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Thursday, August 25

“I’m sorry, ma’am. Your card has been declined.” The waiter’s words stung Devon Moore. Her stomach did the dropping thing like when a police car’s flashing lights showed up in your rearview mirror.

She glanced at the two people sitting with her then back to the waiter. “There must be some mistake, Ricky. My business card should have plenty of space on it. Will you try the card again, please?” She shot him her brilliant smile, the one guaranteed to get whoever to do whatever she wanted.

“If you’ve got a problem, Devon, I can pay for our lunch,” offered Sam Jenning, a middle-aged, gray-haired man with a slight paunch, the CFO of the cosmetics company Devon hoped to buy. 

Not what she wanted at all. They’d come to the ultra-posh Dallas restaurant to sway the opinion of the CFO and the president, Millie Swanson, about the wisdom of selling out to Devon. Having them pay threw a wrench in her plans.

“Not necessary, Sam. My card should be accepted. I’m sure it must be some problem with the computer.” Devon took another sip of her wine, barely registering the nutty taste. This would be fine, wouldn’t it? But, twice before, she’d had this situation with her card arise. Drawing in deep breaths to ward off a sweating nerves attack, her fingers tapped the wine glass waiting for the waiter to return. He approached the table with a troubled expression on his face. 

“Ms. Moore, I re-ran your card, and it was declined again. I’m sorry.” The young blond waiter with a blush spiking his cheeks looked more embarrassed than Devon, which said something. She swallowed twice before she forced down the lovely salmon salad threatening to come up into her throat. The subdued chatter of other patrons and an occasional clink of silver or crystal filled the silence at the table.

With a flip of her hair over her shoulder, Devon reached for her purse and pulled out her card case. “I can’t imagine what the problem is but use this one.” She held out a personal credit card, which she hated using for business lunches because she preferred to keep her personal and business accounts separate. Couldn’t be helped this time. She couldn’t let Sam pay for their meal. 

Devon forced a chuckle while fighting her gag reflex. “I’m sorry about the confusion, Sam, Millie. Must be a glitch somewhere. I do have the resources to buy your company. I think we’d all be pleased with the results of merging our two small firms.”

“Devon, I must confess your proposition didn’t interest me much at first. However, as you’ve talked I’ve envisioned having more time to travel and hang with my grandkids, and I’m seriously considering this move.” Millie Swanson, in her late 60s and an early entrant into the makeup business in Dallas, had lost only a bit of her edge.

Sounded like she’d appreciate the extra freedom and being out from under the daily grind. Devon looked forward to the day she’d have more time to travel. She’d always had the money to travel and been on some memorable trips in the past, but now taking off when she had the full weight of responsibility for the business resting on her shoulders, didn’t make sense. She chose to stay close. 

“Here you go, Ms. Moore. No problem with that card.” The waiter beamed as he handed Devon the black folder with her card and the bill in it. She signed, the scratch of the pen on the paper irritating, but she ignored the sound and smiled at him when she handed him the container and the pen. “Thanks, Ricky. Lovely service as always.” He nodded and backed away.

Devon leaned forward and with effort dug deep for her 100-watt smile. “Millie, I’ll get my attorney to draw up a proposed contract. You and Sam go over the document with your lawyers, and let’s see if we can’t work out something mutually beneficial.” Devon’s voice sounded firm and unwavering despite the jumping jacks going on in her stomach. What had happened to her business credit card? She could hardly keep from leaping from her chair and running out of the restaurant to demand an explanation from her head accountant. Hardly the best way to continue to sell this deal to Millie and Sam. She needed to appear cool, calm, and in control. 

Millie rose and extended her hand, her voice deep and commanding. “I’ll expect to see the papers then, Devon. Maybe something can come of our meeting.”

Devon stood, shook the woman’s hand, clasping her left one on top. “I’m optimistic, Millie.”

“Sam, I’m heading back to the office? Are you?” Millie slipped her purse strap over her shoulder.

“No. I’ve got a dentist appointment. I’ll see you in the morning.” He shook hands with both women and made his way from the restaurant. His expression expressed his lack of desire to hurry off to the dentist. 

“Thanks for lunch, Devon. I expect to hear from your lawyer.” Millie left the same way Sam had. 

Devon dropped back into her chair, the stiffening running out of her legs like sand through a sieve. After a few sips of water, she patted her mouth with the crisp white napkin and then made a quick stop in the ladies’ room. With a deft touch, she reapplied lip liner and lipstick. With the additions to her mask, Devon walked briskly to the exit. Talking to Karen Johnson, her accountant, topped her list of to-dos when she got back to her office. 

The drive from downtown to her office took about twenty minutes. She’d been lucky. Depending on the traffic, the trip could take as much as three-quarters of an hour. She cranked up the AC enjoying the feel of icy cold air on her face. Thank God for AC. How did people manage to live and work in Texas before this brilliant invention? 

Her cosmetics business was in a small two-story building in a strip shopping center near White Rock Lake. On good weather days in the fall, winter, and spring she made a point of walking partway around the lake every couple of days. Walks in the summer were problematical. She’d melt or have a heat stroke. Besides, she had the fundraiser this evening for the local women’s shelter, an event she never missed attending and supporting. Her psychologist had encouraged her participation, seeing it as a way of reclaiming her strength and helping others who’d gone through what she had. Devon should’ve started those sessions many years earlier, but then maybe she’d not have gotten into the cosmetics industry or created her company.

After parking in her designated spot in the garage, she made her way into the office. The buzz of hard work filled the space, and she took only a moment to smile at staff members on the way to her corner office. She settled her large purse in the credenza behind her rich oak desk, sat, and picked up the phone to call her head accountant.

“Karen, can you come in here please?” The woman assured her she’d be right there. 

Devon rose and paced behind her desk, pausing to enjoy the view from the windows. She’d worked hard to build the company. What in the world could be wrong with her credit card?

“Hey, Devon. How’d the meeting go with the folks from Swanson Cosmetics?”

She turned smiling. “I’ll be asking our lawyer to draw up a proposed contract, and I’m optimistic we’ll reach an agreement. I hit Millie at the right time. She’s ready to be a full-time granny.” Devon crossed the room and closed the door. 

“Have a seat, Karen.” Devon gestured to a chair, and she settled behind her desk cluttered with files. Despite her best efforts, she couldn’t keep papers under control. Time to get her secretary, Liz, in to wrangle the mess into some sort of sanity.

Karen’s eyebrows rose. “Your expression is crinkled. Is something the matter?”

Devon ran a hand across her forehead, smoothing out the wrinkles. “Perhaps. My business credit card was refused again at lunch today.”

“You’re kidding. This happened a couple of months ago. Maybe a glitch with their machine occurred.”

“Didn’t seem so. I had no problem using my personal card. You’ve advised me not to use my personal credit card for business to help keep the accounting straight. I adhere to that, except today. Sam offered to pay, but I couldn’t let him do that.” Memories of her discomfort with the card debacle caused her to swivel her chair back and forth. She made herself stop and folding her hands on top of her desk, attempted to look like she was under control.

“No, I completely agree. Let me do some checking about the balance, Devon, and I’ll get back with you. I made a payment at the end of the month. We have a $300,000 credit line on there. I can’t imagine what’s happened.”

“Thanks, Karen. I’m leaving early this afternoon to get ready for the gala tonight.”

“I’ll bring you up to date tomorrow morning then. Have fun at the party.” Karen left the office.  

Devon swiveled in her chair again, worrying her bottom lip. How could this mess with her funds have happened? Karen was smart. She’d figure out what caused the problem. 

Devon buzzed her secretary, “Liz, help!” She’d know what that meant and would come in an instant. 

Her secretary, a sharp gal who’d been with her from the earliest years, stuck her head around the door. “Ah, yes. I see the need for a clutter cleaning.”

Devon laughed despite her concern about her credit card. Liz, in her early forties and only two years younger than Devon, always brought a smile to her face. She was a whiz at organizing and problem-solving.  

For the next thirty minutes, the room was filled with the sounds of papers and files being picked up and moved and file drawers opening and closing, as Liz picked up every piece of paper on Devon’s desk and made her decide what to do with it. In a file? In the recycle? In the shred container? When they were finished, Devon’s desk again appeared neat and in order. She heaved a sigh of relief as stress flowed from her body. 

“Thanks, Liz. Not sure why I can’t manage to keep up with my papers on my own.” Devon smiled at her desk. “Such a feeling of accomplishment. You know how I like that.”

“You have a lot of other stuff going on, and you can’t stop and deal with the papers as you go along. Lots of folks are like that. People who don’t have someone to help them out are flat out of luck. You, on the other hand, have me.” Liz laughed.

“And I’m conscious of how lucky I am, too.” Devon lifted her large turquoise leather bag from the credenza. “Okay, I’m heading home to get ready for the fundraiser. I’ll see you in the morning. Leave whenever you’d like.”

“Thanks. I may take you up on that. The weather is hot, but I can shop first, and then chill by the condo pool with a glass of wine.”

“Enjoy.” Devon sailed from her office and drove to her home in Highland Park to get ready for the fundraiser. She put the credit card out of her mind and planned to have fun for a good cause.
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Friday, September 2

“Bailey, honey. Get a move on or you’ll be late.” Devon poured coffee over her third large cup of ice. The only way she drank the brew in the summer. And summer in Texas could last all the way into October. Moving slowly after last night, she was grateful she’d long ago decided to dress in black and white with only a touch of color. Decision-making became a snap. Last night Bailey had attended her first Shelter fundraiser, and they’d stayed late.

“I’m ready.” Bailey, in her school uniform, stepped into the kitchen, reached for an apple from the bowl on the counter, and slung her backpack over her shoulder. “What are you waiting for?” She winked at her mother.

“Ah to be young and unfazed by late hours.” Devon chuckled, as she picked up her large purse and made for the door to the garage. 

“You may not be young, Mom, but you’re not old.” Bailey settled into the front seat of the SUV and fastened her belt. 

“Thanks for those kind words.” 

“And you looked good last night. Several people commented on what a pretty mom I had.”

“They were saying how lovely you looked and how you took after me. Thanks for going along with me last night.” She patted her daughter’s shoulder. “I’m sure you could’ve been someplace else.”

“I had fun dressing in my royal blue gown. Not strapless, like I wanted, but I got lots of compliments.” 

“Of course, you did, Bailey.” Devon tried not to put too much emphasis on her daughter’s good looks, choosing to focus on her brain and her skills, but denying her daughter was a beauty was pointless. Dressed as she had been last night she could’ve easily passed for someone in college. She’d used a light hand on the makeup, but wow. Devon’s heart swelled with pride.

“You can’t argue with what a good cause it is.” Bailey took a chomp from her apple and wiped the juice with a napkin. “Some of the stories those women told...well I had to bat my eyes to keep tears from falling.”

Devon reached across the gear-shift and patted her daughter’s hand. She had a big heart besides being a beauty. In exactly fifteen minutes, Devon turned into the front drive of the high school Bailey attended. “What time do I pick you up this afternoon?”

“I’ve got cheerleading, and Linda’s mother will bring us both home.” 

Devon leaned over and gave her daughter a quick kiss on the cheek, grateful they were close. “Well, then. Have a great day, and I’ll see you this evening.” 

Bailey had dealt with the divorce well. She seemed to understand her parents both loved her, but not each other. 

“Bye, Mom.” Bailey closed the door and hustled toward the old red brick building. 

Devon sat there a moment more, but cars piled up if you didn’t keep moving, so she moved. Besides, she was eager to get to work and talk with Karen. 

But Karen had to wait, several of her developers insisted on meeting with her about a new product they were hot about. How could she say no to hearing about a better under-eye corrector than the company already had? 

The numbers on the digital clock read eleven when Devon finally made room for Karen in her schedule. 

“So, what’d you find?”  Devon settled behind her desk and gestured to Karen to take the seat on the other side from her.

Karen sat and set a folder down on Devon’s desk, her eyebrows worried into a frown. “We appear to have some missing funds.” 

“What?”

“Yeah. I made these printouts of the business credit card activity.” 

The pages rustled as Karen scooted them over to Devon who put on wire-rim reading glasses to see the numbers better. She hated this part of the business. Not the fun part at all. “You’d better explain what I’m looking at, Karen.”

“Sure. I hate to tell you this, but the bottom line is our $300,000 credit line is maxed out. That’s after I made a $50,000 payment at the end of last month. So, in two weeks, $350,000 has gone missing.”

Devon ran her fingers over the figures as if she could read braille and somehow, she’d be able to sense the meaning from the squiggles, but she couldn’t. “Damn. This is not good. Any idea of what happened?”

“Well,” Karen looked at Devon then cast her gaze back at the papers. “Only a couple of us have access to this card. You. Me. And your ex-husband.” She met Devon’s gaze head on. “I didn’t take it.”

Devon sighed and rested her forehead on her hands. “No. I didn’t think you did.” She looked at her accountant. “Not for a moment.”

“And if you took it, well, Devon, it’s your company’s money,” Karen shrugged her shoulders.

“I didn’t take it, either, Karen.” Devon shook her head; her lips took on a firm straight line. 

Karen shrugged again. Her fingers twisted in her lap. “I don’t know what to say.

Devon dropped her head into her hands again and rubbed her forehead where a shooting pain grew. Good grief. Karen had been too kind to point out the obvious. “Guess we’re left with Franklin, who I apparently didn’t remove from the account.”

“His name is on a half-dozen withdrawals for sizable amounts over the last several weeks. I’m sorry. I should’ve paid more attention.”

“No. This is my fault, Karen.” Devon straightened her chair. “I screwed up by not taking his name off the account. Franklin has tons of money; it never occurred to me he’d need any of mine.” Devon rose and paced behind her desk. She fiddled with the tie at the neck of her white silk blouse and paced the length of her office. What the heck was going on?

“I don’t mean to butt in, but have you seen or talked to him lately?” Karen shifted to stare at Devon.

“I don’t consider you’re butting in at all, Karen.” Devon faced her head accountant. “The divorce has been final for over six months. I see him when he occasionally picks up Bailey for a weekend, but no long talks since our lawyers settled everything. He hasn’t lived in the house for almost two years. Guess I’ll have to have a chat with him.” She made her way behind her desk and sank into the chair. “I’d better tell the development department to hold up on their new product, and we shouldn’t use the business credit card until we get this straightened out. Thanks, Karen.” 

Her accountant nodded. “Of course. You’ll tell me if you need me to do anything?”

Devon nodded and swiveled her chair to stare out the windows. The soft sound of the door closing told her Karen left the office. Why would Franklin have needed those funds? If he needed money, an idea hard to imagine, why didn’t he ask? She’d have given him a loan. They shared a child together for heaven’s sake.

Devon pulled the keyboard toward her and emailed a message to her developers telling them to put a temporary hold on plans for the new product. She’d get this straightened out, and then they could get back to business. Lifting her cell, she punched in a text message to her ex-husband. “Meet me at the house in an hour. Important.” This meeting needed to happen when Bailey wasn’t at home. 

Devon met Franklin, a senior in college when she was a mere freshman at SMU. The best friend of her sorority big sister’s boyfriend, Franklin made her feel special and loved. They married as soon as she graduated. She’d been dabbling with makeup for a while, and he supported her opening her own cosmetics company. Helping women look good gave Devon a sense of purpose. A lot of long nights and weekends, hiring good people, and luck had contributed to the success of her company. 

They’d both been busy, and thankfully, her parents had been able to take up the slack with Bailey. While she owed Franklin for his support in helping get the business started, he didn’t have the right to take money from her company. 

The ache in her head made her reach for pain meds in her purse. She didn’t get these headaches except when she faced a confrontation. During the months of negotiations to finalize the divorce agreement, she’d taken more than her share of these little pills. Looked like she had one more confrontation ahead of her. 

She slung her purse over her shoulder, stopped at her secretary’s desk. “Liz, I’ll be out for a couple of hours.”

“Okay. I’ll handle all your calls.”

Forcing a smile, Devon strode to the parking garage.  
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Devon glanced in the large mirror hanging in the dining room of their Highland Park home. She reapplied her lipstick and fluffed her dark red hair, which fell past her shoulders. Her slim black skirt, matching jacket, and white silk blouse looked professional, feminine, but not sexy. She never wanted to do anything to appear sexy. The chimes at the front door made her catch her breath. She had no fondness for Franklin except as Bailey’s father, and he’d better give her a darn good explanation for what happened to all the money. 

She walked into the entryway. Franklin’s reflection came through the cut glass on the door. 

Her hand paused above the knob. She sucked in a big breath and yanked open the door. “Hello, Franklin.” He stepped into the entry way. Heat smacked her in the face before she could get the door closed. “Thanks for stopping by on such short notice.” She turned and led him into the living room, her high heels clicking on the hard wood floors. 

His heavier steps echoed behind her. “Your curt message surprised me. Is Bailey alright?”

“She is.” Devon sat in one of the large burgundy wingbacks arranged in front of the stone fireplace. She gestured, and Franklin sat across from her. Her fingers gripped the chair arms. She crossed and uncrossed her leg, then planted them firmly on the floor. Might as well jump right in.

“Franklin, I’m missing money from my business credit card account.”

“Really? How much?” Franklin’s face expressed curiosity. Like he had no idea about what she was talking.

“$350,000.” She held his gaze.

“Damn. That’s quite a bit. How’d you misplace that? You need to be more careful with your money, Devon. Your accountant, what’s her name?”

“Karen Johnson,” Devon supplied through almost clenched teeth.

“That’s right, Johnson. She’s never been good enough to keep things straight. You’re too softhearted for business. Because she needed a job, didn’t mean you had to hire her.” He crossed one leg over the other, straightened the crease, and eased back in the chair, as if he had not a care in the world.

Devon leaned forward, resting her hands on her knees. “Franklin, only three of us have access to the business account.”

“And that would be?” His eyebrows rose in question.

“Karen, me,” she paused, “and you.”

Franklin waved his hand. “Just what I’ve said all along, Karen is no good.”

“Karen didn’t take the money,” she stated in her sternest voice.

“And you know she didn’t because?” Still, he sat relaxed and untroubled.

“She told me.”

“Oh, Devon, Devon. How naïve. And you believed her?” He switched legs and did the same business with the crease in his pants.

“Yes. I did.”

“So, you borrowed from your own account, Devon? What did you need the money for, and why didn’t you come to me? I could’ve helped.”

Anger burned up Devon’s throat. “Well, as a matter of fact, Franklin, I’m wondering what the reason was you needed the money.”

“What? Are you suggesting I took the money?” He rose from the chair and paced across the room. “Are you nuts? I don’t need your money. Seriously, Devon. Is this why you asked me to come by, interrupting my busy day?”

She rose and stepped in front of him. “Did you take the money, Franklin?” She had to ask him point-blank.

“I’m offended you’d ask.” He moved past her. “If you don’t have anything else, I’m leaving. Have a good day, Devon.” He crossed the room, opened, and then closed the front door with a slight thump.

The starch went right of her Devon. She reached for the back of the nearest chair, missed. Her trembling legs couldn’t hold her up, and she sank to the floor. She closed her eyes and drew in several slow, deep breaths. Franklin didn’t exactly deny he took the money. He only got all huffy that she suspected he had. 

What was her next step? To begin with, she got up off the floor and walked to the kitchen. She needed iced tea in the worst way and fixed a glass. The cold fruity liquid trickled down her dry throat. The caffeine gave her a bit of a punch, and the cold helped cool her blood.

Carrying the glass back into the living room, she settled into the high-backed chair, retrieved her cell phone from the pocket of her jacket, and punched in Addie’s name. One of her best friends since meeting at camp when they were in elementary school, Addison Greer lived in Fort Worth and had recently married a homicide detective, Mike Riley. Between them, they’d have advice for her. Middle of the afternoon, Addie, the Executive Director of Cowtown Theatre could be busy right now, but she’d get back to Devon as soon as possible. That’s the kind of friends they were.

“Devon?”

“Yes, Hey, Addie. I’m glad you answered. Do you have a spare moment? I need to pick your brain about something.” 

“What a coincidence for you to call, Devon. Mike and I were talking last night about the last time we’d seen you. It’s been too long. Can you come to the ranch tomorrow evening? We’ll cook out. You can spend the night. We’ll have a chance to catch up.”

Hearing Addie’s words gave Devon a boost. Things didn’t seem quite as dark. That’s what good friends did for you.

“Sounds like a great idea, Addie. Thank you.”

“What’s up? Tell me why you called.” She laughed. “We’ll help you fix whatever.”

Devon swallowed a couple of times. How awful to have to accuse your ex-husband of stealing, but that’s what she was about to do.

When she finished talking, the silence on the other end spoke of her friend’s shock. Addie, never at a loss for words, didn’t fill the void. 

“Addie, are you there?”

“Yes, Sweetie. Can I talk with Mike about this?”

“Of course, I don’t mind.”

“Maybe he’ll have some suggestions of what you need to do first.”

“I’d welcome y’all’s ideas. I’m at a loss for what steps to take.”

“Well, then we’re still expecting you to come over tomorrow night. I’m sure we’ll have some suggestions by then.”

Devon breathed easier at the idea her friends could provide her with practical solutions. “Sounds lovely to get away from this mess for a while. I’ll see if Bailey wants to stay with my mother.”

“Jeremy and Elizabeth are away at college but bring Bailey if you’d like.”

“I’d like to keep this from her if possible.”

“I understand. Hang in there. You can count on us.” 

Devon disconnected, sighing. She was doing something. Not much. But something.
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Friday, September 2     

Late in the afternoon, Brett Townsend closed a folder and pushed it to the corner of his desk for his secretary to file. He kept most everything on his computer now, but the little old lady client didn’t do emails, so he used paper for all the documentation for her accounts. Sad her grandson attempted to take advantage of her the way he had. Some families weren’t worth the trouble of having them.

His cell pinged. He read a message from Mike Riley, a homicide detective friend in Fort Worth. Do you have time to talk?  Brett typed Yep.

Wonder what this was about. He and Mike had crossed paths on a case last year. Mike looked for a murderer. Brett worked the financial angle. The guy had landed life in prison and was lucky not to get the death penalty. Brett’s cell buzzed.

“Hey, Mike. What’s up?”

“Thanks for taking my call, Brett. Let me get right to the point. Know how busy you can be.  My wife Addie’s best friend, Devon Moore, has a problem, and you are the best candidate to help her.” Mike explained the situation, and Brett listened and made notes.

“Can you see your way clear to come to the ranch tomorrow evening? Devon will be more comfortable meeting you here for the first time than in your office.”

“She lives here in Dallas, you said?”

“Yes. Your location and the fact you’re the smartest guy I know with financial stuff is why I thought of you. Can you come?”

“Hang on a minute.” Brett checked his phone calendar. He was supposed to eat supper at his partner’s house, but he could reschedule. “Sure, Mike. Thanks. Look forward to seeing you and meeting Addie and her friend.”

As soon as they disconnected, Brett began an internet background search on Devon Moore and her ex-husband Franklin. His fingers flew across the keys and in moments articles and pictures popped up of the couple at various fundraisers in Dallas and even at a couple in Wichita Falls. Wonder what the connection was to that town? 

The man had been married to a real beauty. What was wrong with him to let her go? Or, maybe she was a shrew and drove him nuts with her nagging. Apparently, she had her own skin care company, which appeared to be successful. He found pictures of their daughter connected to Highland Park High School. Looked like she had inherited her mother’s looks and red hair. 

Time to reconnoiter. He reached into his pocket for his keys and headed out, stopping at the receptionist’s desk. “Sylvia, I’ll be out for a couple of hours. Might or might not return.”

“No problem, Brett. See you whenever.”

In the garage, he climbed into his 4-wheel drive SUV. He didn’t always need the extra control, but he didn’t want to need maneuverability and not have the feature. 

He drove toward the White Rock Lake area of Dallas, easily locating the modest building housing Bailey-Moore Cosmetics, Inc., part of a strip shopping center. The company seemed to take up two floors with part of the second being used for parking. Employees must love that perk especially during the spring storms known to lash Dallas and all Northcentral Texas. From there he followed his GPS directions to Moore’s house in Highland Park, a large two-story colonial with large columns on the expansive front porch. A circular driveway took up only a small part of the front yard. Giant oak trees, and well-trimmed lawn, like many of the other houses in the neighborhood. 

Looked like she got the house in the divorce or her company did well enough she could afford to continue to stay there on her own. Meeting the beautiful Devon Moore Saturday night and learning about her problem ought to be intriguing. 


***
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Saturday, September 3

Early on Saturday evening, the traffic on I-30 was crazy. Oh, not like LA crazy, but Brett hated this drive either direction. Repairs continued for one part or another of the roadway all the time, and people drove like maniacs, zipping in and out of lanes as if they were the only ones on the road, and their destination should take precedence over anyone else’s trip.  

A certain anticipation hit his stomach when he thought about the evening ahead. He suspected the feeling didn’t have everything to do with the meal and everything to do with meeting Mike’s new wife’s friend. Devon Moore had peaked his interest. 

Brett followed I-30 through town. About fifteen minutes on the west side of Fort Worth, he took the turn leading to Mike’s Ranch. He couldn’t see the house from the road, but as he crested a hill, the homestead came into view sitting in a copse of oak trees, their limbs and leaves waving in the wind.  He pulled into the circular drive and parked behind a Cadillac. Looked like Devon Moore had already arrived.

The smoke from a grill hit him as he stepped from his SUV and his mouth watered. The front door swung open before he got there. 

“Welcome, Brett. Glad you could come.” Mike Riley held out his hand.

“Thanks for asking me.” Brett grasped the extended hand. “Love that hickory smell.” 

“I’ve got the grill heating up. We’re having steaks. Hope that’s all right.”

“No arguments from me. The Cadillac out here must be Ms. Moore’s?”

“Yep. Come meet her.” 

Brett followed Riley into his house. A lovely woman with long black hair, wearing tailored blue jeans and an orangish shirt greeted him, “Welcome to the ranch.”

“You must be Addie.”

“You’re a detective.” The woman chuckled. 

“Well, I try.”

“Here you go, Brett.” She handed him a beer. “Mike told me this was your poison of choice.”

“He’s right about that. Thanks.” As he tipped the beer back, he caught the eye of a gorgeous redhead. He slowly lowered the bottle. “Pardon me. You must be Addie’s friend, Devon Moore.” He extended his hand hoping she’d reciprocate. For some reason he couldn’t understand, something about the woman drew him in. She flat out took his breath.

“Yes, Mr. Townsend, I’m Devon Moore. Pleased to meet you.” She shook his hand, but much too briefly for Brett’s liking. He wanted to hold on to her smooth, soft hand. 

“Let’s have a seat.” Addie led them further into the large room with wood floors and a giant fireplace. Even unlit, the massive stonework highlighted the room making it seem warm and welcoming. 

Brett waited while the two women sat on the sofa. Addie leaned back pulling one leg up under her. Devon sat forward on the edge of the couch, rolling a glass with white wine back and forth between her hands. He settled into one of the two large leather chairs on either side of the fireplace. While he’d prefer to be close to her, this position gave him a better chance to study her face. She might not have any reason to lie, but he liked to cover all his bases. 

“Should we jump into this before supper? I’m afraid we’ll ruin this great meal Mike is throwing together.” Devon raised her glass and took a quick sip.

“Hey, I don’t throw together a meal. I’m a chef. This takes effort.” 

“Sorry, Mike. I didn’t mean to demean your talents.” Devon rose, and faced the empty fireplace. 

“Hey, lady, just teasing.” Mike took her shoulders and swiveled her around. 
“This is the easiest meal. Potatoes are in the oven, I’ve put the steaks on the grill, and we’ll have salad, which I do kind of throw together.” 
Devon’s smile didn’t reach her eyes, but she nodded at Mike. “I do appreciate y’all having me over here and giving me a chance to meet Mr. Townsend.”

“Brett, please. If your story may take a while, and it seems it may, why don’t we wait until we sit down to eat? Otherwise we run the chance of ruining Mike’s steaks by making them cook too long. I’ve heard rumors they’re the best.” 

“You’re right there, Brett. His steaks make for some good eating.” Pride in her husband lit up Addie’s face.

“How long have you and Devon been friends, Addie?” The two beautiful women intrigued Brett.

“We met when we all attended a camp in East Texas after second grade. None of us—Kate and Kim are our other two friends—had met each other before then.”

“Several years of camp solidified our friendships.” Devon took Addie’s hand in hers. “We get together several times a year for a weekend, but now, of course, social media makes keeping in touch easy.”

“We all, except for Devon, went to Maine for Kate’s wedding. Such a beautiful state and the wedding was perfect.”

“Why didn’t you go, Ms. Moore?” Brett leaned forward to make sure he got her answer.

Devon glanced at the others, took another quick sip of her wine, before setting the glass on a side table. “I suspected a problem with my money but didn’t know what. I had concerns, but now, I’ve learned it’s much worse.”

“I’m sorry, hon,” Addie squeezed Devon’s hand.

“Let me check these steaks.” Mike rose, “Addie, pull the potatoes out of the oven, please. We’ll be eating in less than five minutes.” He opened the back door and stepped outside. 

The aroma of hickory flavor filled the air, making Brett’s stomach growl.

“Brett, will you top off our drinks? Devon, come with me to get those potatoes ready to go.” Addie rose and moved toward the kitchen. She slipped an arm around Devon’s waist.

The women were close. Brett rose and began refilling their wine glasses. Devon seemed like an okay person. He wouldn’t mind helping the gorgeous redhead. She wasn’t dressed all frou-frou, but wore black jeans, boots, and a white shirt. A large turquoise hung around her neck on what looked to be black leather. Her long red, curly hair flared out around her head and down to her shoulders. He wouldn’t mind sinking his hands in the mane.
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Devon smushed the potato before she removed the foil. Steam spiraled upwards. Excitement built in her middle, surprising her. Attractive, in a wavy blond hair, blue-eyed kind of way, private investigator Brett Townsend appeared as tall as Mike, well over six feet. No time for this complication.  She quickly finished uncovering the potatoes, placed one on each plate, and set the plates on the large eat-in kitchen table.

“I’ve got sour cream, butter, bacon bits, cheese, and chives. Y’all can fix these to suit yourselves.” Addie placed a Lazy Susan in the center of the table with the additions.

“Coming through.” Mike shoved open the back door and entered holding a tray with two fillets and two T-bones. 

The sizzling and the hickory aroma made her mouth water and her stomach growl. Worry had kept her from eating much lately.

“Hope I’ve cooked these the way everyone likes. Addie, yours is well-done.” He grimaced as he speared the small steak, which he placed on her plate. “Devon, yours is medium.”

“Thanks, Mike. We’ve never understood Addie eating a steak cooked until it’s like leather.” Devon smiled as she teased her friend. “Thanks,” she threw over her shoulder as Brett held a chair for her. He’d dressed casually in jeans, a blue shirt, boots, and a sports jacket. After laying the napkin in her lap, she took it back up to twist and then refold the fabric. Dropping all this on Addie and Mike embarrassed her enough without also telling a perfect stranger what she feared happened, but she was grateful they’d suggested she talk with Brett Townsend.

She gulped her wine and determined to hold herself together. Going through the automatic motions, she fixed her potato, as if making it exactly the right way was the most important action in her world. 

Brett cleared his throat drawing her gaze to his. “Ms. Moore, why don’t you start at the beginning. When did you first suspect, you had a problem?” He added a large spoonful of sour cream to his potato. 

“Several months ago, my business credit card wouldn’t work. My accountant checked and found a payment hadn’t been posted in a timely fashion. Then the card was rejected two other times.” She stirred her potato with the ingredients she added, no sour cream but all the other options. “Most recently the card was declined after a luncheon meeting with people who owned a cosmetics company I hoped to buy.”

“Oh, my gosh, Devon. How embarrassing! That had to be awful for you.” Addie’s expression meant to comfort Devon did.

“Thanks.” She forced a small bite of the fluffy white stuff into her mouth, struggling to swallow.

“Have you been able to determine how much is missing?” Brett put a piece of steak in his mouth. “Damn. This is good, Mike.”

Mike nodded at the compliment, clearly believing the praise justified. Would she be able to eat any of the steak? Devon struggled to chew a piece. She barely managed to wash the small bite down with a sip of wine before managing to mumble, “It’s at least $350,000.”

“Wow!” Addie, set down her fork and faced Devon. 

“Yeah. When Kate got married, I didn’t know how bad things were, but I’m glad now I didn’t make any unnecessary expenditures.”

“Wise to be cautious, Ms. Moore. Definitely better safe than sorry to state a cliché.”

“Given I’m spilling my financial guts to you, you can call me Devon.”

“Thanks.” He nodded and then ate for several minutes. No one spoke, focusing on the meal.

“Who has access to those funds? Do you have an idea who took the money...Devon?” Brett met her gaze.

She liked the way her name sounded when he spoke. He seemed to focus all his attention on her and her problems. And that’s exactly what she needed right now.

“Besides me, only my head accountant and,” she paused, “apparently, my ex-husband.”

Brett leaned forward. “Your ex-husband? How did that happen? Well, not the divorce, but how was he able to access your funds?”

Devon glanced at Addie, Mike, and then back to Brett before answering. “Total lack of forethought on my part. Franklin had never accessed the business account the whole time we were married. I’d put his name there in case something happened to me. He’s always had plenty of money. I had no reason to suspect he’d do something like this.”
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