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CHAPTER ONE
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Rolin Montase stood behind the bar of Maxwell’s Bar and Grill in Portland, Oregon. The tall, dark-complexioned Haitian was in his element, enjoying repartee with customers on busy Saturday. He flicked a towel over the well-worn bar surface as he dealt with a group of boaters from the marina. They jostled good-naturedly to find seating at the bar. Rolin pointed them over to a spot across the floor. “There’s a table free in the corner.” 

As they moved away, he overheard, “See, I told you. He does look like LL Cool J, right?”

Rolin had heard it before, and it always amused him. As his eyes followed the boaters, his vision focused on his business partner, Dorothy Dennehy. She was sitting with, he assumed, a potential client for her investigation agency. Her body language sharpened his focus.

Although she recently handed over much of Quail International Investigations and Security to her right-hand man, HB, she liked to keep her skills sharp by taking an occasional case herself. 

Rolin, an experienced criminal lawyer, paid close attention to her table companion.

His jacket and tie suggested he was a businessman, late forties. But he was agitated. His fist pounded the table, and he grew angrier and more animated by the second.

Rolin’s hackles rose when he heard a loud and vocal threat directed at her. “You’ll be sorry, lady, when this happens, and you did nothing to stop it.” He tossed a card on the table. “Here’s my number. You’ll be calling!”

Rolin kept his cool and spoke to another employee. “Colleen, can you manage here for a few minutes? I need to circulate.”

He picked up a tray, collected empty glasses, and chatted with regulars as he made his way to where Dorothy sat. He knew she could handle herself in most situations, and as a former cop she wouldn’t be amused if she thought he was coming to her rescue. Rolin approached the table. “Can I get you two a refill?”

Dorothy stood abruptly, scraping her chair on the polished oak plank floors. Her green eyes flashed annoyance. “No, thank you, Rolin. This is Xander Michelson, and he is leaving - now.”

Rolin followed her lead, as nearby patrons stared on curiously. Michelson stood up, his flushed face displaying his anger. An attractive man in his fifties he looked as if he worked out but was no match for Rolin’s size and presence. Without another word, he stormed out of the premises.

Dorothy tossed her shoulder-length red hair in dismissal. “Whew, what an unpleasant character! If you can take a break, let’s talk in your office where it’s more private.” Rolin tipped his head. “After you.”

***
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Dorothy led the way, greeting customers and assuring them all was good. Followed by Rolin, they headed for the back of the restaurant - to Rolin’s dock-side legal clinic.

After she and Rolin had agreed to partner and take over running Maxwell’s from her father, they’d converted a spacious area off the restaurant so that Rolin could also pursue his passion — providing legal assistance to the underprivileged and marginalized. He’d had his fill of international, high-profile cases. On the weekends he enjoyed the change of pace and atmosphere tending bar afforded him.

She stood aside as he unlocked the office door and led her to a pair of leather armchairs. The comfortably furnished room provided outside access for clients when needed. She continued to feel pleased at the arrangement they’d agreed upon when they’d bought the building from Maxwell Dennehy.

Rolin had been ready for a new chapter in his life, downsizing from both his prestigious international law practice, and downtown condo in Portland, in order to serve those who needed legal aid.

Together, they’d created this practical and functional office for him, and he’d been happy to take up residence in the modest apartment above. Rolin often told her it was the best of both worlds.

Rolin, who generally knew when to keep quiet, could hardly contain himself. 

“He’s a nasty one. Someone I should know about?”

She couldn’t help but laugh at his consternation. “That’ll teach me for trying to help out. HB’s schedule meant he couldn’t see this guy, so I offered. Some days, my friend, I get all the crazies. Xander Michelson wants me to look into a crime that’s not even happened! And there's me without my crystal ball today. Nut job, right?”

His full lips curved in a smile. “I sense a story coming on. Would you like a glass of red to help?”

She laughed. “Yes please.”

The two friends had developed a teasing banter that flowed naturally between them. She took the glass of red wine, crossed her long legs, and started with a toast.

“Cheers!” She raised her glass in Rolin’s direction. After her first sip, she smiled. “Right, here’s the irony. Xander Michelson, according to what he tells me, was a partner in a — wait for it — winery.”

“Interesting. Local I assume?”

“Yes, but,” Dorothy leaned over to examine the open wine bottle. “Not this winery, though. He was a partner in Michard Estates Winery and thinks his former partner is in great danger.”

“Aha, now I see. Michard Estates is one of our suppliers , and one of the best Pinot Noirs in the area.”

Dorothy tipped her glass back. “One of our best sellers as well, if I’m not mistaken. Anyway, when he contacted HB, he misled him into thinking it was a supply issue we needed to deal with. So, I wasn’t prepared to take case notes.”

“Wrong kind of case,” Rolin winked at her.

She smiled and continued. “According to Michelson, he’s heard rumors of a loose cannon type, I think his name is Frisco Butler, who is an employee at the winery. Says this Butler has a major grievance against his former business partner. A grievance which Michelson fears could put a life in danger. For now, it’s a non-issue anyway, and because I didn’t take any notes, I’m not wasting time fact-checking anything.”

“You said former partner? I’m a little intrigued as to his intent, even if there is no basis for an investigation.”  

She frowned. “Yes, and that’s thirty minutes spent listening to his rant I won’t get back! I don’t imagine I’m getting the full story as he was fuelled by anger. And, of course, only his side of things. What I do remember is this. His former partner is Etienne Rivard — now sole owner of Michard Estates — and they had a falling out. Michelson was vague on what happened, and the partnership was dissolved. I only half-listened. I told him I’m not in the prevention business and I couldn’t help him.”

“Here’s a question for you, then. How did he learn about this supposed danger if he’s no longer a partner? I’d assume he wouldn’t be on the premises anymore.”

“I questioned him on that as well. He says he reached out to Rivard last month and hoped enough time had passed that he would be welcome at a birthday party for Rivard’s teenage daughter, Charlotte, this month. Who happens to be his goddaughter, as well.”

“So Rivard must have relented, allowed his former partner to visit, and that’s how Michelson learned about the threat?”

“I suppose.” Dorothy finished her wine and stood. “I think your break is over, sir and we both need to get back to work.” She made to leave Rolin’s office. “Oh, by the way, Dad and Alanna invited us to join them here for dinner tonight. I’ll put the reserved sign on their favorite table. Dad should get a laugh with this one. Another strange story he can add to the collection he’s heard during his time with the police force.” 

She looked down at her friend, who hadn’t moved from his comfy chair. Rolin appeared deep in thought. As if he hadn’t heard her dinner invitation, he kept to the topic of the non-case. “So, what do you think he meant by ‘in danger’? And why would he want to help his old partner when the partnership no longer exists?” 

“Well, listen to you. You’re starting to think like an investigator. If there’s anything to this, and Michelson is legitimately concerned, I’d say it would be because of his goddaughter. He spoke about her with great affection. Good questions, but I don’t have any real answers for you. Should I add you to the payroll?” Her mood darkened. “I don’t like a situation where children could be at risk.”

She forced a brighter tone to her voice. “Anyway, you can discuss this non-case with Dad tonight. I want to talk to Alanna about some decorating ideas she has for their in-law apartment at the house. Since they moved in it’s been non-stop.” 

Rolin finally stood, picking up the empty wine glasses. “Max is sure to have some ideas on your new friend, so dinner sounds good. By the way, Dee, how are the new living arrangements working out?” 

“To be honest I found it hard to have anyone else in Paul’s and my space on a permanent basis. We were there for such a short time before ... the murder.” She closed her eyes, pushing away the nightmare reminder. 

“Sorry, it still hurts, doesn’t it?”

She nodded and forced a smile on her face. “That’s life. No guarantees. I’m grateful the house provided the option to have Dad, and Alanna close by, and it’s manageable since the new addition to the back. Alanna, and I, need our own kitchens, don’t you know.”

“I understand perfectly. And never forget, as Paul’s best friend, I will always remember him as the special person he was.”

“Wasn’t he though. I still feel his presence, and miss him every day, but it’s getting better. Dad and Alanna, I hardly ever see as they keep to themselves or they’re off gallivanting somewhere. They want to host a barbecue at their new home before the weather changes.”

“Sounds like a plan. So, what’s on the menu tonight?”

“Thanks for reminding me. I’d better check with the kitchen because Dad has requested fresh lobster!”

“Then I’ll be there. One of my favorites. And I’d better get back to the bar or I’ll have to apprentice as a P.I. for extra cash.” 

“Mr. Montase, it takes a special person to be a P.I. But I’ll consider you for some nighttime surveillance duty if you think you’re up for it.”

Rolin smiled in amusement, “Hmm. See you at dinner.”

***
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“So why lobster, Dad? I can’t believe your new diet would allow it .Lobster smothered in butter! You should be watching what you eat since the heart attack.”

Max gave an exaggerated sigh. “Stop fussing darlin’. I get enough from Alanna. Sure, you can order what you like from the menu but we’re having lobster and a bottle of bubbly as we are celebrating.” The burly, sandy-haired Irishman had passed his stubbornness on to his daughter.

Saturday night and Maxwell’s was crowded, even with the extra spacing between tables. They sat at the best seats in the house — perks of ownership — watching the sun fade into twilight across the river. Gently bobbing boats began to turn on their lights. Dorothy loved the magical air it lent to the scenery.

She thought her stepmother looked especially lovely. The former public relations queen, now in her mid-sixties, adored her father, which could be the reason for Alanna’s relaxed manner. And yet, Dorothy picked up another current below the tranquil appearance. As if she held a secret dying to be revealed. Dorothy could wait and she took a moment to be grateful she and Alanna had become fast friends, both with Max’s best interest at heart. 

“Celebrating? Do tell. It’s not your birthday so...”

Rolin laid his hand on Dorothy’s. “Dee, let them tell us in their own time although, I admit wanting to know as well.”

Dorothy watched Max try unsuccessfully to keep a huge smile off his face as he turned to Alanna. “Do you want to tell them, luv? I know you’re bursting to do the honors.”

Before Alanna could react, a server came to the table with a platter of appetizers, halting the conversation until he left. Dorothy sat on the edge of her seat. “Alanna, the suspense is killing me.”

Alanna’s blue eyes sparkled as she smiled benevolently at her husband. “Here we go. Everyone knows the pandemic impacted all kinds of travel, and now it’s so exciting to finally have things open up. Max and I considered all sorts of places to spend our hard-earned money, but we settled on this one trip.”

“And?... Where are you going? A tour of Britain? Ireland, then to visit the birthplace of the Dennehy’s? No, it's Italy, I’ll bet.” Dorothy knew travel-loving Alanna had a long bucket list.

“No none of the above. Max has booked us a trip to Alaska on a cruise ship. We’ll travel the Inside Passage, relax and see a new part of the world. One more to score off my list.”

While Dorothy searched for the right way to frame her concerns, it would have taken a pin dropping to break the silence.

“But do you feel it’s safe? Aren’t there still issues with cruises? You’re not getting any younger Dad, and your health ...”

“Darlin’, you just said the magic words. I’m not getting any younger, so I need to seize the day. It's not until next May, almost eight months away, when the weather should be favorable, but in the meantime, I’m still free to work in the bar if you need me.”

She knew she’d never win the argument with her father. “You know I count on you to show up regularly. You’ve a lot of customers here who still see you as the face of Maxwell’s. Just make sure your travel insurance covers another wave - and I’m not talking water!” 

Dinner arrived along with a bottle of champagne. Rolin, with Dorothy’s permission, told them about her run-in with Xander Michelson and his strange request.

Max perked up when he heard the name Michard Estates. “They’re one of our biggest suppliers. Or I should say, yours now. Carry some of the best wines in the region.”

Max shook his head over the story Rolin shared.

“I’d heard the partnership had broken up. Some rumors about a marriage on the rocks with Rivard and his wife, Olivia St John-Rivard, but what a strange story. In all my years as a cop and helping Dorothy with private investigations I’ve never had a case to work on that hadn’t happened!” Max tried to continue the fun with his daughter, asking if he’d still be paid to work on a case set in the future.

But neither Dorothy nor Alanna paid attention. They were deep in conversation about paint colors and drapery fabrics while they waited on dessert. Max and Rolin shared a shrug of commiseration.

They’d settled with dessert and coffee when a small-statured man, full of nervous energy, approached. His well-worn face made him look older than his years, testament to a hard-lived life. HB — Holden Bartholemew — coughed softly.

“Boss, sorry, I didn’t know you’d be having a family dinner.”

“HB, lad,” boomed Max. “Pull up a chair. You’re as good as family, too, you know.”

HB, a man of few words, had a special bond with Max, going back more than two decades. Dorothy had made him her top agent in her early days of being a private investigator. He now lived on Dorothy’s houseboat, The Private, Aye? which doubled as the office and operations center for Quail International.

“Yes, HB. Join us, please. You must be here for a reason.” Dorothy pulled in a chair from the next table and the four diners adjusted their places to make room.

He hesitated but gave in to being outnumbered. He sat, and removed his ball cap, revealing a nest of still-dark curls beneath. “It’s nothing that couldn’t wait, boss. Some paperwork and expense reports to be signed. I thought you’d be working behind the bar, not having dinner.”

“Hand it over.” Dorothy pushed her plate aside and took the file from HB. Knowing she could trust his eye for detail meant she quickly signed where needed. But it was the last expense report, with the fluorescent yellow sticky that made her look at HB, her pen poised in mid-air.

“Aha - this is what you wanted me to see, isn’t it?”

HB nodded. “We might have a problem with the expenses Jordan’s claiming.”

“I’ll say. Why would he need three boxes of ammo, for a gun he’s not licensed to carry?”

Max pulled the invoice toward him. “HB, son, I think you and I should have a wee chat with Jordan. Sooner rather than later.”
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Jordan Klein, a thirty-something operative employed by Quail International, sat across from grim-faced HB and laid-back Max. His long and limp dirty-blond hair was pulled back. They sat at a corner table in Maxwell’s. Dorothy’s rule about limiting visits to the Aye was set in stone. HB agreed. He valued his privacy, too.

Max had turned the expense report around in order for Jordan to see it. Among charges listed for fuel and fast food was a one-line item, highlighted for clear visibility. In case Jordan wasn’t sure, Max pointed a finger to the offending line.

“Now then, boyo, I’d like for you to explain to your boss here, and me, just what you’d be needing 12-gauge shells for. I don’t recall Dorothy making changes to the 9mm handguns she allows her team to carry?”

Jordan shifted in his chair, avoiding eye contact with either of them.

HB’s tone was harsher than Max’s. If Jordan was a problem, it was his screw-up to fix. The duties Dorothy had bestowed upon him included new hires, and Jordan had been his first experience. Had he blown it? “You’re still on three months’ probation with us, so if this job means anything to you, don’t mess it up.”

“Listen, lad. We all make mistakes, but if you want to keep working for HB, and my daughter, we need to know you’re someone to be trusted. Got it?”

Jordan’s head bobbed, and he pushed the paper away. “I’m sorry. I was going to pay it back. I - I bought the ammo for my cousin...”

“You what!” HB shot to his feet. “What the hell, man. Did you think we wouldn’t notice this? I’m the one who dispenses the gun supplies. We wouldn’t use a single box of ammo in a year between all of us, and you ordered three! These are for shotguns! I’m waiting!” 

Jordan scratched the side of his head, swallowed hard, and bounced his gaze between the intimidating men in front of him. “Okay, okay. My cousin knows I can get some things wholesale because of work, and when he asked if I could get shotgun shells for him — he hunts deer — I agreed. He lives off grid, see. Feeds his family from his own garden and the occasional deer. Not much money, so ...”

Max raised an eyebrow, but HB jumped right in. “And this cousin. What’s his name and where can I find him? You’d think me a dumbass investigator if I didn’t check your story, right?”

***
[image: image]


Across the floor of the restaurant, Dorothy stood behind the bar, Rolin at her side as they checked invoices and inventory totals. They couldn’t hear the meeting between the three men, but when Dorothy had seen HB jump to his feet, she nudged Rolin. “I’ll get the full story from Dad, but judging by the shocked face on poor Jordan, I believe HB has made his point.”

The meeting had been arranged before the restaurant opened for the lunch hour, so there were no patrons. Dorothy crooked a finger at Colleen, who was setting tables. She put her bundle of cutlery down and came over. “Yes?”

“Go over to my dad’s table and ask if they want anything. I think their meeting is about to break up.”

Colleen returned with a request for two beers. “The young guy is leaving.”

“Bet he can’t wait to get out of here,” Rolin commented.

To her surprise, when Jordan got up from the table, he didn’t move to the exit, but came in their direction.

“Ms. Dennehy. We haven’t officially met, but I know you’re HB’s boss. He hired me a few weeks ago, and I screwed up. I just want you to know, I’m sorry and it won’t happen again.” He held out his hand to shake and quickly retracted it. “Sorry. Keep forgetting these aren’t a good idea anymore.”

Not in a million years would Dorothy have predicted this scene. Stunned, she hoped her face didn’t show her surprise. “Jordan, right? Listen, I appreciate your honesty and I trust HB’s experience. If he hired you, he sees potential. A lesson learned today I think?”

Jordan nodded. “Yes ma’am.”

She cringed at the moniker, but it seemed sincere, and she let it pass. “Can I get you a drink, something to eat?”

“Thanks anyway, but I need to go. See you around.”

“Yes, you will. Take care, Jordan.”

Max and HB had hung back, but now came forward to take their bottles of beer at the bar, giving Dorothy and Rolin a rundown.

“Boss, you never told me hiring people could backfire.”

Max patted HB on the shoulder. “Now then, my son, life is a learning experience, is it not? I think, between the two of us just now, we’ve put young Jordan on the right path. And if I’m any judge of character at all, I’d say the lad will not be making similar mistakes in the future.”

“I agree with Dad’s assessment, HB. But I’m sure you’d rather be on night surveillance with a full bladder than deal with employee issues.”

“Maybe. But I’m still checking out the cousin.”

“We’d be disappointed if you didn’t,” concluded Rolin. “Drink up men, doors will open in fifteen, and Dee and I still have work to do. Unless you want to pay for those brews?”

***
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The skies had let loose with a torrential autumn downpour when two days later, HB met Dorothy at the bar. He confirmed Jordan’s cousin-story had checked out. And Jordan had repaid the expense item in full.

“And we all know about second chances, don’t we HB?” 

“Point taken, Boss. Jordan can stay, for now, but I’ll be keeping my eye on him, don’t worry.”

“I know you will. Anything new I should know about? I heard the missing laptop case has been resolved?”

HB handed over a printed page. “Here’s this week’s summary. Three cases closed, one ongoing, and two requests I have to check to see if they’re worthwhile taking on.” He looked at his boss, and friend, as she bent her head to read.

When her fiancé, Paul, had been killed, he felt they’d grown closer. An even stronger friendship, and while he harbored deeper feelings for more, he knew it could never be. He’d lost the love of his life, Emily, decades ago. He and Dorothy shared that in common. Losing a soul mate and knowing the void would never be filled. He mentally kicked himself. How was it he could recognize these emotions in his mind, but could never find the words to say them aloud?

“Sorry, Boss, what did you say?”

“You were miles away, my friend. I asked whether you’d be assigning Jordan to either of these new cases.”

“Thinking about it.” His attention went to the doorway of the storeroom located behind the bar. “I think Rolin wants you.” He pointed behind her, where Rolin had emerged, an expression he couldn’t quite peg etched on his face.

“You need to hear this, Dee.”

***
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Dorothy sent HB on his way with an admonition to remember his umbrella and then turned her attention to Rolin. “What’s up?”

“One of the delivery drivers. C’mon.”

The well-stocked storeroom opened to the receiving area for Maxwell’s. The open door reminded Dorothy of standing beneath Niagara Falls; sheets of water blocking any view to the outside world. She watched as a sodden delivery person ducked through the downpour with a case of wine which he stacked atop two others stamped Michard Estates Winery.

“Hey, buddy. Over here for a minute, okay?” Rolin had to raise his voice over the deafening rain.

“Glad to if it means I don’t have to go back out in that!”

Rolin nodded. “We haven't had a deluge like this in some time. I think I saw the Ark float by an hour ago.”

They chuckled and Dorothy waited on Rolin’s lead. “This is Dorothy Dennehy. She and I are co-owners of this place. She’ll be interested to hear what you told me a few minutes ago.”

The driver frowned. “About the winery?”

“Yes, your boss specifically.”

Dorothy’s radar twitched and she moved in closer to read the driver’s name on his uniform jacket - Carter Hayes. She wished she had her notebook, sensing what she was about to hear might be noteworthy.

Carter hesitated. “Listen, I don't want to get in trouble, and some of this is only rumor.”

“Go on,” encouraged Dorothy. 

“Well, I heard there was a big, physical, fight between my boss and another of the workers. Might have been Frisco, they butt heads all the time.”

Dorothy recognized the appeal of drawing out a story when one is the center of attention, but this guy had it down pat. “And?”

“And now Etienne Rivard has disappeared. Gone, no notice. Nothing missing, just him. As if he disappeared off the planet.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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“Sorry, Dorothy, Sergeant Pierson is on leave.”

“When did that happen? Is he okay?” Dorothy had helpful contacts in the Portland Police Bureau but hadn’t heard about Pierson. Must have been sudden for him to be away and not let her know.

“He’ll be okay, personal leave for a couple of months. I can’t really give you details; you know?”

“Of course. Pass along my best wishes if you’re talking with him?”

“Roger that. I can put you over to his replacement if you like. It’s Sergeant Shelby Keleher. She’s up from Los Angeles. I think she’s at her desk.”

“Thanks.” Dorothy had only a moment to wonder about the new sergeant in charge while the call was transferred. She thought back to Detective D’Amico and could only hope Keleher wasn’t cut from the same cloth.

The phone connected. “Keleher. How can I help you?”

“Sergeant Keleher, Dorothy Dennehy here. I have a situation I’d like to discuss with you — later today if possible?”

“Dennehy?” Dorothy heard the sound of paper rustling. “Right, I knew I’d seen something. You run Quail Investigations, correct?”

“Yes, and I recently ...”

“I can see you now. Is that a problem?”

“No, I’ll be there in 20 minutes.”

The phone went dead in Dorothy’s hand. Nope, she didn’t think Keleher was another D’Amico. Whether that was a good thing, she’d have to wait to find out.

***
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Keleher was on the phone when Dorothy arrived. The sergeant stood at her desk and alternated with pacing as far as the phone cord would allow. Blonde, almost as tall as Dorothy, and antsy. When she wasn’t speaking, her lips were pursed, which highlighted her cheekbones. Dorothy thought she might be young for the job, but who was she to judge? Keleher pointed at the chair in front of her desk, and Dorothy sat.

She hadn’t been to the station for a few months — mostly HB’s territory now — but she wanted to see what Keleher thought of Xander Michelson’s claim, now his boss had apparently disappeared.

“I’ll want the details. The sooner the better.” Keleher hung up, scribbled on the file in front of her and then closed it. She remained standing and looked down at her visitor.

“So, you’re Dorothy Dennehy. I thought you were semi-retired by what I’ve heard around here.”

And nice to meet you as well. “Emphasis on semi.”

“Right. You have a murder to report? This is homicide and major crimes detail - not missing persons, or narcotics.”

Dorothy liked to build a rapport with those she’d be working with, but this wasn’t off to a good start. “I need to explain. Far as I know there isn’t a major crime, or murder – yet.”

“Go on.”

Dorothy relayed her meeting with Xander Michelson, and then what she’d learned about Etienne Rivard’s possible disappearance. “So, I wondered if you’ve heard anything concerning Mr. Rivard. Or if Frisco Butler has ever been on your radar.”

“No, sorry. Means nothing to me, but I’ll note it for future reference. So, if that’s all?” Keleher remained standing, and Dorothy knew her time was up.

She rose and repositioned her shoulder bag. “If you do hear anything, can you let me know? For my own records, you understand.”

“It will depend on what I hear. Thank you for coming in.”

And then she picked up her phone once again and punched in a number. Dorothy was no stranger to being ignored, but this was a 5-star act.

She turned and passed by Ted Jellico’s desk - just outside Keleher’s office. She’d worked with Ted in the past and nodded a greeting. She thought he was going to say something, but changed his mind, and only received a reciprocal nod.

The atmosphere in the division was subdued. Everyone focused on work, with heads down. She’d bet the team missed the easy-going manner of Reg Pierson. She’d be glad when he returned, too.

Driving back to the marina and Maxwell’s, she puzzled over the mood of the homicide department and the distinct chill she’d received from Shelby Keleher. She’d have to ask HB for his take on her if they’d met yet. But what to make of the possible disappearance of Rivard? Was something going on that Michelson had warned her about?

Her musings were interrupted by an incoming call. She chose the hands-free option to answer.

“Dorothy? Ted. I only have a minute, and this is off the record, okay?”

“Sure Ted, go ahead.”

“The new boss, Keleher. By the book all the way – no information to be given to outsiders. And she’d kill me if she knew I was talking to you. I overheard the conversation you had with her and can let you know we are involved with Michard Estates, and specifically Etienne Rivard. There’s been a kidnap demand. Um, you might want to do a follow up with Michelson and get your information from that source?”

“Thank you, Ted. I will, and I’ll watch myself with Keleher. Appreciate the information.”

“Gotta go.”

The call ended as Dorothy parked her Jeep in front of Maxwell’s. She needed to get her thoughts in order before contacting Xander Michelson. And contact him she would. 

After checking in with the staff on duty, she advised she’d be out for a while, but would return to be on hand before the dinner crowd. A few last-minute instructions to Colleen and she left. She stood for a moment before getting into her vehicle and took in the cloudless blue sky. Any day without rain was a good one for her.

***
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Dorothy pulled into the driveway of the home she now shared with her father and stepmother. So far, the arrangement was working well. Dorothy needed her space, and privacy, and the recent renovations gave each their own separate areas. The lawn was littered with a carpet of colorful leaves, and she gave an eye to the eavestrough and gutters. They’d need cleaning. Another “to-do” for her list.

After making coffee, she retreated to the office, once Paul’s, but now her own. Time to do some digging. She’d involve Rolin and HB once she had a better handle on what exactly might be happening with Xander Michelson and Etienne Rivard.

She’d begin with information on Michard Estates. Much would be public knowledge and easier to find. Personal data gathering would require more effort.

She didn’t regret handing over the day-to-day of Quail International to HB, because she enjoyed running Maxwell’s Bar and Grill with Rolin. But there were times it still felt good to return to her roots. Gaining a respect for the law and seeking justice for those wronged had been born during her time as a patrol cop back in Boston. She’d turned her skills to private investigating after moving to the Portland area many years ago.

Out of habit, she opened the top drawer of the desk and placed a container of chocolate-covered almonds next to her notebook. Coffee and chocolate – now she was ready to start work.
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Dorothy stared out of the office window onto a small garden. She smiled at a small section dedicated to herbs. Her dad loved to cook. So, for him, and Alanna, to have a ready supply of basil, chives and other varieties meant no shortage of mouth-watering meals she often enjoyed with them. A path from the garden meandered down to the slow-moving Willamette River. The trees lining the riverbank were shedding their leaves, which were being tossed around by a soft breeze. The house she’d shared with Paul was only a short distance away from the Marina where the Aye? — office of Quail International — was moored and near Maxwell's. 

Coming out of her reverie, she began her search for information to better understand this strange case she’d been drawn into. People, and what made them tick, always intrigued her. As with any new case to investigate, Dorothy loved a clean slate and building a profile of those involved. She opened a new file on her computer and began with the basics of Michard Estates Winery and its owners, past and present.

The business partnership between Rivard and Michelson went back twenty-five years but was now kaput. Presumably they had, at one time, been good friends. Especially considering Etienne’s daughter, Charlotte, was Xander’s goddaughter.

The file grew with additions of online information. She’d need to verify salient points, but she began to develop a framework around Etienne the winemaker and Xander the administrator who was also in charge of marketing. She sipped her coffee. So where had it all gone wrong? The partnership had been in place for a long time. She made a note to speak with the employees knowing there is always one who likes to gossip — specifically when she came across the news of a nasty divorce between Rivard and his wife, Olivia St John-Rivard. She realized she had a possible case to work on, and it would mean involving others on her team. She’d have HB make enquiries about Kevin ‘Frisco’ Butler.

She’d also need to talk to her dad. If he’d heard any rumors about the winery when he’d been behind the bar and in charge.

The list of unanswered questions grew. She drafted up an email for Rolin and HB to see if they were around for a meeting later this evening, and attached a copy of her preliminary findings for them to discuss. She leaned back in her chair and stretched her arms over her head, then amended the email. What she needed to discuss was whether they thought this was a case to take on. She hadn’t confirmed this with Xander Michelson. Everything she’d done so far was prep work and could come to nothing. Still, it was better to be prepared. Then, and only then, would this non-case become active. Especially as there was nothing official from the police or Xander himself at this point. She could hear her dad telling
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