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CHASE NOLAN TUGGED on his tie twice. For luck. He could do this. He would do this. Hoping he looked like someone who dealt with filthy-rich potential clients all the time, and not like someone desperate for the job, he stepped into Gerald Brennan Junior’s downtown Denver office.

A hint of furniture polish, mixed with too much cloying aftershave filled his nostrils. Brennan, a red-headed hulk of a man, indicated with an almost imperceptible nod that Chase should take a seat. He sank into the plush leather chair. “Mr. Brennan. I’m Chase Nolan.”

Another nod. No hand extended. No smile of greeting. Instead, the man thrust a large clasp envelope across the vast cherry wood desk. “That should have everything you need to find her.”

Wishing he could go home and shower off the sleaze, Chase kept his expression neutral. He didn’t open the envelope. “Tell me what you know.”

Brennan’s blue eyes narrowed. “I said it’s all in there.”

“I’d prefer to hear it from you first. I’ll use this—” Chase tapped the envelope—“to fill in the blanks later.”

Frowning, Brennan brushed a hand through his curls. Chase waited. Finding a missing person was well within the scope of Nolan Investigations’ services—it was why he’d become a PI—but first, Chase had to feel confident he was finding that person for the right reasons.

Don’t kid yourself. The company’s teetering financially, and Brennan’s your ticket back into solvency.

“Let’s start at the top,” Chase said. “Her name.”

“Heather Samuel. She owns and works for Samuel Caregivers. Small company. As far as I know, it’s her and a few other employees. She took care of my father off-and-on over the course of the last eight years.”

Chase jotted the information in a pocket notebook. “Was she your father’s sole caregiver?”

Brennan nodded. “When she worked for him, she lived at the estate if he needed round-the-clock care. First, short-term, when my father had his first knee-replacement surgery. Then again for his second.” His nose scrunched, as if he’d smelled week-old garbage. “The gold digger wormed her way into his good graces, and he hired her to be his full-time companion as his health degenerated. Heaven only knows what she did to get him to leave her all that money.”

“What exactly did she get?” Chase asked, pen poised, although he was more interested in Brennan’s body language. The man was avoiding eye contact, seeming focused on a spot beyond Chase’s shoulder.

“A quarter of a mil.”

When Brennan had called to hire him, Chase had done his homework. Brennan Senior’s assets were at least fifty times that much, and that was before the house and grounds were factored in. Two hundred fifty thousand dollars seemed a generous, but reasonable bequest for someone who’d cared well for him, undoubtedly giving up any life of her own at the end.

“There’s jewelry missing,” Brennan went on. “Things belonging to my mother. They’re itemized in the report. The little gold digger had full access to the house, to his bedroom. He kept them in a safe in his closet. For all I know, he gave her the combination. He was delusional. Thought he was writing his memoirs. He dictated, she transcribed. Plus she handled his personal duties. Managed the household for the last two years.”

“Was there anything other than jewelry in the safe?”

“The lawyer opened it. A jewelry box and some old photos. All the important papers were in a safe deposit box at the bank. Those were in order.”

“Did anyone else have access to his personal safe?”

“Not that I’m aware of. Other than the little gold digger.”

“But you can’t confirm she had the combination?”

Brennan scowled. “She must have.”

“When did you notice the missing jewelry?” Chase asked. “When did you last see it?”

Brennan dragged a hand through his hair again. “I can’t say when I last saw it. It’s not like I checked the box every time I came over.”

“In other words, you didn’t know the pieces were missing until after your father died, when the lawyer opened the safe. How can you be sure Heather took them? Couldn’t your father have given them to someone else?”

Brennan shook his head, a hint of guilt coloring his expression. “He wouldn’t do that. It was her. She took them.”

“Did you go to the police?” Chase asked.

“She says he gave her the locket. She’s a lying bitch.”

Chase didn’t press the point, merely jotted a note. “If I find her, and she returns the jewelry, will that be sufficient?”

Brennan’s gaze remained focused on that spot beyond Chase’s shoulder. “I want her, too. I want to look her in the eye and listen to her confess that she coerced—or seduced—my father into giving her the money.”

Chase sensed there was more than Brennan was saying. And Chase wanted to find out what. “You’ve read the contract I emailed, correct?”

Brennan opened a desk drawer, extracted a file folder. “Two copies. Signed and dated. And your retainer.”

Chase pulled a pen from his shirt pocket—his grandfather’s Montblanc Chase used for signing contracts—and added his signatures. Picking up his copy and the check, he said, “I’ll be in touch.”

Did Brennan look relieved, or was there a touch of nervousness as they shook hands?

~~~
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“I CAN’T. I’VE NEVER done anything like this. Drop everything and leave?” Heather Donnegal stirred her margarita. Her third. Why was she listening to her roommate? Worldly travel agent Melinda. Impulsive Melinda. Heather’s caregiver universe had no room for impulsiveness.

Mariachi music blared through the Denver Pavilion cantina. Melinda grasped Heather’s hands across the table. Their warmth accentuated how cold hers were. From the margarita glass, Heather told herself.

“That’s exactly why you’re going to go,” Melinda said. “Besides, the trip is a done deal. Gerry went to great pains to arrange everything before he died. You can’t back out now. Look at the positives. All those stories you’ve been listening to for years. All those places he’s told you about. Now’s your chance to see them for yourself.”

Heather fingered the locket hanging from the delicate gold chain around her neck, accepting the mix of comfort and sorrow it generated. Rectangular in shape, a B engraved on the front, it held a picture of the Cliffs of Moher inside, a place Gerry had told her about often. “This would be enough to remember him by. I didn’t ask for—didn’t want the trip.”

“He gave it to you. It was a dying wish.” Melinda squeezed Heather’s hands. There’s the ... other thing ... he requested. You can’t not go. You can’t diss his memory by refusing. I know you thought the world of Gerry, and he wanted you to have this trip. It’ll do you good to get away from his crazy son. Maybe by the time you get home, he’ll have found someone else to be the butt of his phony accusations that you stole from him.” Her lips curved into a smile. “Besides, the tickets are non-transferrable and non-refundable. Be a shame to waste them. Who knows? You might have time for a no-strings fling.”

Heather snorted. “I don’t do flings. You know that.”

“All too well. Face it, girlfriend. For years, it’s been all Gerry. No friends, no social life. Time for fun. I was going to invite you as my guest on my cruise, but this is better.”

Heather sucked down the rest of the margarita. Too much booze combined with the greasy smell of frying tortilla chips turned her stomach. Or was it nerves? “I guess.”

~~~
[image: ]


THREE DAYS LATER, DRAGGING her carry-on through the Denver airport, Heather told herself—again—she should have insisted Melinda find someone to take her place. Eventually, Gerald Brennan Junior would forget her, stop spreading his lies. She could find another career. In another field.

No. She’d never abandon being a caregiver. It was her gift to her late mother. She’d cleared security with hardly a glance from the TSA agent at the gate. He probably thought her shaking fingers as she’d handed him her passport were because she was afraid to fly. Not because she was afraid Junior might have alerted the authorities to stop her. Even if he’d tried, her passport was in her real name, not the one he knew her by. Despite his insistence to the contrary, he had no grounds—no claim on the money Gerry had left her—but he knew people in high places, and Heather wouldn’t put it past him to call in favors simply because he could. He was a little boy, throwing a tantrum because she had something he thought should be his. 

She’d debated trying to change her appearance, but her job didn’t leave much time for personal services. Her hair, cut in the same short, low maintenance do she’d had since college, was her natural brown. Anyone with decent observation skills wouldn’t be fooled by makeup.

If she thought Junior was the person looking for her, it would be a lot easier. She knew what he looked like. A hat might hide his curly red hair, he could add glasses, wear jeans and a sweatshirt instead of his usual high-fashion suits, but he couldn’t disguise his six-three frame or football player build. Or, should he get close enough, his eyes. Deep blue, like the skies over the Colorado mountains. The eyes so like his father’s, but with none of the kindness. For Junior, everything was about him. What he wanted. When he wanted it.

Well, what Junior wanted didn’t matter anymore. He hadn’t gotten his way before, and he would never get it now. Heather adjusted her tote over her shoulder and ducked into the nearest ladies’ room. According to her phone’s app, the plane would begin boarding in twenty minutes. She’d kill time here, then lose herself—she hoped—in the people milling around the gate. No one without a ticket could be here, but she wouldn’t put it past Junior to circumvent the rules. A cheap ticket to anywhere would do it.

Once on the plane, she would be free of Junior.
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Chapter 2
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IN HIS OFFICE, TIE and jacket abandoned to the hook behind his door, Chase leaned back in his chair and rested his feet on the desk. He opened the envelope Brennan had given him, tipped the meager contents onto the scarred metal desktop, curious to see what the man thought was the critical information he’d need to find and fetch Heather Samuel. The first sheet was a picture of her. Looked like a professional publicity headshot. Short feathered brown hair, fair complexion. Brown eyes. Straight nose, maybe a bit large for her face. Full mouth. Not much of a smile.

More pictures—photocopies—clipped together with a note saying they were of Brennan’s mother wearing the jewelry pieces he claimed Heather had stolen. The enlargements were grainy. Chase pulled a magnifying glass—the one his brother had given him as a joke when Chase had gotten his PI license—from his desk. Joke or not, it was a useful tool. He zeroed in on the locket Brennan had mentioned. Rectangular in shape, a B engraved on the front. For Barbara, his mother, according to Brennan. Ignoring the woman in the photos, Chase concentrated on the other jewelry pieces.

An oval brooch. A stone—opal?—surrounded by red, white, and blue stones. Chase made another assumption—these were genuine rubies, diamonds, and sapphires. The last was a strand of pearls with a pendant hanging from it. A diamond, most likely, and a sizable one. Hard to judge scale, but at least a carat. He put them back in the envelope.

Chase clicked his computer mouse and found Heather’s company website. Her picture, along with other staff members. Two women, two men. No names. Dark blue background, studio lighting, serious you can trust me to care for your loved ones, expressions.

One woman, Asian, looked to be in her early thirties, about the same age as Heather, the other, white, probably in her fifties. One man, another Asian, was lean, while the last appeared to be mixed race, with the neckless build of a linebacker.

Chase wondered why Brennan Senior had selected a woman as his caregiver rather than one of the men. Did Brennan Junior have grounds for his accusations? His father first hired Heather to help with his rehab from knee replacements, a year apart. Far less up close and personal care required for those than later, when his illness had left him bedridden. By then, maybe he felt comfortable with Heather.

Chase jotted a note, then clicked through the website. No other pictures. A list of services offered and a contact form. No pricing on the site. No address, either. A phone number and email address.

Chase wondered how much investigating Brennan Junior had done. Didn’t matter. His policy was to start every case from scratch, as if he had been given no information.

He called Heather’s company. Got a machine promising to return his call as soon as possible. He left a message about hiring Heather to care for his mother, that she’d come highly recommended.

Meanwhile, he’d do the usual background checks, database searches. He started a pod of coffee in his brewer, leafing through Brennan’s paperwork while the machine gurgled. Heather had kept meticulous records of hours worked, what she’d done, the man’s physical and mental condition, eating, sleeping, therapy sessions, medications given. Outings to museums, doctor appointments, barber shops. But she wouldn’t log anything of a more ... intimate ... nature.

What Chase saw was Heather assuming more and more responsibility as Senior’s condition worsened.

When the brewer gave its final gurgle-sputter-hiss, Chase brought the cup to his desk and began his searches. Halfway into his second coffee pod, he had nothing. Heather Samuel did not exist in the greater Denver area. At least not the Heather Samuel who had worked for Gerald Brennan Senior. He’d made checks out to the company, not to Heather personally, so she could have given him any name she wanted. Why? Was she hiding a secret past?

How deeply would Brennan Senior have checked her background? The man was a mega-millionaire. Had he hired Heather personally, or had one of his company minions handled it? Or his doctor? Chase’s searches showed that Senior had gone into construction in the early seventies, worked his way up and eventually started his own company, which had grown into the biggest private construction firm in the greater Denver area. Subsidiaries all over the country. He’d retired in 2006 at the age of fifty-eight. Married to Barbara Kline, who died in 2004. Never remarried. One child, Gerald Junior. Apparently used to getting his way.

The phone interrupted his thoughts. The caregiver agency returning his call.

Chase repeated what he’d said in his message, but said he wanted to hire Heather Brown.

“We don’t have a Heather Brown working for us. Perhaps you meant Heather Samuel,” a woman said.

So much for finding out her real name the easy way.

“My mistake. Read the wrong note. Yes, Heather Samuel.”

“I’m sorry, but she’s unavailable at the present.”

“When will she be available? I have some flexibility, as my mother’s still in a rehab center.”

“I’m sorry, but Heather isn’t taking on new clients at this time.”

Made sense if she’d inherited a quarter of a million.

“Would it be possible to speak to her directly?” He gave a short laugh, used his I’m a really good guy tone. “Plead my case, maybe convince her to reconsider. My mother would be easy to care for.”

“I’m sorry, sir. She’s unavailable to take calls. However, we have other equally qualified caregivers who have openings in their schedules.”

“I’ll have to think about it.” He replaced the receiver, wondering what unavailable to take calls meant. Didn’t want to be bothered? Vacation? Made sense if she’d been with Brennan round the clock for the past few years. If Brennan Junior was wrong about the gold digger thing—and Chase’s gut said he was—then Heather could easily have grown attached to the man and might be taking time off to mourn his death.

Or, she could have taken the money and skipped the country. A quarter of a million dollars would buy a lot of time on an island beach, drinking fruity concoctions topped with little umbrellas.

He studied her picture again. His gut rejected the island escape, although he couldn’t say why. Still, didn’t mean she hadn’t gone someplace else. He’d done well in this business trusting his gut.

Somewhere in the records of her company, her real name had to be on file.

~~~
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HEATHER TUGGED HER carry-on from the overhead and set it in the aisle while she shouldered her tote. She’d pretended to read and doze on the Denver to Atlanta leg of the trip, hoping the woman in the seat beside her didn’t think she was being rude. From Atlanta to London, the bed-style seats made for a reasonably comfortable journey. The free drinks and semi-decent food didn’t hurt, either. Nor did the plane’s seating configuration, which meant nobody sat next to her.

Thanks for the first-class ticket, Gerry. Up yours, Junior.

Entry formalities taken care of, luggage retrieved, Heather followed Melinda’s explicit directions to where a driver was supposed to meet her. Having a travel agent for a roommate had benefits. She scanned the clusters of men in business suits holding tablets displaying names until she spotted hers. The man holding the tablet was tall, thin, mid-fifties. Graying hair cut short. Black-framed glasses. She marched toward him. He stepped forward, displaying a welcoming grin.

“Miss Donnegal. I’m Ian. Welcome to London.” He reached for her suitcase. “The car’s not far, or you can wait here, and I’ll fetch it.”

She shook her head. “After sitting for so long, I’d love the walk.”

Heather followed him through the parking garage, stopping short as she realized the cars were coming from the wrong direction. Tires whooshed against the concrete, and exhaust fumes filled the air.

Ian gestured to a black Mercedes. He punched his key fob and held the door for her. “Here we are, ma’am.”

“You can call me Heather.” Inhaling the new car smell, she climbed into the backseat, and buckled in as Ian loaded her luggage into the trunk.

The trunk clicked shut, and Ian got behind the wheel. “We should be at the hotel in half an hour.”

Her body had no idea what time it was. She checked her phone. Eleven-thirty. A sticker in the window said the car had Wi-Fi, so she joined the network, taking advantage of a free way to check her email. Ling’s name jumped out. Ling, her office manager, knew not to bother Heather unless it was important. She tapped it open.

Man called asking for you. No name. Told him you were out of communication, not taking on clients, but he seemed insistent. Wouldn’t accept anyone else. If he calls again, what should I tell him?

Heather tried to calculate what time it was back home. Middle of the night. Although Ling wouldn’t get her reply until she got up, Heather sent it anyway.

Tell him the same. Thanks for the heads up.

Was it Junior? Was he hunting for her? Even if he was, Ling hadn’t told him anything that would lead him to her. She took a deep, calming breath.

You’re here to honor Gerry.

Heather watched out the window, doing double-takes at what appeared to be dogs driving cars.

They’re in the passenger seat. Cars drive on the other side of the road. The drivers sit on the right, not the left.

After Ian navigated the second roundabout, Heather was relieved she wouldn’t have to do any driving.

Her eyelids drooped. She blinked, trying to ignore the traffic patterns and take in things like red double-decker busses. Black taxi cabs. People on bicycles.

Ian swung into the hotel entranceway. “Here we are. If you’re hungry, there’s a nice pub a short walk away. Have you heard of Alexander Fleming?”

She startled. “As in the man who discovered penicillin?”

“Ah, you know of him.”

“I certainly do. I’m a health care professional, and penicillin’s a big thing.”

“The pub is called Fountains Abbey, and Fleming spent a lot of time there while doing his research.”

“That’s fascinating. That might be my dinner stop tonight.”

She unbuckled her seatbelt and took a deep breath.

All right, Gerry. We’re here. Guess it’s really going to happen.
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Chapter 3
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CHASE CURSED—AND NOT exactly under his breath—as the airport’s biometrics machine didn’t recognize the fingerprints of the woman standing in front of him.

Yesterday, after some creative schmoozing with the travel agency Heather’s roommate worked for, Chase discovered Heather was going on a tour of the British Isles that started in London. Day after tomorrow, but he’d lose a day traveling. He’d booked himself on the tour. If he missed his plane—Not an option. 

Once the woman and the machine had made their peace, Chase took his turn and laid his fingers on the screen, tapping one foot until the machine recognized him.

He raced to the gate, arriving as the boarding doors were about to close, found his seat—second-to-the-last row near the restrooms—a curse and a blessing. At least it was on the aisle. He prayed for smooth skies. How had he been in that much of a hurry to forget Dramamine?

Chase fought to stay awake on the way to JFK. He wanted to be damn good and tired for the overnight transatlantic part of the trip. Sleep, and maybe be functional when he arrived, despite the seven-hour time difference.

Why hadn’t he told Brennan about Heather’s tour? Let him hire someone in London to find her?

Because you need this job. Recommendations from Brennan would bring in more—and better—clients.

All Chase had told Brennan was Heather had booked a trip to Europe, and Brennan hadn’t hesitated with his approval for Chase to do whatever it took, go wherever the search led him. The man had transferred money to cover transportation, hotels, and meals. Chase hoped it would be enough.

“Bring her back,” Brennan had said. “She’s going to pay for what she stole from my father.”

Chase’s database searches for Heather—Donnegal, not Samuel, another fact he hadn’t mentioned to Brennan—had unearthed nothing in her background to indicate she was the gold-digging woman Brennan had described.

Further digging through his PI databases uncovered Senior’s estate also employed a cook, a housekeeper, and a gardener. All had worked for him for many years. Why hadn’t Junior suspected any of them? It made perfect sense for Senior to have left them money, and maybe personal gifts as well. Why was Heather the one in the hot seat?

Nevertheless, Chase would bring Heather back. He was working for Brennan, not Heather, he reminded himself. And getting paid damn good money. Money the company needed.

He pulled out his phone, opened the pictures he’d collected of Heather. Studied them again. Was she aware Brennan was looking for her? Would she have changed her appearance? He doubted it, but if she was truly on the run as Brennan had said, it was a possibility. Wouldn’t matter. Chase had stared at her pictures long enough and often enough, so he’d recognize her anywhere.

The travel gods had smiled for the first leg of the trip, and with a calm stomach, Chase deplaned and hustled across the airport to his connection gate.

Once on board, he stowed his carry-on and buckled in. Before takeoff, the captain promised to do his best to find smooth air for their trip. Words, Chase had learned, that did not bode well. Chase checked his seat pocket and moved the airsick bag to the front. You won’t need it, he recited to himself over and over as the plane taxied to the runway. He planned to sleep for as much of the trip as possible.

When the drink cart came by, he ordered a Manhattan—a double—and reclined his seat. He put in his earbuds, selected a relaxing playlist, and closed his eyes. When he woke up, he hoped, it would be to the captain’s voice announcing they were on approach to Heathrow.

Not quite, but he managed to endure the bouts of turbulence without embarrassing himself—or upsetting the man sitting next to him. He figured he’d had five hours’ on-and-off sleep, which should get him through the day.

After clearing customs, Chase made his way to ground transportation. The tour package was supposed to include a transfer to the hotel. He scanned the drivers displaying tablets and spotted a tall brunette woman wearing black slacks, a white shirt, and black blazer, holding one with his name.

He strode over, extended a hand. “I’m Chase Nolan.”

“Cassandra.” She eyed his weekender bag. “They lose your luggage?”

He shook his head. “This is it. Last-minute trip. I figured I’d shop once I got here.”

Last-minute or not, the tour company was efficient. The hotel had his reservation and his room was ready. After a wake-up shower, he pulled out the itinerary to make a list of the appropriate clothing he’d need for their stops. What the—? Three boat trips? Three? How had he not paid attention to the details?

He put Dramamine at the top of his list, then read on. Most places were one-night stays. Not enough time for laundry service, and he didn’t think channeling Jack Reacher would go over with his fellow tourists for the tour’s duration. His list grew longer.

Downstairs, after Chase explained what he needed, the doorman called for a taxi—one of those big, black London models—and he set out for Oxford Street.

~~~
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IAN UNLOADED HEATHER’S luggage, handed her off to a doorman who brought the bags inside. Heather took in the Art Deco design as she stepped across the gleaming marble lobby floor, with its black inlaid compass encircled by cream and rust diamond shapes. She made her way to the desk where a smiling receptionist welcomed her.

She accepted the key, listened to the receptionist’s summary of hotel amenities, including the bar, restaurant, and complimentary breakfast. “The bellman will deliver your luggage to your room,” the woman said.

Heather wasn’t tuned in to the British accents yet. To her American ear, everything the receptionist said sounded ... elegant.

In her room—luggage already inside—a bowl of fruit sat on a small round table, a card welcoming her to the hotel. Nice. Melinda’s doing, or part of the tour package? Or had Gerry included the nicety when he’d been making his arrangements?

A pang of sadness blanketed her as she thought of Gerry, knowing he was dying, still making all these plans for her.

Gerry. We’re here.

Heart thumping, she opened her suitcase, unzipped the compartment holding the plastic bag with the small wooden box. After making sure it hadn’t suffered any damage from the trip, she stared at the cube.

“You know this creeps me out, don’t you, Gerry?” she whispered. “But I’ll do it. For you.”

She tucked the box into the suitcase, still amazed at the lengths Gerry must have gone to. All the permissions, all the paperwork. If Junior knew she carried a portion—a small portion—of his father’s remains, he’d pitch a fit.

For that reason alone, Heather was willing to do what Gerry had asked of her.

She explored the room. Windows overlooking the street. Plush towels in the bathroom. Nice. On a heated towel bar. Very nice. A shower might refresh her, help get her body into the right time zone.

Once she figured out the double-handle system—one for water, one for temperature—Heather luxuriated under the hot spray. Wrapped in a robe, sitting on the upholstered chair—she feared getting within a foot of the bed would tempt her to sleep—she texted Melinda and Ling she’d arrived.

Might as well explore. She’d practically memorized the places Gerry had told her about, that she’d transcribed into a memoir of sorts, one nobody would ever see. At the end, he was living more in the past than the present, and telling the stories gave him peace.

Heather looked at her checklist again. Hyde Park headed the page.

She dressed, grabbed her camera, and headed for the lobby, where she approached the doorman. “How far away is Hyde Park?”

“Not far. About a mile. Shall I call you a cab, ma’am?”

“I’d rather walk. Is it safe?”

“This time of day, yes.”

She plugged the destination into her phone’s map and the doorman agreed the suggested route would be fine. With a smile, Heather set off.

The September air settled over her like a warm blanket. Cars, cyclists, pedestrians filled the streets and sidewalks. What had Gerry seen when he was here in the late sixties? Hippies, flower children? Mini-skirts, bell-bottoms, long hair? He’d taken a year off from college to see the real world. Slept in Hyde Park, not the Hilton.

She wandered the footpaths, inhaled the fresh aroma of the gardens. Stopped at Speakers’ Corner where a man protested the political clime. No different from when Gerry was here, she mused.

Her first box checked.

She took pictures. Gerry’s photographs of his time here were old and faded. Most were of Barbara, his soon-to-be wife, another student seeing the world.

By the time Heather made her way to the hotel, it was after four. Definitely late enough for a drink and an early dinner. The walking, along with skipping lunch, worked up an appetite. She’d try the pub Ian had recommended. After all, you couldn’t come to London and not have fish and chips, right? Another box to check. She punched the address into her phone and followed the route.

The pub was exactly how she’d imagined one. Polished wooden bar, lots of taps, and the aroma of beer and fried fish. Television sets were all tuned to a soccer game. Football, she reminded herself. Based on the crowd, a popular game. Based on the groans, their team wasn’t doing well.

She placed her order at the bar, adding a Hop House lager at the bartender’s recommendation, then carried it to an empty seat. She raised her glass in a silent toast to Gerry.

And shrieked when someone jostled her arm, sending the glass to the floor, the brew all over the table and into her lap, and—she hoped—over whoever hadn’t been paying attention to where they were going.
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Chapter 4
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CHASE STEPPED INTO the pub the hotel concierge had recommended. It smelled like fried fish, sounded like a football arena. He headed for the bar, then turned at the sound of breaking glass and a woman’s squeal. A rotund man, apparently having had at least one too many pints, wove away from a table, stumbling toward a sign saying Toilets. It was obvious he’d bumped into the woman who’d jumped from her seat to deal with the aftermath of a spilled glass of beer.

She was bent over, trying to dab at her clothes while beer rained onto the floor.

Chase grabbed paper napkins from a dispenser on the nearest table and hurried to her side. “Let me help.”

His handful of napkins was no match for the puddle.

A bartender dashed over with a real towel, while a server appeared with a mop and dustpan. She apologized profusely to the woman. “That was Bruno. He’s a bit unsteady on his feet when he’s been imbibing. I’ll get you another pint, and your dinner will be on the house.”

The server mopped the mess, sweeping the glass into the dustpan. Her efficient motions said this wasn’t the first time she’d performed the task.

Chase looked around for a place to dispose of the sodden paper. The bartender smiled at him and took the mass from his hands.

“Let me get you a dry towel, sir. Your first pint’s on the house as well.”

The drenched woman straightened, handing over her bundle of napkins. “Thank you so much. I think I’d better go clean up.”

She raised her gaze to Chase. Her smile shot an unexpected spark of electricity through him.

“Thank you, too.” She sidled past him and made her way to the restrooms.

Chase bit back a startled reaction. Heather? Looking exactly like her picture. Not the best way to meet. His mind raced through options. They were—at least from her standpoint—two total strangers. Chance meeting in a pub. That, at least, was the truth.

“I’ll have whatever she was drinking,” Chase said to the bartender. Seating was limited, and Heather was at a table for two. Dare he join her?

He’d tell her he was making sure nobody else took the table. If she didn’t want him there, he’d leave.

The bartender returned with two beers and a damp towel. He set the beers on the table and offered the towel to Chase. “I imagine you’re a bit sticky yourself, sir.”

“Not so much, but thanks.” Chase took the cloth and wiped the beer residue from his hands.

The bartender rubbed down the table one more time, then went back to work.

Chase sat, sipped his beer. Not bad. Hoppy, but light. He slid a menu from the stand and perused the offerings.

His gaze shifted to a sign on the wall, and he was reading about Alexander Fleming when Heather returned.

“Pretty cool, isn’t it?” she said, gesturing to the sign. “The man who discovered penicillin used to eat here all the time. Or at least that’s what they say.”

Chase shrugged. “Not such a big deal in my case. I’m allergic to penicillin.” He shoved up his sleeve to reveal his MedicAlert bracelet.

“Too bad,” she said. “At least there are alternative drugs now.”

“I’d prefer to stay healthy and avoid them all.”

She grinned. “That’s the best.” Apparently fine with his joining her, she took the seat across from him. “You’re an American.”

“That I am. Have you ordered?”

She arranged the silverware in front of her. “Fish and chips. My first day in London, and fish and chips in a pub is on my list. I’m Heather, by the way.”

“Chase,” he said. He’d already decided to stick close to the truth about himself, but not to volunteer any information outside the scope of the question.

“Have you been in London long?” she asked, hinting her previous statement had been a request to respond.

“Just got in myself. Brain and body aren’t connected yet.”

“I know the feeling.” Heather looked up as a server brought over a plate of fish and chips, with a side of peas.

Chase slipped his menu into the holder, spoke to the server. “I’d like the same.”

Heather lifted her fork, then paused, her head tilted, her brown eyes focused on his. Another unexpected spark whirled through him.

“Don’t wait on my account,” he said. “Hot food should be eaten hot.”

She ate, and they exchanged typical first-meet autobiographical pleasantries. He figured he couldn’t avoid telling her he was on a tour, since she’d see him at breakfast tomorrow, but not which one unless she asked. She seemed more interested in his background. He told her he was from Arizona—not precisely a lie—he’d grown up there. Worked in a bank. Another half-truth—he’d been a teller the summer between high school and college. Before he’d realized his calling was as a PI.

Chase matched her questions. No point in raising her suspicions that he was looking for her, especially if she was on the run. Her open, candid answers to his questions—superficial as he’d tried to keep them— hadn’t changed his preconceived opinion of her. She wasn’t a gold digger, wasn’t a thief, and he needed to figure out a way to prove it to Brennan’s satisfaction—one that wouldn’t mean sacrificing his fee.

His meal came, and he dove in. He’d avoided most of the food on the plane, sticking to the rolls and crackers. Combined with the delicious aromas in the pub and watching Heather devour her fish, his stomach begged to be filled.

She pushed her empty plate aside. “That was terrific. I don’t know if it was because I was starving, or if it’s because it’s fish and chips in a pub in London, but it’s really good, don’t you think?”

He took another bite, then lifted a hand. “Please don’t think me rude, but I intend to savor my first dinner in England.” And avoid any uncomfortable conversation.

“I totally understand. I think there’s something special about firsts, don’t you?”

Her cheeks turned a shade of pink that reminded him of the carnations in his mother’s garden.

She averted her gaze. “I don’t think that came out right. I’ll shut my mouth and let you eat.”

Chase kept his gaze focused on his plate, trying not to think about a first with Heather. What if she had stolen from Brennan? Feelings had no place in his line of work. She was off limits, dammit.
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HEATHER ORDERED A SECOND beer, more out of guilt than because she wanted a second drink. It didn’t feel right to take the pub’s free food and leave. Besides, it would be rude to leave before Chase finished his dinner, wouldn’t it?

Didn’t hurt he was easy to look at. Tall, lean. Dark blond hair hung over his ears, dipped over his forehead. Not long, not short. Not straight, not curly. An unkempt style—if you could call it a style—but it suited him.

Or maybe he’d been too busy to get a haircut. He’d mentioned this was a spur-of-the-moment trip for him. Use-them-or-lose them frequent flyer miles.

His eyes, below thick brows, intrigued her. A color she couldn’t put a name to. Hazel, but with undertones of gray. A dark rim around the iris.

He glanced up, and she shifted her gaze to her beer, took another sip before continuing her assessment. Discreetly, she hoped.

Straight nose, a little on the narrow side, but it went well with his mouth—a very sensuous mouth—which was working on a fry—no, chip. Clean-shaven, which she liked. Not the popular cultivated stubble look. To her, it simply said too lazy to shave.

Was it getting hot in here? Or were Melinda’s words about a no-strings fling worming their way to the front of Heather’s brain?

She didn’t do flings.

Chase had taken his windbreaker off and draped it over the back of the chair, revealing broad shoulders under a long-sleeved burgundy Henley. Wisps of golden hair peeked through where he’d left the top two buttons open.

Enough. She did not pick up strange men in bars. Or pubs. Not that he seemed strange. He’d been a perfect gentleman, helping with her spilled pint.

Which reminded her. Would the hotel be able to get her clothes laundered before they left for Scotland? These reeked of beer. A question for the concierge. If she soaked them in the tub, would they dry in time? Or should she abandon them? She’d packed enough so she wouldn’t have to worry about laundry given their short stays at each stop.

Meanwhile, Chase had finished his fish and peas. He reached for the malt vinegar, not the ketchup.

He smiled as he shook the bottle over his potatoes. “When in England, right?”

“Right,” she said.

For all his being easy on the eyes, he wasn’t much of a conversationalist. He’d answered her questions, but she got the feeling he didn’t like talking about himself.

Fine with her. She wasn’t sharing her past, either.

Live in the moment. You’re on a ten-day tour. Nobody knows you. You get to choose how much to reveal.

Besides, she’d be busy taking in all the sights. Checking off her boxes. Gerry’s boxes.

Heather finished her beer and fished her credit card from her purse.

“Let me,” Chase said. “I’d planned to have a beer and dinner, and since the first beer was comped, it’ll be what I expected to pay, anyway.”

She thought about arguing but owing him—figuratively—for the price of one beer didn’t instill much guilt. She stood. “Thanks. I should be going. Jet lag and all, and my tour group meets tomorrow morning for breakfast.”

“Where are you staying?” Chase asked, motioning for the check.

“The Hilton. It’s a couple blocks away.”

“I’m there, too. If you’ll wait until I settle the bill, I’ll walk with you.”

He smiled, and her heart gave a quick flip-flop. She sat. “You’re at the Hilton?”

“It would appear we might be on the same tour. We meet for breakfast, too. Although it’s quite possible there are a number of tours staying at the hotel.”

“Mine’s with Dancing Moon,” she said. “Tomorrow in London, then Scotland and Ireland.”

Chase’s brows lifted. “Maybe we were fated to meet over a spilled beer. I’m on the same tour—unless they’re running several with similar itineraries.”

Fate? She didn’t believe in fate. More like a coincidence.

“I doubt it,” she said. “A notice on the hotel’s message board said my tour will be having breakfast at eight. I didn’t see any others.”

“Then at least there will be one familiar face on the tour,” he said.

She wouldn’t mind looking at his face. “Guess so.”

As they strolled to the hotel, Heather ran through everything she’d said tonight. Had she revealed anything she’d regret? It was one thing to talk to someone you’d never see again, something totally different if you were going to be together for ten days.
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Chapter 5
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CHASE WONDERED WHY he felt so uncomfortable modifying his past for Heather. In his line of work, honesty took a backseat to getting the job done. Fabrication was the name of the game. Heather didn’t seem to mind that he wasn’t making small talk, so they ambled along in silence until they reached the hotel. The doorman held the door for them.

Heather broke the silence. “It was nice to have someone to talk to, and I’ll buy the next beer. I need to see what the hotel laundry service offers. If I put these clothes in my suitcase, I’ll smell like a brewery no matter what I wear.”

Chase refrained from telling her he thought her scent—which was clear enough to him under the beer—was a very pleasant one. Exotic. Flowery and spicy.

“I’ll see you in the morning,” he said, and headed toward the elevators.

Now that he’d met Heather, he needed to refine his plan of action.

In his room, he snagged a pear from the bowl of fruit the hotel had left on the dresser, booted his Surface, and connected to the hotel’s Wi-Fi to catch up on email. Nothing pressing at the office. Two new cases, both divorces. Chase hoped with Brennan’s money and recommendation, they could take fewer of these. Staking out people to catch them in acts of infidelity always made him feel like he needed a shower. Or three. Thankfully, Trey and Mallory, the two new hires, didn’t mind getting stuck with the dirty work.

Before Chase left, he’d turned the reins over to Pam, whose job title of receptionist belied the fact that she kept the wheels from squeaking. He emailed her to make the assignments, reminding her she didn’t need his approval. Yes, he wanted to be in the loop, but he trusted her judgment.

The next email was from Brennan, wanting an update.

Chase typed a response designed to buy time while he learned more about Heather.

She checked out of the hotel before I got here. Am following up to see where she goes next. Have what appears to be a reliable lead.

First, he sent an email to Pam, letting her know he would bcc her on all correspondence relating to Brennan, and that she should save them in his case file. He sent her another, qualifying what he’d said about not needing his approval for case assignments. If Brennan contacted the office instead of Chase directly, she was to forward them to him before responding. After adding Pam to his email to Brennan, he clicked Send. Funny. Unlike with Heather, Chase had no trouble whatsoever hedging the truth with Brennan. Could he pull it off for the duration of the tour?

Or, should he tell Brennan he found her, but without grounds, he couldn’t drag her home against her wishes. That he’d extract the truth from her, but it would take time. Missing jewelry or taking advantage of a sick old man weren’t extraditable offenses. There was something else going on with Brennan, Chase was sure of it. All he had to do was stall until he figured it out.

Could he afford to lose Brennan as a client? Would the firm survive? He’d worked too long, too hard, to create Nolan Investigations. Would he have to take on more divorce cases? Start over as a one-man company?

Bridges to cross later. Better yet, bridges that wouldn’t need to be crossed.

Time for a thorough check into Gerald Brennan, Junior. 
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THE CONCIERGE TOLD Heather having her laundry done before the tour left the hotel on Sunday morning wouldn’t be a problem. “There’s a laundry bag in your closet. Put whatever you need inside, then call the front desk, and I’ll make sure it’s taken care of.”

Heather thanked him profusely and went upstairs to change. She called the front desk clerk, who promised to send someone straightaway.

Even talking about laundry sounded important when delivered with an English accent.

While she waited, Heather took another slow look at the room, then grabbed her phone and took pictures. Gerry had shared his memories with her. Someday, maybe she’d have someone to share her own memories with, and she wanted as many reminders as possible.

Once her beer-soaked clothes had been turned over to a hotel staff person, Heather wondered if she could stay awake another hour or two. At least until seven. Eight would be better, but her eyes were closing. Her brain slogged. Shouldn’t have had the second beer.

Reading or computer games would put her to sleep in a heartbeat, and she didn’t want to be wide awake at four in the morning.

It was barely lunchtime at home. She’d have to keep track of what time it was in two places if she was going to stay abreast of what was happening with her company. She unpacked her iPad, connected to the hotel’s Wi-Fi, and opened her email.

Ling’s name popped out. Heather clicked the message open.

Two clients want to cancel. They say they’ve heard our caregivers can’t be trusted. It seems that Gerald Brennan Junior is leaving bad reviews all over social media. I’ve managed to convince the two clients to stay, that he’s merely upset because his father died, even though it was to be expected given his health issues. I’m afraid he’s trying to do as much damage as possible. 

Ling had included links, but Heather didn’t follow them. She read on.

He’s tracking down people who have left testimonials on our site. A couple of them called me to let me know. Advice?

Ling’s message shook the cobwebs out of Heather’s brain. So far, Junior’s threats had been personal. Name-calling. Emails. Phone calls. He’d tried to involve the
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