering service notify his regular clients of his demise, so they won’t be surprised to hear from you. Now let’s go talk to your nice detective.”
The few times I’d spoken with Rebecca she’d struck me as intelligent and gentle with a wry sense of humor. There had been no indication that she was also a steamroller. 
Before we left the kitchen I heard nails scratching on the door that led to the backyard. Becca walked around the center island to open the door and a wagging mass of colorful fur pranced into the room. 
“There’s my Missy,” Becca cooed. “How is my sweet girl?” 
I didn’t know Sam had a dog, although I shouldn’t have been surprised considering how quickly he and Buddy had bonded. 
An amazing combination of colors decorated a coat that was predominantly white. There were brick-red patches on all four of her legs, a dark brown mask on her lovely face with a T-shaped white stripe down the middle. Her saddle was black and there was a blue-grey ruff across her shoulders. She was magnificent. As the dog turned and looked directly at me I realized she had one blue eye and one amber eye. Wow!
“She’s gorgeous,” I whispered. “What breed is she?”
“My baby girl is an Australian Shepherd. Yes you are,” she murmured to Missy.
Okay, the baby talk was a bit much, but being a dog person myself I totally understood Becca’s desire to mother her canine, especially now that Sam was gone. I slowly held out my hand, palm down, and Missy moved toward me, still wagging. She politely sniffed and then licked the back of my hand.
“She’s a sweetheart. I didn’t know you and Sam had a dog.”
“Oh, yes. We always had at least one dog. Missy’s been with us for six years now.” 
She stroked Missy’s soft ears and the dog closed her eyes for a moment, basking in the affection. I wondered how Missy was coping with the loss, but I didn’t ask. Becca was dealing with enough, and Missy seemed bright-eyed and energetic. Hopefully the two would be able to comfort each other through the long days and nights ahead. I took out my iPhone and showed Becca my most recent photos of Buddy.
“He’s a beauty,” she said. “Rhodesian Ridgeback?”
“Mixed with Golden Retriever,” I said. “The best of both breeds.”
Becca and I carried our coffee into the living room where Bill was patiently waiting with his notebook in hand. Missy followed us and froze when she saw Bill. After a moment she slowly moved toward him, gave him a thorough sniffing from boots to breath, then seated herself next to his chair, resting her chin on his knee with an audible sigh. 
Bill set his notebook aside and took the sweet girl’s head in his hands, stroking the sides of her face as she gazed up at him. Some sort of silent communication was taking place between them. Bill has a natural connection with every animal he meets. He even rescues worms who stray onto the concrete paths at the marina in hot weather, placing them gently on the lawn. Last week I watched him rescue a mosquito from the galley sink and take it outside. 
After a few minutes Missy licked Bill’s nose and then lay down across his feet. He smiled at her and retrieved his notebook and pen. Looking up, he realized that both Becca and I been watching his interaction with the dog.
“Are you sure I can’t get you anything, detective?” Becca asked, though she was smiling at Missy when she said it.
“No, thank you. I’m fine.”
Bill began his questioning by asking if Becca knew what case Sam had been working on the night of his death.
“No,” she said. “His regular clients were mostly restaurants, bars, and the donut shops of course, but he would handle other types of investigations from time to time. I’ve asked Nicoli to go through his office for me. Perhaps after she’s done that she can fill in some of the blanks for you.”
“Sam didn’t mention any unusual or high-risk jobs recently?”
“No, but he didn’t always talk about his cases. I think he felt some things should remain confidential. Why do you ask?”
Bill cleared his throat and looked at me. I nodded my approval and he turned back to Becca. “Sam left a voicemail message for Nikki the night before we found his … the night before we found him.”
Becca focused her laser-sharp gaze on me. “What, exactly, did he say?”
It was my turn to seek approval from Bill, who shrugged. “He called my office a little after nine Wednesday night. Said he was tailing a subject who was more cunning than he’d expected, and that he needed backup. He wanted me to work with him on the case. That was all. He didn’t mention what the case was or who he was tailing.”  
Becca furrowed her brow and looked down at her hands folded in her lap. She appeared to be trying to figure something out. Finally she looked up and found my eyes again. “Had he ever asked you to assist with an investigation before, since you got your license I mean?”
“No. I handled some donut shop surveys for him when he was helping me with that air traffic controller case last year. But other than that he never asked for my help.” Although, I thought guiltily, I’d often asked for his. I felt my rage over Sam’s death building. I’d keep it in check, but I would also use it to keep me going rather than allowing myself to fall apart. I’d save my grief for later, after the case was closed.
“I can see it in you,” Becca said. “That spark. Sammy was right about you.”




 

 
 
 
Bill and I left Becca on her front porch with Missy by her side. I’d asked her to let me know when the funeral would be held, and she said it would be as soon as Sam’s body was released. She’d already made arrangements for his cremation and had purchased the urn. There was no telling how long the M.E. would take in a situation like this, but I understood Becca might be feeling some pressure. I’d heard that Jewish funerals are traditionally held within twenty-four hours after death. I wondered if Sam had converted to Judaism when they’d married.
Since we were already in Sunnyvale, we decided to go directly to Sam’s office. The police hadn’t been there yet because it wasn’t considered a crime scene. Although, because Sam’s keys hadn’t been found on his body, searching his office would be a necessary part of the investigation. I wanted to go through Sam’s files before the police got in there and made a mess of everything, and Bill wanted to come along. It suddenly occurred to me that whoever had killed Sam and taken his keys would also have keys to Sam’s house and car. 
“Hey, Bill. Does Becca know that Sam’s keys were stolen?”
“Yes. She had the locks on the house changed yesterday.”
“Do you think the killer took Sam’s car?” 
“No idea.”
The last time we’d worked together Sam had been driving a green Range Rover Sport. It was a surprisingly anonymous SUV due to the dark color and tinted windows. I assumed he’d still had the same vehicle, but made a mental note to ask Becca.
I directed Bill to the parking lot behind a Round Table Pizza restaurant on El Camino Real where Sam’s office was located. Just as he was parking in front of Pettigrew Investigations, his cell phone vibrated. He put it on speaker. It was the M.E.
“What’s up, Rita?”
“I’ve got your cause of death,” she began. “A massive arterial air embolism, which caused an ischemic stroke. Remember that needle mark I told you about on the right side of the neck?”
“Yeah.”
“Well someone injected an air bubble directly into the arterial vasculature, cutting off the supply of blood to the brain. It would have taken him about five minutes to die, although the substance he ingested would have eventually done the job too. We got the test results back on the neurotoxin I found in his bloodwork and the vomit. It was tetrodotoxin, also known as TTX. It’s a potent neurotoxin found in pufferfish, porcupinefish, sunfish, triggerfish, blue-ringed octopus, rough-skinned newts, and moon snails, some of which can be found in sushi restaurants. But, like almost everything else these days, you can purchase it online. Since I found no food in the stomach and no food particles in the vomit, I’m guessing someone slipped the toxin into a cup of green tea, which is all I found in his stomach.”
I felt my own stomach lurch and swallowed a couple of times to stifle my sympathetic gag reflex. I’d read about the effects of tetrodotoxin in a mystery novel by one of my favorite authors. She was a favorite of mine because she always did the research necessary to make her stories not only compelling, but also credible. The symptoms I remembered her describing included numbness and tingling of the lips and tongue, followed by facial and extremity numbness, headache, dizziness, sweating, and vomiting. Apparently TTX prevents the nervous system from carrying messages from the brain to the muscles, so movement and, eventually, autonomic functions are increasingly inhibited until the victim ultimately becomes paralyzed and can no longer breathe. It sounded like a horrible way to die, but, according to Rita, the poison wasn’t what had killed Sam. 
“Also, that bump on his head was not sustained when he fell. Somebody hit him on the back of the head with a smooth, heavy object, like a weighted sap or a nightstick. Maybe a baton. The blow might have been enough to knock him out, but there wasn’t much bleed into the brain before the embolism killed him. Most likely whoever knocked him on the back of the head used the taser to make sure he was immobilized while they injected air into his artery.”
So Sam had been poisoned, then someone hit him on the back of the head hard enough to knock him out, stunned him with a taser, and injected air into his artery. Talk about overkill. It sounded to me like there might be more than one attacker involved. Someone had tried to kill Sam with a lethal dose of TTX and then someone had knocked him on the head, tasered him, and injected air into his artery. He was probably impaired enough by the effects of the neurotoxin for someone to sneak up behind him.




 

 
 
 
Bill thanked Rita for getting back to him so quickly. Ending the call, he slipped his cell into his pocket and reached for my hand.
“I’m sorry, Nikki.”
I could have handled almost anything other than sympathy at that moment. I felt myself beginning to tremble as I struggled to curtail a flood of emotions. I had a job to do. Now was not the time for tears. I managed to get myself under control, barely, and gave Bill’s hand a squeeze. I didn’t trust myself to speak just yet.
We got out of the car and I unlocked Sam’s office with my key. As I pushed the door open I inhaled the familiar aromas, bad coffee and cigar smoke. The outer office looked as it always had. Work station with an old Macintosh computer, a loveseat, and a coffee table with a few magazines. I flipped on the overhead lights and moved toward the hallway leading to Sam’s inner sanctum. Entering his private office, I hit the light switch with my elbow as I turned toward his desk, and stopped in my tracks.
“Bill?”
“Yeah.”
“Lock the front door.”
“What’s going on?”
“Lock the door, please.”
I heard the deadbolt snap into place then felt Bill enter the small office behind me.
“Shit,” he hissed. “I guess we know why they wanted his keys.”
Sam’s office had been tossed, literally. All the drawers had been pulled out of the desk and their contents thrown haphazardly on the floor. Sam’s huge leather swivel chair lay on its side. Photos and posters had been ripped from the walls, and Sam’s desktop computer had been knocked to the floor and hammered to pieces.
“Don’t touch anything,” said Bill. “I need to call this in.”
Seriously? Did he think I was some kind of crime scene neophyte? I tried not to take the comment personally, but I automatically convert pain into anger when I’m unable, or unwilling, to indulge in a good cry. I clenched and unclenched my fists a couple of times, then moved around behind the desk and looked down at the floor. There, partially hidden amidst a pile of papers, was Sam’s spare key fob for his Range Rover. I snatched it up and slipped it into my pocket. Not that I was being sneaky about it or anything. If I found Sam’s car I’d let Bill know right away, probably.
Bill requested a team of crime scene techs and returned to where I was waiting in Sam’s office. He gently placed a hand on my shoulder and I resisted shrugging it off.
“I know Becca asked you to go through Sam’s files and contact his clients, but we need to check for prints first. This is a crime scene now, and part of the homicide investigation.”
“How long?” I asked.
“You mean before you can go through the files?”
I nodded.
“Probably a couple of hours. They’ll need to photograph everything and dust for prints. If you don’t want to wait around, I can get a uniform to drive you back to the marina.”
“I’d appreciate that.” 
I hadn’t made eye contact with Bill since his comment about not touching anything and, frankly, I was still smoldering over that even though I knew I was being unreasonable. He gripped my shoulders and turned me to face him. Anger feels better than pain, I told myself.
“Are you okay?” Bill asked, placing a finger under my chin and lifting my face so he could see my eyes.
“No.”
“Anything I can do to help?”
I forced a smile. I was still pissed, but he was being so sweet. 
“Just keep me in the loop,” I said, and brushed my lips against his.
“I know better than to ask you to stay out of this investigation, Nikki, but please be careful, and try not to get caught doing anything too illegal.”
“And that is why I love you. Call my cell when your team is finished here.”
A couple of cruisers arrived to secure the area, and the crime scene tech van was right behind them. Bill asked a uniformed officer to drive me back to the marina in Redwood City. 
The young cop’s eyes took me in, head-to-toe, and he smiled. “Right this way, ma'am.”
Did he just call me ma'am?
I stood on my tiptoes and kissed Bill smack on the lips, gave the uniform an icy glare, and strode over to his cruiser. 
 

 
On the way back to Redwood City, riding in the backseat of a black and white, I called my neighbor, Kirk, at his office. It was almost noon, so I asked if he’d like me to take D’Artagnon for a walk and feed him lunch. Most days Kirk comes home at lunchtime to walk and feed D’Artagnon, and often Buddy as well. It was only fair that I do the same for him whenever possible.
“That would be great,” he said after hearing my proposal. “I’ll work through lunch and come home early. Thanks, Nikki.”
“No problem.” 
Kirk had taken care of Buddy for me while I’d been off the grid in Washington D.C. for several weeks trying to save a client’s life. I was lucky to have such a good-hearted, dog-loving neighbor.
The uniform parked in the boat owners’ lot, got out, and unlocked the passenger door of the cruiser for me. He held out his hand as though he thought I might need help standing. For Christ’s sake. I’m only thirty-six, at least until August 15th. Of course the uniform was in his early twenties. Still, younger men hit on me all the time. Why was this guy acting like I was someone’s grandmother? A better question might be, why did I even care?
I gently nudged his hand aside and stepped out of the car. “Thanks for the ride,” I said, and made tracks for the locked gate leading to the docks.
Buddy and D’Artagnon were delighted, both jumping up and barking as soon as they saw me approaching Kirk’s Bluewater. I stepped aboard and scratched behind their ears, accepting sloppy kisses before hooking a leash to each collar. It’s times like this that I truly appreciate having dogs in my life. They simplify everything. As I walked down the dock behind two wagging tails the trauma of the last few days began to recede and my anxiety level eased back a notch. I knew the canine endorphin effect would be temporary, but I’d take what I could get.
After walking around the marina grounds for fifteen minutes we all went to my office where I keep a large bag of grain-free kibble and a couple of doggie dishes. I rinsed and refilled Buddy’s water dish and set it on the floor, where both dogs lapped it up, spilling half a liter in their enthusiasm. I took two empty food bowls from the cabinet and added kibble nuggets to each.
When I placed the kibble dishes on the floor, both boys abandoned the almost empty water dish and started crunching away, tails still wagging. I mopped up the spilled water and refilled the dish, adding a couple of ice cubes from my freezer. It was a warm day and Buddy loves to chew on ice.
I listened to a voicemail message from Jim Sutherland saying he’d take care of my scheduled surveys until I notified him otherwise. Most of my clients already knew Jim and his agency, Superior Investigations, since he’d had to cover for me while I was in D.C. Jim is a good friend. I met him a little over a year ago when he was hired to follow me by a psychopathic serial killer I was hunting, but that’s a story for another day.
I sent him a quick text that said, “THANK YOU. THANK YOU. THANK YOU!” then checked my e-mail to see if anything urgent was waiting for me. There was nothing in my inbox that couldn’t wait, though there was a request for an unscheduled survey from a regular client. I forwarded that one to Jim, knowing he’d take care of it. I might not be generating any income, but as least my customer-base wouldn’t suffer while I was investigating Sam’s murder.
After locking up the office, I walked the dogs around a little more, just to make sure everyone’s bladder was empty. Then we all trooped back down to Kirk’s boat where I unclipped and hung up leashes, refilled the huge ceramic water dish Kirk keeps on deck, and gave each dog an ear scratch and a kiss on the snout. Once the boys were settled, I hiked up to the parking lot. I had a Range Rover to find.




 

 
 
 
My little BMW 2002 had been sitting in the sun all morning, so I started the engine, rolled down the windows, and turned the air conditioning on high. I stood back and enjoyed the view of the water while I waited for the leather seats to cool. If I’d been in a hurry, I could’ve grabbed the beach towel I keep in the trunk and thrown it over the driver’s seat, but I wanted to be comfortable. I had no idea how long it might take to locate Sam’s SUV.
I started my quest on the street in front of Unagi, the sushi restaurant where Sam’s body had been found, then slowly drove around the block and down the alley, scanning the area for a Range Rover. I slowed as I passed the dumpster behind the restaurant and my breath caught in my throat. I swallowed hard, struggling to compose myself, and continued driving.
I was halfway down the second block when I remembered I hadn’t asked Becca if Sam was still driving the Range Rover. I didn’t want to bother her, but I really hate wasting time, so I made the call. She answered on the second ring.
“Hello, dear.”
“Becca, it’s Nikki.”
“Who else would it be?”
“How did you know?”
“My phone displayed your number. Is there something I can help you with?”
How did she know my cell number? It had changed when I bought my new iPhone. The only thing that would show up on her display was the number itself, and not my name or the name of my business. I’d paid extra for that bit of subterfuge. No telling when you might need to talk to a subject on your cell and there are many people I don’t want being able to identify me.
“Nicoli? Are you still there?”
“Yes. Sorry. I’m confused. How did you know my cell number?”
“Honestly, dear. I was married to a cop-turned-PI for thirty-five years.”
She had me there. 
“Okay. I’m officially impressed. I need to know if Sam was still driving the green Range Rover. I found a spare key fob in his office and I’m trying to locate his car.”
“Are you at his office?”
“Um, no. The police are there at the moment. Someone broke in and went through Sam’s desk.” No sense upsetting her with the extent of the vandalism that had taken place. I’d make a point of cleaning the place up before she had a chance to see it. “I’m in Redwood City near the restaurant where Sam was found.”
“I see. Yes. He still drove the Range Rover.”
“Thank you, Becca. Sorry to bother you.”
“You don’t bother me a bit, dear. I’m glad you’re out shaking the bushes. Let me know if you find anything interesting.”
“Of course.”
“And Nicoli? I know you’re a professional, but please be careful.” 
“I will, Becca.”
After ending the call I continued scanning the streets and parking lots until I was convinced Sam’s SUV wasn’t on this block. I moved on to the nearest cross street and circled another block. Fifteen minutes and three blocks later I finally struck gold. Sam’s Range Rover, or one that looked just like it, was parked in the lot of a UPS Store on El Camino near Hopkins Avenue. I pulled in and parked in the crowded lot. With this much business, it wasn’t surprising no one had noticed an anonymous-looking vehicle parked in the same place for two days. 
I pulled Sam’s key fob from my pocket as I walked across the lot toward the SUV. I pressed the “unlock” button. The Range Rover’s lights flashed and I heard the locks disengage. 
The UPS store was a short walk from Unagi. Though it was the third block I’d circled, it was actually only one block south of the alley where Sam’s body had been found. His voicemail had said he was following someone. I imagined him tailing the subject to the restaurant, and then driving past in order to remain inconspicuous. 
I slipped on a pair of latex gloves I keep in my purse and opened the driver’s side door. I paused for a moment, asking myself if I should call Bill before or after searching the SUV. Then I remembered the, “Don’t touch anything,” comment he’d made in Sam’s office and decided he could wait. 
There was an empty to-go cup in the console. I recognized the Peet’s Coffee logo. I love their organic French roast. There was nothing on the passenger seat or on the floor. I peered into the back seat and found only an empty plastic grocery bag. I climbed into the driver’s seat and pulled the car door closed for privacy, in spite of the heat, then leaned over and opened the glove box. I found a few local maps, a large Maglite, the car’s registration, and some paper napkins.
I opened the center console and found Sam’s auto insurance card, the owner’s manual for the Range Rover, and a maintenance schedule from a dealership called European Motors, but nothing else. I dropped everything back into the console and closed the lid. 
Stepping out of the car I walked around to the rear and used the key to unlock the tailgate. There was probably a release lever somewhere in the front seat, but I didn’t want to waste time looking for it. I discovered a spare tire compartment under the carpet, along with a lug wrench and a tire iron. I removed the spare from the well and underneath it I found a spiral-bound notebook. I just stood there staring at it for a moment. Why would Sam hide it so carefully? Did he suspect something was going to happen to him? 
I lifted the notebook out of the well and slipped it into the pocket of my cargo shorts, then replaced the spare tire and the tools before closing the tailgate. I climbed back into the front seat of the SUV and locked myself in before opening the notebook. The first page was dated August 2nd. The night Sam had called me. The night he’d been killed. This was a new notebook. There would have been others in his office, which were likely now in the hands of his killer.
I’d learned Sam’s peculiar brand of shorthand during the two years I’d worked with him. Below the date at the top of the page were the initials L.E. It took me a minute to remember the man those initials belonged to. Lyndon Ellery hired Sam every time he got serious about a woman he was dating. The British Expat owned one of the largest software companies in Silicon Valley, lived in the Woodside Hills, and had never married. Lyndon’s paranoia had a lot to do with his single status. He’s worth over thirty billion dollars, and since his face has appeared multiple times on the covers of Fortune and Forbes magazines, there are very few people who don’t know who he is. 
To the right of Lyndon’s initials Sam had added a hyphen and the initials S.P. I didn’t have any idea who that might be, but if I had to guess I’d say the initials belonged to Lyndon’s latest crush. Beneath that Sam had noted a license plate number. At least I assumed it was a license plate number. It had the right number of digits. I made a mental note to call Michael Burke, my white hat hacker friend, and see what he could come up with. Sam had also noted the time, 8:17 p.m., and Unagi, the name of the sushi restaurant behind which he’d been killed. 
Once again I thought back to the voicemail message Sam had left me that night. He’d called at 9:18 p.m. Put it all together and you had Sam probably following Lyndon’s new girlfriend, noting either her license plate number or that of someone else who had caught his attention, and following her, or them, into Unagi. I knew Bill was waiting for a warrant so he could get the video surveillance from the restaurant’s owner. I needed a copy of that footage. 
There were no additional comments on the page and the rest of the notebook was blank. I could call Lyndon and ask him who he’d hired Sam to investigate, but he was a very private person and I wasn’t sure he’d remember me from the one time we’d met at Sam’s office years ago. 
I took out my cell and photographed the page with notes on it, then placed the notebook in the center console. I climbed out of the SUV and used the fob to lock it, crossed the lot to my own car, started the engine, cranked up the A/C, and called Bill.
“Hey,” he answered. “I was just about to call you. The crime scene guys are done with Sam’s office. Did you take the key with you? I don’t want to leave it unlocked.”
“Yes, I still have the key. I’m in Redwood City, but I can be there in twenty minutes if you want to wait.”
“I guess I can do that.”
“By the way, I found Sam’s car.”
“You what? When did this happen?”
“Just now. I had nothing better to do so I drove around the neighborhood where he was killed. His Range Rover is parked in the UPS lot on El Camino near Hopkins.”
“How do you know it’s Sam’s car?”
I love how suspicious Bill’s mind is. I would have asked exactly the same question. 
“It’s an uncommon color for one thing. Also I remembered Sam’s license plate from the last time we worked together.” That was mostly true. I did remember his license plate number, now. 
“I’ll send someone out to tow it. What’s the plate number?”
I gave him the number, and told him I was on my way before ending the call.




 

 
 
 
I made it back to Sunnyvale and Sam’s office in almost exactly twenty minutes. Bill was pacing outside, anxious to move on to other aspects of his investigation. Well, so was I. I parked and quickly exited the car, locking it behind me.
“Thanks for waiting,” I said. “I’ll lock up when I’m done here.”
Bill tilted his head to the side the way he always does when he’s trying to figure out if I’m hiding something. It never works, but it’s cute. I gave him a kiss and let myself into Sam’s office, locking the door behind me.
I took a quick look around the reception area, noting that the black powder used for fingerprinting surfaces had been left behind by the forensics team for someone else to clean up. That someone else, in this case, being me. Shit.
I moved down the hall to Sam’s office and turned on the overhead light as I entered. The chair had been righted, but the file folders and papers were still scattered all over the floor. A quick glance at the debris told me something essential was missing. I pulled out my cell and called Bill.
He picked up on the second ring and before he could say anything I asked, “Where’s Sam’s computer?”
There was a momentary pause and then he said, “It was smashed, but the IT guys are going to see if they can pull anything from the hard drive.”
Great. Now any clues secreted on Sam’s computer would be deemed confidential. 
“Will you let me know if they find anything?”
Another pause. “You know I’m not supposed to discuss open investigations, Nikki.”
I disconnected without another word and immediately felt bad about it. Bill was just doing his job. I called him back and said I was sorry for the accidental disconnect, but my cell had lost its signal. He pretended to believe me and asked if I’d be home for dinner tonight.
“Probably. Jim’s handling my scheduled surveys. I guess it depends on whether or not I find anything here worth pursuing.”
“Keep me in the loop,” he said.
“Sorry,” I replied. “I’m working for Becca. Client confidentiality.” I knew it was childish, but two could play at this game. If he wouldn’t share, then neither would I. Besides, I’d found Sam’s car for him. What more did he want?
We ended the call on less affectionate terms than usual, and once again I felt bad, but come on. Sam was my freaking mentor. I needed to solve this thing like I needed air. Surely Bill could understand that.
I used a damp paper towel to wipe the print dust off Sam’s huge desk, then started sorting through the file folders on the floor. I placed them on the desktop in alphabetical order from left to right, then began the arduous task of reading the scattered paperwork and placing the pages in the appropriate folders. 
When I’d filed the last of the pages I looked around the office to make sure I hadn’t missed anything, and my eyes landed on Sam’s shredder. A closer look told me the switch was still in the “on” position. I turned it off, unplugged it just to be safe, and lifted the top off the unit. Inside I found a plastic bag about half full of confetti. I carefully lifted out the top layer and dropped the strips of paper on the desk after nudging some folders out of the way. 
I was never very good at jigsaw puzzles, but I was motivated. I shuffled the strips around until I was able to piece together most of one page. It looked like a signature page from Sam’s standard contract. I was missing the right side of the page, but luckily the date and signature were on the left. The date was July 28th, just a week ago, and the signature was that of Lyndon Ellery. 
I love being right. The L.E. in Sam’s notebook was, in fact, Lyndon Ellery. I found a roll of Scotch tape and carefully taped the pieces of the page together. I located a few more shreds of the contract, but nothing with details about who Lyndon had hired Sam to investigate. As far as I knew, he’d only ever hired Sam to do background checks and surveillance on his lady friends. I needed this latest woman’s name, but once again hesitated calling Lyndon. I’d eventually need to contact all of Sam’s clients as I’d promised Becca, but I wanted to put his office in order first, so I placed the page I’d taped together in a folder that was labeled only with “L.E. 7/28.” 
I removed the bag of shredded paper from the machine and tied it at the top. I’d take it back to my office and try to piece more of the pages together when I had time.




 

 
 
 
By 5:00 p.m. I’d finished cleaning up the mess the killer and the crime scene techs had left behind and I had a partial list of clients to contact, though I thought I could put that off for the moment. J.V. and Scott were arriving tomorrow and I realized I’d forgotten to tell Bill. I called his cell and got his voicemail.
“Hey, babe. I forgot to tell you J.V. and Scott will be here tomorrow. Their flight’s scheduled to touch down at eleven. If you don’t have time I can swing by your house and turn on the air conditioning, maybe pick up some groceries and bottled water. Let me know.”
I disconnected with a sigh. I hate it when there’s tension between us. 
Next I called Becca and asked if she had a complete list of Sam’s regular clients. 
“There should be a client list on his computer,” she replied.
Right. “I’m sorry, Becca. Remember I told you Sam’s office was broken into? Well, his computer was damaged. The RCPD IT guys are working on it, trying to recover whatever they can.”
There was a moment of tense silence before she asked, “How much damage?”
“You mean to the computer?”
“Everything.”
“Other than the computer there’s no property damage, but his office was ransacked and I have no way of knowing what files might be missing.” 
“I see. Well, I don’t have a client list, but I can call Sam’s answering service and have them send one to you. Will that work?”
“Absolutely. Please ask them to include contact names and phone numbers.”
“What’s your e-mail address, dear?”
I gave Becca my e-mail address and she wrote it down and read it back to me.
“Correct,” I said. “Thank you, Becca.”
“Not a problem. What will you do now?”
That was the question I’d been dreading. If I was going to track down Sam’s killer, the first step would have to be calling Lyndon Ellery. I’d only met the man once, and I hadn’t liked him. He was egocentric and smug. Excessive wealth does that to some people. I wondered why Sam had put up with the guy. Sam had a very low bullshit threshold. Not as low as mine, but still. The fact that most of his contact with Lyndon was by phone and e-mail probably made it easier. I’d just have to bite the bullet.
“Nicoli? Are you still there?”
“Sorry,” I said. “Lost in my own thoughts. I guess I’ll have to give Lyndon Ellery a call. I found part of a contract signature page in Sam’s shredder. It was dated July twenty-eighth. Sam would have had no reason to destroy it, so I think it might be what the person who broke into his office was after. Since it was Lyndon’s signature on the contract, he’s my next logical step. I need to find out what he hired Sam to do.”
“Why does that name sound familiar?”
“He owns a huge software company. He’s in the news a lot and he’s been interviewed by Fortune and Forbes magazines. He’s pretty famous.”
“I see. Well, do what you think is best. Let me know if you find any leads?”
“I will. Talk to you soon.”
“Goodbye, dear.”
While I was waiting for Sam’s answering service to e-mail me the client list, I made use of his restroom and started a pot of the mediocre coffee he insisted on buying. I’d tried to convert him to gourmet coffee during my internship, without success. As far as Sam was concerned, flavor wasn’t important. Coffee needed to be hot and strong. That was all that mattered to him.
While the offensive brew was dripping into the pot I cleaned the perishable items out of Sam’s refrigerator and placed them in a garbage bag next to the front door. 
I was gagging on my first cup of Maxwell House when my cell phone pinged, signaling the arrival of a new e-mail. I opened the attachment and realized Sam’s client list would be miniaturized on my phone’s screen. I’d need to go to my own office to enlarge and print the list.
I washed out my coffee mug, unplugged the coffee maker and rinsed the pot, then walked through every painfully familiar room in Sam’s domain one last time. I felt the grief tugging at me, trying to pull me under. I took a deep breath, picked up the sack of shredded documents and the garbage bag, and stepped out into the sunshine, locking the office behind me. Somehow it didn’t seem right that the sun was shining. The ache in the center of my chest was getting worse and I felt heat building behind my eyes. 
Only one thing I could do. I tossed the garbage in a dumpster and locked the bag from Sam’s shredder in my trunk, then hopped in my car and drove to Al’s Liquor on East Evelyn Avenue. No, I wasn’t planning to drown my grief with alcohol, at least not at the moment. Al’s carried American Spirit organic cigarettes. If there was ever a time to reconnect with my addiction, it was now.
It had been years since I’d visited Al’s. It was a funky little liquor store in a tiny strip mall in downtown Sunnyvale. I parked in the lot and walked into the air conditioned interior. I didn’t recognize the cashier on duty, but everything else looked exactly the same. The memories of my time in Sam’s employ flooded my consciousness as I moved quickly to the counter. Since there were no other customers in the store, thankfully, I didn’t have to wait in line.
“Three packs of American Spirit organic, please.”
The middle-aged woman behind the counter didn’t bother me with small talk. She just placed the cigarettes on the counter and rang up the sale. I grabbed a disposable lighter from a counter display and tossed that next to the three turquoise boxes of dopamine-inducing goodness. I was already starting to feel better. My old friend, irony, was back onboard. I was a health nut who needed to drug herself in order to cope with emotion.
I paid with cash, collected my booty, and made my way back outside. By the time I reached my car I had the cellophane off one of the little turquoise boxes and the lighter freed from its blister pack. I stuck the key in the car door lock, placed a cigarette between my lips, and lit it with the disposable Bic. I inhaled slowly, not wanting to ruin the first rush of calm with a coughing fit. I held the smoke in my lungs for a brief moment before exhaling a long sigh of relief. Why had I quit, again?
 

 
I
arrived back at the marina after 6:00, and wasn’t surprised to find the boat owners’ lot full. I parked in the visitors’ lot and was rounding the corner of the office building when I spotted Kirk and his son Jonathan on the lawn in front of my office, each with a leash in hand. Jonathan held Buddy’s lead while Kirk escorted D’Artagnon, but there wasn’t much walking going on. The dogs were chasing each other in circles, winding their leashes around the men’s legs. 
I hadn’t seen much of Jonathan recently and had forgotten he was home for the summer. He’d grown at least six inches since going away to college and was already a head taller than his dad, though what Kirk lacks in stature he makes up for with heart. If it weren’t for his willingness to allow Buddy to hang out with D’Artagnon, my boy would need a doggy shrink to deal with his separation anxiety. Buddy’s extremely well adjusted, he just hates being alone.
I set the bag of shredded documents and my purse down in front of my office door and approached the comical scene on the lawn. I unclipped Buddy’s leash from his collar and had barely managed to untangle it from human and canine legs before he knocked me on my ass, covering my face with kisses. 
When I managed to get to my feet again, Kirk told me the dogs had already had dinner. I thanked him for taking care of Buddy and offered him money to replenish his kibble supply. 
“Don’t even go there,” he said. “It does D’Artagnon a world of good spending time with Buddy.” 
His eyes got a little misty and I remembered that not too long ago D’Artagnon’s arthritis had been so severe that Kirk was afraid he’d be forced to end his suffering. When D’Artagnon could no longer stand and walk, Lily had heard what was happening and told Kirk about a chiropractor in Los Altos who treated humans and canines. Kirk had made an emergency appointment for his pup and, after a spinal adjustment and a lot of dietary changes, D’Artagnon was, once again, moving with ease. It just goes to show you should always look beyond the realm of conventional medicine.
I unlocked my office and retrieved my purse and the sack of shredded paper, ushering Buddy inside. I rinsed out his water dish and filled it with cold water and ice cubes before setting it on the floor in my kitchenette.
After turning on my laptop I opened the e-mail attachment Sam’s answering service had sent me. While the client list was printing I checked my inbox. I forwarded a couple more survey requests to Jim, then listened to my voicemail messages. The first was from Jim, checking in to see how I was doing. That was so like him. He was covering all of my regular clients for me without complaint. He’d probably had to hire extra agents for the additional workload. Yet when he called, it was only to ask how I was holding up. I speed-dialed his cell.
“Superior Investigations,” he answered.
“You work too much.”
Jim’s booming laughter eased some of the tension in my shoulders. He has that effect on me.
“How you doin’ Nikki?”
“I’ve been better,” I said, pulling the pages from the printer. “Sam’s wife has asked me to contact his regular clients to discuss their survey requirements. I think she’s hoping I’ll take over his accounts, but I don’t see that happening. I’d have to hire staff and I prefer working alone.”
“So what are you going to do?”
“What I’d like to do is refer most of them to you, with the stipulation that after meeting with them you have the option of referring them elsewhere.”
“How many are there?”
“I just got the list and it isn’t numbered, but there are seven pages here. He handled a lot of restaurants and bars, like I do, plus a couple of local donut shop chains. If you take those on you’ll need to assign someone who isn’t diabetic or prone to weight gain.”
Jim laughed again. “I might keep those for myself. I love a good chocolate glazed.”
“So you’re game?”
“Bring it on.”
“You’re a prince, Jim.”
“I know. But don’t tell anybody. It’ll ruin my street cred.”
After disconnecting with Jim I scanned the list of Sam’s clients. Lyndon Ellery wasn’t on the list. Great. Getting a multi-billionaire on the phone shouldn’t be a problem. If I was lucky I’d be able to connect with his administrative assistant, but since Lyndon probably wouldn’t remember me from the one time we’d met, I’d have to mention Sam’s name and hope for the best. Even that might not do the trick. Still, I had to try. I knew Lyndon had an office at his Santa Clara facility, so I did a web search and called the main number. 
Instead of being answered by a live person, there was an automated message offering a number of options. I selected the one that would give me an alphabetical listing of employees, and typed in “Ellery” when the automated voice suggested I do so.
The mechanical voice said, “Connecting.”
I waited … and waited … and finally heard the extension ringing. Since it was late, I expected to get Lyndon’s voicemail. I was surprised when a woman answered.
“Mr. Ellery’s office. Clarissa speaking. How may I assist you?”
“Hi, Clarissa. My name is Nicoli Hunter and I work in association with Sam Pettigrew, a private investigator who was hired by Mr. Ellery and who has recently passed away. I need to speak with Mr. Ellery regarding the investigation Sam was conducting on his behalf.” 
That should do it, right?
“I’m not aware of any ongoing investigation, Ms. Hunter.”
Maybe not.
“I’m sure you’re aware that cases handled by private investigators are highly confidential, Clarissa.”
“Having never had occasion to enlist the aid of a PI, I wouldn’t know.”
I preferred the personality of the automated voicemail system to Clarissa’s. I was getting nowhere with her and was rapidly approaching my frustration threshold. 
“How about I give you my number and you can just let Lyndon know that I called.”
“Very well.”
I gave Clarissa my office and cell phone numbers, spelled my first and last names for her, and repeated Sam’s name for good measure. I wasn’t convinced that she’d convey the message to Lyndon, but if I didn’t hear back from him within twenty-four hours I’d make a pest of myself. I’m good at that.




 

 
 
 
Bill stopped by the office when he got home at 7:00 and we walked Buddy down to the boat together. I asked him if he’d had Sam’s SUV picked up.
“Yeah,” he said, “and we found his notebook in the center console, but there was only one page with notes on it.”
“So it was a new notebook. I didn’t find any in Sam’s office, so unless your team collected them, that means the killer took them for some reason.”
“We didn’t find any,” Bill said. 
We both knew those notebooks were gone for good, along with any clues that might have been inside them.
“Anything useful on that page?” I asked.
“Just the date, which was the night he was killed, some initials, S.P. and L.E., a string of numbers and letters, the time, eight-seventeen p.m., and the name of the restaurant we found him behind, Unagi.” 
“Huh.” I couldn’t tell Bill who the initials L.E. belonged to if I wanted to continue investigating on my own, so I feigned ignorance.
While I threw a chicken salad together for dinner, Bill turned on the news, then thought better of it and changed the channel to a rerun of Archer. He knew Sam’s murder being sensationalized by the press would upset me.
We both picked at our food, giving Buddy more bites that we consumed ourselves. I finally broke the silence and asked if he had anything new, besides the notebook, on Sam’s case.
Bill shook his head. “The judge won’t sign off on a warrant for the restaurant’s surveillance video. He says there’s no probable cause, since the employees won’t verify that Sam was in there that night.”
“Finding his body behind the restaurant doesn’t constitute probable cause?” I asked, but what I was thinking was, I really need to see that video. Not just to confirm that Sam was in the restaurant, but to see who else was present and close enough to poison his tea. 
Bill shook his head again, obviously frustrated.
“Did the judge take into consideration that Sam had poisoned green tea in his stomach?”
“He said that could have come from anywhere. There’s no way to prove he got the tea in the restaurant.”
I knew what I had do and I couldn’t let Bill catch me at it. I would get that video, even if the way it was obtained meant it would be inadmissible as evidence against the killer if this ever went to trial. I just needed a couple of hours and a plausible excuse. Bill knew Jim’s team of agents was handling my clients, so I couldn’t claim I had to work.
I gave Buddy what was left of my salad and rinsed the plate. My back to Bill, I glanced at my watch. It was almost 8:00.
“I’m going up to the office for a few hours,” I said. “I promised Becca I’d contact all of Sam’s regular clients and I just got the list this afternoon. Most of them are restaurant and bar owners, so they’ll be working tonight. I want to get it over with. Then I can focus on Sam’s murder.” I flinched as I said the word murder and hunched my shoulders, trying to keep my feelings in check.
Bill must have read my body language because he came up behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist. I turned and buried my face in his shoulder, breathing in his warmth and the lingering scent of the Gray Flannel cologne he’d put on this morning.
“Are you sure you’re up to that? I think you need a good night’s sleep. You can call them in the morning.” 
If only. “It shouldn’t take too long. There are only seven pages of clients. I should be done by midnight.” At least I hoped I would be. Unagi closed at 10:00, but there would probably be a clean-up crew in the restaurant after closing.
I gave Bill a kiss, ruffled Buddy’s ears, and told them both I’d be back pretty soon. That’s what I always say to Buddy when I leave him alone in the car, and it’s become a habit. Bill gave me a sympathetic smile. He understood the weight of emotion I was dealing with.
“Try not to work too late,” he said, as I climbed the companionway steps to the upper deck. I waved, but didn’t comment. On my way to the office I pulled out my cell and speed dialed Jack McGuire. 
“Good evening, Nicoli.” 
Jack is one of the few people who call me Nicoli, even though I’ve asked him to call me Nikki on more than one occasion.
“Hey, Jack. I need your help with a job.” No sense beating around the bush. Jack didn’t require solicitous conversation, thank God.
“When and where?”
“I need to get into a sushi restaurant in Redwood City after hours. They close at ten.” 
I heard murmuring in the background and realized he was talking to Elizabeth, who had apparently been listening to our conversation. She must have snatched the phone away from Jack, because hers was the next voice I heard. 
“I’m coming,” was all she said.
“I don’t think so.”
“Why the hell not?”
“Because Jack and I might need you to bail us out if this doesn’t go well.”
That shut her up and Jack came back on the line.
“Shall I meet you at your office?”
“Please.”
“I’ll be there in thirty minutes. I need to change clothes first. I assume you’re wearing something dark.”
I looked down at my shorts and tennis shoes. I couldn’t go back to the boat. Bill would know something was up if I put on cat burglar clothes. I had a pair of black Under Armour workout pants and a matching tank top in my gym bag, which was in the trunk of my car. It would have to do.
“I will be by the time you get here,” I said.




 

 
 
 
I
detoured to the parking lot and grabbed the workout gear from my gym bag before going to the office. I quickly changed clothes in the bathroom, making a mental note to change back into my shorts before going down to the boat later. Even if Bill was asleep when I got home, Buddy would respond to my presence. Since he sleeps on the bed, he’d wake Bill before I’d had time to strip out of my clothes. 
I turned on my laptop and went to the Unagi website to confirm the hours they were open on Friday. I’d been wrong. They were only open until 9:30. Excellent! Assuming it took them an hour to complete the end-of-shift cleaning and set-up for the next day, we could be in and out by 11:00.
While I was waiting for Jack I checked my e-mail and found a response from Jessica to my report on K-9 Contentment. As always, my friend was brief and to the point. The e-mail simply said, “Screw the goddamned daycare center. Is Buddy okay?”
I shot back a response letting her know that Buddy was fine and I concurred with her decision not to purchase the doggy daycare facility. I was happy to put that traumatic episode behind me, though it still worried me that the owner allowed her aggressive dog to mingle with the other pups. Those dogs’ owners trusted her to protect and watch over their babies. She and her staff weren’t doing a very good job in that regard. It wasn’t my problem, but it still bothered me.
 

 
Jack knocked at 8:25. I deactivated the alarm and unlocked the double doors. He silently moved past me. I swear I didn’t even feel a disturbance in the air as he walked into the room. I needed to learn how to do that.
“Explain the job to me,” he said without preamble.
“I need a security video from Unagi restaurant. The owner won’t turn it over without a warrant and the judge says there’s no probable cause. The restaurant closes at nine-thirty, so we should be able to get in by ten-forty-five-ish.”
“Do you know where the camera is located?”
“I know it faces the dining room.”
“Are we going to steal the evidence or just copy it?”
I hadn’t thought about that. If the camera, or even a disk, was missing, the owner would probably report a break-in to the police. Plus, if there was anything useful on the video Bill would need a clean copy, providing he ever got his warrant.
“It would be better if we could copy it and leave the original in place.”
“Do you know what kind of camera it is?”
“No.” I sighed. How many options could there be? I’d installed cameras for several of my clients and I generally used wireless wide-angle pinhole surveillance units, but there’s a wide variety of makes and models.
“Don’t worry about it,” Jack said. “We’ll get inside and take a look at the camera, then decide what to do next.”
I felt all the air go out of my sails. I should have thought this through. The only excuse was that I was exhausted from lack of sleep and emotional overload.
“You want coffee?” I asked.
“Absolutely,” said Jack. 
I set to work in the kitchenette, grinding beans and filling the water reservoir in my Krups XP1500. Jack had given it to me last year after a crazy woman broke into my office and destroyed my old coffee maker. While I was busy he made himself comfortable at my desk, paging through photos on the Unagi website. When the coffee had finished brewing I filled two cups, added milk to mine, and set the other in front of Jack.
“Here we are,” he said, pointing to the monitor while lifting the cup to his lips. “Nice. Kona?”
“Yes. What do you mean, ‘here we are’?”
Jack pointed to the monitor again and I moved closer behind him. He’d caught a screen grab from Unagi’s website and enlarged it. The photo was taken in the dining room, facing the sushi bar and the kitchen. I nudged him out of my chair and sat down, took a sip of coffee, and said, “That futo-maki looks amazing.”
“Stop thinking with your stomach.” Jack pointed to the top of the frame where the ceiling above the sushi bar was visible. “Here,” he said tapping the monitor.
I leaned in closer and spotted it. A tiny Plexiglas orb protruded from the ceiling between two of the recessed spotlights. I knew that model. It was a Wireless IP Security Surveillance System. I’d installed a couple early in my career, but stopped using them because the 32 gigabyte SD card could only record four days of continuous video. When the SD card was full it would automatically erase everything and begin the cycle again. Sam had been killed the night before last. We had no way of knowing when the camera’s cycle began. We might already be too late. 
I turned to Jack. “We’ll have to take my laptop with us.”
“Because …”
“Because I have an SD card slot on my laptop. We can copy the camera’s SD card and leave the original in place.”
“I take it you’re familiar with this type of device?”
“I am. They only record for ninety-six hours before the card is full. Then they automatically erase everything and begin again.”
“So we might be too late.”
“Only one way to find out.”
Jack graced me with his Cheshire cat smile. He loves a challenge. I checked my watch. It was barely 9:00. 
“What kind of locks do they have on the back door?” he asked.
“No idea. Did you bring your pick gun?”
Jack had demonstrated his cordless lock pick gun for me last year when I hadn’t been able to open a deadbolt using manual picks. I’d since purchased one of my own, but hadn’t yet needed to use it.
He patted his fanny pack. “Of course,” he said.
 

 
We pulled into the alley behind Unagi at 9:45. I cut the lights and parked about twenty-five yards away from the back door of the restaurant. We waited in silence until 10:40 when the last employee exited, locking the door behind him. I slid my arms into my laptop backpack and started to open my door. Jack put a hand on my wrist to stop me.
“What?”
“Let’s wait another ten minutes to make sure no one comes back.”
I sighed. I wanted to get this over with and get home before Bill became suspicious. I’d left the office lights on but closed the blinds, in case he was up on deck looking in that direction. My gut clenched at the possibility he might catch me in a lie.
Finally, at 10:50, Jack nodded, handed me a pair of latex gloves and opened the passenger side door. I got out, locked the car, and followed him to the rear entrance of Unagi. He took out his lock pick gun and inspected the door frame, I assumed looking for wires that might trigger an alarm. Jack inserted a slim probe into the key slot and pressed a button on the handle of the pick gun. I heard a soft whirring sound and then a metallic click. We were in. 
Jack opened the door and held up his hand like a stop sign. I slipped on my gloves while he inspected the interior walls surrounding the door. Finding no alarm keypad, he motioned me inside and closed and locked the door behind us.
“The camera has a rotating lens,” I said, “so we’ll need to stay behind it or risk being caught on video.”
We moved silently toward the sushi bar area. There was no foot traffic on the street this time of night and enough ambient light from the street lamps that we could see without using flashlights. Behind the counter were two mirrored panels. Between the panels was an open pass-through window into the kitchen. Jack and I stared up at the Plexiglas orb. Luckily, the ceiling above the alcove was lower than the ceiling over the dining room. I’d be able to reach it by standing on one of the bar stools. I slipped off my backpack and Jack held the stool steady as I climbed up. I carefully lifted out the ceiling panel and lowered it in front of me, checking for wires. I’d assumed it was a wireless camera, as were the ones I’d previously installed, but you can’t be too careful. There were no external wires. I handed the panel to Jack and climbed down off the stool. Jack held the unit facing away from us while I located and popped out the SD card.
“You can set that on the counter if you want,” I said. “It’s no longer recording.”
I unzipped my backpack and took out my computer, placing it on the counter next to the camera. I opened the laptop and started it up, then plugged the SD card into the slot and opened the “My PC” shortcut, selected the SD drive, and copied the file to my desktop where an SD icon appeared. Easy-peasy.
I popped the card out of my computer and inserted it back in the camera, then climbed up on the stool. Jack handed me the ceiling panel and I carefully slid it back in place, checking to make sure it was secure within the frame before I dismounted again.
Jack removed a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped a few ceiling particles off the pristine counter while I replaced the stool in its original position. I tucked my laptop into the cushioned backpack and slid the straps over my shoulders, visually scanning the area to make sure we hadn’t left any evidence of our presence. We left the way we had come in, Jack using his magical device to lock the door from the outside. When we were safely back in my car I checked the time. It was 11:11. We’d been in and out in twenty minutes. 
I pulled into the Marina parking area and easily located Jack’s black BMW 7 Series in the visitors’ lot. I stopped behind it and turned to face him.
“Thank you, Jack.”
“Always a pleasure, Nicoli. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”
I had to smile at his willingness to participate in my illegal escapades. The poor guy must miss the rush of being a cat burglar, but he’d been willing to sacrifice that thrill to make Elizabeth happy. 
Jack slipped out of my car and into his own, and I drove across the lot to see if the spot I’d been parked in earlier was still available. It was. I breathed a sigh of relief. Bill notices details. He’d know I’d gone out if my car was parked in a different space in the morning.
Back inside my office I plugged my laptop into the power strip and turned it on, then hurried to the restroom and changed back into the shorts and tank top I’d been wearing earlier. I took a moment to check the SD file before heading down to the boat. It automatically opened in Windows Media Player. I hit the “play” icon and the dining room of Unagi shuddered into view. At the base of the screen was a time/date stamp showing that the video I was watching had been recorded on Tuesday August 1st at 6:02 p.m. The night before Sam was killed. I closed Media Player and shut down my laptop. I’d watch the whole thing tomorrow. Right now I needed to take care of my relationship. 
It was 11:45 when I climbed down the companionway into the galley. The boat was silent except for the sound of canine toenails clicking against the hardwood floor. Before I’d taken two steps Buddy was by my side, nuzzling my hand. I dropped my shoulder bag on the galley counter and sat down on the floor, stroking his beautiful face. His eyes closed for a moment, then opened them and licked my nose. I wrapped my arms around his neck and felt the tension draining out of me as I breathed in his healthy-canine scent. 
“Got any hugs left over for me?”
I looked up and saw Bill standing in the stateroom doorway. I wondered how long he’d been there, watching me commune with my four-legged sage. I gave Buddy another hug and rose to my feet, extending my arms for a human embrace, which Bill happily walked into. We stood there for a long time, just holding each other.
“Feeling better?” Bill murmured into my hair.
“No,” I answered honestly. “I’ll feel better when Sam’s killer is behind bars. I can’t even imagine what Becca must be going through.”
“Come on,” Bill said, tugging me toward the stateroom. “Let’s get some sleep. You can worry about catching the killer in the morning.”




 

 
 
 
I
woke early on Saturday and shuffled out to the galley to start a pot of coffee before taking Buddy for his walk. Bill was still snoring contentedly.
While Buddy and I were strolling around the marina grounds I started a mental to-do list. 
1. I needed some time at the gym, and since Bill was off today, he could hang with Buddy and I wouldn’t feel rushed. 
2. I needed to watch the Unagi video from the night Sam was killed. 
3. J.V. and Scott would be at my office between 12:30 and 1:00 to pick up the key to Bill’s house and I wanted to spend time with them. 
I hadn’t seen Scott for almost eight months and, though J.V. and I stayed in touch by phone, I felt I had a personal stake in Scott’s well-being. Last December he’d hired me to find his mother’s killer. By the time I’d accomplished that feat, Scott had fallen in love with my dog and wanted me to adopt him. A nine-year-old kid is a lot to handle, even for someone with maternal instincts, which I do not have, except when it comes to Buddy. However, during the time I worked on his case, Scott and I had bonded. I needed to know he was happy in his new home.
Buddy and I got back to the boat and found Bill awake, sitting at the galley counter with a mug of coffee and an open murder book in front of him. I should have known there was no time off during a homicide investigation. A murder book is what the police call the binder containing all the accumulated information and photographs for a homicide. The book on my galley counter was undoubtedly Sam’s, and I wasn’t sure I was ready to look at it. Bill caught my expression and closed the binder as I approached. 
I poured myself a cup of Kona, added a little milk and grabbed a plain Greek yogurt from the fridge. I sat down across from Bill, doing my best not to focus on the binder between us.
“Are you going to be home for a while?” I asked. “I need some time at the gym.”
He tilted his head, studied me for a moment, and then nodded. “I’d planned to work from home today. What time are J.V. and Scott arriving?”
Oh crap! I’d forgotten to go to Bill’s house and turn on the A.C., not to mention filling the fridge with basic supplies.
“Their flight arrives at SFO at eleven. I can do some shopping and make a run to your house to turn on the A.C. after my workout.”
“Already done,” Bill said. “I got your message and took care of everything before I came home last night.”
“Thank you,” I sighed with relief. One less thing to worry about.
I took a quick shower and dressed in a pair of running shorts, a tank top, and my cross trainers. I kissed Bill and Buddy goodbye, and drove to the Redwood City Athletic Center, less than a mile from the marina.
Leaving my purse and gym bag in a locker, I decided to warm up on a treadmill before hitting the free weights and Nautilus equipment. I chose the treadmill closest to the mirrored wall in the back corner of the room and plugged in my iPhone earbuds. I selected “Ain’t No Mountain High Enough” by Marvin Gaye, enjoying the easy rhythm as my muscles began to wake up. I love classic Motown. By the end of the song I was ready to run. I chose “Fight the Power” by the Isley Brothers, elevated the treadmill, and cranked up the speed. I felt the endorphin rush, like I always do, but I also felt the rage over Sam’s death rising up within me like a rabid animal. I embraced the feeling. The anger would keep me moving forward. If I sank into grief and despair I’d get stuck, and the investigation would stall.
After thirty minutes on the treadmill my legs felt rubbery. I moved to the free weights and worked my upper body, each repetition fueled by my determination to catch Sam’s killer. When my arms and shoulders were exhausted I completed a circuit of the lower body Nautilus equipment, and finally hit the showers. 
 

 
I
was back at the marina by 9:00 a.m., and stopped at the boat to drop off my workout gear and pick Buddy up before going to my office. Scott would be disappointed if he didn’t get to see Buddy as soon as they arrived. Bill was still at the galley counter, but the murder book was closed and he had his laptop in front of him. He asked if I’d had a good workout.
“It was great,” I said. “I feel much better.” 
What I didn’t say was that I felt better because I was allowing my rage to give me focus. 
“What are you researching?” I asked.
“Tetrodotoxin. I was hoping I could narrow down where it might have been purchased, but there are too many possibilities. Hell, for all I know the killer could have extracted it directly from a puffer fish.”
“Why are you focusing on the poison if it wasn’t the cause of death?” I asked, hooking Buddy’s leash to his collar.
“Because it was present in his system. I didn’t know Sam well, but from what you’ve told me he wouldn’t have been the easiest guy to sneak up on, especially if he was working. Whoever knocked him on the head, tased him, and injected him with air, only had the opportunity to do that because he was already impaired by the neurotoxin. It was the killer’s first action. The second was getting him into that alley. If I can narrow down where the poison came from, it might point me to the killer.” 
“You’re assuming the person who poisoned Sam is the same person who knocked him out and injected air into his artery.”
“I’m not assuming anything. There could have been two subjects working together.”
“Is there any way toxicology can tell you the biological source of the TTX?” I asked.
“Rita, the M.E., sent a sample to the CDC, but with their backlog I don’t have high hopes.” 
“Huh. I wonder if they serve puffer fish at Unagi,” I mused. “I’m taking Buddy up to the office with me so Scott can visit with him when they get here.”
“Okay, babe.”
Bill’s focus returned to his laptop and Buddy and I climbed the companionway to the upper deck. 
It was a perfect, clear summer day. Not overly hot, thanks to the breeze coming off the San Francisco Bay. Many of my neighbors were outside working on boat projects or just enjoying the weather.
We hiked up to shore and Buddy spent a few minutes watering bushes before we unlocked the office. I deactivated the alarm before flipping on the overhead lights and started a pot of coffee brewing, then turned on my laptop and queued up the Unagi surveillance video. Since the video began the night before Sam’s death, I planned to fast forward through the first twenty-four hours. I sipped my coffee while watching restaurant employees and patrons move swiftly in and out of the frame, checking the date and time stamp so I’d know when to slow the action. 
The date shown was still August 1st, but the time had advanced to 9:02 p.m. when a familiar, lumbering figure walked in the front door of Unagi. I grabbed my mouse and hit the pause icon. My heart thundered in my chest as I double checked the date at the bottom of the screen. August 1st. Tuesday night. Wednesday wasn’t the first time Sam had been in the restaurant. He was also there the night before he was killed. I wasn’t sure why that seemed important, but I had a feeling it was and Sam had taught me to trust my intuition. 
I refilled my coffee mug, lit an American Spirit, and restarted the video. Sam casually observed his surroundings as he moved toward the sushi bar counter and took a seat. The camera was almost directly above him now. I could see the top of his head and the counter, as well as the other customers seated near him. Occasionally I caught sight of the hands and forearms of waitstaff serving food and beverages to patrons seated at the counter. 
When someone set a cup of tea in front of Sam I paused the video and copied a print screen. I pasted the picture into a blank Word document, enlarging the view to get a better look at the hand that held Sam’s tea. Then I remembered that Sam hadn’t been poisoned until Wednesday night, so it didn’t really matter. Still, I continued staring at the hand holding that cup. It was a right hand, too large to be female, and wore a simple gold band on the middle finger. Nothing remarkable about that, but I’d have to see if the same hand showed up on the video the night Sam was killed.
I resumed playing the video, watching the other people in the restaurant. The only person who seemed to be paying attention to Sam was a blonde woman seated at a window table, who frequently glanced in his direction. Something about her reminded me of the actress Katherine Heigl. Maybe it was the hair color and style, or that she was tall and had an hour-glass figure. The picture wasn’t clear enough for me to see a lot of detail. She wore a sleeveless, white V-neck dress, belted at the waist. I paused the action again and captured a print screen of the woman, adding it to my Word document.
I tried to remember the layout of the area behind the sushi bar from the time Jack and I had spent there last night. It was impossible to be certain, but I was pretty sure Sam was seated in front of the right-hand mirrored panel. That would explain why he didn’t need to turn his head to see what was going on in the dining area behind him. He could watch all the action in the mirror.
Apart from some patrons entering and others leaving, not much had changed by 9:20 p.m. when the blonde signaled for her check. I saw Sam place a bill under his tea cup and move toward the front door as she handed her server a credit card. Another five minutes passed before she signed the charge slip and exited the restaurant. I grabbed a couple more print screens of the woman and added them to my growing collection, then restarted the video. I was hoping to get a look at her car, but she walked past the restaurant windows and out of the frame. I hit the fast forward icon and kept my eyes peeled for any sign of Sam. He hadn’t returned by the time the restaurant closed for the night.
I checked my watch while zooming through the next several hours of video. It was after 11:00. Assuming J.V. and Scott’s flight arrived on time, they should be here in about an hour and a half. It had only been a couple hours since Buddy’s last walk, and he wasn’t looking anxious, so I figured I had time to at least start on the Unagi video from Wednesday night. I poured some kibble nuggets in Buddy’s dish, freshened up his water, and went back to the video.
The restaurant remained dark until 5:30 Wednesday morning, when the sun came up. Employees started drifting in to do lunch prep at around 10:00. I kept the action on fast forward, remembering Sam’s call to my office had been at 9:18 p.m.
I finally slowed the video when the time stamp showed 8:45. I hadn’t seen any sign of Sam yet, but if the timeline was similar to the night before, he would be arriving soon. At 8:58 the Katherine Heigl look-alike arrived, but this time she wasn’t alone. I hit pause and copied a print screen of her and a dark-haired man in his thirties, six feet tall and about two hundred pounds, most of which appeared to be muscle. The blonde was dressed in dark blue slacks and a turquoise blouse. She was carrying a cross body bag. The couple was seated at the same table she had occupied the night before.
At 9:03 Sam entered and, again, settled himself at the counter facing the mirrored panel. The blonde and her companion ordered dinner and Sam was served a cup of tea by the same guy who’d served him the night before—the one with a gold band on his right hand middle finger. Sam took a sip of the tea, grimaced, and added three packets of sugar. Sam never used sugar in his coffee and I hadn’t noticed him adding sugar to his cup during the video of the previous night. After finishing the tea and paying his tab, Sam exited out the front door, removing his cell phone from his jacket pocket as he walked. I paused the action and checked the time/date stamp.
“Oh my God,” I whispered. The time read 9:18 p.m. The exact time Sam had called my office, leaving me a message. Telling me he needed my help.




 

 
 
 
I
don’t know how long I sat there staring at the screen. What finally shook me out of my stupor was a knock on my office door. I looked up to find J.V. and Scott peering in at me, both of them smiling and waving. I jumped up to unlock the doors, taking a quick glance at my watch. I’d been reviewing the video for four hours. I flicked the deadbolt and threw open both doors, enveloping J.V. in a hug before turning to Scott. 
“I can’t believe how tall you are!” I exclaimed, causing the ten-year-old to blush. Then, since I hadn’t embarrassed him enough, I hugged him too. “Come in! Buddy, look who’s here!”
I heard a soft chuffing sound as Buddy recognized Scott’s scent. Before I could issue a warning, my oversized pup flew through the air, landing with his huge front paws on Scott’s shoulders and knocking him to the ground. Then he smothered the giggling pre-teen with sloppy kisses. J.V. and I stood back and laughed as Scott sputtered, turning his head from side to side, trying to take a slobber-free breath. Finally I stepped in, taking hold of Buddy’s collar and pulling him back a step.
Scott sat up, grinning wildly, and wiped the canine saliva from his face with his sleeve. I stared at his euphoric expression, remembering the shattered child he’d been when I’d first met him. Happiness looked natural on his face now. J.V. was a great influence. I turned to see him watching his great-nephew with obvious affection.
“Would you like some coffee?” I asked.
“That would be great.”
“Scott, I have ice cold bottled water if you’re interested.”
When he didn’t respond I filled a mug for J.V. then turned to see if Scott had heard me. He was on the other side of the office, digging into the bag of shredded documents I’d taken from Sam’s office.
“What is this?” he asked.
I smiled at his curiosity. J.V. was right. Scott was going to make a great PI one day. 
“It’s a really big jigsaw puzzle,” I said.
He looked up at me, raising an eyebrow at the challenge. “Seriously?”
I sighed and resigned myself to telling them the whole story, beginning with the voicemail from Sam and ending with the video I was currently viewing. As Scott listened he took a fistful of shredded paper out of the bag and sat down on the floor. He began arranging the pieces, then looked up at me, realizing he hadn’t asked for permission.
“Um, do you mind if I try to put a few of these pages together?”
I glanced at J.V., who nodded almost imperceptibly. “Knock yourself out,” I said.  “I could use the help.” I opened a desk drawer and took out a roll of Scotch tape, which I tossed to Scott. He caught it easily. “You’ll have to let me pay you for your time, though,” I added.
Scott’s smile grew. Now it was his turn to look to J.V. for approval. J.V. simply shrugged. 
“Excellent,” Scott murmured, and got to work. 
While Scott was working on reassembling documents, I showed J.V. the parts of the Unagi video that Sam was in. After pointing Sam out to him when he first entered the restaurant I kept quiet and let him draw his own conclusions. When Sam had left Unagi for the last time, pulling out his cell phone, I stopped the video and turned to J.V.
“So, he was watching the hot blonde,” he said, giving me a wink. “And he added sugar to his tea on Wednesday night, but not on Tuesday night.”
“Yep.”
“Any idea who the woman is?”
“I’m hoping Scott can help with that.”
We both turned to Scott, who was still seated on the floor and now had two eight by eleven pages taped together. He looked up at us and smiled. Apparently he’d been listening to our conversation while he worked. A ten-year-old kid was better at multitasking that I was. He held up one of the pages and pointed to a line about half way down the sheet. 
“Simone Powers,” he said. 
He stood and brought me the page. There were a few luminous red-gold dog hairs stuck to the tape, but the page was otherwise intact. I checked my watch. He’d been at it for forty-five minutes. I pulled a twenty from my wallet and handed it to him.
“Awesome,” he said.
J.V. and I read the page together, leaning into each other like an old married couple. I’d spent a week working with J.V. when I met him last year. We’d formed an immediate bond, and I often wished he and Scott didn’t live so far away.
The top border showed that the page was “1 of 2,” and listed the client’s name, Lyndon Ellery, and the date, July 28th. Lyndon had hired Sam to run surveillance and do a background check on his new paramour, Simone Powers. What was missing from the contract was any data, other than her name, that would allow Sam to identify her. No drivers’ license number. No social security number. Not even an address or a date of birth. It must still be early in their relationship, but Lyndon was already smitten enough to think Simone might be The One. I wondered how far Sam had gotten trying to run a background with so little information. I knew he used CIS, the same service I use for background, financial, and criminal record checks. Maybe they could send me anything they’d already collected for him on Simone.
Before I did anything else, however, I needed to make sure my friends were taken care of. I dug my keys out of my purse and took off the key to Bill’s house, handing it to J.V.
“Have you two had lunch?” I asked.
“We grabbed a burger on the way from the airport,” said J.V. He accepted the key and said, “Thank you.”
“Do you have any plans for tonight?” 
J.V. looked at Scott before saying, “I thought we’d get settled in at the house and then talk about where we want to have dinner.”
“Bill stocked the fridge with the basics for you. You can eat in if you want.”
I noticed J.V.’s attention was still focused on Scott, so I turned and saw that he was back on the floor trying to piece more documents together using just his right hand. His left arm was around Buddy who was licking his face. Each lick would elicit a beatific smile from Scott. I began to get the picture. I turned back to J.V. who was twinkling at me.
“How about if Scott hangs out with me while you go unpack. He can work on the documents and maybe take Buddy for a walk.” 
Buddy’s head jerked up at the word “walk,” his tail thumping enthusiastically. 
“Then we can all have dinner together on the boat. I have enough fresh salmon for four and Bill loves to barbecue.” The thought of barbecued salmon caused my stomach to growl, reminding me I hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast.
Scott was watching J.V., a pleading look in his eyes. He needn’t have bothered since J.V. had orchestrated the whole scenario based on what he knew would make Scott happy.
“Sounds good to me,” J.V. said.
“By the way, Bill doesn’t know I have this video from the restaurant, and I’d like to keep it that way.”
“Understood.”
“You remember how to get to his house?” I asked.
J.V. nodded, shooting me a half-hearted “I’m not senile” scowl. 
Before he left, Scott got up from the floor and gave the old man a hug. I had to fight back tears as I remembered the first time I’d seen Scott hug J.V., and how easily he had trusted his future to someone he’d just met. I think that might be what saved Scott. After all the abuse he’d suffered in his life, he was still willing to trust.
J.V. checked his watch and said, “I’ll be back around six. Will that work?”
I wasn’t sure if he was asking me or Scott, but I said, “Six is good.”
“You need me to bring anything for dinner?”
I laughed. “You just got into town, so no, I don’t need you to bring anything except your appetite.”
“See you at six then.”
“Call my cell when you’re in the parking lot and I’ll come up and let you in the gate.”
“Will do.”
J.V. ruffled Buddy’s ears on his way to the door, and then ruffled Scott’s hair for good measure. When J.V. closed the door behind him Scott dropped back onto the floor next to Buddy and resumed his document reconstruction. 
I sent Bill a text letting him know we’d have company for dinner, then picked up the office phone and called CIS. I crossed my fingers as the phone rang. CIS is on the East coast. With the three hour time difference, they might already be closed. 
After the fourth ring the phone was answered with a terse, “This better be good, Hunter. I’m supposed to be at my son’s basketball game in twenty minutes.”
“Leann?”
“Who else would be stupid enough to answer the phone at this hour?”
There are many things I appreciate about Leann, not the least of which is her sense of humor.
“It won’t take long,” I lied. “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but Sam Pettigrew was murdered on Wednesday night.”
“What? Are you shittin’ me? I just talked to Sam last Friday. What the hell happened?”
“That’s what I’m trying to figure out. Were you doing a job for him?”
“If you could call it that. He didn’t give us much to go on. Just a name and a general location of residence.”
“Was the name Simone Powers?”
“That’s the one.”
“You didn’t find anything?”
“Let me put it this way. If this broad’s real name is Simone Powers she has led a very sheltered life.”
“You think it’s an alias?”
“Yeah, but without any identifiers there’s no way to be sure. Are you taking care of Sam’s clients now?”
“Not if I can help it. Jim Sutherland at Superior is covering them for now. I’m investigating Sam’s murder.”
“He was a good guy,” Leann said, “and a hell of a P.I. That man had instincts. I’m amazed anyone could get the drop on him.”
“Well somebody did. It’s a long story. I’ll tell it to you when you aren’t running late for a basketball game.”
“Right. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”
“Count on it.”
We ended the call and I realized that I really needed to talk to Lyndon. Since he hadn’t returned my call and, assuming he’d gotten my message, I was going to have to escalate things. I called Michael Burke, my childhood friend and gifted white hat hacker.
He answered on the first ring. “What’s up, Nikki?”
“Hey, Michael. I need your help with something. You have a minute to talk?”
“Sure. Just let me put you on hold for one second.”
I knew from experience that Michael was utilizing his high tech encryption device so it would be safe to discuss any illegal services I required over the phone.
“Okay,” he came back on the line. “We’re good to go. What do you need?”
“A private cell number for Lyndon Ellery.”
“The Lyndon Ellery?”
“Please tell me there isn’t more than one.”
“Not that I know of. What’s going on? You’ve never asked me to stalk a billionaire before.”
“I’m not asking you to stalk him. I just need to talk to him. Sam was handling a case for him when he was killed. There are almost no details in his contract and I need more information.”
“I was sorry to hear about Sam. I know how much he meant to you.”
No one knew how much Sam meant to me, but I wasn’t going to debate the issue.
“Thanks,” I said. “So can you do it?”
“I can do anything. Might take a little time, though. I’ll call you back.”
“Thank you, Michael.”
“Anything else?”
“Not at the moment.”
“Okay. I’ll be in touch.”
Michael disconnected and I immediately remembered that I’d wanted him to trace the license plate number from Sam’s notebook. He’d be faster and cheaper than CIS. I decided it could wait until Michael called me back with Lyndon’s cell phone number. I reached for the cigarettes in my purse, then thought better of it. No need to set a bad example for Scott.
“You ready to take a break? I think Buddy could use a walk.”




 

 
 
 
Scott held Buddy’s leash as we made a full circuit of the marina grounds before walking beyond the boat owners’ parking lot to what marina dwellers call, “the point.” It’s a jetty that faces the entrance to the San Francisco Bay. We watched Mallards frolicking in the choppy surf and enjoyed the cool breeze coming in off the water. After a while I started feeling anxious about getting back to work on Sam’s case, so we returned to the office.
I locked us in and armed my security system, even though it was daylight and there was no reason for me to feel paranoid. I was settling in at my desk and Scott was back on the floor with his paper puzzle pieces, when my phone rang. I recognized Michael’s area code, but he has too many numbers for me to keep track of.
“Hunter Investigations,” I answered.
“It’s me. I have the information you requested.”
“Wow! That was fast.”
He gave me Lyndon’s cell phone number and I jotted it down.
“Thank you, Michael. Send me a bill.”
“You can buy me lunch next time I’m on that side of the hill.”
Michael lives in the Santa Cruz Mountains and does most of his work from home, only occasionally attending meetings in the Silicon Valley with high profile clients who prefer to get the bad news about their inadequate cyber-security in person.
“It’s a deal. Just one other thing. Can you trace a license plate number for me?”
“Let me have it.”
I read him the digits I’d copied from Sam’s notebook and we signed off.
Now that I had Lyndon’s cell number I found I was hesitant to use it. I knew I needed to talk to him, but I really wasn’t looking forward to it. Have I mentioned that I don’t like him? Pushing aside my personal feelings, I dialed the damn phone.
Lyndon answered on the second ring with an abrupt, “Who is this?”
Knowing what I did about the man, I took his attitude in stride. 
“My name is Nicoli Hunter, Mr. Ellery. I’m a former associate of Sam Pettigrew. You and I met a few years ago when I was working with Sam. As you may have heard, he was killed earlier this week.”
“How did you get this number?”
I ignored his question. 
“I’ve been asked by Sam’s widow, Rebecca, to take care of his existing clients. I understand he was handling a case for you at the time of his death.”
“How did you find out about that?”
I thought I’d already made that clear. “I have a copy of your most recent contract with Sam, concerning a Simone Powers.”
“Look, Miss, what was your name again?”
“Nicoli Hunter.”
“Look, Miss Hunter, my arrangements with Sam were highly confidential.”
“I understand that, and I have reason to believe Sam may have been working on your project the night he was killed. Since I’m now responsible for his clients I’d like to complete that job for you, providing you don’t have any objection.”
“You think he was murdered because of what I asked him to do?”
“It’s too soon to know with any certainty. He may have been at the wrong place at the wrong time. The police are investigating his homicide. May I ask you a few questions about Ms. Powers?”
“I suppose so,” the poor, beleaguered billionaire sighed. 
“Your contract with Sam regarding Ms. Powers didn’t include any pertinent information about her. In fact, it didn’t include anything other than her name. Do you have her current address?”
“No.”
“Do you know her place of employment?” If I had that info I’d just turn Michael loose and I’d have her social security number in a flash.
“I don’t believe she is currently employed, though I’m not certain of that.”
“Do you know her date of birth?”
“No.”
“Mr. Ellery, how long have you and Ms. Powers been seeing each other?”
“Almost a month, now.”
“And in that time you have never been to her home or discussed her employment?”
“No.”
“Has she been to your home?” I was hoping to nab a cocktail glass or perhaps a piece of silverware with her prints on it.
“She has not.”
What the heck?
“I’m sorry. I’m confused. You’ve been dating for almost a month, but have never visited each other’s homes? You’ve never picked her up for dinner or dropped her off at the end of the evening?”
“Simone prefers to meet me at the restaurants where we dine. She’s a very beautiful woman and, as such, is cautious about giving out her address. Surely you can understand that, Ms. Hunter. If I recall correctly from the one time we met, you face a similar quandary when considering suitors.”
Was that a compliment?
“Surely you have her home phone number or her cell number. Can you give me either of those?”
Lyndon rattled off a couple of numbers and I wrote them down.
“When will you be seeing her again?”
“We’re having dinner on Tuesday night.”
“Tuesday the eighth?”
“That’s correct.”
“Where and when?”
“Why do you want to know?”
“Because I’d like to be there. I’ll stay in the background. I’d just like an opportunity to observe her behavior.” And grab her water glass before the busboy clears the table.
“I suppose that would be acceptable. We’ll be meeting at seven o’clock at the Black Sheep Brasserie in San Jose.”
I’d been hearing good things about the Black Sheep since it opened two years ago. Supposedly their fresh oysters were to die for. Focus Nikki. 
“I’ll be there, “I said, “but if you see me, please try to ignore me.”
“I’ll do my best.”
Was that another compliment? Was Lyndon flirting with me? Did it matter? 
“Why don’t I give you my cell number so you can call if your dinner plans change?”
I gave him my digits, thanked him for his time, and ended the call. Then I made a quick call to the Black Sheep and secured myself a table for two at 6:45 on Tuesday night. I wanted to be there before Lyndon and Simone arrived. People are less likely to take notice of anyone who is already seated prior to their arrival. Someone coming in shortly thereafter can draw attention, especially from subjects who are already suspicious.
I’d barely hung up the phone when it rang. The display showed Sam’s home number and for an instant my heart stuttered in my chest, hoping this had all been a bad dream. My mind had other ideas. Becca probably wanted an update.
“Hunter Investigations.”
“Nicoli, dear. It’s Becca.”
“Hi, Becca. How are you doing?” I knew as soon as the words left my mouth it was a stupid question. But what do you say to someone whose whole world is falling apart? “Sorry for your loss,” didn’t even begin to express my compassion for what Becca must be going through. Heck, I’d only worked with Sam for two years and I was having trouble coping with his death.
“I don’t know” she said. “Half the time I can’t stop crying and the other half I feel numb. I keep expecting Sammy to walk through the front door. Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night and I can feel his warmth next to me, just for a few moments until the fog clears and I remember he’s gone. I know love doesn’t end when someone dies, because love isn’t contained in a body, but I really miss his physical presence.”
“Oh, Becca. I’m so sorry. I wish there was something I could do to help.”
“You are, Nicoli. You’re finding the son-of-a-bitch who killed him, but that’s not why I called. The coroner has released Sammy’s body. He’s being cremated tomorrow and we’re having a service on Monday at the Sinai Memorial Chapel in San Francisco. I was wondering if you’d mind driving me. I’d probably be fine getting myself there, but I’m not sure what state I’ll be in afterwards.”
“Of course. What time would you like me to pick you up?”
“The service starts at ten and it’s about a forty-five minute drive from here. I’d like to arrive early so, maybe eight-thirty?”
“I’ll see you then.”
“Thank you, Nicoli. I appreciate everything you’re doing, and I know Sammy does too.”
I wondered how she knew that. From the little time I’d spent with her prior to Sam’s death, I wouldn’t have guessed Becca was into mysticism. Was she also a medium? It was an odd thought, but I try not to dismiss things just because I don’t understand them.
“What do you do for a living, Becca?”
“I teach mythology and folklore at De Anza College. Why?”
“Just curious. By the way, my associate, Jim Sutherland, who owns Superior Investigations, is taking care of Sam’s regulars, at least for the moment. When we get everything sorted out we’ll talk about which clients he wants to keep and which one’s he’d rather have me handle.”
“That’s wonderful, dear. I knew you’d do the right thing.”
Again, I wondered how she knew that. Maybe Becca was just very intuitive. I have some ability in that area myself. 
“Are you making any progress with your investigation?” she asked, interrupting my thoughts.
“I think so. Remember I told you Sam was handling a case for Lyndon Ellery? Well I’ve spoken with him about it.”
“I recall him now. Is he engaged to another hooker?”
Apparently not all of Sam’s clients received the requisite confidentiality when it came to Becca. Either that or she’d been reading the tabloids.
“He’s seeing someone new and wanted Sam to run the standard background checks and observe her activity for a couple of weeks.”
“Is that what Sammy was doing the night he was killed?”
I was pretty sure that’s exactly what Sam was doing when he was killed, but I wasn’t at all sure I wanted to tell Becca that, at least not yet. And I certainly didn’t want anyone else to know that Jack and I had broken into Unagi and copied their surveillance video.
“I’m still looking into that,” I said. “I’ll be dining in the same restaurant as Lyndon and his new lady friend on Tuesday night.”
“I understand. You don’t want me to get my hopes up. Don’t worry, dear. I won’t pressure you for details. But I also will not underestimate you, and you, by the same token, should not underestimate anyone who was clever enough to get the drop on my Sammy. Whoever did this is dangerous, Nicoli. Watch your back.”




 

 
 
 
Scott and I were still at the office when J.V. returned a little before 6:00, so the three of us walked Buddy together before traipsing down to my boat. Scott was happy to hold Buddy’s leash, giving me a chance to fill J.V. in on my conversation with Lyndon and my plan to dine at the Black Sheep on Tuesday night. I didn’t know what plans he and Scott had for their time here, so I also mentioned I’d be attending Sam’s funeral in San Francisco on Monday morning.
Once we were onboard, I fed Buddy some kibble nuggets and tossed a couple of ice cubes into his water dish, then offered J.V. and Scott the assortment of beverages I had on hand.
“I’ll try one of those Fresh Squeezed thingies,” J.V. said. “I’ve always liked the taste of grapefruit.”
Scott opted for a cold Perrier. I handed Scott his water and opened an IPA for J.V., and one for myself. I knew I should get started on the salad, but instead I planted myself at the galley counter across from J.V. and Scott, enjoying the warmth of their relationship. I take credit for them finding each other. There had been other options for Scott after his mother was killed, but none of them were good.
“What plans do you two have for your vacation?” I asked.
Scott swallowed a gulp of Perrier and bounced in his seat. “Tomorrow we’re going to the Exploratorium!”
The Exploratorium is a San Francisco landmark, a huge warehouse-like building filled with hundreds of scientific exhibits that you can play with. Scott, J.V., and I had visited the Exploratorium together last December when I’d first introduced them to each other. It had been a huge hit with both of them.
“That sounds great. Hey, I forgot to pay you for those other pages you put together,” I said, grabbing my wallet out of my purse.
“You don’t have to pay me,” Scott said, eyeing the two twenties in my hand. “It was fun.”
Scott had, indeed, had fun taping together four more shredded pages, none of which were relevant to Sam’s murder, at least as far as I could tell.
I handed him the twenties and he looked to J.V. The bond between them warmed my heart. I’d never had that kind of a bond with my own parents, and most of my friends agreed it was rare to have family members you would have chosen, given the option.
J.V. simply nodded and Scott took his wallet out of his back pocket and tucked the money inside. It was the same worn, black nylon wallet he’d had the day he hired me to find his mom’s killer. 
“What else do you have planned?” I asked.
J.V. took a sip of his beer and nodded approvingly before responding. “We’re going to visit Gryphon Stringed Instruments in Palo Alto on Monday. They have a Taylor GS Mini that I think would be a suitable guitar for Scott.”
I didn’t know a lot about guitars, but Bill had told me, in excessive detail, about a Taylor acoustic guitar that he had his eye on. It sold for eight thousand dollars. Of course it was a Taylor Custom Grand Auditorium. Probably much more expensive than what J.V. had in mind for Scott. Bill chose that moment to board the boat and I noticed that Buddy remained seated next to Scott, rather than scrambling up the companionway to greet his favorite guy. 
“Welcome home,” I said, giving him a quick kiss. “We were just talking about Taylor guitars. J.V.’s taking Scott to Gryphon on Monday.”
Bills eyes lit up. “Is that right? What models are you looking at?”
I got a Corona out of the fridge and opened it for Bill. He was now in guitar acquisition mode. I wouldn’t be surprised if he tried to get Monday off so he could tag along. 
I started putting a salad together, listening to the three of them talk about the different types of guitars and how the wood used for the back and sides of the instrument affected tone and resonance. Bill said the Taylor GS Mini model J.V. had in mind would be a great knock-around guitar and, being a Taylor, of course it would be exceptional, but most of the GS Mini models had laminated wood backs. He said he’d heard that Taylor had recently created a limited edition koa wood GS Mini-e. The "e," he explained, stood for electronics, meaning the guitar had a built-in pickup. The limited edition guitar had a solid koa top and layered koa back and sides. 
Bill hadn’t played one himself, but he’d read online that the all-koa body combined the midrange richness of mahogany with the sparkling top end of maple, creating a resonant balance. Due to the solid koa top, the tone would become richer and more complex as the years went by and the wood seasoned. Because it was an acoustic-electric guitar with pick-ups already installed, Scott would be able to plug it into an amp if he wanted to. 
I’d started tuning out halfway through Bill’s soliloquy to Taylor guitars, but I couldn’t help catching some of Scott’s enthusiasm. The kid was practically vibrating with excitement.
At 6:45 I none-too-subtly asked Bill if he wanted me to light the coals. It doesn’t take salmon long to cook, but the coal temperature needs to be just right or the fish will dry out. Bill reacted as though I’d startled him out of a trance. He’d completely forgotten about dinner.
“Oh, no, I’ll do that right now,” he said.
He finished off his beer, set the bottle in the recycle bin and headed for the stateroom where he quickly changed into shorts, a tee-shirt, and boat shoes. 
Michael called while I was setting the table. Thankfully, Bill was topside barbecuing the salmon.
“The car matching that plate number you gave me is a red 2016 Chevy Malibu registered to Simone Powers, but I dug a little deeper. Her identity is brand new and the address the DMV has on file for her is the street address of a Mailbox store in Santa Clara. I hacked their system. Simone Powers no longer rents a box there. Any chance you can get me her prints?”
“That’s the plan. Hopefully I’ll have an opportunity on Tuesday night.”
“Okay. Keep me posted. And be careful, Nikki. People don’t create fake identities because they rescue puppies for a living.”
“Gotcha. Thank you, Michael.”
We ate dinner up on deck, with Buddy getting frequent bites of salad and fish. My boy is an omnivore. J.V. and Bill got into another discussion about the different tones that could be expected from a guitar based on the type of wood used, and Scott listened attentively, as though taking mental notes about the instrument he’d be selecting at Gryphon on Monday. 
While J.V. and Bill were eating, rather than talking, Scott shared a few stories with me about surveillance jobs he’d been allowed to participate in. J.V. had been training Scott in the art of observation. His methods were similar to those utilized by Sam during my apprenticeship, although J.V. is far less cantankerous. 
As the sun began to lower itself toward the mountains Scott yawned and J.V. announced that he was tuckered out and needed his beauty sleep. Plus, they had a full day planned at the Exploratorium tomorrow. I walked with them up to the parking lot so I’d recognize their rental car in the future. J.V. had opted for a nondescript white Toyota Camry. I wondered if it was habit, since he was a PI and often needed to go unnoticed, or if he’d intentionally chosen something anonymous in case I needed his help investigating Sam’s homicide.
I gave J.V. a long hug and Scott a less embarrassing short squeeze before they got into the car and drove away. I felt optimistic about Scott’s future and content with the part I played in his life.
 

 
Bill washed the dishes and I dried, then we both sat down at the galley counter. He went back to work on his murder book and I chose not to ask if the binder was Sam’s. Bill hated crossing the confidentiality line and I didn’t feel like pushing the boundaries of our relationship at the moment. Since I couldn’t do much more on my own investigation until I had Simone’s prints for Michael, I pulled out my Kindle Fire and started the latest Mercy Watts mystery by A.W. Hartoin.
Buddy got his final walk of the day around 10:00, and we were all in bed by 11:00. I curled up next to Bill, resting my head on his shoulder and my hand over his heart. I was considering moving Buddy into the galley temporarily, so Bill and I could have a little privacy, when both males began snoring.




 

 
 
 
I
was awakened early on Sunday morning by a wet nose nuzzling my neck, followed by an ear lick and a soft whine. Buddy’s not-so-subtle way of saying he wanted his morning walk and breakfast, in that order. I glanced at the clock and groaned. It was only 6:30. Not that early in the grand scheme of things. But it was Sunday. The only day of the week I allow myself to sleep in.
My groan apparently woke Bill who rolled onto his back and said, “You want me to take him out, babe?”
“That’s okay. Go back to sleep.” 
Bill was working a couple of homicides and needed his rest more than I did. 
I quickly used the head, brushed my teeth, and pulled my curly mop into a ponytail. I put on a pair of cargo shorts and stepped into my boat shoes. I’d slept in a tee shirt and decided going braless was acceptable for a walk around the marina grounds this early in the day.
My mind engaged about halfway through our circuit of the trees and shrubs that Buddy favors, and I remembered the guy who had served Sam his tea on both Tuesday and Wednesday nights. I hadn’t been able to see his face, but I was willing to bet he was the only guy working at Unagi who wore a gold band on the middle finger of his right hand. 
After Buddy had finished his doggie business, I unlocked the office and pulled up the Unagi website. They were open from 12:00 to 9:30 on Sundays. A look at the online lunch menu showed photos of the available entrées. One of them was a sushi combo plate that made my mouth water. I hoped the guy who had served Sam on two consecutive weeknights would be working today. If he wasn’t, I’d just have to keep going back. Especially if the sushi was good. A perusal of their dinner menu showed a variety of seafood including, you guessed it, fugu, also known as puffer fish.  
Buddy and I locked up the office and walked down to my boat. Bill was still snoring contentedly, so I fed Buddy and changed into a pair of spandex shorts and a sports bra, laced up my cross trainers, and headed for the gym. 
After thirty minutes on the treadmill my little grey cells were fully awake. Not only did I need to get Simone Powers’ prints for Michael, I needed to get a photo of and, if possible, prints from the guy at Unagi. Maybe Simone had paid him to slip the toxin in Sam’s tea. Sam had suspected the person he was tailing was onto him. But it was possible that Sam’s death had nothing to do with Simone. I’d have to research the tea server and maybe some of the other restaurant employees as well. What if the guy serving the tea wasn’t the guy who’d made the tea? Crap. 
I moved from the treadmill to a yoga class that was already in progress. I generally focus on strength training and aerobics, but when I’m stressed I find that yoga helps me feel centered and I’m able to concentrate with better clarity. I needed that today.
By 10:30 I was home, showered, and dressed in a pair of khaki-colored cargo shorts and an emerald-green blouse. After scrunching some gel into my still damp curls, I told the two most important men in my life that I was going to the office for a while, and then I had a lunch survey to do. If they were very good, I’d bring them a doggie bag of grilled salmon. I couldn’t bring them sushi. Bill would figure out what I was up to. Hopefully Unagi’s to-go boxes didn’t include the restaurant’s name or its funky eel logo.
“I thought Jim was handling your clients for now.”
“He is. But the guy who was scheduled to do this survey got food poisoning last night. Jim probably sent him to the Terrace.” 
Hopefully Bill wouldn’t remember that I’d gotten rid of the chef who’d been causing food poisoning at the Terrace two months ago. I don’t normally give him a lot of details about my clients, but he gets a kick out of anything involving Leo Bender, the owner of the Terrace. Leo’s a character. I waved over my shoulder as I hustled up the companionway, hoping there’d be no more questions.
I don’t like keeping things from Bill. In fact, we have a “no secrets” pact, but there are times when I can’t see the value in trying to help him understand my rationale. Plus, I hate it when we fight.
I spent a little time in the office catching up on e-mail and paying bills, then checked the battery level on my iPhone, and drove to Unagi.
 

 
I
was able to find a parking spot on the street not far from the restaurant, which was lucky for a Sunday afternoon in Redwood City. People tend to park and walk around, enjoying the variety of street shops. There are more than a hundred shops and restaurants in downtown Redwood City. When I have time to spare, I like strolling the “anti-mall” area myself.
Entering the restaurant through the front door was a little disorienting after breaking in through the back entrance on Friday night. I spotted the sushi counter seating and asked the hostess if I could sit at the counter. She nodded and silently led me to a vacant stool, handed me a menu, and returned to her post by the door.
It was a little after 12:00 and half the tables and most of the counter seats were filled. I took a quick look at the menu, but since I already knew what I wanted I spent most my time looking between the mirrored panels into the kitchen.
After about five minutes I was approached by a young man dressed in black cargo pants and a white smock. He inquired about my food and beverage choices and I requested a bottled water, the sushi lunch combo plate, and an order of grilled salmon to-go. While the server was taking my order I studied his hands, but he wore no jewelry other than a watch.
The counter seat the hostess had selected for me was directly in front of the gap between the panels, giving me a clear view into the kitchen. Due to the height of the pass-through window, I was unable to see anything below the waists of the employees working behind the scenes, which meant I was unable to see their hands. Crap on a cracker. 
The server delivered my bottled water and, after making sure the bottle was sealed, I cracked it open and took a sip. I pulled out my iPhone and pretended to check my e-mail while snapping photos of the staff members who were visible to me. The kitchen workers moved like lightning from prep counter, to stove, to plates, assembling dishes that I couldn’t see.
Another ten minutes passed before my sushi combo platter was placed on the pass-through by one of the kitchen staff. He was an Asian male, about five-nine, with a round face and thinning black hair, wearing wire rimmed glasses. As he rotated the platter into place, I caught sight of the gold ring on the third finger of his right hand. Trying not to visibly react, I lifted my bottled water to my lips while still staring at the face of my iPhone, and snapped two quick photos of the ring-wearing man before he returned to his duties in the kitchen. I nearly jumped off my stool when the server set my lunch on the counter in front of me.
“Enjoy,” he said.
“Thank you.” 
I quickly viewed the photos I’d taken of my suspect to make sure they were adequately focused before texting them to Michael with a message that read, “Who is this man?” Then I slipped my phone into my purse and enjoyed my lunch.
As I was finishing the last spicy California roll the server set a plain white to-go box next to my now empty platter and asked if I’d like anything else.
“Just the check, please.”
 

 
I
was halfway to the marina when my cell phone started vibrating. I let the call go to voicemail and waited until I was parked in the boat owners’ lot before checking my messages. There was only one and it was from Michael. 
“What the fuck do you expect me to do with these photos? You think I’m some kind of cyber-psychic? You’re kidding me with this, right?” And then he hung up.
I smiled to myself, knowing that Michael’s protests about his geek-ability were only intended to increase my degree of amazement with the end result when he came through, as he always does, with what mere mortals would consider a miracle. I locked up the Bimmer and went to my office before returning his call.
“What?” he answered on the first ring.
“Hi, Michael. How’s your day going?”
“It would be better if I didn’t have to work. It’s Sunday, you know.”
Michael lives for his work. 
“I know what I’m asking you to do is challenging, but I think the guy in those photos might be the one who poisoned Sam. I really need to ID him.”
“Can’t you just get me his prints or pick his pocket and lift his driver’s license?”
“I thought about it.” No really, I did. “But he was working in the kitchen, so his pockets weren’t accessible to me, and the platter my lunch was served on, which he handled, would not have fit in my shoulder bag.” I carry a huge crossbody bag, but the platter would have been a stretch, even if my purse had been empty.
“I’ll see what I can do,” Michael sighed into the phone.
“Thank you so much.”
I locked up the office and skipped down the companionway to the docks, feeling for the first time that I might be making progress. I had no doubt Michael would get me a name. Then I could run a background check and see if, when, and where Sam and the Unagi employee might have crossed paths.
Bill and Buddy were delighted with their grilled salmon. It smelled so good that I snuck a couple of bites, even though I’d already stuffed myself with sushi. 
We spent the rest of the afternoon walking Buddy around the Bair Island Wildlife Refuge, after which Bill settled in the main salon with his acoustic guitar. Buddy and I snuggled up on the settee next to him, and I continued reading the Hartoin mystery on my Kindle while Buddy took a nap. It was so peaceful that for a little while I almost forgot about the Sam-sized hole in my heart.




 

 
 
 
I
was up bright and early on Monday morning so I had enough time for Buddy’s walk, a quick workout at the gym, and a shower, before I had to be at Becca’s house. 
I parked on the street in front of the Craftsman bungalow and was surprised to see that Becca was waiting on her front porch. I checked my watch. 8:25. I was five minutes early. She was cradling a large black urn with a gold Star of David on the side. The urn looked heavy. Sam had been a big guy. 
Becca was dressed conservatively in black tailored slacks and shirt, with the torn ribbon, once again, pinned over her heart. Her red hair was pulled back in a bun at the nape of her neck. I got out of the car as she approached, opened the passenger door for her and offered to hold the urn while she got settled. I wanted to ask how she was doing, but it was a reflex. I already knew how she was doing. I could see the lines of grief etched into her face. 
Once Becca was buckled in, I handed back the urn and rounded the car to the driver’s side. I glanced up at the front of Sam’s house and spotted Missy standing at the picture window, panting and gazing out at Becca. The poor pup. She was grieving too, and probably feared being abandoned by her only remaining human.
The drive to San Francisco was quiet and uneventful, although we did hit some commuter traffic. Becca instructed me to park in a lot on Geary, which she said was closer to the Sinai Memorial Chapel than the garage on Divisadero. I found the lot easily, snagged a ticket out of the machine, and parked on the ground level.
It was a beautiful day by San Francisco standards. No fog, just a few puffy clouds in the sky, and temperatures in the low 70’s. We walked the short distance to the chapel, which was huge and sedately elegant, entered the foyer, and followed the signs to the “North Chapel” room. 
People had already begun gathering and conversation halted as Becca and I came in. She walked directly down the aisle to a raised dais with a platform flanked by two tall candle holders. She placed Sam’s urn on top of the platform, turned, not making eye contact with anyone in the crowd, and seated herself in the front row, motioning for me to join her.
Rather than focusing on the people around me, none of whom I knew, I chose to take in the quiet warmth of the chapel room. There were no flowers anywhere and no music playing. I haven’t spent much time in church, despite my mother’s encouragement. I believe human spirituality is as unique as our fingerprints. Organized religions frighten me because they dictate how you should behave in any given circumstance and pontificate a fixed set of philosophies as, “The Only Truth.” 
I knew very little about Jewish tradition, and I wondered why no one was saying anything to Becca. Maybe this was their custom. I’d have to ask her about it later, if I could find way to approach the subject without embarrassing both of us.
The Rabbi, at least I assumed he was the Rabbi, walked down the aisle to the platform and turned to face the small crowd in the chapel. He began reciting what I recognized as the 23rd Psalm. “The Lord is my Shepherd …” You know the one. Then he announced we would have a few minutes of contemplative silence. You could have heard a pin drop. Becca reached for my hand and I gave hers a gentle squeeze, wishing I could do more to comfort her. I knew there was only one thing I could do to help Becca in this situation. Find Sam’s killer.
When our quiet contemplation was over the Rabbi began reciting what sounded, to me, like a prayer for the dead. 
“Oh Lord, what is man that You recognize him, the son of a human that You think of him? Man is like a breath; his days are like a passing shadow. In the morning it blossoms and grows, in the evening it fades and withers. Teach us to count our days, and we shall acquire a heart of wisdom. Guard the innocent and watch the upright, for the destiny of man is peace. But God will ransom my soul from the grave, for He will surely take me. My flesh and my heart yearn – Rock of my heart and my portion is God, forever. The dust returns to the dust as it was, but the spirit returns to God who gave it.”
I didn’t understand all of the meaning, but thought it was kind of beautiful, and I heard sounds of sniffling throughout the chapel by the end of the verse.
Next came some soft chanting in what I assumed was Hebrew, followed by a short but personal eulogy by the Rabbi. He then asked if any of Sam’s loved ones would like to share stories. A few people rose and moved forward, reading brief remembrances of their time with Sam. When everyone who’d wanted to speak had done so, the Rabbi turned to Becca and she nodded.
“I’ve been asked by Rebecca to deliver her remarks on this occasion,” he said. Then, from a large index card he read, “My husband, Samson Thomas Pettigrew, was a good man. He wasn’t always an easy man, but he was a good man.” That elicited soft laughter from some of the mourners. “That being said, I loved my Sammy with all of my heart, and I am grateful for the many years we shared. He may not have been perfect, but he was perfect for me, and I will miss him every moment until we are together again.”
Becca’s message was short and sweet, and it was heartbreaking. I understood why she couldn’t stand up in front of this small crowd and say those words herself. I could barely contain my own tears after hearing them.
The congregation stood and there was another chanted prayer that included something about sheltering Sam beneath the wings of God’s presence, after which Becca tugged on my hand and led me into an adjacent room. The mourners filed in slowly, some speaking quietly with Becca and others giving her hugs and asking her to call if there was anything they could do. She remained stoic throughout this phase of the memorial, holding in her tears as best she could.
When everyone had left, Becca turned back to the chapel and reclaimed Sam’s urn. She thanked the Rabbi, who nodded but said nothing in response. Becca moved slowly into the foyer, turned to look around at the simplistic yet elegant décor, and said, “Let’s get the hell out of here, Nicoli.”
“Okay.” 
I offered to carry the urn for her, but Becca refused, saying she was stronger than she looked. That may have been true, but I had a feeling she just liked holding Sam in any way possible. When we were back in the car, I turned to her and asked the question that had been bugging me since we’d entered the chapel.
“Is it just me, or did it seem kind of tense in there?”
“It wasn’t just you, dear. I broke a couple of traditions and that upsets some people.”
“I don’t know anything about Judaism. What traditions did you break, if you don’t mind me asking?”
“I don’t mind at all. Cremation is frowned upon in Jewish tradition. I don’t agree with that tradition, and Sammy wanted to be cremated, so I chose to ignore it. I also wasn’t supposed to enter the chapel until all the mourners were assembled. I love the basic precepts of Judaism, but some of the traditions are just too rigid.”
We spent the remainder of the drive to Sunnyvale in silence. Becca occasionally sniffling and dabbing at her eyes with a tissue while hugging Sam’s urn. I was clutching the steering wheel, trying to keep my own tears from falling. When we arrived at her home I helped her out of the car and offered to carry the urn inside for her. Instead she handed me her keys and asked if I’d unlock the front door. She wanted to be the one to bring her Sammy home. The way she was embracing the heavy urn hurt my heart. I slipped the key into the lock and Missy barked as I pushed the door open.
“Do I need to disarm anything?” I asked.
“The alarm is set up so I have two minutes to enter the code after opening the door. I’ll get it.”
I stepped inside, holding Missy’s collar so Becca could get in and Missy couldn’t get out, not that she would. Aussie Shepherds are intensely loyal and intelligent dogs. If they run away from home, it’s for a reason. Once the door was closed Missy gave me a thorough sniffing, then turned her full attention to Becca who got snuffled from her shoes all the way up to the urn, which was as far as Missy could reach. Becca ruffled her ears, then stepped around her to get to the alarm panel. She keyed in the code and the flashing light turned a solid green. Becca maneuvered around Missy to the mantel and set Sam’s urn next to their wedding photo.
“Would you like a cup of tea or coffee, Nicoli? Or I could make sandwiches while you update me on the investigation.” 
“Coffee sounds good. I don’t have much of an update yet. I had lunch at Unagi yesterday and I used my phone to take photos of the employees who were working. I have a very talented friend who is going to try to get IDs and backgrounds on those employees so I can see if any of them had links to Sam.” I wasn’t ready to tell Becca I’d snapped a photo of the man who’d served Sam the poisoned tea. “I’ve got the dinner thing tomorrow night where I’ll be watching Lyndon and his new girlfriend. I’ll try to get pictures of her and maybe snag her water glass after they leave. They haven’t been seeing each other very long, and Lyndon doesn’t have any information that will help me identify her. Her name alone isn’t getting me anywhere.”
Becca handed me a cup of freshly brewed coffee and a carton of milk. 
“Have the police made any progress with Sam’s computer?” she asked.
“Not that I’ve heard. I’m not sure how much Bill is likely to share with me, and I don’t want to push too hard.”
I poured a splash of milk into my cup.
“Are you concerned about your relationship? Or are you worried that if Bill shares what he knows he’ll expect you to do the same?”
“Wow, you’re good. It’s that second thing. In a situation like this I’ll do whatever it takes to find the truth. Bill loves me, but he’s a cop, so I think it’s best to give him plausible deniability, you know, in case I get caught doing something a little bit illegal. If he doesn’t know what I’m doing, he can’t be blamed for my actions.”




 

 
 
 
After a tearful hug and a whispered, “Thank you,” from Becca, and multiple kisses from Missy, I ventured out into the heat. I climbed into my little Bimmer, cranked up the A/C, lit an American Spirit, and headed for home. My phone buzzed as I was passing through Mountain View, but I let the call go to voicemail rather than distracting myself with hands-free communication in Monday afternoon traffic. Besides, I already had enough on my mind. I wasn’t sure I was ready for any more input from external sources.
I remembered that J.V. and Scott were going to Gryphon Stringed Instruments sometime today, and wondered if they’d already purchased a guitar for Scott. I’d have to invite them, and the guitar, over for dinner so Bill could weigh-in on their selection.
When I got home I walked down to Kirk’s boat and hooked Buddy and D’Artagnon to their leads so I could take them for a walk. We wandered around sniffing trees and shrubs and leaving various deposits, some of which I bagged up. I remembered the missed call on my cell and wrestled the dogs to a stop so I could check my iPhone. I pressed the message icon, and smiled when I heard Michael’s excited voice. 
“Call me as soon as you get this. I’ve got something interesting for you on those photos.”
My pulse quickened in anticipation, but I didn’t want to have this conversation out in the open where anyone could overhear it, so the boys and I trooped back down to Kirk’s boat. I left D’Artagnon with a grain-free duck biscuit, and Buddy and I walked up to my office where I called Michael from my landline. He was constantly reminding me they were more secure than cell phones.
“What have you got?” I blurted out the moment he answered.
“Prepare to be amazed,” he said. “All I had to do was tap into the State photo-ID database, scan in the pictures you sent me, and voila!”
“Don’t keep me in suspense. What was the result?”
“Your cook is none other than Hiro Ishikawa.” He paused dramatically, again.
“And?”
“And when I didn’t reach you right away I decided to run his background. Your guy has a record. He was convicted of second degree murder in 1999. Did sixteen years at the California State Prison in Represa. He was released on parole two years ago. And the lead detective on the case was …”
“Holy shit. Was it Sam?”
“Give the lady a cigar.”
I suddenly felt cold. I swear an icy breeze was blowing down my back. My legs turned to Jello and I sank into my office chair, leaning forward on my desktop for support.
“Nikki? You still there?”
“Yeah. I’m here.”
“So what are you planning to do with this information? It’s too late for the police to obtain and test the cup Sam drank the poisoned tea from, and there’s no way to prove it was Ishikawa who poisoned him.”
“There’s one way.”
“And what might that be?”
“Get him to confess.”
“Oh no. This guy is a convicted killer! If you confront him he’s more likely to attack than he is to confess. I forbid you to do anything so stupid.” He was yelling. Michael never yells.
“You what, now? Have you forgotten who kicked your ass in kindergarten?” 
I couldn’t help laughing at the memory. The first time I’d beaten Michael up on the playground we were five years old, and he’d immediately proposed to me. It was one of my favorite childhood memories. We had bonded that day in the weird way that kids do. I treasured his friendship and his loyalty. But seriously? He was forbidding me to do something? 
“What makes you think you can forbid me to do anything, Michael?”
“Okay,” he sighed. “Maybe that was a little over the top. But please don’t get yourself hurt or killed. At least promise you’ll take someone with you if you’re going to talk to this guy.”
“I might be able to arrange that. I’ll see if Jim has time to act as my bodyguard. Did you get a current address for Mr. Ishikawa?”
“Yeah. He’s living in Belmont.”
Michael rattled off the address and I jotted it down on my ever-present legal pad.
“Thank you, Michael. You’re the best.”
“You can repay me by staying alive.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“Why is that not reassuring?”
We ended the call and I did a Google Earth search for the Belmont address Michael had given me. Ishikawa was living at the Catania Regency Apartments on Irene Court. It was a rectangular-shaped stucco building, three stories tall, with apartments stacked like cracker boxes. It looked like a public-housing slum to me, with sparse and poorly maintained landscaping, although each unit appeared to have a balcony. The aerial view showed an outdoor staircase and a swimming pool that looked like it had black algae growing in it. Eww! 
Ishikawa lived in apartment 16, so probably on the ground floor. If I could find out what days and hours he worked at Unagi, I might be able to search his place and be waiting for him one night when he got home. Getting him to confess to poisoning Sam would be tricky. I’d have to give that some thought. 
 

 
Scott called from his cell phone a little before 3:00. I recognized the number because I’d programmed it into my own phone when J.V. bought Scott a new iPhone to replace the prepaid piece-of-crap I’d given him. After nursing a case of iPhone envy for months, I’d finally purchased one for myself.
“Nikki, wait till you see this guitar!” he began, without even saying hello. “This thing is unbelievable! It’s made of koa wood. Do you know what that is? It’s an exotic wood because koa trees only grow in Hawaii. They’re not endangered or anything, but the sound of this guitar is awesome! It cost a lot, but Uncle J.V. says it can be, like, my birthday gift. My birthday isn’t until February thirteenth. Did you know that?”
He stopped to take a breath and I saw a slim window of opportunity to get a word in. 
“I did not know your birthday was in February. So is Bill’s. I can’t wait to see the new guitar. How about you guys come over for dinner tonight and bring it with you?” 
“Nikki wants us to come for dinner,” Scott said, apparently to his uncle. “And to bring the new guitar. Can we?”
I heard J.V. in the background along with traffic noise. They must have just left Gryphon and the first thing Scott did was call me. I felt a lump form in my throat at the thought.
“What time should be we there and what can we bring?” Scott asked, parroting J.V.’s words.
“Since we’re celebrating your birthday, why don’t you guys bring a cake, and show up around six?”
“She says to bring a birthday cake,” Scott shouted.
Now I heard J.V. laughing in the background.
“We’ll be there,” Scott said, and the line went dead. 
I called Bill to inform him we’d have three guests for dinner; J.V., Scott, and Scott’s new koa wood guitar. He got almost as excited as Scott had been at the mention of the instrument. 
“Do you need me to bring anything home for dinner?” he asked.
“Scott’s favorite food comes from McDonalds. Can you stop on the way home for five orders of Big Macs, fries, chocolate shakes, and a couple of apple pies?”
“You’re kidding right?”
“Nope. J.V. told Scott the guitar is an early birthday present. Apparently Scott was concerned about the price and that was the only way to convince him it was okay. So we’re celebrating Scott’s birthday and he gets his favorite foods for his birthday. They’re bringing the cake.”
“If they’re bringing cake why do we need apple pie?”
“Because Scott loves McDonald’s apple pies. Stop giving me a hard time.”
“Sorry. What time are they coming?”
“Six.”
“Okay. I’ll try to time it so the food will still be hot when they arrive. See you later, babe.”
“Hey, Bill?”
“Yeah?”
“I love you.”
“Yeah, I know. I love you too.”
“Don’t say ‘too.’”
He hung up laughing. It was a running joke between us that saying, “I love you too,” made the sentiment sound like a reciprocation rather than an original expression of affection. I think he keeps doing it just to annoy me.
I called Jim Sutherland to see how things were going with my clients and Sam’s, but the call went straight to voicemail. He was probably out in the field. I knew he’d had to hire additional agents to cover all the new business he was juggling since Sam’s death. Because I had the Lyndon and Simone dinner thing tomorrow night, I left a short message asking Jim what he was doing on Wednesday night. I’d need to find a way to get Ishikawa’s work schedule, or maybe just drop by the restaurant to see if he was working on Wednesday, before breaking into his place. If Jim wasn’t available as back-up, I could always call Jack McGuire. His lock picking skills were superior to mine, and that would save us time getting in, minimizing the risk of being spotted by one of Ishikawa’s neighbors.
At 5:00 Buddy and I shut everything down at the office, took a short walk around the marina, and moseyed down the companionway to the docks. I glanced wistfully at Elizabeth’s trawler, situated in the first slip at the bottom of the ramp. I missed having her here all the time. Though she and Jack spent most weekends at the marina, it wasn’t the same as having her here full time. Life wasn’t as much fun without Elizabeth nearby.
I took a quick shower and fed Buddy a bowl of kibble, hoping he wouldn’t beg for too many bites of junk food later.
Bill arrived with several bags from McDonald’s emitting wonderful aromas just as my phone buzzed with a text, signaling that J.V. and Scott were at the gate.
“You set out the plates,” Bill said, giving me a quick kiss. “I’ll go let them in.”
I knew by the twinkle in his eyes that his enthusiasm was more about getting a look at Scott’s new guitar than his desire to greet our dinner companions.
Buddy was anxiously sniffing the bags of fast food, so I moved them to the center of the galley table before grabbing a stack of plates and napkins. I left the food in the bags to keep it warm. I had a suspicion dinner would be delayed once the Taylor GS Mini-e was unveiled.
I felt the boat sway and looked up as Scott stepped into the pilothouse and carefully backed down the companionway holding his precious cargo. The guitar was in a tan canvass case known as a “hard bag.” Yes, I know the terminology. I live with a guitar-maniac. The Taylor name was emblazoned on the side of the case over an external zippered pouch for spare strings and other paraphernalia. When Scott reached the bottom step he reached out to pet Buddy, who was nuzzling the newly acquired instrument. Bill and J.V. came down the steps behind Scott and all of us turned to face him. 
“So?” I said. “Are you going to keep us in suspense?”
“You wanna see it?”
“Oh, God, yes,” said Bill, barely restraining himself from grabbing the hard bag and opening it himself.
Scott looked around for a clear surface on which to lay the case, but the table was covered with take-out and the counter was too small.
“Let’s go into the stateroom,” I said. 
My aft stateroom has a centerline queen—a queen size bed attached to the bulkhead—and plenty of walking around space for all of us to appreciate the guitar from different angles. Scott gently set the case on the bed and unzipped it, then withdrew the most beautiful instrument I’ve ever seen. I’d taken a quick look at the guitar online and the Taylor website photos did not do it justice. The koa wood was a warm red-gold color with wavy deeper red and gold contrasting flames. The wood was almost iridescent, glowing with color and light. The overall effect was mesmerizing. Scott turned the guitar and showed us the back.
“Wow! It has cat’s-eyes!” I said.
Bill smiled at me. “That’s called Chatoyance. It’s a property usually associated with gemstones. The cat’s-eye effect gives the wood an appearance of depth, a three dimensional quality.”
“It’s beautiful. Will you play something for us?” I asked Scott.
His face flushed slightly as he sat down on the bunk, holding the guitar with obvious reverence. I knew he’d been taking lessons for about eight months, but he was only ten years old and probably nervous about performing. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked, but I really wanted to know what koa wood sounded like. Scott slipped a capo out of his pocket and attached it to the neck of the guitar, then placed his hands in position and launched into an acoustic version of the Rufus song, “Ain’t Nobody.” 
I felt goose bumps rise on my arms at his unexpected skill. The kid must be practicing ten hours a day. Either that, or he was a prodigy. Maybe both. His gaze totally focused on the fretboard, he began to sing the lyrics made famous by Chaka Kahn, softly at first, but as his confidence grew he belted out the words in a surprisingly strong tenor. 
It was one of my all-time favorite love songs and the guileless beauty of Scott’s performance was almost more than I could endure. I glanced at Bill, whose mouth was hanging open, then looked over at J.V. who was beaming with pride. When Scott finished the song and looked up, Bill and I were both frozen in awe, but J.V. slapped him on the back and crowed, “Nice job, son! You’ve been practicing!”
Bill found his voice before I did. “How long have you been playing?”
“Since January,” Scott answered.
“Wow! You’re a natural.”
“Where did you learn that song?” I whispered.
“J.V. loaned me some old CDs. I liked that one, so I found an acoustic version of it on YouTube.” 
“You’re incredibly talented,” I said. “So who’s hungry?” I know, way to ruin a magical moment, but I needed some time to recover from my reaction to Scott’s performance.
After dinner and birthday cake, J.V., Scott, and I walked Buddy around the marina and J.V. asked me how the investigation into Sam’s death was coming along.
“I’m making progress,” I said. “I’ve identified the man who served Sam his tea both nights he was at Unagi. He’s an ex-con named Hiro Ishikawa. Sam put him away for second degree murder. He was convicted in ‘99 and released on parole two years ago. He must have recognized Sam when he was in the restaurant on Tuesday night, and when Sam came in again on Wednesday, he poisoned his tea. Remember, Sam added a bunch of sugar to his cup that night? It must have tasted bitter because of the TTX. I’d like to search Ishikawa’s apartment while he’s at Unagi, but I have no idea how to get his work schedule.”
“Maybe I can help with that.”
“How?”
“I’ve been doing this a lot longer than you have, kiddo. I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve.”
“J.V., I don’t want you to do anything that could get you in trouble.”
The old man’s eyes twinkled. “I can take care of myself, Nicoli. Besides, Scott will have my back.”
I looked over at Scott, who was throwing a floppy Frisbee for Buddy. 
“Okay. But promise you’ll be careful.”
“You betcha.” He patted me on the shoulder. “Don’t you worry about a thing.”




 

 
 
 
On Tuesday morning I extended my workout to make up for eating most of my fries the night before—Buddy had helped some. After leaving the gym I dropped by the Mane Line salon on Jefferson, even though I didn’t have an appointment. I was hoping my favorite hairdresser could fit me in. Actually, my favorite hairdresser had been murdered a year ago. My new hairdresser is Arturo. He’s a whiz with scissors, but, unfortunately, he also loves to gossip. 
I found parking on the street, a minor miracle, and entered the salon. I was instantly assaulted by the odor of permanent wave solution and OPI nail polish. Maddie, the spiky purple-haired receptionist, grinned up at me as I approached.
“Hey, Nikki. I don’t have you on the schedule today.”
“I know. I was hoping to get lucky. I only need a trim. Does Arturo have any time available?”
“He could cut a lot more heads if he’d stop talking so much. Let me check.”
Maddie rose from her perch and sashayed across the salon to Arturo’s station. She said something to him and he locked eyes with me, then focused his attention on my curly mop. He nodded to Maddie before turning back to the woman in his chair.
“He says if you can wait, he’ll fit you in before lunch.”
I checked my watch. It was only10:30. “What time does he take his lunch break?”
“Usually at eleven.”
“Okay. I can wait that long. Thanks, Maddie.”
“No sweat. So what’s new in the PI business?”
Most teenagers would have immediately resumed texting on their cell phones, but Maddie was not most teenagers. She had a wide range of interests and had recently begun quizzing me about my job. 
“I was mystery shopping a Mexican restaurant last month and I found a hair in the salsa.”
“Gross!” Maddie squealed. She was a great audience.
“Then when I went to use the ladies room some guy was in one of the stalls with his girlfriend getting a blowjob.”
“Oh. My. God. You have the best job ever!”
“I’m glad you think so.”
Arturo and his client approached the register. 
“Did I hear something about a blowjob?” he asked, wiggling his dark eyebrows.
I laughed. “You would pick up on that. I was just telling Maddie about a mystery shopping incident.”
“Best job ever,” Maddie repeated, accepting the client’s credit card.
“Let’s get you shampooed and you can tell me all about it,” said Arturo.
He gave me a quick shampoo with minimal massaging, then towel-wrapped my head and moved me to his station. 
“What are we doing today,” he asked.
“Just a trim to even out the layers.”
“You should let me give you some highlights.”
“I didn’t even have an appointment.”
“Next time.”
This was a conversation we’d had more than once. It seemed every hairdresser on the planet wanted to give me a shorter cut and highlights. Why should Arturo be any different?
“So tell me all about the blowjob case,” he said, picking up his scissors.
“It was just a restaurant survey. There was a couple in the ladies room when I went in. Sounded like they were having a pretty good time, so I left them alone.”
“You didn’t get to see anything?”
“Not much. They were in a stall.”
“This is disappointing.”
“Not to me,” I said.
Arturo made quick work of my curls, then scrunched in some gel and did a blow dry. He handed me a mirror and spun the chair so I could check out the back.
“Perfect,” I said, and he beamed.
I handed him a twenty and he curtseyed as he slipped it into his pocket, then gave me a kiss on the cheek and said, “Always a pleasure, Nikki.”
“Likewise. Thanks for squeezing me in.” 
Driving back to the marina I gave some thought to how I was going to get my hands on Ishikawa’s work schedule. It wasn’t like Unagi published their employees’ shifts online. Bill might be able to help, but he’d said the owner had been uncooperative. If the employees’ shifts were logged electronically, Michael could hack into their system. But he’d need a starting point, like their IP address, which I didn’t have. I’d meant to ask Michael to check the owner’s background and had never gotten around to it. I’d owe him a month of free lunches by the time this case was closed.
Back at the office, Buddy by my side, I skimmed through my case notes until I found the name of Unagi’s owner. Kaito Yamashita. I called Michael from the landline and he picked up instantly.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. Why?”
“I don’t know. Maybe I’m getting paranoid or something, but every time you ask me for help on a case, someone tries to kill you.”
“Not every time.” 
“No? Name one case I helped you with where there wasn’t an attempt on your life.”
I thought about it for a minute. There had to be at least one. Jeez, he was right!
“Okay, fine. But it has nothing to do with you. It’s just that the cases I need help with are murder investigations.”
“Maybe you should stick to bar and restaurant surveys.”
“Michael, you know I have to investigate Sam’s death.”
“Yeah, I know, but I don’t have to like it. So why did you call?” 
“I need another background with very little information to go on.”
“What have you got?”
“Just a name. Kaito Yamashita.” I spelled both names for him.
“Any idea what county he lives in?”
“He owns Unagi. It’s a sushi restaurant in Redwood City.”
“That should help. Is this the restaurant where Sam was killed?”
“Yes.”
“Okay. I’ll get right on it.”
“Thank you.”
“No problem. This stuff is more fun than my regular work, anyway. You keep my life interesting.”
“I live to entertain.”
We ended the call and I sat for a minute scratching behind Buddy’s ears. I had the Black Sheep dinner tonight at 7:00 and I needed to be as inconspicuous as possible while photographing Lyndon’s new girlfriend and, hopefully, snatching an item with her prints on it. I thought about what I should wear and decided that over-long sleeves would be helpful. That way I could pick up a glass or utensil while the sleeve was draped over my hand. My only over-long sleeved dress was scarlet. Not inconspicuous at all. I didn’t want to buy a new outfit I’d never wear again. I hate sleeves that get in the way when I’m typing or eating. I wondered if Lily might have anything in her wardrobe that would work. Since she’s six feet tall, most of her sleeves are too long for me anyway.
Buddy watered a few shrubs, then we hiked down the companionway and knocked on the deck of Lily’s forty-foot Cascade sailboat. She popped up out of the hatch like a jack-in-the-box, smiled, and said, “You can come aboard, Nikki, but the pup has to stay outside. My babies will freak out if he comes in.” 
Lily has two Siamese cats, Diego and Gloria. I knew Buddy had learned his lesson about razor sharp claws from a recent encounter with Elizabeth’s tabby, K.C., but Diego and Gloria wouldn’t know that and my boy didn’t need any more injuries. 
“Let me run him over to Kirk’s boat. I’ll be right back.”
Buddy was more than happy to hang out with D’Artagnon, while I hustled back to Lily’s boat. I climbed the dock steps and entered the aft cockpit, backing down the steep companionway into the main salon where Lily was waiting. I gave her a quick hug and got down to business. 
“I need to borrow a top or a dress with sleeves long enough to conceal a water glass or a piece of silverware in my hand.”
Lily’s face lit up. “Let’s look through my closet while you tell me about the case.”
Lily has always been enthusiastic about the shadier side of my PI work. She’s also been extremely helpful when it comes to building psychological profiles of the killers I’ve pursued. I gave her a rundown of Sam’s murder and my investigation to date. I didn’t mention Jack’s involvement, since I knew she’d talk to Elizabeth about it and I didn’t want to out Jack if he’d chosen to keep our breaking and entering to himself.
“So you’re going to be in the restaurant where they’re having dinner tonight?”
“Yes. I’ll snap some pictures of her, but what I really need are her fingerprints.”
“Gotcha. What do you think of this?” 
Lily held up a black off the shoulder blouse with long, chiffon sleeves. It was lovely, but the sleeves were translucent and wouldn’t hide anything. I said as much and she hung the blouse back in the locker with a look of disappointment on her face. Next, she selected a wine-colored cocktail-length dress with a graceful boatneck in front and a low-cut back. The sleeves were almost as long as the dress, tapered at the upper arms, but fanning out in a kind of medieval style.
“Your turquoise necklace would look great with this one,” she said. “Try it on.”
I held the dress up in front of me and looked in the mirror. It might work. I shucked off my shorts and top, tossing them on Lily’s bunk, and slithered into the silky sheath. With the plunging back, I’d have to go braless. Not a good idea when I’m trying not to draw attention to myself.
“What kind of undergarment do you wear with this,” I asked, as Lily zipped the dress for me.
“Either a bustier or nothing at all.” She grinned, looking at me in the mirror. “Do you own a bustier, Nikki?”
I shook my head and blushed. I’ve purchased some sexy lingerie since meeting Bill, but nothing that would work with this dress.
Lily opened a drawer and whipped out something black and lacy. “This is a Jezebel,” she said, flipping it over. “The back is low enough for this dress.”
I reached for the garment and inspected the label. Unbelievable. Lily and I wore the same bra size.
“I don’t suppose I could borrow this too?” I asked.
“Why not?”
I stepped out of the dress and slipped it back on its hanger, then pulled on my shorts and shirt. Lily handed me the bustier and the dress and I stood on my tiptoes to kiss her cheek. “You’re a lifesaver, Lily.” 
“Try not to spill anything on it,” she said.
I checked my watch. It was 1:15. I decided to leave Lily’s dress on my boat and take Buddy and D’Artagnon for a walk.




 

 
 
 
After walking the dogs I called Elizabeth and told her my plans for the evening. She agreed to play a part in my little drama by showing up at the marina and, “dragging me” out for a girls’ night. Now that she was spending most of her time in Hillsborough with Jack, we didn’t see nearly enough of each other. If she was here when Bill came home from work, hopefully, he wouldn’t employ his cop radar, and we’d get away with the ruse.
I’d made my reservation at the Black Sheep for two out of habit. I almost always make reservations for two when I’m mystery shopping a restaurant. It’s uncommon for people to dine alone, so table for one seating draws attention.
I showered and pinned my hair into a curly updo in concession to the heat, then shimmied into a lacey black thong and picked up Lily’s bustier. There were five hook-and-eye fasteners on the back so I wrapped it around my waist with the back of the garment in front. Buddy was watching this procedure from his perch on the bunk, head tilted, a questioning look on his face. Once I had all the hooks fastened I tugged it around so the cups were front and center, snuggling the girls into place. I stepped into my black Stuart Weitzman peep-toe pumps and looked in the mirror. Too bad Bill wasn’t home. He’d love this ensemble. I’d have to do a slow strip tease for him if he was still awake when I got home tonight.
I slipped Lily’s dress over my head and reached behind me to pull up the zipper, but the sleeves kept getting in the way. I finally got frustrated and found a couple of black, satin hair scrunchies and secured the sleeves above my elbows. Once the dress was zipped I decided to leave the scrunchies in place, at least for the moment. I wouldn’t actually need the sleeves to hide anything until the end of the evening. 
Elizabeth arrived at 6:00, looking fabulous in a teal Herve Leger bandage dress that Jack had surprised her with last week. She oohed and aahed over my borrowed outfit and nodded her approval as I added the turquoise and silver necklace. I was facing the stateroom mirror, putting on the matching earrings, when the boat rocked. Bill was home. I finished fastening the second earring before turning around, and heard a low whistle as I pivoted to face him.
“What do you think?” I asked.
Elizabeth sat on the bunk next to Buddy, watching Bill’s reaction.
“I think … wow!” he said. “Is that new? I haven’t seen it before.”
“I borrowed it from Lily,” I said. “Elizabeth suggested a girls’ night out, and the dress I wanted to wear is at the drycleaners.” Did that even make sense? 
Bill didn’t seem to notice. He was mesmerized by the back of the dress, or rather the lack of a back and the expanse of exposed flesh he could still see in the mirror behind me. Buddy jumped off the bed and nudged Bill’s arm, jolting him out of his trance-like state. He leaned down to scratch the dog’s ears and finally noticed Elizabeth sitting there, grinning like an idiot.
“How’s the wedding coming along?” Bill asked. He seemed a little flustered by her presence, probably due to the bulge in his pants. 
“It’s a lot more work that I thought it would be,” she said.
“It’s not too late to hire a wedding planner,” I suggested.
She shook her head. “I don’t want to give up that much control. Besides, I keep changing my mind about things. I’d drive a wedding planner crazy.”
“I imagine they’re used to that.” I glanced at my watch. “We should get going.” 
The restaurant was in San Jose and our reservation was for 6:45. I wanted to be in place before Lyndon and Simone arrived. 
Bill was still ogling me in the skimpy dress. “Where are you two going?” he asked.
“Elizabeth wants to try the Black Sheep Brasserie. They’re supposed to have authentic French cuisine.”
“Okay. Drive safely.”
“Always,” I said, and kissed his cheek. “Buddy’s already eaten and his last walk was a couple of hours ago.”
Elizabeth and I walked silently up to the parking lot and climbed into my car. Once we were on the road she started chuckling.
“What?” I asked.
“How long have you two been together?”
“Um, about a year, I guess. We met last July. Why?”
“And he still gets a boner at the sight of you in a sexy dress.”
“What’s your point?”
“My point is that he’s got it bad for you, Nikki. He’s head-over-heels. When are you going to put him out of his misery and say yes?”
“We’ve been over this. Marriage doesn’t work for me. I don’t want to ruin what we have.”
“You keep telling yourself that.”
“Shut up.”
“He’s good for you, he loves you, and you love him. Take the leap.”
“I don’t want to talk about this.”
“Fine.”
“Good.”
She started laughing again and I couldn’t help joining her. Elizabeth’s laugh is infectious. It rumbles up from her belly like a cherubic chortle.
 

 
The Black Sheep Brasserie is located on Lincoln Avenue in the Willow Glen area of San Jose. As we drove past I noticed they had outside seating on an enclosed patio. I hadn’t asked Lyndon if he’d reserved a specific table. If he and Simone were seated outside and Elizabeth and I were seated inside, getting any clear photos of the woman would be impossible. Maybe we could hang out at the bar until after they’d been seated.
I located the restaurant’s parking lot and found a vacant space for my little Bimmer. We rounded the building and entered through the double front doors. The interior was dimly lit with wrought iron chandeliers. It was more rustic that I would have expected, considering Lyndon’s economic status. Either the food was outstanding or Simone had suggested this restaurant. There was a mural on one wall depicting a herd of white sheep and one black sheep. Cute. They had counter seating, booth seating, and tables for four. The place was packed. We approached the podium and were greeted by a lovely brunette wearing a black halter dress and a friendly smile. She asked if we had a reservation.
“Hunter, party of two for six-forty-five,” I said, glancing at my watch. It was almost 7:00. Shit. We needed to get away from the podium before Lyndon and his date arrived. “Can we get a drink at the bar before being seated?” I said.
“Of course. Just let me know when you’re ready. We still have a few tables outside, if you’d like.”
“Thank you.” 
I grabbed Elizabeth’s arm and propelled her toward the bar. It was impressive, with tiers of liquor bottles halfway to the ceiling. There was even a ladder for retrieving bottles from the higher shelves. We found two stools together that would allow me a view of the entrance, and had just settled in when Lyndon entered with the woman I’d seen in the Unagi video who resembled Katherine Heigl. She was wearing a grey silk tank dress with a choker made of huge black pearls. Her blonde hair was pulled up in a chignon tonight, and she was stunning. 
Lyndon hadn’t changed much since I’d last seen him. Five-eleven and one-eighty, greying brown hair, mustache and goatee, small gold hoop in his left ear lobe. He was a good looking guy if you could get past the air of entitlement. Tonight he was dressed in a pair of designer jeans and a royal purple IZOD polo shirt.
I hoped they would ask for a patio table. The lighting in the restaurant was too dim for good face shots, plus there were so many occupied tables I’d be noticed lifting anything to get Simone’s prints.
Elizabeth was chatting up a hunky bartender, so I didn’t feel bad about ignoring both of them as I watched the hostess collect menus and escort Lyndon and Simone outside. I breathed a sigh of relief and turned to Elizabeth, who was sipping a glass of red wine and grinning flirtatiously at the bartender.
“Would you like anything?” he asked me.
“Just a bottle of water, please. I’m famished,” I said to Elizabeth. “Do you mind if we sit outside?” We’d need to snag one of the remaining patio tables to make this work.
“Fine with me,” she said.
The bartender handed me a bottle of Fuji water and I thanked him and passed him a twenty. 
When the hostess returned from seating Lyndon and his date we were waiting at the podium. “Are you ready to be seated?” she asked.
“Absolutely. We’ve decided we’d like an outdoor table if you have any available.”
“You’re in luck. There’s one patio table left.”
The hostess grabbed two menus and escorted us outside to a table that was about nine yards away from where Lyndon and Simone were seated. I planted myself in the chair facing the couple and Elizabeth perched opposite me. The angle was perfect. Lyndon had his back to me and Simone was facing him, giving me a perfect view of her face. I pulled my iPhone out of my purse and tapped the camera icon.
“Smile,” I said to Elizabeth as I directed the lens toward Simone. I got several good shots before putting my phone away and picking up my menu.
“Holy cow,” I said, reading the list of appetizers and entrées. “I knew they had fresh oysters, but they have duck liver mousse too? I’ve died and gone to heaven.”
Elizabeth laughed at my histrionics. She knows how I feel about oysters, and liver ranks a close second on my gastronomic scoreboard.
I watched as a server approached Lyndon’s table and set a cosmopolitan in a mini martini glass in front of Simone. Perfect. That glass would be easy to conceal under one of my sleeves. I watched as Simone wrapped her fingers around the body of the glass. If I picked it up by the stem I wouldn’t smear any of the prints.
The server approached our table and filled our water glasses, then asked if we’d like to hear the specials. His nametag read Chad and I was surprised that he didn’t seem to be the least bit distracted by Elizabeth’s visible cleavage. He described the burnt French onion soup, which was apparently the soup of the week, and a pan-roasted duck breast with plums, walnut puree, mustard greens, and balsamic duck jus. 
I asked if we could have a few minutes with the menu and Chad nodded politely before going to check on Lyndon and Simone. I tried to keep my attention on the menu, but couldn’t help noticing that Chad’s focus remained on Lyndon while the delectable Simone was sitting right there. Chad must be gay. No wonder he hadn’t shown any interest in Elizabeth. Now that my world made sense again I read every item on the menu and decided on a dozen oysters, the duck liver mousse with bacon-onion marmalade, the roasted scallops, and a side of caramelized Brussels sprouts. Yum.
Elizabeth was sipping her wine and people watching, her menu on the table in front of her.
“What are you having?” I asked.
“I’m going to try the grilled romaine salad with duck confit and the mesquite grilled ribeye.”
I glanced at my menu. “Elizabeth, that’s a sixteen ounce steak.”
“So?”
“So you’ll never finish it.”
“And?”
“Can I have your leftovers for Buddy? I’ll let you share my appetizers.”
“Of course. Which appetizers are you getting?”
Chad approached while we were talking, so I conveyed my selections to him as Elizabeth stacked our menus. After taking our orders, Chad asked if we’d like anything else to drink.
“I’ll have another glass of this wonderful Malbec,” said Elizabeth, raising her almost empty wine glass.
I said I was good for the moment and Chad collected the menus and left. 
I kept an eye on Simone while Elizabeth entertained me with horror stories about tastings with local caterers she was auditioning for her wedding reception. I enjoy hearing about other people’s negative food experiences, since I’ve had so many in my line of work. Misery does love company.
Chad returned to the patio and served Lyndon and Simone a pair of beautifully plated salads and topped off their water goblets. Simone raised her glass to her lips and took a delicate sip. I took note of the fact that she was right handed, which is not unusual. Most people are. In this case it was relevant because the M.E. had said whoever injected Sam with air creating the embolism was most likely right handed. 
Chad delivered my appetizers and Elizabeth’s wine and salad. I pulled the oysters close and slid the plate of duck liver on toasted brioche to the center of the table. Oysters first. Always oysters first. I speared one plump beauty, lifting it out of its shell, dipped it in a dish of horseradish, and popped it into my mouth. I stifled the moan, not wanting to draw attention to myself, but Elizabeth saw the look of ecstasy on my face.
“I have to ask,” she whispered, leaning in close. “Does Bill put that look on your face too, or is it reserved for oysters?”
I didn’t bother to respond. I was too busy relishing my oysters. I was savoring the last perfect mollusc when Chad removed the salad plates from Lyndon’s table and a second waiter, or perhaps the sommelier, appeared and presented Lyndon with his wine selection. Lyndon approved the bottle and sampled the wine. The server poured for him and turned to Simone, who shook her head. She was sticking with cosmopolitans. 
Dinner was wonderful. My enjoyment of the food, and Elizabeth’s company, were only slightly tarnished by my need to eavesdrop on Lyndon’s conversation with his date and the fear that Chad would clear Simone’s now empty cocktail glass before I could snatch it. 
When they’d finished their entrées Chad offered them dessert menus and cleared their plates, but didn’t have enough hands for the plates and the glasses, so the stemware was left behind. Chad returned shortly and both Lyndon and Simone declined dessert but ordered coffee. Chad snapped up the empty glassware and collected the dessert menus and my heart sank. I could only hope Simone would wrap her fingers around her coffee cup. 
After serving their coffee and delivering the tab in a leather folder, Chad checked on us, asking if we’d like to see the dessert menu. I looked at Elizabeth who shook her head, knowing I needed to be ready to leave at a moment’s notice. I asked Chad to bring me a cup of coffee, a to-go box for Elizabeth’s leftover steak, and the check. 
Chad said, “Very good,” and went back to Lyndon’s table where he removed the leather folder with Lyndon’s credit card. He returned moments later and presented him with the charge receipt, which Lyndon read and then signed. Chad slipped the folder into the pocket of his apron and hurried back inside. 
After a few minutes he came out with my coffee, the to-go box, and our tab. I checked the total without reading the items listed as I normally would for a client. My focus was on Simone and the way she was holding her porcelain coffee cup by the handle with her right thumb and index finger, but steadying it with the thumb, index, and third fingers of her left hand. Bingo. I’d have her prints after all, providing I could find a way to snatch that cup.
I slipped six twenties into the folder and added cream to my coffee, taking a tentative sip. It was a dark Columbian roast. Divine. Elizabeth busied herself packing up Buddy’s to-go box.
Chad returned to collect the folder and I told him to keep the change. I needed him inside the restaurant when I was ready to make my move. He thanked me without opening the folder and departed. 
Elizabeth and I were silent as the tension built. God I wanted a cigarette. I had one of the packs I’d purchased in my bag, but I knew Elizabeth would pitch a fit if she found out I’d started smoking again, even if it was only a temporary fix until I’d nailed Sam’s killer.
I was just finishing my coffee when Lyndon rose from his seat and moved to pull out Simone’s chair for her. Such a gentleman. He glanced in my direction and I saw the flash of recognition in his eyes. I shook my head slightly and he returned his attention to his date. Simone linked arms with him as they strolled toward the rear parking lot. 
I quickly scanned the other occupied tables as I slipped the strap of my purse over my shoulder cross-body style, and took the scrunchies off my ridiculous sleeves. “Get up and move toward the doors,” I whispered to Elizabeth. “Do something to draw everyone’s attention. I need a diversion.”
Without missing a beat Elizabeth sashayed toward the double doors, stumbled when she was a few feet away, and dropped her purse, spilling the contents on the patio directly in front of the doors. Everyone watched as she knelt down, placing one hand on the doors as if to steady herself, and began retrieving the contents of her purse one item at a time. Her dress was short and the neckline revealing. I knew she wore nothing but a thong underneath, if that. One of the men seated nearby joined her, and she smiled sweetly, asking him to hold the restaurant doors closed so they wouldn’t accidentally hit her if someone came out. He seemed happy to comply.
While all of this was going on I slipped my droopy sleeve over Simone’s empty coffee cup, splaying my fingers on the inside so as not to smudge her prints, and dropped it into my bag. I grabbed the to-go box from our table and turned toward the other restaurant patrons. No one was looking at me. Everyone was watching Elizabeth.
As I approached, she finished collecting her scattered purse contents and stood up, tugging at her skirt and thanking the gentleman still holding the doors closed for his assistance. We both managed to keep a straight face until we were in my car. Then we were laughing so hard that my vision blurred and I had to pull over before getting on the freeway.
“I can’t believe you never considered acting,” I gasped. “You’d be amazing on film.”
“I thought about it,” she said, “but that whole casting couch thing is abhorrent. The first time some schmuck asked me to compromise my virtue to get a part I probably would have castrated him and ended up on death row.”
“Good point,” I said. 
I took a moment to pull the hair scrunchies back over my sleeves before resuming the long drive home.




 

 
 
 
Elizabeth and I didn’t talk much during the drive back to the marina, both of us lost in our own thoughts. After parking in the boat owners’ lot I walked her to her car, then went to the office to unload my cargo. I flipped on the overhead lights, disengaged the alarm, and locked the doors behind me before setting my purse on my desk and carefully removing the coffee cup, again splaying my fingers on the inside so as not to disturb Simone’s prints. I’d purchased a fingerprinting kit online a few months ago. After borrowing one from Bill, I realized it was something that would come in handy, but this was the first time I’d needed it. I retrieved the kit from my closet and methodically dusted the outside of the cup and the handle. I had three clear prints from Simone’s left hand, but the prints on the handle were smudged and indistinct.
I removed three pieces of transparent tape from the kit and collected the prints from the left side of the cup. Then I attached the pieces of tape to a sheet of printer paper and used my flat panel scanner to create a digital copy, which I could e-mail to Michael. I opened the scan on my laptop and enlarged it. The prints looked well-defined to me. Hopefully they would be good enough for Michael to match.
I plugged my iPhone into the USB port on my laptop and uploaded the photos I’d taken of Simone at the restaurant. The pictures were excellent. I attached everything to an e-mail and sent it off to Michael with a note saying, “I need a name and background ASAP, please and thank you.” 
I called him from my landline to make sure he checked his e-mail. It was only 9:45 and Michael is a night-owl. He picked up on the second ring.
“That was fast,” he said.
“What was? You got the e-mail already?”
“Yep. These prints look good and the photos are much sharper than the one on her driver’s license. If she doesn’t have a criminal record the prints may not do me any good, unless she’s had a job that required her to be fingerprinted for security reasons. You shouldn’t get your hopes up.”
“Don’t piss on my parade, Michael.”
“Sorry. I’ve got your data on Kaito Yamashita. He has a record, but it’s all minor stuff from when he was a teenager. Grand theft auto, breaking and entering, petty theft—no violent crimes. I think he’s a dead end.” 
“Okay. Thanks.”
 “I’ll let you know if I get anything on these prints.”
We ended the call and I tucked the coffee cup into a zip lock bag and stowed it under the sink in my kitchenette. I filed the sheet of paper with the prints taped to it in a folder I’d started for Sam’s case and locked it in my Pendaflex drawer. After a quick scan of my e-mail to see if there was anything that couldn’t wait until morning, I collected Buddy’s to-go box, locked the office, and hiked down to the docks.
D’Artagnon was out on the deck of Kirk’s Bluewater 42, and leaned over the bow railing as I approached. I set the to-go box on the dock and dug in my purse for my Swiss Army knife. Selecting the longest blade, I sliced off a chunk of steak for the boy. I scratched behind his ears as he chewed and swallowed, then kissed him on the snout and went on my way.
Bill and Buddy were still awake when I descended the companionway into the galley. They both watched me expectantly, though Buddy’s eyes were fixed on the to-go box in my hand and Bill’s were focused on Lily’s dress. 
“Who wants steak?” I asked, setting the box on the galley counter.
Buddy chuffed softly, his eyes bright and his nose working overtime. Bill said nothing. Sam’s murder book was on the counter in front of him. I should probably ask him how the case was coming along. It wasn’t like me not to pry.
“Did you and Elizabeth have a good time?” he asked.
“We did. She hardly talked about the wedding at all.”
I cut the steak into bite-sized pieces and offered the box to Bill, who selected a chunk of beef and tossed it to Buddy.
“I take it you’ve already eaten,” I said.
“Buddy and I split the leftover salmon.”
I grabbed Buddy’s food dish and dumped the rest of the steak into it, set it on the floor, and stepped back. He wolfed down the meat, not even bothering to chew.
“Any new developments?” I asked, gesturing toward the binder in front of Bill.
“A few. We finally got the warrant for the Unagi security video, but it turns out their camera only stores a few days at a time, after which everything is automatically erased. The night of August second was gone by the time we served the warrant.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
I could have told Bill I had the video, but even if I did he wouldn’t be able to use it in court because it had been obtained illegally. 
“We checked out that string of numbers and letters from Sam’s notebook. Turned out it was a plate number for a Chevy Malibu registered to a Simone Powers.”
Bill was watching me carefully, probably hoping to gauge my reaction to the name.
“And?”
“And the address the DMV has on file for her is actually a Mailbox Store in Santa Clara. She no longer rents a box there and they have no forwarding address for her.”
I wondered if Simone had filed an address change with the Post Office. If she planned on using her fake identity for any length of time, she’d need registration renewals from the DMV. Most people don’t know that the Post Office won’t forward mail from the DMV. Although, if she was as savvy as Sam had suspected, she’d probably wait until a month before the registration was due to expire, then go online and update her address. 
“Do you know the date of the vehicle registration?” I asked. Registrations have to be renewed annually in California.
Bill smiled. It was his genuine smile. The one that lights up his eyes. “Interesting you should ask,” he said. “Apparently Ms. Powers purchased the Malibu used, from a private party, in June.”
“So she won’t need her renewal paperwork for another ten months.”
Bill nodded.
“Did you find out anything else about her?”
“Just that her identity seems sketchy. No social security number matching her name and the date of birth on her driver’s license. Only one credit card matching her DL number, also applied for in June.”
“What’s happening with Sam’s computer?”
Bill shook his head. “The IT guys are still working on it, but the hard drive is damaged. I don’t have high hopes.”
I stifled a yawn and glanced at my watch. “I think I’ll turn in.” I leaned over to kiss him and he wrapped his arms around my waist, holding onto me for a moment. I inhaled the scent of his Grey Flannel cologne and his KMS hair gel, a delicious combination.
“I’m going to work a little longer,” he said. “I’ll take Buddy out again before I join you.”
I shuffled into the stateroom where I removed and carefully hung up Lily’s ridiculous dress, then contorted myself into a pretzel trying to get the bustier unhooked. I finally gave up and went back out to the galley wearing nothing but my lacey black thong, the bustier, and my peep-toe pumps. Bill’s eyebrows nearly hit his hairline. 
“I need help,” I said, the look on his face making my voice a little husky.
“With …?”
I turned my back and pointed to the hooks securing me into the torture device. “I can’t reach these hooks.”
Bill chuckled softly and got up from the galley settee. He stood behind me, resting his warm hands on my shoulders and bent down to nibble my neck. “Are you sure you want to take it off?”
“I don’t want to sleep in it, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“Sleep is not what I have in mind.” He took my hand and dragged me into the stateroom.
“What about Buddy’s walk?” I asked.
Bill closed the door before Buddy could follow us and said, “He can wait.”




 

 
 
 
After my workout on Wednesday morning I retrieved Buddy from Kirk’s boat and we walked up to the office together. I noticed the message light on my phone was blinking, but started a pot of coffee and refilled Buddy’s water dish before pressing the “play” button.
J.V.’s booming voice filled the room. 
“I’ve got that schedule for you!” 
It took me a moment to realize he was talking about Ishikawa’s work schedule at Unagi. J.V. had said he and Scott would take care of it. But how?
The time of the message was 9:30 p.m. I remembered Sam’s voicemail message from last Wednesday night. I couldn’t believe an entire week had passed since his death. I wiped away a tear and called J.V.
“Good morning, Nicoli!”
Everything about J.V. Trusty is exuberant. 
“Morning, J.V. I just got your message. How the hell did you manage to get that schedule?”
“I’ll tell you in person,” he said. “Is now a good time for us to drop by?”
“Sure.”
“See you in ten minutes.”
I looked down at Buddy who had a question on his beautiful face.
“Scott and J.V. are coming for a visit,” I said.
Buddy chuffed and wagged. I turned on my computer and started going through e-mail. I’d just finished deleting all the spam when there was a knock on the door and Scott burst in. Buddy leaped up, landing with his paws on Scott’s shoulders, and gave him a thorough face-washing. Scott giggled and wrapped his arms around my dog. 
“Wait till you hear, Nikki,” Scott said, as he tried to push Buddy away.
“Hear what? Buddy, down.”
Buddy stepped back and the floor shook slightly as his forepaws landed.
“Me and J.V. pulled a bogus dry-cleaning bill scam!”
I couldn’t help smiling at Scott’s enthusiasm. “You pulled a what, now?”
“We got a dry-cleaning receipt from this place in Menlo Park. We had to stake the place out for a couple of hours before someone dropped their receipt on the sidewalk. Anyway, we went to Unagi and J.V. asked to talk to the owner. This guy comes out of the back and J.V. tells him that his wife’s dress was ruined when they had dinner there last week, ‘cause some waiter spilled soy sauce on it. He says he expects to be reimbursed for the dry-cleaning. So while J.V. was talking to the guy, I went down the hallway he’d come out of and I found his office. It wasn’t even locked.” 
Scott looked disappointed that he hadn’t had an opportunity to try out his lock picking skills.
“Anyway, the master schedule was right there on the wall. So I took a picture of it with my phone. Here, I’ll show you.” 
He took his iPhone out of his pocket and opened the photo app, displaying the wall-mounted chart.
“Amazing,” I said. “Can you e-mail that to me so I can enlarge it?
“Sure.”
While Scott was attaching the photo to an e-mail, I turned to J.V., who had stood silently by as Scott told his story. 
“Did you get reimbursed for your wife’s dry-cleaning?” I asked.
“Better. I got coupons for two free dinners!”
I heard the e-mail chime from my laptop and opened the attachment from Scott. I copied and pasted the JPEG into a Word document so I could enlarge it, then sent it to the printer.
“Who are we looking for?” Scott asked.
“His name is Hiro Ishikawa.”
“There,” Scott pointed to a square on the page with Ishikawa’s name clearly printed.
“Looks like he’s working till nine-thirty tonight,” said J.V.
“Yep.” 
I wondered if Jim would be available for back-up if I broke into Ishikawa’s apartment this evening.
“Thank you,” I said. “I never would have been able to get this on my own.”
“It was awesome,” said Scott. “Too bad I can’t tell my friends about it.”
“Why can’t you tell your friends?”
“Confidentiality,” Scott said.
I looked at J.V. who nodded and said, “You’re the client. We can’t discuss your case. Plus, if Scott’s friends tell their parents about this kind of activity he won’t be invited for many more sleepovers.”
“I see. Well, you two certainly make a good team.”
“I know, right?” said Scott. “So what else can we do to help?”
I pulled four twenties out of my wallet, handing two to each of them. They both attempted to refuse payment, but I insisted.
“Buddy needs a walk,” I said, after the payment issue was resolved.
“I got it,” Scott shouted, grabbing Buddy’s leash from the chair where I’d dropped it earlier. “You wanna come, J.V.?”
“You go ahead, son. I’ll be out in a minute.”
Scott banged out the door with Buddy on his heels and J.V. sat down across from me.
“What are you planning, Nicoli?”
“Nothing much. I’m just going to take a look around Ishikawa’s apartment.”
“Bring back-up. He’s dangerous.”
“I know. I promise I won’t go alone.”
“Fair enough. I better see what that nephew of mine is up to.”
“Thanks again, J.V.”
“My pleasure.” I could tell from the way his eyes were twinkling that he meant it. He’d had as much fun with the con as Scott had.
While J.V. and Scott were walking Buddy around the marina, I called Jim Sutherland on his cell.
“Look who’s calling,” he said, by way of greeting.
“Hey, Jim. How are my clients?”
“Satisfied with the service,” he said. “But I think they miss the personal touches you add to a survey.”
“What personal touches?” I asked.
“Well, I know for a fact that the maître d’ at Michelino’s misses seating you at the window facing the street. You draw customers into the joint.”
“Seriously? He told you that?”
“He didn’t have to. The look of disappointment on his face when I arrived for your reservation said it all.”
“You’re imagining things.”
“If you say so. What’s up?”
“Are you working tonight?”
“Yes, but I can rearrange my schedule if you need me for something more important.”
“I’m breaking into a suspect’s apartment while he’s at work and I wouldn’t mind having you nearby, just in case things get dicey.”
The line was silent for so long I thought I’d dropped the call, then Jim said, “You want me to meet you at your office?”
“I think that would be best. No sense taking two cars to the scene.”
“What time?”
“Can you be here around seven?”
“I think I can manage that.”
“Thank you, Jim. You’re a man among men.”
“I believe we’ve already established that.”
We ended the call and I instantly felt guilty. Not only was Jim covering all of my regular clients, and Sam’s, and his own, but now I was pulling him away from his absurd work schedule to do me yet another favor. I’d have to find a way to make it up to him as soon as Sam’s case was resolved.
J.V. and Scott returned Buddy to the office, all three of them smiling. I thanked them for taking my boy out as I tossed some ice cubes into his water dish. J.V. put his hand on Scott’s shoulder, every inch the proud Uncle, and said, “We’ll let you get back to work.” He gave me a wink and waited until Scott was out the door before saying, “Be careful, Nicoli.”
When Buddy and I were alone again I called Becca and gave her an update without telling her too much. I didn’t want her jumping to conclusions. I said I was waiting for an ID on Lyndon’s lady friend, and that I was looking into the backgrounds of Unagi employees. She didn’t press me for details, which was a relief. I think she knew I was onto something and was willing to let me handle it my own way.




 

 
 
 
Jim arrived at 7:00 on the dot. He was dressed in black Levis, a black tee shirt, and black ASICS running-shoes. I greeted him with a hug and asked if he wanted coffee before we left.
“No need. I’m fully caffeinated.”
I’d told Bill that Jim needed me to cover for the agent with food poisoning again, but I wasn’t sure he’d bought it. At least he hadn’t grilled me about it. I’d changed into an outfit similar to Jim’s, except I was wearing Ecco boots and had Buddy’s collar camera on a chain around my neck. I explained the device to Jim and uploaded the necessary app to his cell phone, showing him how to access the display so he could see what I was seeing while in Ishikawa’s apartment. Once that was accomplished, we locked up the office and walked out to the parking lot. We decided to take Jim’s Volvo because my BMW 2002 is unique and recognizable. 
As we were driving to Belmont I filled him in on the details of Sam’s case. Jim has a brilliant mind and often catches things that I miss. His perspective is enhanced by years traveling abroad with his family when he was young. Exposure to a diversity of cultures has given him the ability to approach a problem from several different angles simultaneously. I’d just finished filling him in when we arrived at Ishikawa’s complex. Jim parked on the street and took out his cell phone.
“Turn on your collar cam,” he said. 
I flipped the tiny “on” switch and pointed the camera at Jim. He called up the app on his cell and said, “Hell. Is that what I look like? I think I need a makeover.”
“You look great,” I said, though I could tell he was exhausted, which was my fault. 
Before the guilt could overwhelm me I got out of the car and ambled up the driveway to the apartment building. The first floor apartments had small balconies attached, but since there was no way to identify which apartment was number 16 from the outside, I’d have to gain entrance to the building. 
After circling the complex I located a back door off the swimming pool area. A quick look at the pool explained why no one was outside enjoying the water. Google Earth doesn’t lie. There was indeed something black and green and slimy running rampant in the pool.
I pulled on a pair of latex gloves and tried the door handle. It wasn’t locked. Apparently security wasn’t high on the owner’s list of priorities. I entered the dark hallway, slipping my gloved hands into my pockets in case I met anyone on my way to apartment 16. No sense alerting the neighbors that I was about to break and enter. Taylor Swift’s voice rang out from behind the closed door of apartment 11, and a baby wailed from apartment 13. The stale odor of fried food and desperation permeated the air.
I found Ishikawa’s apartment at the end of the first hallway. A corner unit. I knocked softly on the door, hoping he didn’t have a roommate. If someone answered I’d have to come up with a reason I was knocking. Maybe I’d just ask for Charlie, and then apologize for knocking on the wrong door. 
When there was no response I slipped the pick gun out of my fanny pack and slid the offset needle into the lock. I squeezed the trigger and the gun made a soft whirring sound. When I heard the anticipated click I holstered the pick gun and turned the knob, glancing down the hallway to make sure I didn’t have company before slipping into Ishikawa’s lair. 
After closing and locking the door behind me, I turned on my LED penlight and made a quick circuit of the rooms, confirming that I was alone, then moved more slowly through each room, starting with the small galley kitchen. Ishikawa favored karashi mustard and Sapporo beer. He had a couple of take-out boxes in his fridge from Unagi, but the contents were nothing more sinister than leftover spicy crab and tuna rolls. 
After checking the kitchen cabinets and drawers I moved into the living room. There was a small plywood desk with an inexpensive swivel chair situated against one wall. The only items on top of the desk were a Dell laptop and a cordless mouse. I clicked the mouse to see if he’d left the computer on and got a log-in screen asking for a password.
I opened the lap drawer and found ballpoint pens, highlighters, post it notes, scissors, and a stapler. The top right hand drawer contained a box of checkbooks, a roll of stamps, and a couple of lined notepads. The drawer under that one held half a ream of printer paper and a boxed toner cartridge. I looked around the room, but didn’t see a printer anywhere. The Pendaflex drawer had files containing bank statements, tax returns, which I photographed with my phone, and a copy of his apartment lease.
I was about to give up on the desk when I spotted the inkjet printer in the leg well under the desk. I thought that was an odd place to keep a printer, but to each his own. Then I noticed a small trash basket next to the printer. I pulled out the chair and moved the waste basket out where I could see it. I found a few used tissues in Ishikawa’s trash, along with a discarded Bic pen and an invoice from Ion-Channel Labs in Nogales. I felt the little hairs on the back of my neck stand up. The invoice was for two grams of citrate free tetrodotoxin. Yahtzee! 
Ishikawa had paid almost as much for overnight shipping as he had for the poison. The purchase date was August 1st. The night Sam had first visited Unagi. I took a picture of the invoice with my iPhone and placed it back in the waste basket, which I slid into position under the desk. I was humming with adrenaline now and had to force myself to continue searching. There was a small coat closet to the right of the apartment door, which held three hooded nylon jackets and a black raincoat.
When I finished searching the living room I went into the bathroom. It was surprisingly clean. Nothing unusual in the medicine cabinet or under the sink, although the package of black hairnets was unexpected. I imagined all the Unagi kitchen employees were required to wear hairnets, but why keep these at home if he only wore them at work? 
Ishikawa used Crest toothpaste, Dial soap, and Suave apple-scented shampoo. The bathroom waste basket contained only an empty Charmin wrapper. I guess it was too much to hope that he’d left the empty poison container where I could find it. He’d probably dumped the whole two grams into Sam’s tea and tossed the jar in the restaurant dumpster. It had been over a week. That garbage would have been picked up by now.
I finished searching the bathroom and entered Ishikawa’s bedroom. It was kind of sad-looking. The bed was a mattress sitting atop its box spring on the floor with no frame of any kind. There was a particle board side table holding a lamp and a box of Kleenex. The drawer in the side table contained an unopened box of Trojans, a bottle of Benadryl, and a Hustler magazine which had seen a lot of use. Eww. 
A quick check of Ishikawa’s dresser told me he was a Hanes boxer briefs guy, wore a size medium, and preferred grey. His socks were black cotton and the white tee shirts in his bureau needed bleaching. The bedroom closet had an assortment of short-sleeved shirts, a few pairs of jeans, three white smocks, and three identical pairs of black cargo pants. The smocks and cargo pants must be his work uniform. 
On the floor of the closet were a pair of blue flip flops, a pair of black, size eight Keds, and a pair of black leather dress shoes that had seen better days. The shelf above the hanging rack held five sweaters, neatly folded, all in earth tones.
I checked my watch and realized I was running out of time. I moved back into the living room and was about to leave when I remembered I hadn’t checked the pockets of the jackets in the coat closet. It was a long shot at best. It had been warm the night Sam was killed, even at 10:00 p.m. when Ishikawa would have been leaving the restaurant. Still, no stone unturned. 
I opened the closet door and ran my hands over the outside pockets of each jacket. Finding nothing bulky enough to have contained two grams of tetrodotoxin, I examined each jacket for inside pockets. The tan windbreaker had a zipper compartment on the inside of the left lapel. I felt a bulge and unzipped the pocket, carefully removing an amber glass vial. The label had been torn off and the vial was empty except for a tiny bit of white powder residue. 
I took a picture of the bottle then zipped the evidence away again, wondering how I was going to get Bill to conduct a search of Ishikawa’s apartment without tipping my hand.
 

 
I
made it back to Jim’s Volvo without encountering any of Ishikawa’s neighbors, climbed into the passenger seat, and switched off the collar cam. Jim said nothing as he started the car, giving me a moment to collect my thoughts. It’s great to have friends who know you well enough to shut up when you need time to think. He’d seen everything I’d seen through the collar camera, so he knew I had a dilemma. 
He finally broke the silence when we turned south on El Camino Real, heading toward Redwood City. 
“So,” he said. 
I looked at his profile in the dark car. “Yeah,” I said.
“What are you going to do?” he asked.
“I don’t fucking know, Jim. I need Bill to search Ishikawa’s apartment legally, but if I tell him why he needs to do that, his knowledge of my break-in will taint the evidence.”
“Uh huh.”
“What would you do?” I asked.
“Well, if it was me … I’d think about giving the police another reason to search his apartment.”
“Okay. And how would you go about doing that?”
“Haven’t figured that part out yet.”
When Jim dropped me off at the marina I gave him a hug and thanked him for everything he was doing for me. 
He demurred, as he always does, saying, “No big deal.”
I unlocked the office and uploaded the pictures from my phone and the video from Buddy’s collar camera to my laptop, checked my e-mail for any emergencies, then locked up again and trudged down to the boat.




 

 
 
 
Thursday morning I had to drag myself out of bed to give Buddy his walk. I’d been awake most of the night trying to think of a way to covertly implicate Ishikawa in illegal activity that would somehow relate to Bill’s investigation of Sam’s death, so he’d be able to obtain a search warrant. Ishikawa lived in Belmont and Bill was a Redwood City Detective. I hadn’t come up with anything viable yet and the anxiety was eating at me.
Bill had an early meeting this morning, so after Buddy and I had breakfast, I left him on Kirk’s boat with D’Artagnon and drove to the gym. I locked my purse and gym bag in a locker, pinned the key to the hem of my tee shirt, and headed toward the treadmill room with my iPhone in hand. I needed an infusion of endorphins, stat. 
Once again I chose the treadmill in the back corner, plugged in my earbuds, and warmed up to “I Want You Back,” by the Jackson 5, then cranked the incline and speed as the music segued into “Just a Girl,” by No Doubt. 
After a satisfying run, an exhausting upper body workout, and a cold shower. I drove home, retrieved Buddy from Kirk’s boat and unlocked the office. I started a pot of coffee, turned on my laptop, and pressed the “play” button on my desk phone. There was a message from Michael, which had been left only fifteen minutes earlier.
“Good morning, my dear,” he crowed. “Who’s the king-geek of the universe?”
“You are,” I responded to his recorded voice.
“I have performed yet another miracle on your behalf. Call me … on your landline.” 
He must have identified Simone Powers. I speed-dialed his number and grabbed a legal pad.
As soon as Michael answered I said, “What have you got?”
“What? No good morning, Michael? How are you on this fine day?”
“You’re killing me. Did you ID Simone?”
“I did.”
“And?”
“Did you know that in June of 2015 the American Nurses Association in thirty-six states began requiring fingerprint-based criminal background checks?”
“Um … no. What does the American Nurses Association have to do with anything? Wait. Are you telling me Simone Powers is a nurse? A nurse would have the skillset to inject air into Sam’s artery.”
“No. I’m telling you that Lydia Coombs is a nurse.” He paused, dramatically, and I waited for him to continue. “Those prints you sent me match Lydia Coombs, who is not only a nurse, but a very well-off widow.” Another pause. He was milking this for all it was worth. “And, not only is she a widow, I suspect she is a widow of the black variety.”
“Are you saying there’s evidence she killed her husband?”
“I think there’s a good possibility she killed all three of her husbands.”
“Holy shit.
When did the last one die?”
“Let me give it to you in sequence. Eight years ago Ms. Coombs was working as an in-home private duty nurse for a trucking magnate in Michigan named Hubert Reigns. Mr. Reigns suffered from coronary artery disease. He was fifty-six and weakened by his illness, but of sound mind, so when he married his nurse and changed his will there was nothing his two adult kids could do about it. They still kept their trust funds, but everything else went to Lydia when he kicked off. His offspring contested the will, saying Lydia had exerted undue influence on their father. They even tried filing a civil suit for wrongful death, claiming Lydia had intentionally caused dear old dad to overexert himself in the boudoir, but they didn’t get anywhere with that. Our girl sold the mansion and liquidated all his assets, which amounted to three-million dollars and change. She then moved to New York City.
“After establishing herself as a patron of the arts, attending museum events, gallery openings, and high-powered dinner parties, she met victim number two: Paul Johnson, forty-five-year-old business magnate and financier. After a whirlwind courtship, they eloped and then spent a year traveling abroad on an extended honeymoon. Mr. Johnson met his unfortunate demise in Cyprus, where they were on a hiking expedition, without a guide, so no witnesses to verify his slip and fall down the cliff. It was a fifty-foot drop to the rocks below. He was long gone by the time his bride notified the authorities.”
“How much did she inherit that time?”
“A measly four million, poor thing. Which she once again liquidated before moving to California. She settled in Santa Barbara and renewed her nursing license, registering for in-home private duty work. This was in 2015, hence the fingerprints on file from the mandatory criminal background check.”
“Why did she need to work? She already had a fortune.”
“Too much is never enough.”
“What about husband number three?”
“This is where it gets interesting. Husband number three was a nobody. A twenty-five-year old bass player named Adolf Renner.”
“Adolf? Seriously?”
“I know. What were his parents thinking? Anyway, apparently Lydia was smitten, so she threw caution to the wind and married the schlub. There’s no way of knowing for sure what went wrong, but if I had to guess I’d say she probably didn’t appreciate Adolf sleeping with the occasional groupie.”
“How did Adolf die?”
“Overdose of heroin.”
“And Lydia found the body?”
“How’d you guess? She’d been on an overnight shopping trip in Beverly Hills and returned home to find poor Adolf dead with a needle in his arm. It’s only a ninety minute drive. She could easily have come home, killed Adolf, and made it back to her Beverly Hills hotel with no one the wiser.”
“And now she’s after Lyndon. Since he’s worth upward of thirty billion, if she nails him and inherits his fortune, she’ll be set for life.”
“You’d better warn him pronto. But tell him to let her down easy. Lydia does not take rejection well.”
 

 
Buddy and I were in the office when Bill called at 6:00 to say he was working late.
“You catch another case?” I asked.
“Not exactly. I’ll fill you in when I get home.”
“Okay. Be safe.”
We ended the call and I decided I’d procrastinated long enough. I needed to inform Lyndon about Simone, aka Lydia. I picked up the landline and called his cell.
“Yes?” he answered tersely.
“It’s Nicoli Hunter, Mr. Ellery.”
“And?”
What a jerk. Maybe I should let Lydia take her best shot. Of course, Lyndon had been Sam’s client, not mine. He probably wouldn’t even pay me for uncovering her real identity and history of dead husbands.
“I’ve completed the research you hired Sam to do for you. The woman you’ve been dating is not Simone Powers. Her name is Lydia Coombs. She’s a nurse, and she’s buried three husbands, all of whom died under suspicious circumstances.”
“Are you telling me Simone is a black widow?”
“No, Mr. Ellery. I’m telling you Lydia Coombs is most likely a black widow. Why else would she approach you using a false identity?”
“But she didn’t approach me. I approached her.”
“How, exactly, did you meet?”
“We work out at the same Gold’s Gym. I kept seeing her in the weight training area. She’s hot, you know? So one day I asked her if she needed a spotter and one thing led to another.”
“I’m sure it’s no coincidence that she joined your gym.”
“So you think she’s setting me up to be dead husband number four?”
“That’s exactly what I think.”
“Crap. I sure can pick ‘em, can’t I? I guess I’ll have to break things off with her. Hey, what are you doing tomorrow night?” 
“I’ll send you an invoice,” I said, not bothering to answer his question. “One more thing. Based on her history, I’d suggest you disentangle yourself from the relationship as gently as possible. You don’t want to piss her off.”
“Any advice you can give me on how to do that? You know, from a woman’s perspective?”
“Maybe you should tell her that you’ve enjoyed her company, and while she is beautiful and intelligent, you’ve met someone else who touches your heart. Don’t add too many details. Too much information tends to make people suspicious.”
“You don’t think I’m in danger, do you?”
“There would be no logical reason for her to harm you, but that doesn’t mean she’ll gracefully bow out of your life. You should probably transfer to another gym. Maybe change your cell phone number. Go to restaurants other than the ones you frequented with Simone, I mean Lydia.”
“I’ll see how she takes the rejection before making any major changes in my routine.”
“Suit yourself.”
We ended the call and I sat there looking at the phone for a moment. Was Lyndon in danger? Probably not, but the next women he was seen in public with might become a target if Lydia decided to eliminate the competition. 
 

 
I
locked up the office at 7:30 and, after a quick walk around the marina, Buddy and I headed down the companionway to the docks. We stopped to visit with D’Artagnon, who was out on the deck of Kirk’s boat, and I fed him one of the grain-free duck biscuits I had in my pocket while giving him an ear scratch.
Once we got home I served Buddy a scoop of kibble, then grabbed a Fresh Squeezed IPA from the fridge and took it into the shower with me. After a cool rinse off I dressed in shorts and a tank top and fixed myself a salad topped with diced chicken. I turned on the galley TV and caught the beginning of the eight-o’clock news. Thankfully, Sam’s death had only been newsworthy for the first 48 hours. 
After washing the dishes and taking Buddy for his final walk of the day, I settled into bed with my Kindle. I was just dozing off when I felt the boat rock and Buddy jumped off the bunk, scrambling toward the companionway. I checked the bedside clock. It was a little after 11:00.
Bill entered the stateroom wearing his inscrutable cop-face.
“Uh oh,” I said. “Tough day?”
Bill didn’t say anything for a full minute. He just looked into my eyes as though trying read my mind.
“What happened?” I asked. “Please tell me no one else I love has ended up in an alley.”
“You really don’t know?”
“Know what? What the fuck are you talking about?”
“I took Hiro Ishikawa into custody tonight. His Kia Spectra was stolen from a parking lot near Unagi. He called the police and reported the theft, and the station put out a BOLO on his car. Uniforms spotted it parked on Perry Street next to the Cal Train station. The car was unlocked, so they did a cursory search, and guess what they found?”
“I have no idea.”
Again with the icy stare. This was getting old.
“They found a receipt for tetrodotoxin, purchased online and shipped overnight from a pharmacy in Mexico. It was delivered the day Sam was killed. The uniforms who found the car are friends of mine, so they know all about Sam’s case. They called me and I went out to the scene. We found a glass vial with enough white powder residue in it to test against the contents of Sam’s stomach. If the powder is TTX and it matches what Sam ingested the night he died, we’ll have Ishikawa on attempted murder and he’ll go away for a very long time.”
“That’s great. Why aren’t you happy?”
“Because I don’t believe in coincidences, Nikki. Tell me the truth. Did you set this up? Did you plant that evidence in Ishikawa’s car?”
My mouth dropped open. The truth was that I had been trying to think of a way to expose Ishikawa, but I hadn’t come up with any brilliant ideas.
“Nikki?”
“Huh? No. I had nothing to do with it.”
My mind was spinning. It had to be Jim. He was the only one who knew what I’d found in Ishikawa’s apartment. In fact, he’d been watching via the collar camera, so he knew exactly where the receipt and vial were hidden. By not telling me what he was going to do, he’d given me plausible deniability. The same deniability I’d given Bill by not telling him about my illegal activities during Sam’s murder investigation. Ironic. 
It didn’t take long to convince Bill I was telling the truth. He’s a good cop, and I’m not a very good liar. Plus, he wanted to believe me. When he climbed into bed there were no barriers between us, unless you count Buddy who decided he wanted to sleep in the middle tonight.




 

 
 
 
I
woke up feeling surprisingly optimistic on Friday. One of my two suspects was likely to be charged with attempted murder as soon as the powder in the vial had been tested. One down, one to go.
I planned to put off speaking with Becca about Ishikawa until he was formally charged. I hadn’t told her about Simone’s real identity yet. I needed to find concrete evidence that she’d been the one to taser, club, and inject air into Sam’s artery. It seemed unlikely she would have kept the syringe, and I still didn’t have a home address for her. Maybe I should have asked Lyndon to see her one last time so I could follow her home. Too late now.
After walking and feeding Buddy I left him on Kirk’s yacht with D’Artagnon and drove to the gym. It was lower body day. My favorite.
I ran on the treadmill, climbed on the Stairmaster, took a kickboxing class, and used all the lower body Nautilus equipment. When I got out of the shower and pulled my purse out of the locker I felt my phone vibrating. I set my bag down on a bench and dug out my cell just as the call went to voicemail.
I tapped the message icon and was surprised to hear Lyndon’s voice.
“Ms. Hunter,” he began, “I’m afraid things didn’t go well with Simone, er, I mean Lydia. Actually that’s part of the problem. I took your advice and told her I’d fallen for someone else and we wouldn’t be seeing each other anymore. She became extremely upset. I was doing my best to comfort her and I accidentally called her Lydia. Then she got even more distraught, and, well, one thing led to another and I might have mentioned your name, along with the fact that you told me the truth about who she is. I believe she assumed that you are also my lover. I thought I should let you know.”
Asshat!
After the message ended I remembered I was standing in the middle of the locker room wearing nothing but a towel and flip flops and there was a homicidal nutcase on the loose, probably gunning for me. Lydia would, of course, blame me for ruining her chances with Lyndon. At least now I wouldn’t have to go looking for her. She’d come after me. I wondered when Lyndon had spoken with her. I dialed his cell number and he picked up immediately.
“Ms. Hunter? Did you get my message?”
“Yeah. I got it. When did you speak with her?”
“Last night, around seven.”
“And you didn’t call me until this morning?”
“I was busy with work after I talked to her. I didn’t have time to call you last night.”
I disconnected without another word. Not only had he placed me in the crosshairs, he’d put anyone close to me in danger. Bill, my friends, my neighbors, not to mention my dog. I dressed quickly, ran a comb through my tangled tresses and scrunched in some gel, then packed up my gym bag and headed to the parking lot. I made a point of checking out the other gym members as I passed them, wondering if Lydia would bother to disguise herself when she came for me. I made it to my car without encountering any murderous blondes, locked myself inside, and called Jim.
“Hey, Nikki. How’s it hangin’?”
“High and tight. I’m a woman and, thankfully, nothing is hanging just yet.” 
I enjoyed hearing his chuckle, in spite of the circumstances.
“What did you do last night?” I asked.
Jim was silent for only a moment before listing the two bars and one restaurant he’d surveyed. I wasn’t surprised that all three establishments were in Redwood City where Ishikawa worked and where his stolen car was found. 
“Why do you ask?” 
“Because someone swiped Hiro Ishikawa’s car while he was at work, planted the TTX receipt and vial in the car, in plain sight, then parked the car near the Caltrain station. Bill got a call from the uniforms who found the car after Ishikawa reported it stolen. They read the receipt and knew the details of Sam’s case because they’re friends of Bill’s. He’s testing the residue in the vial against the TTX used to poison Sam.”
“That sounds like a good thing,” Jim said.
“It is. Only it was reckless and dangerous for whoever did it. Things could have gone horribly wrong for the person who broke into Ishikawa’s apartment and stole his car.”
“Everything in life is a risk, Nikki,” he said softly. “The way I look at it, whoever did it was only exposing the truth.”
“Thank you, Jim.”
“For what?”
“Just for being my friend.”
 

 
Buddy and I spent most of Friday at the office. I checked in with my regular clients, not because they needed to hear from me, but because I wanted to let them know I’d be back on the job soon. Most of them said they were happy with the work Jim and his agents were doing, but the owner of Michelino’s was thrilled to hear I’d be back soon. He suggested I bring Elizabeth with me for next week’s survey. Huh. Jim had been right. I was window dressing.
Bill called at 6:30 to say he’d be working late again. The TTX found in Ishikawa’s car had been a positive match for that in Sam’s system. Bill had just gotten the go-ahead from the D.A. to file attempted murder charges and he planned to spend some time with Ishikawa trying to get him to confess.
“I’ll see you later, babe. Love you.”
“I love you too,” I said.
He was laughing when he hung up.
Buddy and I had dinner onboard the boat and watched a rerun of one of my favorite Castle episodes from season 8, entitled “The Nose.” It’s about a woman who makes her living testing perfumes designed to replicate human pheromones. She has hyperosmia, which is a heightened sense of smell. She’s a delightfully irascible character. In fact, she reminds me of Sam.
When the episode was over I hooked Buddy’s leash to his collar and strapped my fanny pack holster around my waist. I’d been looking over my shoulder all day. Hypervigilant. I wouldn’t let Lydia get the drop on me like she had with Sam.
Buddy and I walked across the lawn and down to the point. It was a warm, clear night, and the city lights did little to diminish the beauty of the stars twinkling overhead. 
Buddy watered a few bushes and then looked up at me, tilting his head as if he had a question. I smiled and reached down to stroke his ears, but his head suddenly jerked to the left as a pair of high beams pierced the darkness. I held up my hand, trying to block the headlights that were blinding me so I could get a look at the car, wondering which of my neighbors was revving their engine at this time of night. Buddy growled low in his throat, sensing danger, then yanked the leash out of my hand and ran straight at the car.
“Buddy, no!”
My dog was halfway across the parking lot by the time my eyes adjusted enough that I was able identify the vehicle. It was a red Chevy Malibu. Lydia!
“Buddy, come! Now!” I shouted. 
I pulled my Glock from the fanny pack and started running. Buddy stopped moving and turned to face me. The Malibu was maybe fifteen yards away from him. I’d assumed Lydia would target me, but in her predator’s mind, maybe she knew hurting my dog would do more damage. With a chirp of tires, the Malibu started moving. I had a split second to make a decision, but it was a no-brainer. I aimed at the Malibu’s front tires and fired four rounds in rapid succession, screaming, “Get the fuck away from my dog you psycho-bitch.” 
My first round hit the driver’s side tire, which blew apart scattering pieces of flying rubber. The Malibu went into a spin and I kept my aim low, firing three more rounds before I grabbed Buddy’s leash and ran for cover. We ducked behind an SUV and I pulled out my cell phone as Lydia lost control and the Malibu fishtailed, spinning backwards over the point and into the water.
Normally I’d call Bill in a situation like this, but I didn’t want to interrupt his interrogation of Ishikawa, so I called 911. The emergency dispatcher recognized my name immediately. We’d met last year when Bill gave me a tour of the RCPD. She said uniforms and EMTs were on the way and asked me to stay on the line with her until they arrived.
I had Buddy’s leash wrapped around my left wrist and was holding the phone in my left hand. One good jerk on the leash and the phone would go flying, but I kept the Glock in my right hand trained on the verge where the Malibu had gone over. I wasn’t willing to assume Lydia was no longer a threat. I half expected her to climb out of the water and come after us again.
An interminable five minutes later I heard sirens. I told the dispatcher they’d arrived and ended the call with her. Keeping my eyes on the point, I turned on my iPhone’s flashlight and swung it around my head a few times so the boys in blue could find me. I holstered my Glock before they got out of their cruisers, knowing it would be taken into evidence even though the only thing I’d shot was a car. 
I was explaining to the uniforms what had happened when the EMTs arrived. Luckily, one of my neighbors had come home just in time to witness the whole ordeal, and he was able to corroborate my story.
Now that Buddy and I were surrounded by armed officers of the law, I felt safe enough to approach the point where the Malibu had disappeared from view. The water was about five feet deep where the car had gone in, and there was a steep incline. Only the hood of the car was visible, headlights still on. The rest was under water. I found myself hoping that Lydia had drowned. It’s a terrible way to die, but she was a remorseless killer. Besides, she had targeted my dog. In my opinion there is nothing lower than a person who injures or abuses animals.
The uniforms called a tow truck and, eventually, the waterlogged Malibu was hauled up onto shore. Buddy and I stood by, watching the drama unfold. Lydia’d had the car doors locked, but the windows were rolled down. Her front and side airbags had deployed, but the side bags hadn’t properly deflated and had apparently trapped her in place while the car filled with water. I found out later that the 2016 Malibu had been recalled because of a defect in the side airbag assembly. The EMTs were unable to revive her, but they did notice a bullet wound in her left calf. Hey, it’s hard to hit a moving target.
After Buddy and I were told we were free to leave the scene, I walked him around for a while, letting the adrenaline rush wear off. When we’d both stopped shaking I unlocked the office and gave him a couple of duck biscuits and a fresh bowl of water. I took out the bottle of Jameson’s I keep in my Pendaflex drawer and poured a double shot into my coffee mug. Sipping slowly and enjoying the warmth that spread through my body, I called Jim’s cell. I could wait until Bill got home to give him the details, but Jim deserved to know that the investigation into Sam’s murder was now over, and that I could, once again, take care of my own clients. I knew he’d be relieved.
“Huh,” he said when I’d filled him in on all the details. “One murder, two killers. That’s something you don’t see every day.”
“I couldn’t have done this without you, Jim. I hope you know how much your friendship means to me.”
“Are you getting sentimental on me?”
“Fuck off.”
“That’s my Nikki. Get some sleep, kiddo. You’ve earned it.”
Before locking up the office for the night I completed my report for Lyndon and invoiced him double Sam’s usual fee. I didn’t have an e-mail address for the asshole, so I labeled the envelope “personal and confidential,” and addressed it to Lyndon at his company’s Santa Clara facility.




 

 
 
 
On Saturday morning J.V. called to remind me that he and Scott would be flying home tomorrow. I invited them to the marina for dinner, wishing I’d had more time with them while they were in town, even though I knew they both understood my priorities. I sent a quick text to Bill asking if he could pick up something to barbecue. 
He texted back, “Fish, chicken, or steak?” 
I responded, “I want steak!” 
Bill sent me a laughing emoji followed by a text that read, “I’ve got your steak.”
I spent almost an hour typing my final report for Becca. I planned to deliver the news in person, but I wanted her to have a written report she could refer back to. I thought it might allow her more of a sense of closure. When I was satisfied that I’d included all of the details Becca’s keen mind would require, I called her at home. She answered on the first ring. 
“Nicoli? Is it over?”
“Yes, Becca. It’s over. May I come for a visit?”
“Of course, dear. You’re always welcome. And bring that handsome dog of yours. Missy needs a play date.”
At 10:00 a.m. I parked in front of Becca’s house. Sam’s house, my heart reminded me. I hooked Buddy’s leash to his collar and led him up the path toward the front door. Becca and Missy came out onto the porch to greet us. Both dogs immediately started wagging. Buddy loves female dogs. Even though he’s been neutered, I think he fancies himself a lady’s man, and Missy was a beauty. We let the dogs check each other’s ID before herding them inside.
“Would you like coffee?” Becca asked. 
She had to be anxious to hear my news, but was still being a gracious hostess.
“Only if it’s already made,” I said.
She smiled and nodded. 
I followed her into the kitchen and perched on one of the stools at the center island. “Would you rather talk in here or in the living room?” I asked.
“The living room, I think. Sammy spent a lot of time in that old recliner. I’d like to believe he still does, in spirit, and I want him to hear what you have to say.”
Oh, boy. Now the spirit of my dead mentor would be evaluating my report on his own homicide. That wasn’t intimidating at all.
We took our coffee into the living room and found Buddy and Missy sitting on either side of Sam’s recliner like a pair of canine bookends. I felt a little thrill run up and down my spine. Becca smiled serenely at the dogs, or maybe at the chair, and seated herself on the couch. I sat next to her and removed the printed report from my bag, holding it in front of me as a prop in case I couldn’t tolerate prolonged eye contact while I filled her in on the minutiae leading to the end of her husband’s life. 
As I began to speak about the job Lyndon had hired Sam to do my eyes started leaking. I tried to tough it out, but had to stop repeatedly to blow my nose. Buddy came over to the couch, placing his huge head in my lap and gazing up at me with concern. The weight of his head somehow leveled out my emotions and I was able to recite the remaining details without falling apart. 
Becca listened without interrupting. Her eyes were moist when I told her the police had found Sam’s keys in the bottom of Lydia’s purse. I’d been able to identify them because I still had the key to Sam’s Range Rover that I’d found in his office. Bill wasn’t happy that I’d been holding out on him, but it was conclusive evidence that Lydia had killed Sam, and Bill was pleased that the case could officially be closed. 
I handed Becca the report and she glanced at it, then folded it and set it down on the coffee table. We sat quietly for a few minutes, Becca staring at her hands and me stroking Buddy’s ears. 
When she finally spoke her voice was clear and strong. “You’re everything Sammy said you were. Thank you, Nicoli. I’ll never be able to repay you for what you’ve done.” She produced a check from her pocket. “I hope this will at least cover your expenses.”
She handed me the check and I glanced at the amount before trying to give it back. “I can’t accept this, Becca.” The check was for four thousand dollars.
“Nonsense. You’ve neglected your own clients for a week and a half in order to conduct this investigation for me. Sammy would have a fit if I didn’t pay you!”
“But I would have done it anyway, even if you hadn’t asked. Besides, I billed Lyndon double Sam’s usual rate.” 
Again I tried to return the check.
Becca locked eyes with me and quietly said, “Please, Nicoli.”
Dammit! “Fine. Thank you. It’s very generous of you.”
“Good. Now that that’s settled, what are we going to do about Sammy’s clients?”
“I need to speak with Jim about that. I’ll go over Sam’s accounts with him and we’ll probably split them fifty-fifty if that’s okay with you?”
“That sounds fine. I suppose now that his killers have been brought to justice, I’m free to clean out his office.”
“Would you like some help with that?” I asked.
“You’ve done enough, dear. You need to get on with your life.”
Becca gave me a long hug before Buddy and I left, and she and Missy stood on the porch watching as we drove away. Buddy’s gaze remained glued to the rear windshield until Missy was out of sight.
“Do you have a crush on Missy?” I asked him.
Buddy collapsed onto the backseat and groaned. Puppy love. I suspected there would be frequent playdates with Missy in his future.
I drove directly to Jim’s office in Menlo Park. Superior Investigations is located on a lovely, oak-lined cul-de-sac, so there’s always a shady place to park. I rolled down the windows, told Buddy to stay, and entered the posh, one-story office building. Even though it was Saturday, Jim’s receptionist, Heather, manned the front desk.
“The old man not giving you weekends off?” I asked.
“Hey, Nikki. Actually, I need the overtime. I’m getting married in the fall and weddings are freakin’ expensive. Thanks for all the extra business, by the way.”
“I didn’t know you were engaged. Congratulations!”
“Thanks. I’ve been living with Miguel for three years. Might as well make it legal. Besides, when you get married you get gifts, and a honeymoon!”
“Where are you going?”
“Maui. For a month.”
“Oh my God. Poor Jim. How’s he going to manage without you for a whole month?”
“I told him to hire a temp and that I’d train her, or him, before I leave. I think he’s worried about having someone he doesn’t know in the office, due to the confidentiality issues. I reminded him he could run his own background check on the temp, rather than relying on the agency to do it, but he keeps putting it off.”
“He has been a little busy. Is he in his office?”
“Yeah, he’s back there. You want me to announce you?”
“Sure.”
Heather pressed an extension on her phone and spoke into her headset, “Hey boss. There’s a gorgeous brunette out here who insists on having a private meeting with you. Are you in?”
I could hear Jim laughing before he shouted, “Come on back, Nikki.”
I entered his private office and seated myself in one of his plush visitors’ chairs. Jim closed the door and asked if I wanted coffee.
“No thanks. I thought we could go over Sam’s accounts. See which of them you’d like to continue handling and which ones you’d like me to pick up.”
“We could just split them alphabetically,” Jim suggested.
“Okay. I’ll take the N through Z clients.” I gave him my most dazzling smile.
“Hah! You just don’t want to get stuck with the donut shops.”
“Damn skippy. I can never resist the chocolate glazed, and sugar is not my friend.” 
Holy Donuts was one of Sam’s biggest clients, with branches in Redwood City, Palo Alto, Mountain View, and Sunnyvale, each requiring two or more surveys a week. 
“Okay. I’ll keep the A through M clients. But I might have to give my guys free gym memberships to compensate for the extra calories.”
“You’re a good boss, speaking of which, Heather tells me she’s getting married and taking a month off for her honeymoon.”
“Don’t remind me.”
“I think I might have a solution for you.” 
I told Jim about Sherry Troop, the recently retired special education teacher who was temporarily working at the Garden Grill. 
“Jaime’s coming back from paternity leave pretty soon and Jessica won’t need Sherry any more. She’s a fabulous server. Very good with people, and she has a healthy appetite. I’ve already run her background and she’s stainless. I’m thinking you could bring her in to train with Heather for the honeymoon coverage, and at the same time teach her how to conduct surveys. I think she’d be perfect for the donut shop jobs.”
“You’re always thinking of others.”
“You should talk. Besides, I owe you.”
“You don’t owe me anything, Nikki.”
We ended the visit with a hug and I left the office, waving at Heather as I went out the door.




 

 
 
 
By the time Buddy and I got back to the marina Bill had four tri-tip steaks marinating in teriyaki. I love the smell of teriyaki. I gave him a kiss and thanked him for taking care of the shopping, then opened an IPA and sat down next to him at the galley counter. He leaned into me, nuzzling my neck, and murmured, “Ishikawa copped a plea to avoid going to trial. He confessed to poisoning Sam’s tea.” 
I didn’t say anything. I was feeling a little choked up. 
“Hey, you okay?”
I looked into Bill’s warm hazel eyes, realizing how lucky I was to have him in my life. I’m not an easy person to live with. I’m quick-tempered and I forget about other people’s feelings when mine are boiling over. But Bill somehow manages to accept my shortcomings. When I lose my temper, he almost always finds a way to make me laugh at myself, instantly defusing the drama. Our relationship works. Maybe I should reconsider his marriage proposal.
He raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “Penny for your thoughts,” he said.
I almost told him exactly what I was thinking, but chickened out at the last minute. “The truth is, I’m not okay. Yes, we got the bad guys, but that won’t bring Sam back. I feel like there’s a huge, gaping hole in the center of my chest. He was my teacher and my friend, and more of a father to me than my dad ever was.” 
“I’m sorry, Nikki.” 
Bill wrapped his arms around me, Buddy rested his head on my thigh, and I let the tears come. I hate crying, but it’s not healthy to hold it in. After a few minutes I dried my eyes, finished my beer, and dragged myself into the shower.
 

 
Scott and J.V. called down from the gate at 5:30 and Bill went up to let them in while I put the finishing touches on a macaroni salad. Scott had brought his new guitar with him and I was afraid if he played anything I’d have another meltdown. Luckily for me, tonight Scott was in a bluegrass mood and, while his playing was skillful, the music itself wasn’t heart-wrenching.
Dinner with Scott and J.V. was bittersweet because they were leaving the next day. I thought maybe J.V. could be my new surrogate father. He was sure doing a great job with Scott. I told them Sam’s case had been resolved, but offered minimal details, since we were eating. I thanked them for their help with the case when Bill was out of the room, and apologized for being so busy while they were in town. I promised to take time off from work the next time they visited. 
J.V. said, “You’re always welcome to visit us in Seattle. We have a guestroom with its own bath.” 
Scott nodded vigorously. “And then you could meet Merla!” Merla was their English bull terrier.
I was touched by the invitation, but I had a ton of work to catch up on at the moment, so I just said, “That would be wonderful. Thank you,” and let the subject drop.
Bill took a turn with Scott’s new Taylor after dinner, and surprised me with an acoustic song I’d never heard him play before. It was an astonishingly beautiful piece of music that evoked feelings of joy and visions of beauty as he deftly stroked the guitar strings. When the song ended I asked why I’d never heard it before and he said, “I just wrote it.”
“You mean just now?”
“No. I’ve been fooling around with it for a couple of months. It’s your birthday present.”
I was speechless, though not for long. “You wrote that song for me?” I whispered.
Bill just nodded.
“Does it have a title?” I asked.
“I call it Rainbow Woman.”
My stupid eyes started leaking again.
Scott replaced the Taylor in its case and J.V. said, “We’ll show ourselves out. You two have a good night. I’ll drop off the house key in the morning, Nicoli.”
I was so stunned by the enormity of Bill’s gift that I hardly noticed when they left. I just sat there staring at him.
Finally he broke the silence. “So, do you like it?”
I didn’t have the words to tell him how much the song meant to me, so I kissed him. My heart was ready to burst, and that scared me. When you love someone they can destroy you. But Bill wasn’t a destroyer. He was a creator. He was my one in a million. The man I could happily spend the rest of my life with.




 

 
 
 
On the evening of August 15th Bill and I drove to Mom’s house in South San Francisco to celebrate my thirty-seventh birthday. I still had reservations about Bill meeting my mother, the former nun, but if we were going to spend a lifetime together he had a right to know what he was getting himself into.
The house had changed very little since my childhood. Mom had the kitchen remodeled six years ago when my missing father was declared legally dead and his life insurance finally kicked in, but other than that the house just got an occasional fresh coat of paint.
Mom greeted us at the door wearing lavender polyester slacks and an aqua blouse. Her bleached blonde hair had been set with rollers and sprayed to within an inch of its life. Her oversized glasses magnified her blue eyes and the accompanying crow’s feet as she beamed at Bill. She reached out to shake his hand when I introduced them.
“It’s about time we met,” she said, giving me an affectionate glare.
And we’re off, I thought. 
Earlier in the day, Bill had given me a bottle of Must de Cartier parfum for my birthday, so I was wearing a double dose. I saw my mother’s nose wrinkle as she leaned in for a hug. Evidently she thought my scent clashed with her Chanel No. 5. Too bad. It was my birthday, after all.
Buddy had only accompanied me on one prior visit to Mom’s house. I unhooked his leash so he could give all of the rooms a thorough sniff. We were standing in the living room when he decided that the dining room wall needed to be marked. I spotted him lifting his leg and shouted, “Buddy, no!” 
Mom and Bill were so startled that they quickly moved past the greeting phase of the conversation and directly to the, “What are we going to do with her?” phase. I didn’t like that one so much.
I cleaned up Buddy’s mishap while Mom offered Bill a Michelob, which he graciously accepted. I thought it was sweet that she’d purchased a six pack of beer for the occasion, since she didn’t drink it herself.
The evening went surprisingly well, all things considered. Mom’s pot roast was moist and tender and the asparagus wasn’t over cooked for once. When we got to the birthday cake and coffee part of the meal I thought I was home free. Mom had baked an angel food cake topped with whipped cream and strawberries. It had been my favorite as a kid. I thought it was a sweet gesture in spite of the face that she knew I’d cut sugar out of my diet years ago.
I’d just taken a sip of my coffee when Mom turned to Bill and said, “Do you intend to marry my daughter, young man?”
I spewed hot coffee out of my nose, grabbed a napkin to clean up the mess, and said, “Seriously, Mom?”
“I’d like to have grandchildren while I’m still young enough to enjoy them, Nicoli.”
“That is not going to happen.”
“We’ll see.” She turned back to Bill. “So? What are you intentions?”
I started to protest again, but Bill placed his hand over mine in a calming gesture and said, “I would marry your daughter in a heartbeat, but there’s no rush. I’m not going anywhere. If and when the time is right for Nikki, she’ll let me know.”
My mother’s eyes twinkled as though this was the answer she’d been fishing for all along. Sneaky bitch. She just wanted to know if he was committed. 
 

 
The drive home was quiet, apart from Buddy snoring contently in the back seat, probably dreaming about the leftover pot roast Mom had bagged up for us. Bill found parking in the boat owners’ lot and I asked him if he’d walk Buddy while I stopped by my office to check voicemail and e-mail. Having taken back all my regular clients from Jim, not to mention half of Sam’s, I was constantly fielding requests for surveys. Plus, I wanted a little alone time. I was considering marriage again, for the fourth time, and I was freaking myself out.
Bill and Buddy took off toward the point as I meandered around the corner of the office complex. I was looking into my cavernous shoulder bag, digging for my keys, and was almost to my door before I looked up and noticed someone sitting on the concrete walkway outside my office. Instinctively, I reached for my gun, but when I looked closer I realized the person wasn’t a threat. It was a little boy huddled on my doorstep. He couldn’t have been more than six or seven, dressed in baggy jeans, a white tee shirt, and what looked like a brand new pair of Nikes. His head had been resting on his knees, but when he saw me he jumped up, ready to run.
“It’s okay,” I said, keeping my voice low. “I won’t hurt you. My name is Nikki.” I stood very still, not wanting to spook him any more than I already had. When he didn’t say anything I added, “Nice shoes. Are they new?” 
He looked down at his feet as though discovering them for the first time. 
“The tall lady gave them to me. She said I could keep the shoes if I waited here for you. She made me promise.” 
I felt a chill that immediately morphed into exhilaration. “Did the tall lady tell you her name?” I asked.
“Yeah,” he said, looking up at me with hopeless eyes. “Her name was Nina.”
 
 




Dear Reader,
If you enjoyed this Nikki Hunter mystery, take a moment to review it on Amazon. Reviews are the most powerful marketing tool for independent authors. 
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