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      Steve was already on the edge of his beach chair when Heather opened her eyes. "Someone's in trouble," he said. His voice carried a certainty she'd come to know and trust.

      "There," said Jack. "In the surf to our right. Someone must have gone under."

      By this time, Heather was out of her rented chair. "Come on, Jack, let's see if there's anything we can do."

      They took an angle toward the water to get out of the soft sand of South Padre Island. Once on the water-packed beach, they ran to a growing throng of people sixty yards to their right.

      A lifeguard raised an air horn and pierced the screeching laughter of gulls. He sprinted to the surf with a red float trailing behind, shouting and motioning for swimmers to get out of the water. Parents waded into the surf-churned brine to retrieve children who didn't understand why they had to leave their fun. The blare of approaching sirens overrode the sound of pounding waves. Crying children and voices in Spanish and English rose in volume.

      Another lifeguard arrived on a four-wheeler with balloon tires. He made a last transmission on his radio, grabbed his float, and followed the first into the curling waves.

      Time seemed to slow down as Heather and Jack followed the last instruction by the lifeguard to keep everyone out of the water. Long minutes later, another four-wheeler arrived pulling a Jet Ski. The female passenger dismounted the four-wheeler and ran into the waves as the male driver backed the trailer into the shallows. The woman climbed on the Jet Ski, backed it off the trailer, and whirled it around in one smooth move. Heather shaded her eyes and watched the machine cut a path through the waves, going completely airborne at one point. City police and sheriff's department trucks reached the location and closed the beach to swimming a hundred yards in each direction. They gave clear instructions for everyone to leave the immediate area unless they saw the swimmer go under or knew who it was.

      Heather walked, hand in hand with the man who was rapidly winning her heart. The promise of a cloudless day and spending a working vacation with Jack was now tainted by a cloud of death looming overhead. When they arrived back at their shady spot, Heather took her seat next to Steve while Jack retrieved a bottle of water. Kate was the first to speak. "I can tell by your expressions this doesn't look promising."

      "Not at all," said Jack.

      Steve let out a soft moan but remained silent otherwise. Words seemed feeble. The waves and birds made their own soundtrack, like they did every day, with or without an audience or an impending tragedy.

      Heather took inventory of the group and how they were reacting. She was still on stable ground. Her experience as a police officer and a detective in Boston brought her into contact with a wide variety of situations, including death. Steve also was on an even keel, at least for now. The mid-fifties former Houston homicide detective wore a blazing orange button-up Hawaiian-style shirt that covered most of a baggy rainbow-striped bathing suit. The colors clashed, but what could you expect from a blind guy who shopped at Goodwill and consignment shops? He was no stranger to death, but some tragedies affected him more than others. Memories weren't always his friends.

      Heather cut her eyes to Jack and took in his profile. He had a good face and trim physique. A head taller than her, she was well aware that he cut a fine figure in either a suit when he appeared as attorney for the defense, or in casual wear. He also was no stranger to death, but after the fact. Trial preparation sometimes meant becoming intimately familiar with coroner’s reports and gruesome photos of crime scenes.

      Then there was Kate. She was the wild-card in the group as to how she’d react to watching what might be the recovery of a body.

      This was Heather's second experience of being around Kate. The more she knew, the more she liked the woman. It probably had to do with her taking Steve under her wing and giving him new meaning to his life. Or, was learning to write novels only a hobby for him to fill his days? Either way, both seemed content to stay a safe distance away from each other, but she wondered if the relationship might blossom. The successful author's distant past hadn't been revealed to satisfy Heather's curiosity, but staying in Kate's apartment with her might be a good time for girl talk.

      Steve broke the silence. "Anything new going on? It's been fifteen minutes since I heard the first screams."

      Heather's focus shifted back to the scene. "Nothing but the Jet Ski making passes where the waves are first breaking. The lifeguards with floats are working their way toward us."

      "It's a recovery," whispered Steve. His voice took on a new intensity. "When you and Jack were swimming earlier, did you feel a pull from right to left?"

      "Not particularly strong, but steady," said Jack. "Where we swam it was mainly a pull out to sea, but it only lasted until the next wave broke."

      "Rip current," whispered Steve.

      "Do you mean rip tide?" asked Heather.

      "Most people call them rip tides, but they're rip currents. Rip tides occur near jetties or places where rivers flow into the gulf, or the natural cuts into the bays. A rip current can occur anywhere along a beach. Look at the waves. Most of the time they come more or less straight in or at a consistent angle, and go out straight. The in-and-out causes the sand to pile up into sandbars. Water will take the spot of least resistance to flow back from the shore. Sometimes it cuts a trough in the sand bars, and the water will flow out at a speed that an Olympic swimmer can't outrun."

      Heather traded glances with Kate before she directed her question to Steve. "When did you get to be such an expert on rip tides and rip currents?"

      "In high school." His voice had a somber tone. "A carload of us drove from Houston down to Surfside Beach in Brazoria County. We helped form a human chain and recovered a child in only four feet of water. It convinced me I needed to study tides and currents."

      Steve unbuttoned his shirt. "The longer a body bounces against the sand, the worse shape it will be in. Most people don't realize how unforgiving the sea is. Who’s up for going with me?"

      "Going where?" asked Heather.

      "To find the body."

      Jack rose from his chair, but not Heather. "There's a lot of water out there. Where are you going to look?"

      "You don't look. You go where you think the body is going and wait.”

      Kate pushed up on the arms of her chair. She looked nice in her one-piece. Actually, she looked darn good for a fifty-something-year-old woman who spent most of her time banging out novels on a laptop.

      "You don't have to go," said Steve. "I seriously doubt we'll—"

      "I'm going," said Kate in a way that didn't brook debate. "Besides, I'm probably the strongest swimmer in the group. I was on my high school swim team and I still try to do laps every morning."

      Heather noticed more and more people, especially parents, were leaving the water. "We can't swim here. The deputies are telling everyone to get out of the water. They put flags in the sand in both directions to mark the no-swim areas."

      "We need to go farther up the beach," said Steve as he sought Kate's arm. "Fifty feet on the far side of the flag should be right if the current is still pulling in that direction." He took in a deep breath. "I imagine all we'll end up doing is having a nice swim. The pros will probably find the body in deep water."

      The quartet set off at a brisk pace up the beach. Heather corralled her auburn hair with a scrunchy and wondered if Steve was downplaying their chances of finding the ill-fated swimmer. Soon, they turned right and walked through water that came to her ankles before a wave surged against her and scurried to shore. Before long, the water's force pulled in the opposite direction.

      "Sand bar," said Steve as he and Kate led the way.

      The water level fluctuated between slightly below her calf to above the knee as they progressed. The seabed once again rose, but as it did, the waves broke higher. Steve didn't need to call out that they'd reached another sand bar.

      "Not too much farther," said Steve.

      The four pressed on, and didn't stop until Steve held up his hand like a traffic cop. "Jack, you're the tallest. Link arms or hold hands with Heather." At that moment, a wave curled over them. Had it not been for Jack's hand gripping her wrist, Heather would have been sent tumbling. As it was, the wave smacked her square in the face and bowed her over backward.

      "Keep your eye out for the waves," shouted Steve. "If it's too big, duck under it."

      Heather rubbed stinging saltwater from her eyes. “Now he tells me.”

      "Can't we all get up on the sandbar?" asked Jack. "I'm standing in waist deep water until a wave comes along."

      "Trade places with Heather. If the body comes this way, it will come from the direction of the rescuers and will be pulled along by the current. Can everyone feel the water pushing you to the side?"

      "I can," said Kate. "It's not strong enough to take my feet out from under me, but it's stronger than usual."

      They stood relatively stationary for several minutes and became accustomed to the capricious waves. Some came with fury; others, as unambitious surges of water that tilted the four toward shore, only to relent.

      The scream came from Kate somewhere near the twenty-minute mark. By the time Heather turned to look, Kate was face down in the water, digging in with powerful strokes, kicking with practiced beats, and headed to shore. Steve was nowhere to be seen. Jack dove under a wave. She saw it building, but the distraction of Kate's scream kept her from reacting to it. When she came up for air, Steve had his arm under one arm of a brown body, while Jack had the other. She half-walked, half-swam to them but there was nothing for her to do but watch as the two men moved out of the trough and pulled the body through surf that crashed one final time over a young face and twisted his body for spite.

      Kate ran through shallow water, facing the closest first responder with arms above her head, forming one X after another. Time had no meaning for the young man now, but emergency personnel abandoned their posts and rushed to where he lay on the beach. They gathered around with downcast eyes. First responder sometimes meant first mourner.

      After the police took statements, the four trudged back to their chairs and umbrellas. Steve summed up the mood. "What a way to start a vacation. I don't know about anyone else, but I need a shower, a sandwich, and a bed."

      Heather knew what he left unsaid. Steve needed time by himself in his dark world to come to grips with what should have been for the young man, and for his own life. What could she and Jack come up with to bring him around?

      Her thoughts went to Kate. It would be good for Kate to go to bed tonight thinking about something besides death. In fact, that would be good for everyone’s mental health. But what could it be?
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      The four doors of the rental SUV closed at almost the same instant. Heather looked across the hood and winked at Jack as he slipped the keys into the pocket of his shorts. He acknowledged her with a wolfish smile as they waited for Kate to round the back of the car.

      "I don't know what the big secret is," said Steve. "Even a blind guy can tell we're going to a restaurant on the bay side of the island."

      Kate's voice had a hint of a tease to it. "Always the detective, spoiling the surprise."

      Music from a live band spilled out from the restaurant as Heather jogged across the street well ahead of the others. She walked under a series of garish signs giving the restaurant's name and the name of an additional business operated at dockside.

      In a low tone, Heather addressed the hostess. "Sunset cruise?”

      The cheery voice of a young woman with tattoos covering both arms pointed. "Follow the walkway past the bar, turn left, down some steps, and you'll see the catamaran docked. Sarah is there to confirm your reservations and get you on board."

      The others caught up as an October sun sat above the horizon. Once past the bar and through a maze of tables they arrived at dockside. Sarah, a perky blond, checked the foursome in and said, "Thanks for coming a few minutes early. The catamaran can be a little tricky to get on and off, but if we take our time, it won’t be problem."

      Heather guessed the woman to be in her early-to-mid-twenties. She had one of those flawless faces, making it hard to guess her age. A knit shirt with the name of the boat embroidered on the right side, shorts, and flip-flops seemed to be the business’ uniform. Typical dress code on this tropical island.

      "I'll help our special guest get on board. What's your name, sir?" asked Sarah.

      "Steve. Where do we sit?"

      Her smile and voice invited conversation. "The most popular seats are on the bow. You have your choice since you're the first to arrive. You can sit by the rail with pillows, on what's called the trampoline, which is really a tightly woven mesh net, or we have a few bean-bags."

      "I'll take a bean-bag. It'll remind me of my apartment furniture in college."

      The young woman’s giggle reminded Heather of Jack's niece, a sophomore in high school with a disposition as sunny as their day had been.

      A voice came from the boat. "Welcome aboard. I'm Miguel."

      Heather turned to see a young man with black hair and eyes just as dark. He carried himself with confidence on a small frame she guessed to be five-foot-five and one-hundred and thirty-five pounds. His attire matched Sarah's.

      "If you'll help Steve climb the steps and cross the gangway, I'll help him down and get him to his bean bag," said Miguel. "There's an ice chest with water and soft drinks. Help yourself."

      It wasn't long before Miguel had Steve safely seated, narrowly missing a bump on his head from the frame covering a canopy over the middle section of the boat. The back third of the vessel was for crew only. The ship’s steering, a row of ice chests, and a propane-fired cook-top grill filled the deck at the stern.

      With Steve settled and drinks passed out, the four breathed in the smells of Laguna Madre, a vast bay separating mainland Texas from the barrier island with the Spanish ecclesiastical title of Padre. More specifically, they were on South Padre Island, not to be confused with North Padre that ran from Corpus Christi south until it reached a natural break called the Mansfield Gap.

      The band in the restaurant launched into an up-tempo number in Spanish. Kate moved her lips to the words but wasn't one to try to out-sing those being paid for their talent. She grabbed a bean bag, pushed it next to Steve, and placed her hand on his arm. "How is your revision of the short story going?"

      "Slow. I've listened to a hundred podcasts on showing instead of telling and that story still sounds like a witness statement."

      "Keep at it. One day soon it will click in your mind and your stories will come alive."

      "If you say so." He had his bottle of water almost to his lips when he added, "Right now it's DOA."

      "See," said Kate. "That's the type of line you need to include in your stories. It's spontaneous, clever, and shows the reader your voice."

      The arrival of six college-age girls put an end to the conversation. They stripped off their cover ups, grabbed bottles of pre-mixed piña colada, and slithered onto the trampoline. It wouldn't have been uncomfortable if the red-head had worn something besides a thong. Heather stared at Jack with eyebrows raised and a scowl across her face. She hoped he understood the Foster Grants resting on his nose wouldn't save him if she caught him ogling. He promptly turned around and dangled his feet off the side of the boat. He stayed looking at the band until one of the young ladies said there was no hope of tanning this late in the day. The gaggle reached for their cover ups and Heather whispered to Jack that it was safe to turn around. His reward for good behavior was a kiss on the cheek.

      Heather knew from the website that the boat held forty-nine guests. They’d scored the last tickets for the evening cruise. She watched as a flood of touristy-looking people filed on board. While she was at it, she counted crew members. Sarah checked people in while Miguel scurried about, helping a broad-shouldered man wearing a chef's coat with long pants. They greeted guests the best they could in between loading large ice chests. She looked around but didn’t see anyone else.

      Things soon got cozy as the ship filled. Many brought their own small ice chests, plastic bags, or flasks containing their favorite adult beverages. The two-hour sunset cruise promised to be well lubricated, and it didn't take long before introductions passed among strangers. A woman carrying a guitar case boarded and worked her way to the bow where a microphone was set up in front of a short barstool. She plugged in, did the usual microphone check, introduced herself, and told everyone there was a restroom on board and that they would be underway soon.

      Kate talked to Steve about his short story as a movement on shore caught Heather's eye. A dark-skinned man plowed a path through the restaurant and sprang from the dock to the boat. He wore the same shirt as the crew, only a different color. A neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper beard hid his face. Standing behind the wheel of the catamaran, he pointed to Miguel. With that lone gesture, the deckhand leapt from the vessel and untied fore and aft. The singer clicked on her mic. "We're beginning our world-famous sunset dinner cruise. Sit back, relax and if you need anything, let one of the crew know." She began her first song which set the tone for the cruise—a slow ballad about lost love with the hope of something new.

      The boisterous laughs and crude jokes dwindled as the burbling sounds of water striking the twin hulls had a soothing effect on the crowd. Heather's fears that the journey would be a booze cruise slipped away as the boat's engine chugged almost noiselessly somewhere far behind them.

      Jack entertained a lad of about six by telling silly jokes. With multiple nieces and nephews, he had a way with kids that she sometimes envied. So far, she was sadly lacking in the maternal instincts department. She and Jack would need to discuss this, perhaps before they left the island.

      With a southeasterly breeze behind them, it wasn't long before aromas found Steve's sensitive nose. "Do I smell shrimp on the grill?"

      "Appetizers," said Jack. "The website said chicken and beef fajitas for the main course, followed by grilled fish. Sound good?"

      "Sounds good and smells great. They're gilling onions and bell peppers and jalapeños, too. The lunchmeat sandwich I had for lunch is long gone."

      The run on shrimp was fast and furious, but Sarah and Miguel brought platters until everyone slacked off and began to enjoy the scenery. Heather didn't know what to expect from the cruise in terms of where they would go. It turned out they didn't venture very far out into the expanse of water. Instead, the boat hugged the shoreline, which took it past open-air restaurants, many with live bands, homes built along canals that cut water streets into the island. One building in particular caught Heather's eye. It rose four stories high and gave balcony views to the bay. It was small in comparison to the mega condos, apartments, and hotels on the beach side, but looked peaceful, the kind of place that would attract stable residents who cared for their property. Pelicans perched on top of dwarf telephone poles that formed the skeleton of piers for a small armada of shining new boats. Heather leaned toward Kate and pointed at the building. "What do you know about that place?"

      Kate shook her head. "Not much, but I can ask Connie. She's the owner of the complex where I leased for the winter. She claims to know every inch of the island and what goes on here." Kate pointed to boat docks and Jet Ski ramps. "This side of the island is so different from the Gulf side. More retirees and long-term leases. The people who live on this side of the island tend to be older with most of the party animal in them tamed."

      "My speed and my kind of people," said Steve. "The beach scares me. No offense, Kate, but I like this side of the island better."

      "None taken." She patted his hand. "I wish I'd known before I signed my lease."

      The catamaran chugged on. The volume of voices onboard increased when several people cried out, “They’re so cute!” Steve turned to Kate and said, “What’s everyone looking at?”

      "We passed a business that rents novelty boats. They're made of fiberglass and seat up to four. We're passing one that's a giant version of a yellow duck bathtub toy. There are also boats that look like race cars or limousines. All of them have fiberglass awnings and seem to be propelled by some sort of hidden trolling motor. You can walk faster than they can travel."

      "Now you're talking," said Steve. "I might be game for an early-morning ride on one of those."

      Steve couldn't see it, but Kate shook her head. "You're on island time. There's not much of anything open before noon. We could come for lunch and take one out after that." She looked at the sky. "Weather permitting, that is. I heard there's a chance of thunderstorms, but I can't remember if they said tomorrow or the next day."

      Talk of boats that looked like bathtub toys and the weather ended when the singer announced fajitas were on their way. Once again, Sarah and Miguel worked the crowd with an efficiency that looked like a well-choreographed dance. His hand on the small of her back and her smile told Heather the young couple danced in places other than on the boat.

      A soft whistle from the rear of the ship brought Miguel's head up. He handed Sarah his bowl and took sure steps between bodies to answer the call. Curiosity got the best of Heather, so she stood and stepped to the ice chest, where she grabbed four replacement drinks. The captain moved to one side and surrendered the wheel to Miguel. With the captain pointing, the young man made a lazy turn into a canal.

      The interaction of the two sailors reminded Heather of a father teaching his adult child how to take over the family business. She wouldn’t know what that was like personally since she and her father hadn’t been on speaking terms for ten years. Only recently had their relationship come onto somewhat level ground. Thinking of the improved relationship brought a half-smile to her face as she regained her seat and enjoyed the view of waterfront mini-mansions.

      Sarah came around with a platter of grilled fish. Despite the quality, takers dwindled. The feeding frenzy of fajitas on top of fresh gulf shrimp put a severe damper on appetites. Steve and Jack had a fillet each, but Heather and Kate had already reached their limit.

      Miguel steered the boat to the end of a canal and swung it around under the watchful eye of the captain. They faced the setting sun at the precise moment it sat on the horizon, resting on still waters. Phones came out of purses and pockets and snapped photos until the orange orb dipped out of sight and the craft changed course to return to its watery bed at dockside.

      Conversations softened as they seemed to glide across the still lagoon. The singer's music remained at the same volume, but became much clearer. She had talent, but like so many artists, worked mainly for tips. As the boat glided to a stop at dockside, she made sure everyone knew she was a starving artist and gave instructions on where the tip jars were located. She ended the cruise by saying, “On behalf of the captain and crew of the Maria Elaina, we want to thank you for sailing with us this evening.

      Kate gasped when she heard the name of the catamaran. A look of near panic crossed her face.

      The singer kept talking. “It was our pleasure having you aboard. If you enjoyed yourself, please tell a friend.”

      “What’s wrong?” asked Steve.

      “I need off this boat,” Kate’s words came out rough and ragged.

      “We’re at the dock now,” said Heather. “It won’t be long.”

      Being first on meant they were last off. Kate grew more agitated the longer they waited. Heather couldn’t understand her sudden change. As for herself, she could have easily gone on a private cruise at that moment. Jack had closed the gap between them when the sun made its final farewell. She spent the last hour of the voyage enjoying the feel of his thumb massaging the back of her hand.

      The spell was broken when Kate jumped up and reached for Steve’s hand. “It’s our turn.”

      The four of them made their way toward the middle of the boat.

      "It sounds like we’re bringing up the rear of the line," said Steve.

      "We saved the best for last," said Sarah. "Be sure to bend over as much as you can to avoid the canopy, Steve. Come back to see us."

      Miguel took over and helped Steve find the steps up to the gangplank. He made it up with no problem and waited for Kate once he reached the dock.

      For the second time in one day, Kate screamed.
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      The vice-like grip of the captain's suntanned hand pulled Kate into his chest. She jerked back, but to no avail. Too stunned to move, Heather heard the bearded man speak through clenched teeth. "At last, Maria Elaina. You've come back to me."

      "Let her go," shouted Jack.

      The narrow confines of the boat made it impossible for Jack to get around Heather without climbing on a seat.

      Heather stood behind Kate and glared at the burly man. "You heard him. Let her go!"

      The captain paid no attention. His words changed to Spanish, and he sprayed them in Kate's face.

      "Don't touch me, Ricardo." Words rose from a place of deep hatred. "You've already broken that arm once. Are you going to do it again?" She struggled against his grip with no success.

      His gaze narrowed. He took a wide stance and pulled Kate even tighter into his chest. "I'll do whatever I have to, mi esposa."

      Heather had heard more than enough. She stepped around Kate as much as she could, raised her sandal and stomped the top of his foot with all her might. It wasn't enough to take him down, but it did stun him enough that he released his grip. She wasted no time in placing herself between Kate and the man claiming to be her husband.

      A claw-like hand grabbed Heather's shoulder as she pushed Kate toward the gangplank. To release his grip, Heather used her off hand to separate the middle finger from the rest and bent it back. The self-defense and martial arts classes she'd taken throughout her career paid off. The captain's knees buckled, and he cried out.

      Turning to face Kate, Heather said, "Get out of here."

      By this time, Jack had climbed over a bench and had his arms wrapped around the captain. "Go with her. I'll hold him."

      Steve's voice came from below the gangplank. "What's going on?"

      Heather was on the gangway when she heard the sound of a fist striking flesh behind her. No time to worry about Jack. She had to take care of Kate and get Steve out of harm's way. Kate staggered like an inebriate into the restaurant, giving no indication she even saw Steve as she passed him. Heather grabbed Steve's arm. "Come on. I'll explain later."

      Heather hadn't taken three steps on dry land when a force drove her face down onto a table. She looked up to see the captain headed for Kate. A beefy man wearing a blue jean jacket without sleeves came from the area of the bar. He held out his hands until the captain ran into them. "Ricardo. What's going on?"

      Kate spun around. Her voice cracked like a whip. "Come near me again and you're a dead man. Understand?" She repeated the threat in Spanish.

      Instead of answering, the captain tried to get around the man blocking his path. Heather suspected the man to be a bouncer because he didn't back down. Instead, he took a step to block the captain. For the first time, Ricardo relaxed. It was a ploy. The punch Ricardo threw landed on a thick shoulder. The bouncer’s muscled arm wrapped around the captain's throat when Ricardo tried again to get around him.

      "Settle down, Ricardo. Do you want to go to jail?"

      The captain might have responded if the choke-hold hadn't been so tight.

      A soft hand on Heather's arm preceded Sarah's pleading voice. "I'm so sorry. I don't know what got into Captain Ricardo. If you'd like, I can take the lady home. You have your hands full with Steve and your boyfriend. Miguel's taking care of him."

      "Is he hurt?"

      "Just the wind knocked out of him."

      Heather considered the responsibility of caring for three people and found the task more than she could handle. “Yes. Take Kate home." She pulled some bills from her clutch purse and extended them to Sarah. "This is for your time and kindness."

      "You don't have to pay me. If you're staying on the island, it can't be far."

      Heather looked to the boat, where Miguel guided Jack over the gangplank. "Take Miguel out to eat someplace special."

      "Thanks, I will."

      Heather watched as Sarah worked her magic on Kate, who didn't question leaving the group she came with.

      "Is all the excitement over?" asked Steve. Heather couldn't help but notice the melancholy pitch to his voice.

      "We'd better get out of here before the boys in blue show up."

      "Where's Kate?"

      "Sarah's taking her home."

      Steve's huff of exasperation had an eloquence all its own. It spoke of his frustration with not being able to protect Kate, and how that weighed heavily on him. She wondered how many bad memories of a similar event would haunt him tonight.

      Jack arrived with a hand over his stomach. "Sorry. I must have missed the class in hand-to-hand combat in law school. How's Kate?"

      "Not good," said Heather. "I've seen a lot of angry ex-wives. She’s right up there with the best of them."

      Steve groaned.

      "Come on, you two,” said Jack. “The thought of filling out statements in a police station tonight doesn't appeal to me."

      They'd almost made it past the bar when two uniformed officers came toward them. The hostess with the inked arms pointed. "That's them."

      Jack’s words echoed in Heather’s thoughts. "Looks like we aren't going home any time soon."
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        * * *

      

      Steve sat in the reception area of the South Padre Island Police Department with his cane between his feet. He imagined those coming and going doing double takes. Heather and Jack were somewhere in the bowels of the building, giving their statements. The reception area had the new building smell until the door opened and the sea breeze brought in the distinctive odors of exhaust fumes mixed with decaying seaweed and whatever else the gulf dumped on its sandy shores.

      Footsteps approached. "Mr. Smiley? Come with me, please. Chief Giles would like for you to wait in her office."

      He stood. "This will be easier if I can put my hand on your arm or shoulder. No need to walk slow; I can keep up."

      A small hand took his and placed it on the shoulder of a woman wearing a shirt with an epaulet.

      "You haven't been on the force long, have you?"

      A buzzer sounded along with a metallic click. The officer opened a door.

      "Less than a month. How did you know?"

      "The uniform. It has the feel of new material."

      The officer walked on and turned to the right after commenting, "It's not just new, it's hot and scratchy. I'm glad to be inside this evening."

      They came to a halt. Keys jangled and one scraped against metal. Another click and cooler air escaped to welcome them as footsteps came from the opposite direction.

      "Thanks, Cindy. I'll take Mr. Smiley from here."

      Steve waited until the mature voice said, "Three steps forward and one to your right. There's a chair with arms. Can I get you some water or a cup of coffee?"

      "No, thanks," said Steve. "The coffee in police stations will make you go blind." He found the chair with no problem and lowered himself, while the woman acknowledged that the coffee in the squad room was best left alone.

      Chief Gloria Giles self-identified and gave him a pat on the shoulder as she passed by. "I answer to almost anything except G.G. You've had quite an eventful day, Mr. Smiley." The voice wasn't harsh like that of a two-pack-a-day smoker, but it wasn't soft and gentle either.

      "Steve. Call me Steve."

      "Then you can call me Gloria. It's not every day a blind former homicide detective finds a drowned swimmer. How did you know where to search?"

      "Lucky guess."

      "That's not what I read this afternoon. The statements from the two lawyers with you said you knew where to look. That's not to mention Kate Bridges' account. Her version of your heroics with the drowning victim reads like one of her books."

      "Kate's a great writer," said Steve. "Have you sent someone to get her statement about tonight? As upset as she sounded, they may not get much.”

      "Do you think it’s best we not press her?”

      “You’ll get less emotion if you wait until tomorrow morning.”

      “Tell me about tonight."

      The open-ended question was exactly what he expected. Gloria knew her business. She'd softened him up with conversation and friendly banter, had even done him a favor. What she needed now was an accurate account of what happened on the boat and at the dock. She'd also already proved her finger was on the pulse of the island by reading the day's reports.

      Steve stalled for time, not wanting to go into a long narrative of the cruise until he knew Kate was all right. The chief must have read his mind.

      "Don't worry about Kate. We won't get her statement until tomorrow. I'll try to find someone who can spell." She chuckled at her own joke. "I called in a favor from a retired psychiatrist on the island. She's with Kate now and I'll wager the shrink will have her knocked out until noon tomorrow. An officer will stay with Kate until Ms. McBlythe gets back."

      Steve dipped his head and brought it back up. "Thanks. Where do you want me to start?"

      "When you arrived at the boat."

      “Heather and Jack thought we needed a nice, calm, dinner cruise to get all our minds off the young man drowning today. They surprised Kate and I with a voyage on the Maria Elaina. They didn’t know it, but that was Kate’s name before she had it legally changed after she divorced Ricardo.”

      “A messy divorce?”

      Steve nodded. “It was a bad marriage with lots of documented spousal abuse by Ricardo.”

      “You seem to know a lot about Kate.”

      “I’m inquisitive.” Steve launched into a fact-by-fact account of the cruise, what he heard from the gangplank, and after Heather led him to the restaurant.

      A sigh came from the other side of what Steve assumed was a desk in front of him. "Sorry I can't give you more," he added as a post-script.

      "There are a lot more facts in your account than what I usually get."

      "I had practice... once upon a time."

      A fifteen-second moment of silence passed before Gloria asked, "Why are the four of you here?"

      "The surface reason for Heather is that she's considering buying apartments."

      "Singular or plural?"

      It was Steve's turn to laugh. "Singular, if you're talking about the entire complex. She comes from a long line of Boston McBlythes that would rather buy a hotel than rent a room."

      "She has that kind of money?"

      "And more every day. The only time she takes a break from making deals is when she helps me work a murder case."

      Steve heard papers move on Gloria's desk. "You're not working on a case now, are you?"

      He held up three fingers of his right hand. "Scout's honor. This is a business trip, with a little pleasure thrown in. I'm here so Kate can help me polish some short stories. I'm trying to learn how to write. And, as I said, Heather's here to check out an apartment complex."

      "Which one?"

      "The one we're staying in. I think it's called Playa Del Ray."

      "That's interesting."

      Something about the way Gloria said it struck an out-of-tune note. Steve tilted his head. "What’s so interesting about Heather checking out that particular complex?"

      "Are you sure it's for sale?"

      Answering a question with another question always made the little hairs on Steve's neck start to tingle. He played it straight. "Kate told her it was a rumor going around. Heather's supposed to start snooping tomorrow morning to see if there's anything to it."

      "If she finds out for sure that it's for sale, give me a call. If it's not, don't worry about it."

      Steve knew better than to press too hard the first time around. He'd tell Heather to dig deep on this one.

      Gloria broke his concentration. "Something tells me you being on the island involves more than buying expensive property."

      Steve tapped a finger on his thigh. "For Heather and Jack it's time to get away, grab more than a few hours together and see if they still like each other as much as they think they do."

      "What are their chances?"

      Steve answered with a shrug. "I'm learning to write mysteries, not romance."

      "And what's below the surface of the famous homicide detective and one of my favorite authors?"

      Steve stood. "I thought it was clear skies and a following wind until tonight. Today's storms caught me off guard. I wasn't expecting a possessive ex-husband to pop up. That goes double for Kate. Bumping into a dead teen in the surf and being grabbed by a violent ex-husband on the same day is too much for anyone, let alone a confirmed introvert." He sat back down. "And speaking of, what are your plans for Captain Ricardo?"

      "Are Jack and Heather going to throw a fit if I decide to handle this incident informally?"

      Steve shook his head. "After a night to cool down, they'll defer to Kate and do what she wants."

      "Then I'll let everyone catch their breath and tackle this tomorrow... or the next day. Remember, we're on island time. Things tend to
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