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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Harriet awoke with a sense of unease. She lay in her king-size bed, caught in that half-awake, half-asleep state, and tried to figure out what was bothering her.

      She had her dream job as Public Relations Director for the most highly rated vacation spot on the planet.

      Her memories were returning, albeit slower than she’d like.

      She had her best friend living next door and she had the man she loved sleeping at her side.

      She closed her eyes and let her thoughts roam. She’d been dreaming about her life in Portland, the time right before she came to the island.

      It had been a bad time in her life. She had finally come to realize her fiancé was emotionally abusive, that he had systematically cut her off from her friends and especially her closest friend, Solomon Ayers.

      On the surface, Bradley Higgins had appeared to be the perfect man. A handsome, charismatic, and respected attorney who owned one of Portland’s coveted old mansions that overlooked the Eastern Promenade and Casco Bay, Bradley topped the list of the city’s eligible bachelors. When he chose Harriet out of all the women who would love to be his wife, she’d been flattered and honored.

      A year later, she had felt trapped, with no one to turn to for help.

      Solly had left Portland to fill the position of head gardener for the Island Resort. She wouldn’t have even known he was gone if he hadn’t left a note for her at the front desk for the ad agency where she worked. The note reflected the diminished state of their friendship: “In case you still care, I’ve taken a new job. Leave tonight for the Island Resort. Wish you the best. S.”

      She could still vividly recall how she’d felt upon reading Solly’s note.

      Hollowed out. Gutted. Bereft.

      That’s when she finally understood what her relationship with Bradley Higgins had cost her.

      When the call came a month later informing her that the job of Public Relations Director for the resort was hers if she wanted it, she had jumped on it.

      It was one of the smartest decisions she’d ever made.

      A snuffling sound came from Harriet’s right, drawing her back to the present. A large wet nose pressed against the insect curtains that surrounded the bed.

      Harriet suppressed a groan. Despite spending most of Sunday lazing around and napping, her body felt worn out from the traumatic events of the previous few days.

      “Belle,” she whispered, choking back a cough. Her throat still felt raw and scratchy–she must have inhaled more smoke than she realized from Friday night’s fire.

      Not wanting to disturb Alex, who was still catching up on missed sleep from trying to solve a recent murder, she tried to push Belle away, but Belle only pressed harder with her nose.

      “Are you trying to tell me it’s time to get my lazy butt out of bed?”

      Belle answered with a soft woof.

      “I’m awake.” Alex reached over and pulled Harriet in for a snuggle. His large, calloused hand ran up her naked leg and snugged around her waist. “Mmmm, you feel good,” he said into her hair.

      “So do you.” At six-three and solidly built, Alex was one of the few men who didn’t make her own five foot eleven feel like a giantess. Amazingly enough, he could make her feel downright dainty, an unusual sensation for a girl who towered over most people, male or female.

      “Woof.”

      “I think Belle really needs to go outside,” Harriet said reluctantly. “I’ll take her for a run on the beach. Do you want to come?”

      “Not this morning. I’m going to shower and head into the office. Tarbell and I are meeting with Payson later about a new security measure for incoming guests. After we nearly lost you last week I think he’s finally willing to listen to my ideas. ”

      Harriet stepped onto her lanai ten minutes later with the giant dog she’d recently adopted and took several deep breaths. The sea was calm, the sun not yet crested over the three mountains that formed the spine of the island. The air felt cool and refreshing and tasted of brine. She performed her pre-run stretches while Belle snuffled around the base of the lanai.

      The cottage next door looked empty. Solly’s new lover William, the resort’s pastry chef, left for the kitchens at an ungodly early hour. Because Solly headed the resort’s greenhouses and grounds crew, he was usually up early as well. They used to run together every morning, but not lately.

      Another recent change that contributed to Harriet’s growing sense of discontent.

      “Here we go, Belle.” She walked down to where the tide pounded the sand into a solid, cushioned surface and set off at a light jog toward the south end of the island with Belle running easily at her side. As her steps thudded dully on the sand, Harriet let her thoughts wander. Running was her zen, her place of peace and also inspiration. Ideas for new resort ads often came to her while she ran.

      Today though, what came was not inspiration, but a recent memory. A guest had asked Harriet a question right before she tried to kill Harriet. The guest’s words came back to taunt her: “How on earth did a lowly advertising drone with no social connections end up as publicity director for the most famous resort on the planet?”

      Harriet had dismissed the question at the time because she had other, more important things to worry about–like staying alive–and then she’d forgotten it. Now she wondered about it.

      How did she, a low level ad executive with barely two years experience under her belt–and all of it for small, piddling companies–end up being hired over thousands of more qualified candidates to fill the position of public relation director for the most exclusive resort on the planet?

      When she took the job she had had no dealings with, nor had she understood, the resort’s clientele: society’s upper crust, the privileged, the wealthy movers and shakers of the world. So why was she the chosen one?

      It made no sense. She’d been so far down the list of suitable candidates it was laughable to believe anyone would hire her. But because the job had arrived at a critical point in her life, she had never questioned her good fortune until now.

      She picked up her speed and ran for several minutes while she pondered the question. When they neared the mangrove swamp that comprised the southern tip of the island the breeze shifted, bringing the faint stink of sulphur mixed with the slight stench of dead flesh–the perfume of the carnivorous plants that made the swamp their home.

      A saltwater crocodile grunted and Belle woofed in response and looked toward Harriet for guidance. The crocs were the apex predator on the island and Harriet steered well clear of them.

      “Danger zone, Belle. Time to turn around.”

      During her early days on the island she would often choose a mangrove tree on the swamp’s edge, take off her trainers and sit on an exposed root with her feet in the shallow water, watching small fish and crabs go about their business. She would stare at the horizon and let the magic of the tropical island fill her with peace.

      Even though she no longer had time during the day to simply sit and watch the island world, she should feel happy. She had Alex and Solly and new friends and she loved her job–even if people thought she wasn’t qualified. She frowned and slowed to a walk.

      Belle, ever hopeful despite her huge, lumbering body, chased a small flock of sandpipers down the beach. The white and brown birds easily kept out of the dog’s reach and she eventually gave up and returned to Harriet’s side.

      There was something, something that had been swirling around beneath her conscious thoughts ever since she’d been accused of being unqualified for the position she held. Something that kept banging up against her consciousness.

      Harriet moved up the beach to drier sand and sat, folding her long legs beneath her while she thought back. She let her thoughts drift back to the day she had landed the PR job.

      She’d been at work, trying to decide whether to stick it out or quit. The job she’d had high hopes for had turned out to be a dead end despite a recent promotion.

      When her supervisor–a fifty-something, sweet-tempered, grandmotherly type–plucked Harriet from the pool of the lowest, smallest ad account managers and set her up in her own office, Harriet had felt elated that her career was finally getting off the ground. Her supervisor had finally recognized that Harriet was a step above the other ad managers.

      She shook her head over the memory. Her janitor closet-turned-office had smelled of floor cleaner and bathroom deodorizer, and the harsh florescent light overhead made the skin on her hands look sallow. Her desk looked as if it had been through a war, its gray metal sides and top battered and scarred. The drawers grated on their runners with a squeal that set her teeth on edge and stuck when closed all the way.

      Still, it had been her first office and she had felt proud to have earned it–until she discovered that she’d been chosen for the promotion because she made the least number of typing mistakes. Her workload increased–not with better ad accounts, but with the typing she was required to do for her co-workers.

      Everything that was wrong with her life had come to a head that day.

      She remembered the day as if it were yesterday. She hated her job. She no longer had any friends. And she had realized that she disliked and mistrusted her fiancé as well. In short, her life was a mess and it was time to do something about it.

      Mind made up, she had grabbed the olive drab canvas pack she still used for a purse and left her office without a word to anyone. It had been cold that day, winter’s icy claws still gripping the Maine coast even though the calendar claimed it was spring. People scurried in every direction, no one lingering like they would on a warm spring day. No one paid any attention to her as she headed for a nearby sandwich shop to plan her next move.

      She didn’t feel the least bit hungry, but she couldn’t take a table unless she was a customer and she needed a warm place to sit and think. She ordered fries and hot tea and found a table in the far back corner of the narrow shop, away from the window and prying eyes.

      The place smelled of mushroom and nut veggie balls and rich tomato sauce, yeast bread, garlic, and fresh-brewed coffee. The scarred tables and scuffed wooden floor were testaments to how long Enrico’s had been a popular fixture in the city. It had been one of her and Solly’s favorite places to go whenever they could scrape together a few extra credits.

      For several minutes she did nothing but stare blindly at the table’s scarred formica surface. She had felt like a ship caught in that neutral spot between going forward and going backward. Free floating. Adrift. Directionless.

      The sensation of being lost had hit her hard. She needed her best friend. She needed someone to help guide her through this sudden upheaval. Someone to help her decide where to go, what to do.

      And then her link had buzzed, flashing an unknown number on the screen and her life had changed. She had accepted the job offer, never questioning why the position had been offered to her.

      This was why she’d woken with a sense of dread that morning. Her subconscious had been telling her that something was out of whack.

      She should never have even been considered for the position. The guest had been right to question her qualifications as she essentially had none to speak of.

      But the real reason she shouldn’t have been considered was the simple fact that she had never applied for the position.

      How could she land a job she never applied for?

      Harriet stood, brushed the sand from her legs and shorts, and headed for Mermaid Cottage, her beautiful home, one of four, one-bedroom employee cottages set apart from the main resort. She had a large, light and airy office that also sat on the beach. She had the job of her dreams. The life of her dreams.

      It was time to find out why.
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      The days of the week on the island had a tendency to blend into one another, except for Saturdays. Saturdays were the all-hands-on-deck day, the day the week’s guests left and the new guests arrived. Controlled chaos ruled the day, with staff rushing to eradicate all signs of the previous guests and prepare for the incoming.

      The scheduling was something that Harriet had been meaning to bring up with the resort’s owner. The change-over day pressure on the staff left them frazzled and tetchy, something Payson missed because he steered clear of the main resort on Saturdays. It could all be avoided with one simple change. That made three things she needed to discuss with her boss.

      Because she had yet to convince Belle to ride in one of the hydrogen-powered carts the resort provided for transportation, she needed someone to look after the dog while she paid Payson a visit. There was only one person she could ask.

      She walked the shell road to the greenhouses with Belle padding at her side. The walk took longer than usual because they had to stop for Belle to sniff everything–plants, dirt, bugs, lizards–Belle’s curiosity seemingly knew no bounds.

      Harriet had found an online crash course in dog care and knew that Belle’s nose was her primary means to learn about her new world, so she understood Belle’s compulsion to smell everything. Still, Harriet found her patience wearing thin when the dog stopped for the umpteenth time to check out the base of yet another flowering vine.

      It was quickly becoming obvious that some intensive training was going to have to take place soon. She needed to find a co-worker who knew something about dogs and enlist their help.

      “Solly!” Harriet called down to the opposite end of the greenhouse where her next-door neighbor and best friend frowned down at a plant. He gave her a distracted half-wave and returned his attention to the plant in front of him.

      Harriet loved the greenhouses. There were seven of them, all filled with flowers for the guest’s rooms and cottages and the interior public spaces, as well as fresh veggies and some fruits for the kitchens. The air smelled of rich, moist earth mixed with the heady perfume of flowers mixed with green, growing things and spicy herbs.

      Stopping beside her friend, Harriet looked at the plant in front of him but couldn’t see anything amiss.

      “Why the frown?”

      “What? Oh. It’s a new hybrid.”

      Solly was a Master Gardener, but one thing that had eluded him was the creation of a new, hybrid plant that he could name after himself and thus ensure his place in the Master Gardener’s historic Burbank Archives. With seven state of the art greenhouses at his disposal on the island, he often had dozens of experiments going at the same time.

      Harriet gave the plant the stink-eye. The last time her friend had given her one of his hybrids to try it had set her mouth on fire.

      “What is it this time? No ghost chili peppers, I hope.” Solly had the audacity to grin at the memory of her pain.

      “Nope. This one is licorice blended with sweet. I’ve cross-pollinated Thai basil with stevia.”

      The stink-eye changed to interest. “Sweet is good.”

      Solly set down the sharp pruners he’d been using and gave her his full attention. “Shouldn’t you be at the office?”

      “Yes. But I need to track down Payson first and I can’t take Belle. She won’t ride in a cart yet and Kidd’s Cove is too far away to walk.” She waited expectedly.

      “Ah. You want to leave the beast with me.”

      “She’s not a beast. She’s a sweet girl. Aren’t you, Belle?” Belle sat and looked between Harriet and Solly, her tail brushing back and forth across the brick floor.

      “Harry, if you’re going to keep a dog–and I’m not even sure you can have one on the island–it is a World Wildlife Sanctuary, after all. If you can keep her, you’re going to have to figure out what to do with her at all times. I’ll help now and then, but I’m too busy to keep an eye on Belle on regular basis. What if she digs up my plants?”

      She hadn’t thought about Belle digging. Did all dogs dig or was it breed related? What she knew about dogs could fill the head of a pin.

      “That’s why I need to speak to Payson as soon as possible. Please? Just for a little while? I’ll come straight back as soon as I finish with Payson, I promise.”

      “Fine. But you’ll owe me.” He pinned her with a glare. “And you know I’ll collect.”

      Harriet made a face at him. This was a game they’d played with each other from the first day they’d met as teenaged runaways. “You always collect.” She hesitated. “Have you had a chance to ask William who is bothering him?”

      Solly scowled. “I tried, but he won’t talk about it and I don’t want to force the issue. He’ll talk when he’s ready.”

      The previous week, Harriet had overheard a link conversation that sounded as though Solly’s partner was being threatened, but when she asked him about it William denied it. Recognizing there was nothing they could do unless William asked for their help, she let it go. She had too many things on her mind as it was. Still, it was important for Solly to know she’d be there to help if needed.

      “When he does feel ready to talk about it, be sure to tell him that I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

      Solly’s gaze softened. “You’re a good friend. Give him time. Now scoot. I can only watch Belle for a couple hours so you’d better get going.”

      “Thanks. I’ll be as quick as I can.”

      She bent down and took Belle’s large head between her hands. “Stay here with Solly. Be good for him. We might need him again.”

      Belle followed her to the door.

      “Stay.” She opened the door only enough to squeeze through and closed it behind her. Belle stared at her through the glass and barked when she saw Harriet leaving.

      Keeping a dog on the island wasn’t going to be as simple as she had assumed; there was so much about dog care that she hadn’t anticipated. She grabbed a cart from the front of the next greenhouse and headed for Kidd’s Cove, where Payson lived.

      Traveling the pink crushed shell road that followed the west shore of the island was always pleasant. The ocean sparkled on Harriet’s left and the deep, shadowy jungle climbed from the coast to the island’s mountains on her right.

      A flock of red and blue parrots rose squawking from a tree as she drove by, circled and landed in the same tree once she passed. She wondered if it was the same flock she often saw, or if the birds moved around to different areas. Were they territorial? She knew so little about the island and its natural inhabitants, an oversight she should work to remedy.

      As she approached the main resort, more guests appeared on the beach. The resort proper covered a four mile stretch along the island’s west shore, with a dozen rustic cabins on the east shore built for when the Wildlife Sanctuary’s biologists came to catalog the island’s flora and fauna.

      Thinking about the east shore cabins reminded her that the WWS prohibited domestic animals on any refuge. It would be foolish for Payson to risk the island’s status as a refuge just so she could keep Belle.

      What would she do if he told her Belle had to go? She felt bonded to the dog after what they’d been through together. Belle was part of her family now.

      She held the cart’s wheel tightly, nervous about the conversations she was about to have with the resort owner. Belle was the easy part. Even suggesting the resort change the length of their guest week from its current Saturday through Saturday to a more sane Sunday through Saturday would be easy. Asking why she’d been hired for a position she never applied for would be much, much more difficult.

      What if Payson told her he’d made a mistake; that he shouldn’t have hired her after all? Would she argue with him? Try to defend herself? She knew she’d been doing a good job, but she hated confrontations and avoided them whenever possible. Now she was about to confront her employer over not one, but three separate issues.

      She felt sick inside. Maybe asking Payson why he hired her was a bad idea.

      She was approaching the resort’s only hotel, a low, two-story affair built from pale cream-colored limestone, when one of the desk clerks waved her down. Glad for the delay, Harriet pulled up and got out of the cart.

      “Calida! I’m surprised to see you hanging around the hotel still.”

      “It seems we have a missing guest,” Calida replied in the singsong island lilt Harriet loved. The attractive night desk clerk rolled her bright blue eyes. White teeth flashed in her milk chocolate face.

      “I am asked to help look.”

      “Oh no. Who’s missing? How long?” Missing persons on the island usually turned out to be nothing more than misunderstood messages or someone deciding to explore the resort without telling their family or friends. But sometimes it was much more serious and therefore couldn’t be ignored.

      “A Miss Williams. Her traveling companion say Miss Williams planned to visit the lobby this morning when she got up in order to make reservations for the mystery dinner theatre tonight, but none of the desk clerks spoke to her and she has not returned to their room.”

      “Maybe Miss Williams decided she needed a little time for herself and took a long walk on the beach.” Harriet sincerely hoped that was all there was to it. The last time they had a missing guest it had not turned out well for the guest.

      “I too hope that is what happened,” Calida agreed. “I told Tarbell I would check the benches in front of the hotel in case the woman grew tired and needed to sit.”

      “Is Tarbell still inside?” When Calida confirmed that Alex’s second-in-command was in the hotel lobby, Harriet abandoned her plan to confront Payson and went in search of him. Missing guest trumped conversation with Payson, she reasoned, knowing full well that she was merely delaying the inevitable.

      The hotel’s airy, two-story lobby teemed with guests. Potted shrubs and palms mixed with large vases filled with colorful flowers separated numerous sitting areas, most of which were occupied. Several guests stood at the refreshment bar and more waited to speak with the desk clerks. A father caught up with a set of young male twins making for the door at top speed and tucked one under each arm, making them squeal with laughter.

      She found Tarbell talking to a couple of very beautiful, very fit gym rats with smooth, tanned muscles and perfect hair. Obviously on their way for a run, they were dressed in matching designer outfits, from their sneakers to the sweatbands on their wrists and brows.

      He showed them something on his link and moved to another guest when they shook their heads. Harriet waited until he finished speaking with the guest before interrupting him.

      “Tarbell! Calida says you have a missing guest. How can I help?”

      The ex-Boston detective’s bright green eyes and wide smile were at odds with the sternness of his burly build and military haircut. Tarbell Fox possessed the legendary charm of his Irish ancestors, a charm that came in handy when interviewing suspects and witnesses. Harriet counted him in the small circle of her closest friends even though she’d known him for less than a year.

      “Morning, Sunshine. Where’s that great beast of yours?”

      “With Sol at the greenhouse. I haven’t been able to convince Belle yet that riding in a cart will get us around the island faster. Can I see a photo of Miss Williams?”

      Turning his link, Tarbell revealed a pretty young woman with long blonde hair. “Patricia Williams, a.k.a. Patty. According to her companion, Patty is not the type to do a Houdini. Nor is she complexy, dicty, or gully low.”

      “Dicty?” Harriet scowled. “Who on this planet uses a word like dicty? That’s not even a word.”

      “I don’t make them up, I just keep them alive.”

      Tarbell’s habit of peppering his speech with old American jazz slang often left Harriet scratching her head in puzzlement. The fact that he was doing it again was a good sign however–it meant his depression over the absence of his new girlfriend had run its course. A depressed Tarbell was a terrible thing.

      Although she would never admit it aloud, Harriet had missed the slang talk while he’d been moping. She enjoyed giving him a hard time about it and she suspected he used the most obscure words he could find just to tease her. Words like dicty.

      “English, please, Tarbell.”

      “The allegedly missing woman is neither neurotic, snooty, nor unhappy. She’s a warm, generous, genuinely nice person. She would not take off just for the fun of it without informing her companion, a Mrs. Allison Beuckers. Allison also describes Patty as level-headed and responsible.”

      “How long has she been gone?”

      “According to Mrs. Beuckers, Patty planned to speak to the desk clerk early this morning. Mrs. Beuckers slept in, so she doesn’t know the exact time that would have been. Apparently Patty is an habitually early riser.”

      “Does Alex know?”

      “He’s with the companion now. I’m asking guests if anyone’s seen Miss Williams.”

      “Shoot the photo to my link. I’ll walk the beach and show it to anyone I see there.”

      “Done. Plant you now and dig you later.”

      Harriet shook her head and headed out.

      An hour later, she’d spoken with everyone she encountered on the beach. No one had seen the missing woman. She pulled her link from her pack and called Solly.

      “How’s Belle doing?”

      “She’s still sitting by the door waiting for you to walk back in.” His eyes narrowed. “You’re on the beach. What are you doing on the beach? I thought you were going to talk to Payson and then come back here for your dog.”

      “I never made it to Payson’s. One of the guests is missing. I volunteered to ask the guests on the beach if they’d seen seen her. I’m on my way to you now.”

      “Ah, geez. If you see Alex or Fox let them know I can help with the search. Or at least I can as soon as you come get your dog.”

      Harriet flushed with guilt. She knew it wasn’t fair to Sol to dump Belle on him. He had a job that kept him straight-out busy and a crew to supervise. He didn’t have time to dog sit.

      “On my way. Why don’t you call Alex and volunteer your help? I’m sure he’ll appreciate the extra manpower.” Since they’d been on the island, she and Solly had not only helped search for previously missing guests, they had also helped Alex and Tarbell solve several murders.

      Too many murders, as far as Harriet was concerned. So many, in fact, that the resort employees had dubbed the island “Destination Death.”

      When the mainland news feeds had learned about the murders and splashed them everywhere in their irritatingly lurid, sensationalized, and breathless way, Harriet had expected the resort reservations to dry up. Instead, they had exploded. Apparently the jaded wealthy wanted to rub elbows with killers. A few even came to the resort to use it as their killing ground.

      Fortunately those guests were in the minority. Most came to have a good time and enjoy all the resort had to offer.

      Still, eight dead guests in the seven months since the resort’s opening was a terrible track record.

      Harriet prayed Miss Patricia Williams would not be number nine.
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      “Excuse me.”

      Harriet jumped and whirled around. A male guest stood several feet behind her. Stepping away from the cart she’d been about to climb into, she studied him. His voice was deep and smooth, the kind of voice she imagined commanded board rooms or self-help seminars.

      “How can I help you?”

      He looked middle-aged, somewhere in his sixties or so. Silver had recently begun to frost his thick chestnut hair. He was an attractive man: tall, well toned and well dressed. A man who obviously took care of himself.

      But his most striking features, the ones that caught and held her attention, were his eyes. Set in a ruggedly handsome face and heavily fringed with dark lashes, his eyes looked like aged pewter. Something about them tugged at her. It wasn’t attraction–he was too old for her. But there was something about them that drew her.

      They stared back at her until she began to feel uncomfortable.

      The man must have sensed her discomfort because he smiled and held out his hand.

      “I apologize for staring. You remind me of an old friend and I got lost in memories there for a minute. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I’m Martin O’Claire. I overheard you ask one of the other guests if they’d seen a missing woman.”

      Harriet smiled and took the proffered hand.

      “Harriet Monroe. Yes, one of our guests seems to have wandered off and her friend is concerned.”

      “Do you have a photo? I’ve been out and about for several hours. I might have seen her.”

      Harriet pulled her link from her canvas pack and brought up Miss Williams’ photo. Martin took the link from her hand and stared at the photo.

      “Pretty girl. I’m fairly certain I saw her in the lobby earlier, getting a cup of coffee.” He handed back the link. “I’m afraid I didn’t see where she went after that.”

      Harriet felt a rush of excitement. Someone could verify that Patricia Williams made it to the lobby at least. “That’s very helpful, Mr. O’Claire. Can you tell me what time that was?”

      “Call me Martin, please. I saw her . . . oh, maybe five-ish?” Mr. O’Claire wagged his head. “Maybe five-thirty. I couldn’t sleep, so I thought a walk on the beach would be nice.”

      “Thank you. I’ll let our security director know.”

      “I think I saw your security director when he arrived at the hotel. Big man wearing a dark blue polo with a resort insignia. Dark hair, broad shoulders? What’s his name?”

      “Alex Hayes. Is there anything else I can help you with, Mr. O’Claire? I need to be somewhere . . .”

      “Call me Martin,” he said again. “Please. Mr. O’Claire makes me feel old. I don’t need anything at the moment, thank you for asking. I’m sorry I held you up.”

      Harriet flushed. She hadn’t meant to sound rude. “You haven’t. It’s just that my friend is watching my dog and I needed to pick her up a half hour ago. Enjoy your stay at the resort and don’t hesitate to ask the desk clerks if you need anything. They’re here to help.”

      “Thanks, I’ll remember that. Good luck locating your missing guest.” He turned on his heel and walked away with a loose, swinging gait.

      Closing Patty Williams’ image on her link, Harriet called Alex and told him about Martin O’Claire sighting the missing woman at the coffee bar earlier that morning.

      “That’s something, anyway,” Alex said. “No one else seems to have noticed her. Are you headed to the office now?”

      “I have to pick up Belle first. Then the office.” It looked like her talk with Payson would have to be put off a while longer. “Do you want to meet for lunch at the canteen?”

      “I doubt that dogs are allowed. I’ll bring lunch to you. We can sit on the lanai.”

      Harriet sighed, climbed into the cart, and headed for the greenhouses. She liked eating at the employee canteen.

      Keeping Belle just kept getting more and more complicated.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You seem awfully quiet. Something on your mind?” Alex plucked a piece of feta from Harriet’s Greek salad and crossed his ankles. They sat side by side on her office lanai with their backs against her French doors and watched the guests in the water and on the beach while they ate their lunch.

      A light breeze carrying the scent of coconut sunscreen ruffled Harriet’s hair. She smoothed it back with a grimace. “I hate to admit this, but I’m completely clueless about what keeping a dog entails. In my defense, I’ve never had a pet before. I want to keep Belle, but I don’t know if I’m smart enough to own a dog. Every time I turn around there’s something new to consider.”

      At the sound of her name, the dog in question thumped her tail. She lay stretched out beside Harriet, her attention alternating between the guests on the beach and the nearby food.

      “Pets are a lot like young children except they never grow up.” Alex plucked another chunk of feta from her salad. “You have to know where they are every minute.”

      “It’s not just making sure someone is looking after her at all times–it’s also the training. I don’t know where to begin or how to do it. I need Belle to start riding in the carts or I won’t be able to do my job. If I can’t do my job there’s no reason for me to stay on the island.” She rubbed at the slight ache that was beginning in her temples.

      “And I haven’t even told Payson yet that I brought a dog back from the mainland with me. What’s he going to say? Will
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