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Chapter One


Georgetown, South CarolinaWednesday, November 7, 7:35 pm
This is really what my life has become. Spying on people.
I peered through my newly acquired Nikon camera, pondering for the third time why I was standing out in the cold. The sunset had occurred well over an hour ago. I was dressed in black from head-to-toe, but I should have dressed warmer. My black bomber jacket seemed useless against the sharp breeze fueled by the Atlantic Ocean. I stood crouched in the shadows of the beach house. The entire back of the house had ocean view windows. I wished I could be on the inside, experiencing the crashing waves I heard behind me.
I never understood why people left windows open for all the world to see. I guess the tall shrubbery around the expensive home provided some sense of security. I huddled in the darkness, not daring to come any closer. I had scoped out the motion detectors and cameras around the house last week, and to keep my cover, I had to remain concealed at least fifty feet away. I hoped that would be enough. I also needed something to happen soon. For freezing my butt off, I needed the satisfaction of finally nailing Edwin Peters in the act this evening. 
Alright, Serena. Stay focused. Stop with the complaining.
I quieted my inner whining as the man appeared in my camera lens, and then adjusted the zoom. After talking in depth with the salesman at Best Buy and a few tests, I knew the 70-300 millimeter telephoto zoom lens would capture what I needed from this distance. I felt fairly certain I could deliver images good enough for my employer, Clay Matthews and his client, Mrs. Judith Peters. 
In another lifetime, I’d been an investigative reporter at a television station in Charlotte, North Carolina. For over twenty years, I was constantly on the move breaking the latest news stories. For one particular story involving corruption in the city of Charlotte, I pushed too far for the truth and found myself at the bottom of a stairwell, left to die by a madman. Three years had passed, and while I’d recovered from my head injury, I lost my career in the process. I still had days when my old noggin wasn’t exactly one hundred percent, but I longed for the days when I investigated more than a man cheating on his wife. Or vice-versa.
I’d followed the Georgetown businessman for a week, hoping to catch him. I was hoping to capture him at his office building, Waterway Commercial Real Estate, but Peters had sense enough to not have the typical young, good-looking secretary. I’d done so many of these cases over the past year with a spouse wanting me to track down their cheating spouse. Often these illicit affairs started at the workplace, and usually the man was with his secretary or a co-worker. 
How cliché!
It was fairly common knowledge from my conversations around town, that Edwin had been cheating on his wife for years. Until recently, his wife had either been turning a blind eye or was really that clueless. Judith Peters was a long-time educator and the current principal of McDonald Elementary School. I suspected the woman chose to keep her head in the sand as a way to preserve her privacy. Recently, something had changed or shifted in the marriage to light a fire under Judith. As a result, about a month ago, she filed for divorce. Thankfully, she hired my brother-in-law and current employer to take her case.
Despite Edwin openly sneaking around with other women, the past week seemed a waste of my time. With a pending divorce, maybe Edwin had finally come to his senses. Or, maybe his lawyer warned him about the possibility of someone like me trying to catch him in the act.
Tonight, I’d followed Edwin to Pawleys Island. From piecing together a timeline, I discovered Edwin had officially moved out of the Georgetown family home around the time I started tailing him last week. The man made the trek each day to the family’s expensive waterfront property. From my background search on Edwin, he owned the family home and the beach house, with both being in the million dollar price range. A price range that was staggering to me. It also made this assignment of yet another cheating spouse slightly more interesting than past assignments. The divorce between Edwin and Judith, his wife of twenty-two years, was going to be an all out war. My mission was to deliver the arsenal Mrs. Peters needed for her side of the battle. 
That isn’t going to be a problem tonight.
Twenty minutes into scoping the side of the house, a young woman arrived driving a lime green Volkswagen Beetle. She seemed familiar to me. I’d seen the sandy curly hair recently, but where wasn’t coming to me. I creeped, tiptoeing like some cat burglar towards the back of the house. Behind the house, I’d found the perfect spot to see into the kitchen through the glass windows. Edwin had a glass of white wine ready for the young woman as she shrugged out of her coat.
I squatted, feeling my knees protest. Too much time sitting in my car over the past few days made my forty-three year old body my enemy. Age was already a factor, but the lack of physical activity was no fun. And thanks to the cold, crisp November air, a steady weariness had crept into my bones. My fingers had started to stiffen from holding the camera, but quitting wasn’t an option. I wiggled around, trying to make my position as comfortable as possible despite the wind at my back, peering through the camera lens again. By the way Edwin’s arm was wrapped around the young woman, I’d say in exactly sixty seconds, I would have plenty of provocative photos to share with Mrs. Peters.
Hello! It’s about time!
I watched Edwin guide the young woman by the shoulders into another part of the house. I shifted slowly to the right, seeing them appear in another room. I dared to move closer, keeping in mind I needed to stay at least fifty feet from the patio to avoid triggering the motion detectors. Game over for this assignment if I did. I peered easily inside a bedroom. As Edwin slipped the young woman’s dress off her shoulder, I positioned the camera lens. 
Click. Click. Click.
The young woman’s dress fell to the floor displaying her bare backside, and I pulled the camera from my flushed face. I hated this part of the job.
When I joined my brother-in-law’s law firm as his private investigator, chasing after adulterous spouses was not what I had in mind. Last year, I’d pushed my way into a police investigation, and while the detectives won’t admit it, I solved not one, but two homicide cases for them. Those cases served as the catalyst I needed to push me past the funk I’d been in since my lengthy hospitalization years ago. I had a thirst for seeking the truth and solving criminal cases.
Almost a year later, my fantasy of being the most sought-after private investigator in the state of South Carolina had slowly fizzled to a faded dream. I needed a new kind of case.
I took a deep breath and returned the camera to my eyes. 
I cringed. Edwin had his shirt off, and all that chest hair made me want to gag. 
Or, maybe the source of my queasiness was the young woman. She had to be young enough to be the man’s daughter. Through the camera lens, her bronze complexion was clear. Despite the ruby red lips, she barely seemed eighteen to me.
Something shifted between the two as I watched the young woman’s hand slap Edwin across the face. A red mark was visible on his face.
But Edwin’s next move made me gasp in shock.
He’d wrapped his hands around the young woman’s throat. 
Was he trying to kill her or was this something kinky?
Without realizing it, I’d stepped forward from the shadow of my hiding place with my eyes still peeking through the lens. My fingers pressed the camera’s button capturing the woman as she flung her hands at Edwin’s face again. Her ruby red fingernails made contact with his face, leaving a definitive scratch across his left cheek.
He reached out and slapped the woman causing her to fly backwards out of my line of sight. Edwin moved towards her like a raging bull, his arms outstretched. I could no longer see either of them.
This assignment had gone horribly wrong. Was he going to kill her?
I have to do something.
I shoved the camera in my side bag, crouched down and moved closer to the patio doors outside the bedroom. I certainly didn’t want to be responsible for this young woman’s death. I also couldn’t blow my cover. Mrs. Peters and Clay were counting on me to deliver confidential images.
Screams pierced my ears.
What should I do?
I’d been to the gun range the last few months and finally received a license to carry my SIG. But it wasn’t on me and my car was parked down the street. 
If I moved any closer, I would risk being caught on the security camera and triggering the motion detector near the patio.
The motion detectors.
I looked around for a way to distract Edwin.
My eyes fell to the tiny pebbles that lined the patio shrubbery. I grabbed a few and without a second thought flung one towards the patio. 
It was too quiet.
I threw more pebbles, hearing them bouncing off the side of the house. 
Edwin appeared at the sliding door, his face a contortion of anger and concern.
I ducked down, but my feet almost slipped in the sand. I scrambled backwards towards the tall shrubbery, hoping the young woman wasn’t hurt and could get away.
Edwin slid the door and peered out. His eyes glimpsed in my direction. Could he see me? The wind caused the shrubbery to sway around me. I hoped that would keep my hiding spot concealed. My heart was beating in my chest. I’d never been this close to being discovered by my assignment. I’d never been in these conditions either, shivering in the cold with the possibility of a murder or attempted murder taking place right before my eyes.
This was definitely a different kind of assignment.
Not seeing anything, Edwin’s face scrunched in fury. Sliding the door closed, he retreated and I used that moment to make my move. I had plenty of photos; I needed to get out of here. Conscious of the security camera, I pulled my baseball cap down towards my head and moved close to the shrubbery until I’d made it around the side. I sprinted towards my car, thankful for the darkness and the quietness of the nearby homes. 
Once inside my car, I whipped out my phone and dialed 9-1-1.
“What’s your emergency?”
“I’m at 6100 Sunset Lane. A young woman has been assaulted.”
The dispatcher responded, “Can you tell us what’s happening?”
I huffed into the phone. “You need to get someone here now. I think he’s trying to kill her.”
If he hasn’t already. 
The silence after those screams had me anxious and scared.
I was a newbie to my newfound faith and still found praying a bit awkward. But tonight, I stuttered a prayer. God, please protect that young woman. 




Chapter Two


Wednesday, 8:30 pm
I waited inside my car until I saw a police cruiser arrive in front of the beach house. From where I sat, I could barely see the front of the house. A male police officer climbed out of the City of Pawleys Island Crown Victoria and walked up to the house. I glanced around to see if the police cruiser had attracted any attention from nearby neighbors. The expensive homes were built pretty far apart, but not enough to not notice unusual activity. The police cruiser drove up quietly, no sirens. I imagined that had to do with the address they were tasked to drive to. Money always played a factor. 
Before opening my car door, I saw headlights down the road behind me. I waited until the car, which appeared to be a BMW passed me. Whoever was in the car didn’t slow to observe the police cruiser, instead they sped up. Once the glow of the taillights faded in the distance, I climbed out of my Honda, pulled my hat down low and sprinted over to nearby trees. I needed to see what was happening.
The palm trees I stood behind weren’t thick in the trunk, but combined with the shadows of the house, they provided the cover I needed to glimpse the front door. It seemed like the police officer knocked for a long time before Edwin appeared at the door with a royal blue robe wrapped around his thick body. The former linebacker was probably incredibly handsome thirty years ago. Now, he had a pudgy grandfather look going.
There were no signs of the young woman, though her lime green Beetle remained parked in the driveway. I waited a beat as Edwin let the police officer inside his beach house.
After what seemed like forever, the young woman walked out of the house with the police officer behind her. She wore the same dress, leggings and boots she arrived in, and although her coat was swung around her shoulders, she appeared to be shivering. Probably traumatized. Edwin stood at the door glaring at both of them. I watched as the cop talked to the younger woman who stood with her head low, her eyes shifting from Edwin to her car. Whatever the cop said had the woman dashing towards her car.
The cop returned to the house to talk to Edwin. I decided to follow the young woman. It occurred to me with Edwin’s behavior, the girl could be more valuable to Clay on the stand. Did Judith experience Edwin’s temper too? Maybe she’d been afraid of him all this time. Most importantly to me, I wanted to know the girl’s name and if she was alright. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d seen her before.
Who was she?
I returned to my car in time to hear the girl’s car engine rev. I quickly cranked my own car and switched the headlights on. Driving past Edwin’s beach house, I glanced towards the front door where he stood talking to the cop. He seemed subdued. I hoped my car appeared to be another random car rolling down the street despite the dark, quiet neighborhood.
It wasn’t a secret that the businessman and his wife were going through a bitter divorce. Georgetown was a small town. Who knew? Maybe this had happened before with the police showing up at their home?
At the end of the block, I took a left to catch up with the Volkswagen Beetle. The young woman didn’t waste any time getting away from the Edwin. For her sake, I hoped she decided to press charges and never returned. I tailed the woman at a distance. I had to admit, I was good at this. I had always been good at following people, even from my investigative reporter days. It was how I nailed several stories.
I almost died three years ago trying to nail a story.
I was grateful when we entered back into the city of Georgetown. My bed was calling to me after such a long day, but I had to see this through. Even though following the young woman was way beyond my assignment.
I turned into an apartment complex behind the Beetle and hung back as she swung her car into a parking space. I pulled into a space across from the apartment and switched off the engine. Observing from my rearview mirror, I watched the woman scramble from the car towards an apartment. I opened my car door and closed it softly. I needed to see which apartment she went into. I casually walked down the sidewalk, listening as her feet tapped up the stairs. I drew closer and saw her turn to one of the apartments in the back. Whether right or left, I didn’t know.
I looked around and moved towards the stairs, then waited at the bottom to listen. It was really quiet, not even the sounds of a television came from any of the apartments. I reached for my phone in my back pocket and saw it was almost nine o’clock. Someone should be watching whatever primetime show was on right now. I’d rarely watched primetime television and chose to binge watch Netflix when I wanted some entertainment.
Slowly, I climbed the stairs until I reached the top. I looked around and decided to take another chance, walking quickly to the apartment door on the left marked D6.
I leaned down to listen and then knocked on the door. This was way far out of the assignment, but I needed to find out more about the girl. In my heart, I wanted to see if she was okay. I’d seen enough abused women, especially young women, in my career. On more than one occasion, I had personally experienced a man’s hands on me. 
A small, female voice answered from the other side. “Who is it?”
Now that I was here, what was I supposed to do?
I decided to go with the truth. Or at least partially.
“Hi, I’m Serena Manchester. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”
Silence met me on the other side. Until the voice spoke, “Who are you?”
“I saw Mr. Peters was hurting you. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” I waited another second, “I know this is weird and I probably should leave, I just wanted to know if you were okay. I’m walking away now. Stay safe. Stay away from Edwin.”
I was halfway to the stairs when the door yanked open. The young woman peeked out from behind the door and glared at me. “Who are you?”
I turned around and walked back slowly. Up close, her eyes were a piercing blue against her deeply tanned face. I reached out my hand. “I’m a private investigator.”
She stepped out, shutting the door slightly behind her. The young woman stared at my hand as if I was holding a weapon, and then peered around as if we had spies around us. Her voice was barely above a whisper. “Who sent you?”
I took a tentative step forward, hoping she would let me in. “No one sent me. You’re safe, I promise. I just wanted to talk.”
She peered around again. That’s when I noticed she was shaking. And then I saw the bruising around her throat.
She must have noticed my staring and quickly covered her throat with her hand.
It didn’t do much to hide the bruising. “Do you need me to call someone for you?”
She shook her head.
“I saw what he did. Look, if you’re afraid...”
Her eyes grew wide. “You can’t do anything. I don’t know what you want, but please leave me alone.”
I swallowed, feeling a lump in my own throat. Her fear was so palpable, I could feel the muscles in my back tense, like I needed to run from something myself. I reached inside my pocket. “If you need to talk to someone or if you need some help, don’t hesitate to call me. Mr. Peters is not a good man.”
She bit her lip, seeming even younger than I originally thought. For whatever reason, she snatched my business card, slipped inside and then slammed the door closed.
I stood for a minute, not sure what to do. Walking back down the stairs, I started to question why I followed the girl. I probably hadn’t helped matters and wondered if I made her even more afraid. 
I was still new to my relationship with God. His presence in my life was a large reason why I moved from Charlotte and started back over in the place that I’d run away from almost twenty-five years ago. I wasn’t sure why, but it felt like my assignment had switched from the disgruntled wife to making sure this young woman was okay. As a P.I., my job was to capture photos of Edwin and return the evidence to Clay. But the former investigative reporter side of me wanted to expose Edwin Peters for more than his indiscretions outside his marriage. For some reason, I sensed his involvement with the young woman could lead to something more. 
As I climbed back into my car, I couldn’t shake fearing for the young woman. Haunted by her wide eyes and the rawness of the bruises around her neck, I sat for a moment before starting the engine..
Once again, in less than an hour, I found myself praying for the woman’s protection.
Lord, is there something more I can do for this young woman? I’m afraid for her. I don’t think it was a coincidence that I was at the beach house tonight, but it pains me to see someone so close to death. Please protect her.
# # #

By the time I arrived home, it was after ten o’clock, and I hadn’t had a meal since around noon. I didn’t realize how starved I was until I opened my fridge. Thank goodness there were leftovers from my younger sister Beverly Lawson-Matthews, known affectionately to me as Bev. Since relocating from Charlotte back to my home in Georgetown, my relationship with my family had improved. Not only did I work for my brother-in-law, I attended church with my younger sister and her family most Sundays. This was a huge deal for me since I hadn’t stepped foot in a church for the majority of years I lived in Charlotte. I grew up a church girl with an overbearing religious stepdad. 
Bev loved her dad, Reverend Thomas Lawson. With seven years between us, the center of our disagreements often led to the fact that I despised her dad. My dad, Dallas, chose not to be around except on special occasions. I was mainly raised with Reverend Lawson as the father figure in my life, and from my perspective, the man didn’t like my dad and he sure didn’t like me. Mama and Bev thought my perspective was all wrong, but I didn’t. So I stayed in Charlotte for almost twenty-five years as the estranged family member.
Since returning home, I’d made peace in so many ways. I realized the religious nature of my upbringing drove me from God, when what I needed most was a relationship with God.
It made all the difference for my screwed up mind.
I was no cook, but Bev loved to cook, especially on Sundays, and my sister usually made sure I had a doggie bag of food to bring home with me. Today was Wednesday and I hadn’t touched the containers in my fridge, but I was more than ready for the leftover lasagna. As I waited for the microwave to heat up the food, I fed my roommate.
The calico cat slunk into the kitchen from wherever she’d been slumbering for the day. My guess was Callie had made herself comfortable on my bed. I had long since given up on trying to scold the cat since she lived in this house long before me. 
I inherited the cat, along with the house, from my Aunt Claudia when she passed away last year. Better known as Aunt C, she was like a second mom to me. Despite my many years living in Charlotte, she decided the way to get me back home was to leave me her house.
It worked. 
After satisfying Callie with a plate of Fancy Feast Chunky Chicken, I grabbed my laptop from the living room. My mind remained on the young woman who escaped Edwin Peters’ clutches tonight. She still seemed familiar to me. I grabbed the lasagna from the microwave and sat at the kitchen table. While tapping on my laptop, I greedily relished the pasta, beef, tomato and ricotta cheese. 
The first place I decided to start was social media, in particular, Edwin Peters’ Facebook page. Doing background checks, I have found people post pretty revealing stuff to their social media. It took me fifteen minutes, but I found the girl. I would have missed her if I wasn’t looking so hard. She stood in the background of a group of people, her curly hair had been straightened and hung around her face. Interestingly enough, Edwin was in the picture standing next to Mrs. Peters. I checked the time date stamp on the picture. 
The photo was taken six months prior to Judith filing for divorce. The Peters appeared to be a happy couple. On one side stood a tall, young woman with dark hair who was the spitting image of Edwin, except a whole lot prettier. I knew the Peters had one daughter and one son. The brunette had to be Janine Peters. On the other side of Judith was a young man who looked like the mini-male version of his mother.
It occurred to me as I stared at Janine and the woman I’d seen tonight that they could be friends. They looked about the same age. I clicked Janine’s Facebook profile hoping she kept it public.
As I scrolled down her profile I started to see a pattern. Most of Janine’s photos were posted from Instagram. I imagined most women this age hung out on Instagram more. In one click, I found myself scrolling through Janine’s photos and the more I scrolled, the more disturbed I became.
The young woman I saw with Edwin tonight appeared to be a really close friend of his daughter. There were photos of the two women in a variety of places from restaurants, bars and the beach. When I found a photo that was tagged, I clicked and found myself staring at the profile photo of the other woman.
Samantha Livingston’s bright smiling face stared back at me from selfie after selfie. She wore skimpy clothes that, even in my more provocative days, I wouldn’t dare wear. What really surprised me was the 30,000 plus followers she had on her Instagram profile. She was like a fashion celebrity with many of her posts not only showing off clothes, but hairstyles and makeup ideas.
I shut the laptop and sat back in my kitchen chair. The lasagna in my stomach seemed to flip-flop as I recalled the older man’s hands on his daughter’s friend. I’d seen and met some pretty sick people in my years. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that would probably consume me the rest of the night. 




Chapter Three


Thursday, November 8, 7:55 am
I woke up the next morning determined to make it to the office early so I could show the photos to Clay. When I opened my front door, the cold breeze slapped me in the face. Life always had a way of stopping me in my tracks. Today’s obstacle made my cheeks burn as my eyes caught sight of the man walking up my driveway.
I sucked in a breath and stepped back as Trey Evans reached the top of my porch steps. His grin was infectious as usual, despite the slight annoyance that rose up in me. It wasn’t so much that I didn’t enjoy seeing him, it was that my attempts to avoid him seemed to crash and burn.
“Glad I caught you before you headed out for the day.” Trey’s smile was easy going, but his brown eyes silently pleaded for me not to do what I was thinking.
He knew I wanted to bolt. It had been my pattern for months now. For a split second, I felt trapped. I hadn’t done anything strenuous, but suddenly I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I stepped back towards the door as if I needed it to hold me up.
Trey didn’t move towards me. 
He knew me. 
His voice drifted softly towards me, “Rena, please?”
Something broke inside and I couldn’t blame it on the wind. My eyes watered from hearing his voice. I knew this was a huge effort for him to try to get my attention this morning. Besides, it was time to stop running. Eventually, Trey and I had to have the conversation I’d been avoiding. I needed him to understand.
Just not right now.
I cleared my throat which felt thick. “I’m on my way to the office. I have some important details to share with Clay this morning. Can we catch up later?”
Trey’s smile didn’t waver. He stepped closer to me, his eyes locked on mine. “I’m sure you haven’t had breakfast yet. I know a cup of coffee would be helpful.”
I bit my lip, I hadn’t thought to set the coffeemaker last night. There was no need to try to figure out how Trey knew I was on the run without coffee. We’d always had this connection since we were younger. Despite the years that passed without being around each other, we’d connected like no time had passed.
I returned the smile, “You know me too well. I was going to grab Starbucks on the way.”
He looked at his watch, “How about a steaming cup from Huddle House? You can catch some real breakfast.”
“Trey...”
“Look, I know the office doesn’t officially open until nine-thirty. It’s almost eight o’clock. Surely you can spare me a few minutes before you jump into being super detective today. Please, Rena.”
How can I refuse a man who knew how to say please? Not once, but twice.
I huffed. “Sure. I’ll follow you over.”
He blinked.
I held up my hands. “I promise. I will meet you there.”
Trey raised his eyebrow and then turned to head back down the steps.
I was a tad bit hurt that he didn’t believe me. It wasn’t like I’d ever stood him up. I just made it my business not to be alone with him.
I purposely drove slower than necessary to the Huddle House. I spent my childhood and teenage years in love with Trey. After high school, we both went our separate ways, and life hadn’t been good to me in the male area. I couldn’t name one man that I’d had a good relationship with since Trey. Most of those relationships had left me scarred and unwilling to chance my feelings with another man.
Not even Trey.
Since I returned home a year ago, we’d been on a tightrope as we reestablished our friendship. Something lingered between the two of us now that we were older, but so much had happened during the twenty-five years we’d spent apart. It seemed ludicrous to even try to be more than friends.
Our senior year in high school, I dated a guy I knew Trey hated. My goal was to finally capture my best friend’s attention. Well, I did, but the plan failed miserably and our friendship took a huge hit. When we graduated, Trey left for college and I began my long industrious career of one bad relationship after another. 
The boyfriend that came between me and Trey was later shot and killed. He’d always been bad news, but no one deserved to die like that. 
One year later, on the rebound and still grief stricken from the tragedy, I married a hometown guy. After an argument left me bruised and battered, I divorced him after a year. All of this happened before I’d even turned twenty-one. I managed to finish up my degree at UNC and became a junior report at WYNN. 
Interestingly enough, my second time at the altar was with Trey’s half-brother. That marriage didn’t last long either. 
Seemed like most of my life I’d chased after Trey in my own way, seeking his qualities in other men.
Now the tables had turned. He was chasing me, and I was running.
I know... complicated. That was me.
My stomach quivered as I climbed out of my car. I knew hunger pains weren’t the cause. That late night lasagna still seemed to be sitting in my stomach, along with other things that were weighing heavily on me this morning.
I can’t believe Trey is doing this now.
I entered Huddle House and found Trey waving at me from the back. I nodded at the usual customers as I made my way over to the booth and sat down without looking at him, even though I knew his eyes were still on me.
I’d let my natural hair grow out, and today I opted to tie a bright purple scarf around my twist-out. I had added some lip gloss to my lips before leaving the house. I was a far cry from the woman I used to be who spent many days in front of a camera, never daring to not have my hair extensions and make-up perfectly intact.
“Thanks for meeting with me,” he started the conversation. “Feels like we keep missing each other.”
I peered at Trey, tucking my hands under me so I wouldn’t fidget. I was forty-three years old, but somehow being around this man always made me revert back to the twelve year old who used to sneak stares at him. I turned my attention to the glossy white menu in front of me. “I’ve been busy with cases. There is no shortage of cheaters in Georgetown and the surrounding areas.”
He laughed. “I bet. I’m glad the private detective business is working out for you.” Trey leaned over and his spicy cologne wafted towards my nose. “I was starting to think you were avoiding me.”
I stared at Trey unable to respond. His dimple stood out against his freshly shaved face. I’d teased him mercilessly about getting rid of the beard which had been tinged with gray. He’d finally listened to me. Without the beard, he looked younger.
A flash of the young man who was my best friend many, many years ago almost had me wanting to cry again. I’d made up my mind that we would never be more than friends. The more he pushed the issue, the more I would dig in my heels. It wasn’t something I enjoyed doing. In fact, it was slowly killing me not to just give in. Being alone with this man was not good for either one of us.
Trey had always been a good man, but now he was so much more. He was a godly man. A minister. He had a high standing in the community. 
Me? I was over forty, no kids, twice-divorced and my past stayed beside me like a BFF. I’d used my body in ways I was not proud of. I’d done things I could never let Trey find out about.
After my fall three years ago, I’d asked the Lord into my heart. Laying in the hospital bed for far too long, feeling shattered, I truly knew Jesus as my Savior. There was no other way I would have made it past my injuries or the loss of my career as a reporter. I wouldn’t have had the courage to move back home after all these years and face my past.
No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t picture me ever being the kind of woman that should be by Trey’s side. 
I tilted my head. “Like I said, I’ve been busy. Between choir and the youth ministry, you’re not exactly without anything to do either, Minister Evans.” 
I couldn’t help but remind him. Him chasing me wasn’t a good idea.
He nodded. “You’re right. This time of the year, with the holidays approaching, it’s only going to get worse. I just miss spending time with you. Seems a few months ago, we just stopped all of sudden.”
That’s because a few months ago, we kissed. The kind of kiss that begged for so much more. 
My cheeks grew warm at the mere memory. The past me would have had no problem moving past that kiss right to the bedroom. How many nights had I laid awake or woken up with thoughts of a not-so-clothed Trey? 
Minister Trey Evans.
The waitress showed up at our table saving me from my wretched thoughts. I dipped my head towards the menu. 
A familiar voice over my head stated, “I haven’t seen you two together in a while.”
I lifted my head and croaked, “Iris... good morning to you too. How are you?”
Iris Jenkins was the mother of Trey’s son, Joseph. She kept the boy from Trey for years before he found out about his son last year. They were cordial to each other, but Trey struggled with bitterness towards Iris. She’d stolen so many years from him with his son.
I noticed Trey’s eyes were glued to the menu, not looking at me or her.
Turning my attention back to Iris, I asked, “How’s Joseph doing?”
Her smile was strained. In order to not get into a custody battle with Trey, they both took turns with Joseph. He had a room at each of their houses. “He’s still doing good with the latest medicine. 
“That’s great.” Joseph had sickle cell disease and his bouts were painful to watch. I added, “I’m glad the medicine is working for him.” 
Iris asked, “Trey, did you want the usual?”
Trey murmured, “Yeah.” 
I knew his usual plate consisted of grits, scrambled eggs and two pieces of bacon. Apparently, Iris knew that too. Despite the fact they shared a child, that’s where the conversation between them ended.
I caught Iris’ eyes, which were blank. “I will just stick with coffee.”
She nodded and walked over to another table.
Now more than ever I wished Trey had never showed up at my door this morning. I managed to get into his drama with Iris last year. I remembered his fury at Iris. Now, he treated the mother of his child with a cool politeness. He was determined to co-parent the son he was still getting to know. Part of my reasons for keeping our relationship at bay was because I really liked their son, Joseph. The boy loved having his dad in his life, and I’m sure the strain between his parents didn’t help. 
Iris made sure we had all we needed, and I observed Trey as he eyed Iris walking away. I wasn’t sure how to read the expression on his face. It was a mixture of anger and relief. Maybe he felt the awkwardness that I felt since he’d showed up at my door.
He turned his attention to me, “Shall we pray?”
I nodded and bowed my head.
“Father God, thank you for the meal we’re about to eat. Bless the hands that prepared it. Blessed the food that it nourishes our body and carries us through this morning. Lord, thank you for our friendship. We ask this in Jesus name. Amen.”
Amen. I sipped my coffee in silence as I watched Trey eat. He didn’t seem to mind that we weren’t talking as he scooped up eggs and grits from his plate. His prayer lingered with me. So, he just thought of us as friends too? 
I couldn’t stand it any longer. “You know we’ve been apart from each other for over twenty-five years. We can survive not seeing each other for periods of time.”
He paused from chewing. “Of course. Even though we lost touch for a few years, our friendship is just as strong.”
I licked my lips, dreading what was about to slip from my lips. “You understand that I can’t offer you anything more.” I leaned in and stared at him. “I’m good with my life for the first time in a long time. I don’t want any complications.”
He looked out the window before turning to face me. I caught a brief flash of hurt in his eyes. “Are you saying I complicate your life, Rena?”
I grabbed the carafe at the end of the table and poured more coffee. “That’s not what I’m saying. I just want us to enjoy being reunited as friends is all I’m saying.”
We remained quiet after my statement. The awkwardness was driving me to bolt straight to my car. Last night was still on my mind, and though I know Trey needed my attention, I had some pressing matters. 
Trey sat back in the booth not looking at me. “I will get the bill. I know you need to run. Thanks for joining me.”
Feeling like he’d dismissed me, I cringed before I reached over and grabbed his hand. 
He looked at my hand on his and then at me. 
The hurt on his face made my eyes water. 
Come on, Trey!
I wrapped both my hands around his hand. “Look, let’s catch up later, okay. I’m sorry for being like this right now, but I have some really important stuff to share with Clay. I’m just anxious because this case is different from what I’ve been working on.”
My eyes pleaded with him until I saw his dimple appear again. 
“Okay, maybe we can grab dinner together?”
“You got it. Let me know when and I’ll be there.” As I rushed out of the restaurant, I felt my breath coming faster. The cold air felt good against my burning eyes. 
I truly loved that man. Lord, knows I was trying to save him from me, but I wasn’t doing a very good job. It was hard to push away someone I wanted so badly most of my life.




Chapter Four


Thursday, 9:16 am
Clayton Matthews stood over my desk as I showed him the photos I’d taken the night before. My brother-in-law wasn’t one to show emotion on his face. Probably one of the reasons he was a sought-after divorce attorney, but as I peered up at his face, I was quite satisfied to see the same look of disgust that I felt all night. With two young daughters of his own, Clay seemed more heated than usual too.
He turned his face away. “You did a good job with these, Rena. Can you print some copies so we can share with Mrs. Peters?”
“Sure. When is Judith coming in?”
Clay wiped his brow as he peered down at his watch. “In about an hour. She’s been really antsy about getting these photos.” He stepped back and folded his arms. “I have to tell you, I’m a bit apprehensive and that’s saying a lot for me.”
I gulped. “She knew her husband had been cheating on her, but you think seeing her daughter’s friend is really going to be hard on her?”
Clay nodded. “You know I actually met Samantha one day when I took Judith some papers. Both girls came in to say hello. I remember Judith remarking that Samantha was like a daughter to her.” His eyebrow furrowed. “The divorce is hard enough, but man, this is going to tear the entire family to pieces.”
I agreed. “I still would like to know why Edwin would pursue his daughter’s friend. I mean she’s an attractive young woman, but his moral compass must be pretty low. It makes me wonder what else he’s been doing.”
Clay glanced at me as he began to walk out of my small office. “I’ve heard rumblings about Edwin’s finances, but I didn’t want to dig too deep.”
I leaped up from my chair. “Why not? Don’t you need an accurate look at his finances to determine Judith’s settlement?” I followed Clay into the large receptionist area where his long-time secretary, Agnes Baker was lining up coffee cups.
Clay walked over. “Good morning, Agnes. Did you sleep well last night?”
Agnes peered at me, her eyes sharp. I didn’t understood why Agnes was warm and friendly to everyone else but me. It wasn’t like I took over any of her duties. She managed the office, and I found the evidence Clay needed.
“I did sleep better last night,” she responded to her boss. “The cold weather actually helps. All that humidity wasn’t good for my asthma.”
Clay smiled, “It does feel like we will get some cooler weather at least for a while.”
I wanted us to continue our conversation, but I knew Clay was careful not to mention too much in front of Agnes. She was a competent employee, but she did like to share a bit too much information which made her a typical gossip. And Judith Peters was a private woman despite her husband’s prominent place in the community. Judith was the current principal at McDonald Elementary School, the same school my Aunt C served as a fourth grade teacher and later the principal. Aunt C retired a decade ago, so Judith had been in that position for some time now. I remember the image my Aunt C worked hard to keep. With Judith’s standing in the school district, she was probably wanted her divorce to be finalized quietly. She’d stayed with the man this long, I wondered what made her file for divorce now.
Unfortunately, Judith married a man who didn’t share her vision of keeping their lives from the public eye. With what we had to share with Judith today, life was about to get even uglier for the school principal, as well as her two children. I was feeling bad about capturing the photos, but my melancholic feelings were mainly towards Samantha Livingston who I felt was more like a victim. I replayed the events from last night in my head again, Samantha had slapped Edwin first. Was she ashamed about being there? Did the man say something to make her feel even worse?
I couldn’t get the fear in her eyes out of my head. Nor the bruising around her neck. Edwin could have easily killed the young woman. Did guilty thoughts of his daughter finally creep into his mind at the last minute? Or was the distraction I provided last night the only thing that stopped him?
For the first time, since taking on cases where I had to find evidence against a spouse, I actually felt like my presence had a purpose.
Samantha walked away. Scared and bruised, but she walked away from a monster.
Now, we need to take that monster down.
I grabbed another cup of coffee. I had to give it Agnes, she made the best coffee. While I’d already had a cup at the Huddle House with Trey, I needed her strong brew to get me through the rest of the morning.
My mind briefly flashed to Trey’s hurt expression from this morning. I shook my head. I would deal with Trey later. I had to focus on this case. I trailed Clay back to his office and closed the door behind me.
“Are you just going to leave me hanging? Is part of this huge tension between Edwin and Judith over the finances?”
Clay sat behind his desk and sighed. “Partly. I haven’t been able to get Edwin to fully disclose all of his income. I suspect ...” He held up his finger as if he were scolding me. “and this is just a theory.”
I slipped into a chair in front of his desk. 
He leaned in. “I don’t think the businessman makes all of his money legally within Waterway Commercial Real Estate. Clearly, real estate is his business, and he makes out well with these coastal properties—”
“But he’s getting some other kind of income. I knew it.” I slapped my hand on my thigh. “There has to be more to a man who sinks as low as the one I saw last night. What do you think he deals with?”
Clay shook his head. “I don’t want to get too deep into this. I don’t have proof, and it’s been hard enough to get the man to be open. Besides, what’s most important to Judith is her kids. Their son, Erin just turned thirteen. He still lives at home, and Judith’s main concern is being granted full custody.”
I sat back. “That makes sense. She will need child support too. You still need a better view of his finances.”
Clay sighed, “Child support isn’t really an issue. Judith comes from money herself. In fact, I’m pretty sure Judith helped Edwin establish his business early on in his career. She’s not involved at all in Waterway, but I believe she has a stake in it. That’s where Edwin is going to fight her.”
I knew this divorce case was going to be a war. It also explained how the Peters could afford two homes in the million dollar range. 
Clay peered down, flipping through a stapled document on his desk, “I’m looking at what his lawyer is offering. It’s not bad, but I do sense there’s hidden funds. Even Judith mentioned she knows he’s raking in extra cash from somewhere, but she’s not clear where else to look. It’s not about the money to her, she wants to make sure her children’s futures are solid.”
I balked. “Come on, Clay, this is right up my alley. I’m your investigator. Let me dig into his finances.”
He shook his head. “No, Bev would have my head if she knew this work was going to lead you into danger.”
I sat up straighter. Danger.
“What? I didn’t get my private investigator’s license just to be taking photos of cheating spouses, Clay.” I stood. “Seeing Edwin assault Samantha last night didn’t sit right with me, and then to later find out she’s like a close family member... I’ve seen egocentric men like Edwin before. The man is drunk on power, worshipping the money god. And it’s obvious he’s like some pervert.”
Clay held up his hands. “Whoa. Cool it, Rena. We have to remember that Samantha went there on her own, and she’s at least the same age as Janine, who I know is twenty.”
I eyed my brother-in-law. “She’s a twenty year old that has been coerced in some way by a powerful man old enough to be her father. You don’t think she’s a victim? You saw the photos.”
Clay sighed, “I’m as disgusted as you are. But I’m a divorce attorney, my client’s needs and wishes come first. I’m only here to get what my client is owed from her cheating husband. We will show Judith all the photos. Good thinking calling the police last night. I’m sure there will be a report about the incidence. Samantha can come forward to charge Edwin.”
If she isn’t too scared. 
I failed to mention my trip to Samantha’s apartment to Clay. I freelanced for him as an investigator. Clay didn’t dictate any other cases I decided to pick up. Of course, until now, I didn’t have any other cases. But that was about to change. 
I had a feeling Samantha would never come forward about last night. Now knowing her closeness to the Peters family, Samantha had just as much to hide.
What would the young woman do when her best friend found out about the affair?
A knock on Clay’s door broke my thoughts. I turned to see Agnes at the door, her face distressed. “Clay, Mrs. Peters arrived early. Do you want me to send her in now or do you need more time?”
Clay stood. “You can send her in now.” He looked at me, “Can you get those photos ready?”
“Coming right up.” As I left Clay’s office, I glanced over at Judith Peters. The woman sat with her back rim-rod straight in the waiting room chair as if bracing herself for what she was about to learn. I normally didn’t stick around when Clay talked to clients.
My curiosity about this case made me want to stick around for the fireworks today.





Chapter Five


Thursday, 10:32 am
Judith Peters looked through the photos that were hot off my printer. For a full minute, she didn’t utter a word. The range of emotions on her face left me wanting to grab a box of tissues. She looked up at Clay. Her mouth was open as if she wanted to ask a question, but she quickly shut her mouth as her lips formed a tight line. The tears shimmering in her eyes descended down her face creating streaks in her makeup.
Judith wasn’t what I called a beautiful woman, but she was a woman who knew how to artfully apply makeup and kept her short hair layered to perfection so that it laid in all the right places around her face. In her early fifties, Judith’s hair was light brown with not a hint of gray. She looked like an astute administrator of an elementary school.
She wore a tailored camel colored pantsuit with a cream colored blouse underneath. I glanced down at her brown leather boots. Everything about her was perfect except the emotions warring on her face. 
Judith stuffed the photos back in the envelope and tossed it on Clay’s desk. “When were these taken?”
Clay sat with his hands clasped together on his desk. He cleared his throat and nodded in my direction, “Ms. Manchester captured these last night at the family house on Pawleys Island where Edwin is staying.”
Judith focused her eyes on me and clasped her hands together, acknowledging my presence for the first time. “Tell me what you saw. I want the full report.”
I responded, “Okay. I followed Mr. Peters from his office building. At first, I thought he was going to the bar he frequents, but he ventured down Highway 17. I tailed him to Pawleys Island, then to the house. About twenty minutes after Mr. Peters arrived, the young woman showed up. I snapped the photos from behind the house. You can see the open windows allowed me to capture the shots.”
Judith nodded as if she was absorbing my words. “Was this the first time?”
“First time seeing Peters with the young lady? Yes.” Curious about what Mrs. Peters was thinking, I decided to prompt her. “Do you know this young lady? She appears to be really young.”
Of course, I knew the woman was Samantha Livingston, but I wanted to know if Judith would reveal her identity. 
She rubbed her hands across her pants as if she was pressing out some imaginary wrinkles. When she responded, her voice was hoarse as if her throat hurt. “She’s like a daughter. She just turned twenty last month...my daughter’s best friend since third grade.” Judith’s voice cracked.
I noticed her fists were balled up in her lap.
The nervous energy in the room was palpable. Like something, or in this case, someone was about to explode. I looked over at Clay, glad I wasn’t the only one feeling anxious. He leaned forward, “Judith, are you okay? Can we get you something? I know this has been a shock.”
Fists still balled, Judith shook her head. She croaked, “I expected him to be with someone. Some floozy. He always had somebody around who would call him all times of the night. They were bold, calling the house phone. But this...” her voice dropped to whisper.
I stepped closer to make sure I could hear.
She looked down and unclenched her fists, remaining quiet for a few seconds. Then, she lifted her head and looked back and forth between us. “I don’t know what to do with this. I wish you’d caught him with someone else. Anyone else?”
Judith stood and paced the room. “I treated her like my daughter. I knew she had some tendencies like her mother, but she—”
“Her mother?” I interrupted, not liking where this was going. I was that young woman in this town many years ago, once thought of being just like my dad. My dad was a ladies’ man and not the world’s best father. My dad’s reputation haunted me even when I arrived back in town last year. I wasn’t too happy when people threw someone under the bus because of who their parents were.
Judith whipped around, her face flushed. “She was a floozy. A drug addict. She overdosed when Sam was ten. The poor child was taken to foster care for a while before her grandmother could get custody. She lived with us on and off whenever her grandmother was too frail to care for her. We took her in permanently after her grandmother died.”
I knew I probably shouldn’t, but I couldn’t help myself. “I don’t want you take this the wrong way, Mrs. Peters, but your husband is the person with the power here. The father figure.”
Judith turned towards me, eyes blazing.
Clay cleared his throat, but I kept going. “Samantha is a victim here. I don’t know how long this has been going on, but your husband should have never approached her this way. Perhaps she felt like she didn’t have a choice.”
Judith stared at me, but I stood my ground. I’d kept a few photos out of the envelope. I glanced at Clay who was slowly shaking his head at me. “You should see these photos too.” 
I showed her the photo of Edwin with his hands around Samantha’s throat.
Judith sucked in a breath like she’d been punched in the stomach. She sank down in the chair, her hands trembling.
I powered on as if I needed to somehow defend Samantha. “I called the police. I didn’t know if he was going to kill her. She may have come to the house willingly for whatever absurd reason, but that was too far. She’s a victim. Even if her mother had some kind of reputation, your husband wasn’t being very fatherly to a young woman who grew up alongside his daughter.”
Judith cried out, placing her face in her hands.
Clay stood, “Serena, that’s enough. I think it’s best you leave now.”
“I’m sorry, Clay. She needed to know. That girl was wrong for meeting with Edwin, but she got traumatized in the process. Who knows how many other women have been abused like this?”
Judith cried harder. Clay came around the desk and patted her on the back. His eyes urged me to leave. Noting the flashes of anger in my brother-in-law’s face and Judith increasing cries of devastation, I walked out and closed the door behind me.
Agnes was standing behind her desk looking concerned. “Is she alright? I know that husband of hers is a brute.”
I stepped away from the mahogany door, trying to shut out the muffled cries. “She’s taking my findings pretty hard.”
Agnes shook her head. “I hate to say this, but she shouldn’t be surprised. Edwin Peters always had a flavor of the month. Everyone knew it too. I’m sure she did too, although she acted like her life was perfect.”
Passing Agnes, I muttered. “People can always surprise us.” I closed the door to my small office and sat. Guilt etched into my mind. I hated to upset Judith, but neither she nor Clay saw what I saw last night.
Samantha was more than just the other woman.
I believe she showed up at Edwin’s house for another reason. When the young woman slapped Edwin, I interpreted that as her fighting back in her own way. Instead, she escaped, scared out of her mind with the remnants of a man’s hands around her throat. She was a victim. 
Victimized by a man she probably trusted at one time.




Chapter Six


Thursday, 7:20 pm
I’d barely taken my shoes off before my doorbell rang. My thoughts went immediately to my morning conversation with Trey. I’d promised him dinner, but it was too soon. After today, I really didn’t want to deal with anyone. I needed time to think. I had it in mind to reach out to the Samantha after I got home and rested. It had also been on my mind to run a background check on her too. I wanted to know more about her life and her own family. The young woman had been visibly scared, and I couldn’t help but think the man that was supposed to be a father figure in her life had taken advantage of her. I also wondered about how long it had been going on. 
It deeply disturbed me that Samantha grew up in a household under a man who would pursue her sexually. That meant he’d done it before and I had a feeling it wasn’t willingly.
The doorbell chimed again, and this time, whoever the insistent person was, held it down. “Alright, I’m coming.” I yelled. My immediate sense was it could not be Trey at my door but a really obnoxious and annoying person.
Trey exhibited none of those traits.
I headed towards the front door, almost colliding with the cat as she took off down the hallway towards the bedroom. I shook my head I had to admit having to jump over the feline whenever she needed to streak from a room kept me agile. 
Wishing I could run and hide, like my cat, from whoever was terrorizing me with the doorbell, I peeked through the door and sucked in a breath.
This can’t be good.
It’d been awhile since these two show up at my house. Last year, when I witnessed a murder at a local convenience store, I saw more of these two than I cared. I unlatched the lock and opened the door, forcing a smile on my tired face. “This is a surprise.”
Detective Oliver Baldwin and Detective Malcolm Moses stood on my porch, their faces grim. Moses was the shorter, stockier of the two; his dark brown bald head shone under my porch light. Baldwin, the older of the two men, was tall and appeared more gaunt than the last time I saw him. His graying temples were cut close, and while the man had to be approaching fifty, he still had a thick mane of hair.
Baldwin smiled, “May we come in, Serena?”
Baldwin was always the obvious good cop. I eyed Moses, who seemed to be seething with animosity. I got the impression Moses stayed angry when he was on the job. I had the good fortune to be around the man outside of work, and he was almost a different person. I opened the door wider. “I’m not sure what you need from me, but come in.”
After both men ambled into my house, I closed the door and led them to the living room. Besides putting up a few of my paintings on the wall, I hadn’t changed much since they visited me last year. Most of Aunt C’s knick knacks and family photos still cluttered various areas of the living room. They’d grown on me and made the place more cozy, like home.
Moses jumpstarted the conversation before I could sit down. “Where were you last night, Rena?”
I frowned, deciding I might better stand for this conversation. I placed my hands on my hips, bracing myself. “Why are you questioning me about my whereabouts?”
Moses narrowed his eyes, “Don’t make this difficult. Just let us know.”
I crossed my arms. “I was out on a case. Tailing Ed... a person of interest for a client.” This was a first for me, but I didn’t think Clay would appreciate me spilling any confidential information about his client.
Moses and Baldwin shared a glance. 
Baldwin asked, “So you were staking out a place? Where?”
I frowned before answering. I had a sneaky suspicion that I wasn’t going to like the way this conversation was heading. “I was quite a few places. Around here in Georgetown, drove out to Pawleys Island and then drove back to town.”
Moses glanced at Baldwin. “Pawleys Island.” He took out a notebook from inside his jacket and flipped it open. “Care to tell us who you were staking out?”
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