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 There is a void, an
empty hole

I can’t bear anymore.

I take a chance and plant a tree

That grows and thrives and anchors me.

Her roots entwine my soul.

A whirlwind comes and yanks us free,

Blind that she’s my core,

And I must leave with just a hole…

Much bigger than before

-Topaz, 2005


PROLOGUE

Where is Topaz?

Dorothy Hopkins peeked through the Venetian
blinds again, rubbing her swollen, arthritic knuckles. Her
nine-thirty doctor’s appointment weighed on her mind. If her
neighbor didn’t come soon, she’d miss it. The younger woman,
thirty-eight, had taken on the responsibility of ferrying Dorothy,
eighty-six, to her doctor’s appointments.

It’s not like Paz to be late, not like her
at all.

Dorothy’s fingers tingled as she fumbled with
the phone and dialed her friend’s number again. Topaz still didn’t
answer.

Maybe I should go over there. Perhaps she
overslept.

All showered and perfumed in her lilac
pantsuit and low-heeled Mary Janes, Dorothy decided to do just
that. Tucking a few thin silver strands into her French twist, she
picked up her black patent leather purse and put it over her arm.
She patted Angel, her aging toy poodle. A warm sigh escaped her as
she looked into her pet’s adoring brown eyes.

“I’ll be back in a little while, sweetheart.
You have a nap.”

Dorothy grabbed her wooden cane and went out
her front door, double checking to make sure it locked behind her.
She crossed the small courtyard to the sidewalk and glanced around,
but no one was outside on their little cul-de-sac. She turned left,
eyes on the ground, negotiating her way along the cement walkway,
wary of a raised section between their townhomes that might cause
her to trip. Having navigated the sidewalk, she pushed her glasses
back up on the bridge of her nose, turned in and crossed her
neighbor’s courtyard. Hanging on to the wrought-iron handrail, she
climbed two broad, shallow steps to a glossy black door with brass
hardware.

Dorothy paused to catch her breath, and then
she rang Topaz’s bell and waited. No answer. Again she pushed the
doorbell. She heard it ringing inside, but Paz didn’t answer. At
last, she tried the door. To her surprise, it opened, and she poked
her head inside. A strange scent caused her to shudder, a fleeting
frisson of fear.

“Paz? Are you home?”

Dorothy stepped inside, squinting and
shielding her sensitive eyes from the blinding sun pouring in
through tall, naked windows. She made her way through the dining
area toward the kitchen, “Paz?”

Leaning on the cane, Dorothy forced her eyes
open and gasped in shock as she found herself face-to-face with
blood and horror on the kitchen floor, hideously spotlighted by the
merciless glare of the sun. The cane clattered away along with her
glasses as Dorothy collapsed, pressing her hands against her eyes
to shield herself from the evil that filled the room.

Struggling for breath, she squeezed the Life
Alert button hanging around her neck. She wanted to scream, help
me!

But no sound came…


CHAPTER 1

Julie O’Hara stepped into her condo
and set her bag on a narrow glass-and-steel table under a frameless
mirror. She dropped her keys into a mail basket with a couple of
pencils and a roll of stamps and looked up. A late thirties woman
bearing a resemblance to Julia Roberts frowned back at her in the
mirror, her face a picture of guilt. Julie had just left her
oversized Bengal cat, Sol, at the Eola Pet Hospital, where they
would have to anesthetize him and put in some stitches… and it was
all her fault.

The condo she shared with Sol was atop an
elegant four-story building, nestled among sleek, taller ones,
which overlooked Lake Eola, a twenty-three-acre urban jewel and its
lovely park in Downtown Orlando. The morning’s misadventure had
occurred outside on her wraparound balcony.

Julie sighed in resignation. It was getting
warm, and she twisted her heavy brown hair up in a knot, grabbing a
pencil out of the basket and sticking it through to hold it. She
turned, pulled a vacuum cleaner from the hall closet, plugged it in
and ran it over the dark hardwood floor and across her treasured
Oriental rug. The deep ruby and blue colors anchored the open
room’s décor, and Julie checked it carefully for tell-tale spots.
Thankfully, there were none. Julie stashed the vacuum, grabbed a
few disinfectant wipes and headed outside to clean up Sol’s
table.

Well, it wasn’t really his table.
Julie just thought of it that way because the big cat was always
crouched there, watching the squirrels chase each other through the
arms of the moss-draped oaks that surrounded the lake and stretched
across Central Boulevard. Sol’s comb and brush lay where she
dropped them, along with her scissors… and little pink drops of
blood.

Oh, God. How could I have done that to my
baby?

Gone were all thoughts of what an ingrate and
trouble-maker Sol was. Broken pottery and shredded trim on
expensive throw-pillows were forgotten. Remorse had wiped his slate
clean. It was an accident, of course. Julie was trimming a stubborn
mat in Sol’s fur under his back leg when he moved suddenly, and she
clipped his skin instead. The cat so loved being groomed that he
never ceased his deep, rumbling purr and didn’t even seem to feel
it.

Overcome with cat-parent guilt, Julie was
slumped in a chair clutching her wipes and contemplating the crime
scene when her phone rang. She stepped back inside to her
desk-right-angled to a wall of books-and picked up.

“Hello?”

“Merlin, it’s me. When are you coming
in?”

Joe Garrett’s tone and the use of her
business moniker signaled something important.

“Why? What’s up?”

“You know the Topaz Bonnefille case?”

“Is that the woman who was stabbed in Belmar
last month?”

“That’s the one. Listen, I’ve been hired to
investigate it, Julie. I want to talk to you about it. Are you
coming in?”

“Yeah, I had to take Sol to the vet, but I’ll
be in soon.”

“Okay, see you. Bye.”

“Bye.”

Julie finished cleaning up outside.
Miraculously, her creamy blouse was spotless, so she merely swapped
her jeans and sneakers for a pair of tan slacks and flats, grabbed
a sweater and left. She took the elevator down to the first-floor
garage, walking past her VW convertible to the red Honda scooter
tucked in front of it. Careful not to clip her neighbor’s car, she
backed the bike out. Once clear of the garage, she donned her
helmet… and hit the pencil stuck in her makeshift bun. Smiling for
the first time since her panicked run to the vet, she shook her
hair out and slipped the helmet on.

Not exactly a Hell’s Angel…

Julie hit the kickstand and hooked a right.
She was headed for her office, just minutes away, around the other
side of the lake. It was a perfect autumn day, a mix of mare’s tail
clouds and sun. All the trendy shops on Central Boulevard were
doing a nice business. The lake was sparkling under the arms of
century-old oaks, swan boats in the distance. A group of plein-air
artists were sitting at their easels, capturing the lovely
waterscape. Casual chatter and the aroma of food from sidewalk café
tables reminded Julie that she hadn’t eaten any breakfast, thanks
to the morning’s catastrophe.

Soon, she was pulling into a bricked parking
area in front of the large, vintage home that housed her office.
The handsome two-story amber house angled toward the lake, its
white columns gracing a wide veranda. Gold plates on the dark green
double door were the only hint of its business use. The one on the
right had only one word - Merlin.

Her book Clues, A Guide to Body
Language had hit the best-seller list, and the single name was
a godsend to all manner of promotions by her publisher. ‘Merlin’
was so busy doing guest spots on TV and working on the next book
that she had to refer actual cases to other experts in her field.
Intrinsically fascinated with unconscious communication and its
forensic applications, success as a writer had been more of a side
effect than a goal. Julie felt trapped in her work as an author,
stuck in her office planning her itinerary or doing research on her
computer.

She removed her helmet, looping the chin
strap over her arm. I haven’t had an actual case to work on
since the Mystral. She remembered a cruise she and Joe Garrett
had taken where a guest went overboard, and they were able to help
solve the case. Shaking her head, she locked the scooter and
climbed the front steps to the double door.

The gold plaque to her left announced
Garrett Investigations.

Joe Garrett was more than Julie’s landlord
who occupied the other first-floor office. Over the last few years,
he had become her colleague as a detective… and her lover… a fact
they didn’t even try to keep secret anymore. Julie unconsciously
smiled as she thought of him.

Deciding to check in with Luz first, she
turned right into her office. Her competent Latina assistant was
busily typing at her desk. Twenty years Julie’s senior, Luz was as
tall as Julie, with heavy dark hair pulled back into a no-nonsense
chignon. Julie had never seen her in anything but subdued clothing,
something she suspected had to do with Luz’ status as a widow.
Somehow, just being in the office and seeing her substitute mom was
helping Julie get over her guilt-trip.

“Hi!” Luz said, smiling. “I thought you were
coming in earlier? You’ve got a couple calls on your desk.”

“Yeah, I was. I had to take Sol to the vet.”
Julie quickly walked down the short hall to her office, keeping her
transgressions to herself and forestalling further conversation on
the subject.

Ignoring the familiar corner view of the park
and its sparkling lake, Julie slid her helmet onto the file cabinet
and sat down at her desk. She checked the calls and then proceeded
to scan her email, answering a few and deleting a lot more. Caught
up, she logged off, simultaneously checking her watch. It was a
quarter past twelve already, and her stomach was grumbling.

She got up and headed back down the
hallway.

“Luz, I’ll call you later. I’m going over to
see if Joe wants to go to lunch.”

“Okay.”

Julie hurried across the tiled foyer, past
the central staircase that led up to Joe’s apartment. Although he
hadn’t said, there was no way he would be upstairs this late in the
day unless he was sick. Which is never, Julie thought with a
smile, opening his office door.

Janet Hawkins, Joe’s secretary, was seated on
the immediate right at her desk, a neat affair with a family photo
and violets. She was petite and curvy in a lime print dress, a
sassy fifty-something with a short golden hairdo, courtesy of
L’Oreal. “Good morning,” she said, looking at her watch. “Oops, I
guess it’s afternoon!”

Julie smiled at her teasing. “Hi.”

No doubt Janet and Luz had been chatting on
the phone, wondering if she’d overslept. The two were best buds,
romantics who gave themselves credit for bringing their bosses
relationship to light. In a way, they were right. It’s tough to
keep a secret in a family, and the four of them were a
family of sorts, working in Joe’s inherited homestead, often on the
same cases.

Across the open room, Joe looked up from his
computer and grinned. He was dressed casually in a dark gray tee
shirt and jeans. Ascribing to the idea that a cluttered desk was a
sign of genius, every inch of his broad oak desk was strewn with
papers and files. At six-four, with sun-streaked hair and a light
beard, Joe was definitely a man to turn a woman’s head.

“Hey, Merlin, you want to grab some
lunch?”

“You read my mind. Want to go to Graffiti
Junktion?”

Joe knew better than to suggest another
restaurant at this moment. Julie was hooked on their signature
Zucchini Fries, and apparently was contemplating a fix.


CHAPTER 2

“So who hired you?” Julie asked as they sat
at an outdoor table in Thornton Park enjoying giant burgers and
Julie’s zucchini addiction.

“Dorothy Hopkins, Topaz’s next-door neighbor.
She’s the one who found the body. She’s eighty-six, a widow with no
kids. The shock damn near killed her; she just got out of the
hospital. According to Dorothy, Topaz was her best friend. I think
she was pretty lonely up until Topaz moved in.”

“Does she still live there?”

“No. Dorothy’s gone into assisted living, but
she’s not happy about it. It’s not the place so much; she’s at
Oakwood Senior Towers here on Church Street. You know how nice that
is. And it’s not the cost. She’s financially comfortable, has a
trust fund and a local attorney who pays all her bills. I think she
didn’t want to admit that she couldn’t take care of herself
anymore. She probably misses her dog, too. I noticed a picture and
asked her about it. The dog was old, I understand. Put down before
she moved here.”

“Poor woman…”

“Yeah, it’s tough to lose a pet at that
age.”

Joe took the last bite of his burger. Full,
he put his elbows on the table, his hands together at his chin.
“Obviously, it was a lot harder for her to lose her friend. She had
a Home Health nurse coming in, but she needed more help than that.
Topaz shopped for her and took her to doctor appointments.
According to Dorothy, Topaz was her ‘healthcare surrogate,’ the
person to call in an emergency.”

“Hm. Maybe like a daughter?”

“Exactly. So, she’s right here at the lake,
and that’s how she ended up calling me. She seems to think that
Topaz was from New Orleans. Dorothy wants me to look into her
death. Mostly, she wants to find her family to let them know about
her death and her estate.”

“Oh, what a kind thing for her to do…”

“Yeah, it is. Unfortunately, Janet couldn’t
find any Topaz Bonnefille in Louisiana, never mind New
Orleans.”

“So… what do we know about her?”

“Not much. I went to see Pat McPhee at OPD.
The case is open, of course, but they have no leads.”

Julie first met Detective Patrick McPhee of
the Orlando Police Department when she and Joe helped solve a case
that became known as the Swan Boat Murder. She’d thought of Pat as
a friend ever since.

“They must have something, Joe.”

“You’d think so, but on top of her name
probably being false, Topaz Bonnefille was a cipher. She paid cash
upfront to lease her house, a year in advance each time, no
questions asked.”

Joe opened his hands. “I mean…why would they?
Think about it, Merlin. She was a mature, single woman with no
kids, no pets and cash. She was a landlord’s dream. The leasing
agent had no idea where Topaz lived before Belmar.

“She didn’t work, but she left two bank
accounts with a total of about $300,000 and a credit union account
with another $50,000, no one else on the accounts. CSI dusted and
combed through everything in her townhouse and didn’t find anything
useful.”

Julie pushed her plate aside and leaned
forward, exasperated. “C’mon, Joe, I know they’ve got more than
that. How’d the killer get in? Was she raped? Robbed?”

“No rape, but the place was tossed, drawers
were pulled out, her wallet and purse on the floor. They got in
through the half-lite back door in the kitchen. A small pane of
glass was broken over the doorknob.”

Joe took a swig of iced tea. “Also, they had
to be wearing gloves, Merlin. Most of the good prints in the house
were hers. They ran a few others through the AFIS database but were
unable to match them. So, they’ve got zero leads on the case. As
far as OPD knows, Topaz Bonnefille was a person who rented a
townhouse in Belmar and was apparently robbed and murdered there…
period.”

“No wonder there’s been so little
coverage.”

Joe stroked his chin. “Anyway, I plan to go
back to square one. I want to see her townhouse. And I want to
re-interview her neighbors at Belmar and her doctor. I’m hoping we
can dig a little deeper and come up with something fresh. So… are
you in?”

Julie pulled the napkin from her lap and
dropped it on the table.

“Absolutely! You wanna go now?”

“Yes, but first I’d like you to come with me
to see Dorothy. I told her I was coming by after lunch. It won’t
take long. I asked her to see if she could think of anything else
that might be helpful.” He chuckled… “If she’s anything like my
mother, she’ll be happy to know she’s got two for the price of
one.”

•

Dorothy opened the door and smiled when she
saw it was Joe, but looked puzzled when she saw Julie. “Oh, hello,
Joe… I didn’t know you were bringing someone with you.”

“Hi, Dorothy, this is my associate, Julie
O’Hara.”

“Oh, of course, it’s lovely to meet you. Come
in.”

She was wearing a mid-calf, blue cotton
dress, support hose and Velcro sandals. Even though her arms and
hands were liberally sprinkled with liver spots, Julie could tell
that Dorothy had made an effort to look her best. Hairpins held her
thinning silver hair in a neat French twist, and she’d darkened her
eyebrows a bit and added a touch of pink lipstick. The effect was
quite endearing.

She led them past a small kitchen to a round
walnut dining table, and they sat with her there. Julie was facing
an impressive matching china cabinet and had a fleeting thought
that it was a bit too large for the tiny dining area. To her right
in the living room, there were upholstered pieces in floral prints
facing sliding glass doors that led to a balcony with a view of
towering oaks and hanging moss. Overall, it was a sunny space, with
a homey look to it.

“Can I get you something? I’m having iced
tea. Would you like some?”

“No, Dorothy, don’t bother. We’ve just had
lunch. I wanted you to meet Julie. She’s a body language expert
who’ll be helping me interview people. We’ve worked together
before.”

“Body language? I never heard of that!” Eyes
wide in amazement, she stared at Julie as she unconsciously gulped
her tea. Julie, aware that she meant it, couldn’t help smiling.

“Sometimes, for a variety of reasons,
Dorothy, people hold back information. My job is to see what they
don’t say. I was so sorry to hear about your loss, and I’m
glad to help out with this. Joe tells me that Topaz was a very dear
friend?”

“Yes. Yes, she was. She must have some
family, Julie. It’s important for a family to know when someone has
passed on.”

“Of course it is,” said Julie with sympathy,
noting that Dorothy had clasped her hands together on the table and
was frowning, looking down. She’s worried, poor woman.
Change the subject. “You have some lovely china, Dorothy,” she
said, directing her attention to the large glass china cabinet.
“Are you a collector?” Julie pushed her chair back. “May I have a
look?”

“Yes. Please do. I love beautiful old plates
and cups, especially if it’s a set. It’s terribly crowded, I’m
afraid.”

Julie was admiring this dish and that one
when her eyes opened in surprise. She picked up a small Madonna and
Child bust. “My mother had one of these, Dorothy. It looked just
like this! Even the colors, only it wasn’t painted as well. She
made it for me in a ceramics class. Sad to say, it broke years ago
when I moved here from Massachusetts.”

“Oh, my dear,” said Dorothy. “Please take it.
Topaz gave it to me. I’m sure she would want you to have it.”

“Oh, I couldn’t!”

“Yes, please, do take it with you, Julie. It
makes me sad.”

Julie noticed Dorothy’s eyes were downcast as
she sipped her tea and she pitied the woman.

“All right, I will. Thank you so much.”

“Dorothy,” said Joe. “Before we go, were you
able to think of anything else about Topaz?”

“No. But I’m sure Topaz said she was
from New Orleans.”

She walked them to the door, and they said
their goodbyes.

Julie was quiet as Joe pulled the Land Rover
out of the parking area and headed to I-4 East. She was wrapping
the small Madonna in her sweater.

“I can’t believe she gave me this, Joe,” she
said, nostalgic and smiling.


CHAPTER 3

Belmar was a gated community of
upscale, faux-French townhouses with dark slate roofs; they were
pretty much all you could see from the main road, as a high
landscaped berm surrounded the place. Joe turned left and drove
through monogrammed black entrance gates, which were unmanned and
open.

What’s the point of gates like that?
Julie thought. They probably only close them at night. It’s all
for show, to enhance real estate value.

Joe took the first right into a small
cul-de-sac of five two-story townhomes. They were concrete coated
with stucco-a lighter gray than the dormered roofs-and each
residence had a garage right-angled to the house, facing a small
courtyard/driveway and the home’s main entrance, a uniform black
enamel door with brass hardware. A flowering red hibiscus hedge
fronted the courts, adding a nice touch of color and privacy. Julie
noticed that the hedges in front of two of the houses at the end of
the little street were overgrown and needed trimming. Both had For
Sale signs; one marked Sold.

Real Estate’s booming. Bet that other one
sells soon.

“Which house did Topaz live in?”

Joe had circled and was parking his Land
Rover at a corner home. “Across from this one,” he said, “the first
one on the right over there. Dorothy’s was the next house up.”

Sun Center Properties, Inc. had placed a For
Lease sign out front. Julie and Joe were there to meet Jodi Cook,
an attractive, dark-haired
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