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      The sirens grew louder. Instead of fading, they intensified. Then the flashing lights turned into my neighborhood. In the parking lot of my condo, I stood by the door of my ancient Pathfinder, keys dangling in my hand, watching police cars blow past. They didn’t stop at my building, but pulled around in front of the next one. A fire truck and ambulance followed in their wake.

      Laura was expecting me at the diner. I really should go. But what was going on? Hopper was inside my condo. I didn’t like leaving him there alone when there might be some emergency happening. I returned my keys to my purse and walked around the corner.

      A crowd had gathered in front of the entrance of Building C. A deputy had his hands outstretched, urging them to move back, as his partner unrolled yellow police tape across the entrance to the exterior stairway.

      The crowd didn’t seem to be dissuaded by the deputy’s efforts, so I wasn’t either. I walked over and joined the gawkers. Recognizing a woman in the crowd as a fellow dog owner who I sometimes greeted on dog walks, I tapped her on the arm. She jumped at my touch and whirled to look at me, eyes wide.

      I held my hands up. “Sorry! Didn’t mean to startle you.”

      Recognizing me, she placed her hand over her heart. “I guess I’m jumpy.”

      I waved my hand in the direction of the building. “What’s going on?”

      “A burglary. Someone jimmied open the sliding glass door of unit 105-C. Mrs. Davis’s place. She was just out here telling us about it, but a policeman took her inside for questioning.” She shook her head. “Mrs. Davis was so upset, poor thing. Said the thieves took her jewelry box with her grandmother’s ring in it.”

      A deputy stepped forward, and the crowd parted. “You folks need to clear the area.”

      My phone chimed inside my purse. Shoot. Probably Laura calling, wondering why I wasn’t already there. With a brief nod to my neighbor, I hurried back to my car.
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      I walked in the diner and spotted Laura in a booth near the window. She waved me over.

      As I slid into the booth across from her, I said, “Sorry I’m late. There was a police incident at my condo complex.”

      She checked her watch. “Well, you still beat Nick here. He’s late, as usual. What kind of police incident?”

      “A break-in.”

      Laura’s gaze flitted to something behind me and her entire face lit up. Nick must have arrived. I turned and spotted him loping towards us, sporting a rumpled Hawaiian shirt.

      Nick might be late, but it wasn’t because he’d been busy fixing himself up. Wardrobe aside, Nick’s saturnine features and perpetual five o’clock shadow lent him a roguish appearance, and the broad smile he gave Laura only enhanced his piratical good looks.

      Honestly, after dating Laura for six weeks, I was surprised she hadn’t fixed him up by now. Nick must have resisted her efforts. He was so different from her ex-husband, Jack. Smooth-faced and clean-cut Jack had always accepted her wardrobe suggestions. He'd been dressed impeccably on the day Sam and I had run into him checking into a hotel with another woman.

      Nick smiled broadly at Laura. Laura’s returning smile was equally bright, but she glanced around the diner as if checking to see who might be watching.

      Nick swooped in to hug her and planted a kiss on her lips. I felt a wave of longing for Sam, and wished my boyfriend had been able to join us so I wouldn’t feel like such a third wheel, but he was in court.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he said, sliding into the booth beside her. “I’ve been tailing a suspected insurance fraudster for days, and he finally slipped up.”

      Laura signaled the server and asked, “What did he do?”

      “Helped a friend put the doors back on his Jeep. I snapped a photo of him holding the door while his friend reattached it. That’s about fifty pounds.” Nick accepted a menu and studied it. “No good deed goes unpunished.”

      Our server, a tanned blond dude who embodied the textbook example of a surfer, asked, “Can I get you all something to drink?”

      Laura replied, “I’d like an unsweetened iced tea with a slice of lemon on the side and extra ice, please.”

      He cocked a blond eyebrow at her but confirmed her request with a brief nod.

      When he turned my way, I said, “Just water, thanks.”

      “Coke, please,” Nick said. When the server left, he gave Laura a sideways smirk. “Do you ever order anything as is?”

      “You should know by now.” She pouted. “I know what I like.”

      A slow smile unfurled across his face. “Long as you like me, I won’t complain.”

      “Kind of sounded like you were complaining there for a minute,” Laura pointed out, but she returned his smile.

      In an effort to derail this lovey-dovey, potentially awkward moment, I prompted, “So this guy you caught was scamming the insurance company?”

      Nick nodded. “That’s not the worst of it. He was suing a small business. Little mom-and-pop store. Claimed he’d slipped on their floor. Got a chiropractor to sign a form saying his back was all out of whack. It would’ve put the mom-and-pop out of business, and they’ve been in Riverside for thirty years.”

      “How terrible.” Laura closed her menu.

      I don’t know why she bothered with the menu. She always ordered the same thing: a grilled chicken salad with the dressing on the side.

      Meanwhile, I weighed my options, wondering if ordering a side salad would negate the calories in a bacon cheeseburger. “Good thing you were able to help them out.”

      “That’s the nice thing about working with Sam. He only takes worthwhile cases.” Nick closed his menu, laid it down, and wrapped his arm around Laura’s shoulders. “Did I tell you yet how lovely you’re looking today?”

      She snuggled up, seeming to enjoy the compliment. I noticed she didn’t counter with one of her own, though. What was she supposed to say, “That Hawaiian shirt looks like it would hide stains well”?

      The server returned with our drinks. “You guys ready to order?”

      “I’ll have the grilled chicken salad with vinaigrette, on the side.” Laura squeezed the lemon slice into her drink before laying it aside on her napkin.

      “Bacon cheeseburger with fries,” Nick said, handing over his menu.

      “I’ll have the same,” I said. Screw it. I could walk an extra mile tomorrow.

      Nick eyed Laura’s rejected lemon. “They do wash those, you know.”

      “You can never be sure,” she replied. She unwrapped a straw and slid it into her drink. A pink lipstick ring remained after she’d taken her first sip. “Besides, the lemon peel doesn’t add anything, floating around in there.”

      “If you say so,” he replied, glancing around. “What made you pick this place? Seems a little down-market for you.”

      “My hair stylist is over here,” she lied. “Hope it wasn’t too out of your way.”

      “Nope, I was right on the other side of the bridge today.” He stretched out one swarthy arm along the back of the booth and studied her. “Your hair looks nice.”

      Laura glanced at her reflection in the window and blanched.

      “What is it?” I asked, scanning the area. I thought she might have seen something awful, but all I saw was a red-haired woman outside. Laura scooted down in her seat, but the redhead spotted her and stopped. She fingered the scarf tied to the strap of her handbag, then gave Laura a hesitant wave through the plate-glass window. A moment later, the well-dressed woman hitched her designer bag higher on her shoulder and stepped inside.

      “I think your cover is blown,” I teased. Nick shot me a confused look.

      Reaching our table, the redhead extended her hand to Laura, showing off her flawless manicure. “Hi, Laura. How funny, seeing you here.” She gave Nick a sideways glance.

      “Hi, Claire. Likewise.” Laura summoned her always-perfect manners and introduced us. “This is my business partner, Emma Stewart, and Nick Baxter.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” I said, catching Laura’s meaningful glance, clearly loaded with secret messages that I missed.

      She added, “Claire and I know each other from the Costa Verde Women’s Philanthropic Coalition.”

      Nick held out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Claire.”

      Laura eyed Claire with concern. “How have you been doing?”

      Without an invitation, Claire pulled over a chair and perched at the end of our table. “It’s been so difficult. I just came from my attorney’s office.”

      Still addressing me rather than Nick, Laura explained, “Claire’s husband passed away a couple of months ago.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” I said.

      “My condolences,” murmured Nick.

      “Thank you.” Claire’s voice caught, and her eyes misted. She dabbed her finger beneath her eyelid before her makeup could be marred. “It was totally out of nowhere.”

      Lowering her voice, Laura offered a further explanation. “Claire’s husband died in a diving accident.”

      “Nothing prepares you for something like this,” Claire went on, dabbing at her eyes with her pinkie. “And now all this legal mess is making it unbearable.”

      Passing Claire a paper napkin, I asked, “What legal mess?”

      Claire glanced at Nick.

      “You can speak in front of my associates,” Laura said, ignoring the look of surprise on Nick’s face.

      Claire dabbed at her remaining eyeliner with the napkin. “Life insurance won’t pay, because we weren’t able to recover Michael’s body. They say we have to wait five years, but my lawyer is going to petition the court.”

      “That’s awful. I’m so sorry.” Laura laid her hand on top of Claire’s.

      “It’s put me in a terrible situation.” She turned her hand over to clutch Laura’s. “Actually, I was planning to contact you, so it’s funny that I ran into you. You’re still running that estate liquidation business, aren’t you?”

      “That’s right. ELLE Liquidations.” Laura tilted her head in my direction. “Emma and I run it together.”

      Claire glanced at me and back at Laura. “I need to engage your services.”

      “You want to have an estate sale?” Laura asked, sounding surprised.

      “Not exactly.” Claire released her hand, but leaned forward to speak with a conspiratorial air. “I need to liquidate some property, but I don’t want to do it at my home.” She glanced around. “Maybe this isn’t the best place to discuss it.”

      “We’d be happy to stop by for a consultation.” Laura retrieved a business card from her handbag and passed it discreetly. “Give me a call, and we can set something up.”

      Claire slipped the card into her own designer handbag. Noticing a server heading our way balancing a tray with three plates, she stood and returned the chair to an adjacent table. “I’ll let you eat your lunch.”

      “Would you like to join us?” Laura asked politely, but her smile tightened a wee bit.

      “No, no.” Claire waved her hand in the air. “I have to go. I was on my way to another appointment when I happened to notice you here. I’m glad I did. Thanks, Laura.”

      “Happy to help, Claire. Give me a call.”

      “Will do.” Claire turned and headed back out the door without a backward glance.

      The server set our plates down and asked if we needed anything else before departing.

      The moment we were alone again, Nick leaned forward and murmured, “Your associate?”

      Laura put her napkin in her lap and began spearing lettuce leaves onto her fork. “I’m sorry. I was caught off guard. I didn’t expect to see anyone I know in here.”

      He arched his eyebrow. “That wouldn’t be why you asked me to meet you here, would it?”

      Uh-oh. I focused on removing the bun from my burger and centering the lettuce and tomato slices, wishing I hadn’t agreed to tag along. It was bad enough when they got mushy, but having them fight in front of me was even more awkward.

      Dipping the lettuce into a side cup of dressing, Laura said, “Of course not. I told you, my stylist is nearby.”

      Nick didn’t touch his food. “As long as you’re not ashamed of me or anything.”

      She dropped her fork, which clattered on her plate. “I don’t want to provide grist for the gossip mill. My divorce wasn’t that long ago.”

      “Long enough,” he muttered. “You’re a free woman. We don’t have to sneak around.”

      She rubbed his forearm and murmured, “But sneaking around can be fun sometimes.”

      Oh, gak. “I’m going to run to the bathroom and, uh, wash my hands.” As I sidled out of the booth, I noticed Nick examining her through narrowed eyes, but before I’d gotten to my feet, he’d already softened.

      He took her hand and raised it to his lips. “What am I going to do with you?”

      She pulled her hand back but gave him a flirty smile. “I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

      I scurried away before it could get any more embarrassing. The route to the bathroom led me past the register and alongside a plate-glass window. Outside, a flash of bright red hair caught my eye. Claire Weston was still outside, talking on the phone with a smile on her face.

      The transformation was instant.

      The grieving widow was gone.

      Claire Weston threw her head back and laughed into the phone.
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      The setting sun dropped below the rooflines of the Seaside Condominiums, casting the beach in shadow as I walked my bulldog, Hopper, later that evening. So late in the season, the beach was deserted, but the weather was still pleasant. I kicked off my flip-flops at the dune's edge and enjoyed the feeling of the cool sand beneath my feet.

      House-sitting at a Florida oceanfront condo had definite advantages, but those advantages would end with the imminent return of Barbara, the homeowner. Barbara had been our mentor when we first started our estate sale business, and when she decided to retire, she took us under her wing. Laura and I had learned the trade from her, and when she embarked on her retirement trip, she left me in charge of her home, despite my having a 75-pound dog.

      After three months of house-sitting, I was no closer to knowing where I’d land next, and Barbara’s extended European vacation was scheduled to conclude at the end of the month. Her condo would have been unattainable for me in any context other than house-sitter, even to rent. Apartment complexes that allowed large dogs were few and far between, even for sweet-tempered couch potatoes like Hopper. My boyfriend, Sam, had asked me to move in with him, but I wasn’t sure I was ready for that. I didn’t want to leap into a deeper commitment in order to save on rent.

      We walked down the beach for five minutes until we reached a deserted stretch of sand overlooked by enormous private homes. After a quick glance around, I unhooked Hopper's leash and let him run. Though it was technically illegal to have your dog unleashed, people did it all the time. I threw a ratty tennis ball, and he chased it with exuberance, startling a flock of shorebirds into flight.

      Hopper could chase that ball indefinitely, but my arm eventually grew tired. The next time he brought the ball back, I re-hooked his leash, and we headed for the condo. We were met at the gate by a stern-faced man whose white buzz cut lent him a military air. I ran into him often. He was an avid birdwatcher, and I was a frequent dog-walker, but he never remembered my name. I recalled that his was Ron.

      “Good evening,” I said in my friendliest voice. “See any interesting birds tonight?”

      I led Hopper to an area designated for rinsing off and began spraying his paws with the hose.

      “Not tonight,” Ron grumbled, watching me. “That's not a dog washing station.” He shifted the binoculars around his neck and continued scanning the property.

      “I wouldn't want to lead him through the courtyard with all that sand still on him,” I countered.

      He replied with a grumpy, “Harrumph.”

      Guessing he could find no fault in my logic, though his scowl suggested he was trying, I finished hosing off Hopper's feet and then my own. I tossed the hose aside while I slipped my flip-flops back on.

      Ron was still watching. “You're supposed to hang that up when you've finished using it.”

      “I was getting to that,” I replied. I made sure to keep my tone light.

      He didn’t. “Who are you again?”

      “I’m housesitting for Barbara Martin. My name is Emma. Emma Stewart." I pulled a towel out of my tote bag and dried off the dog as best I could.

      “Guests aren’t supposed to stay for longer than three weeks.”

      Ron, a member of the homeowners’ association board of directors, had relayed this fact to me before, but I couldn’t tell if the repetition was due to a lapse of memory or an ongoing grudge.

      “Yes, but I’m not a guest. I’m employed by Barbara to mind her house while she’s gone. She filled out a form letting the HOA know about it.”

      “How much longer do you expect to be here?”

      “Barbara will be back at the end of the month.” Hopper sat obediently and gave Ron a doggy grin, as if hoping for a pat on the head. He was barking up the wrong tree.

      “Good.” He scowled down at Hopper. “A dog like that wouldn’t have been approved.”

      Hopper gave up on the pats and began sniffing the area in a six-foot circle around us, as far as the leash would permit him to roam.

      Ignoring Ron’s tone, I persisted in being friendly. “You’re out here late tonight. Catching the sunset?”

      “I’m on duty. Haven’t you heard?” He waved his hand toward the condo. “We’ve had some break-ins lately. A few of us decided to set up a neighborhood watch.”

      “Break-ins? Plural?” Hopper tugged on the leash, but I told him to sit, and he obeyed. When I adopted Hopper from the shelter, the first thing I did was sign up for obedience training. He was an American Bulldog. If I hadn’t taught him the proper way to act on leash, he would be walking me, instead of the other way around.

      Ron gave a nod of satisfaction at this evidence of discipline. “We discussed them at the last homeowner’s meeting. Guess you weren’t there, Anna.”

      “It’s Emma. That’s true, I wasn’t there, but it would be nice to be informed about what’s going on. I hope no one was hurt.”

      “Not so far.” He scowled. “All the houses have been vacant at the time of the crime. The criminals seem to know when people won’t be home.”

      Giving up on going home any time soon, Hopper made himself comfortable, sprawling on the ground at my feet. “That’s disturbing. Sounds like someone’s been casing the place.”

      Ron waved his hand toward the ocean. “All beaches are public in Florida. Anybody could be walking past.”

      “True,” I agreed. “But were the condos empty for the season, with the hurricane shutters up? Or were the owners out for the evening?”

      “They’re year-round residents, not snowbirds,” he replied, crossing his arms over his chest. “The places weren’t boarded up.”

      “Someone must have been watching for a while, gathering data about residents’ routines. It might be an inside job.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Or an outsider with good intel.”

      Choosing not to take this as an insinuation that I qualified as an outsider despite two months in residence, I suggested, “They might even have attended that meeting where you all set up the neighborhood watch.”

      His chin jerked up. “I know my neighbors. The ones who actually own property here.”

      I shrugged. “Just a theory.”

      “What are you, some kind of detective?”

      “Nope, I’m an estate liquidator. You know…” I rubbed my chin. “The properties we work at are all insured. Could it be an insurance scam?”

      “No! We’re talking about retired widows who live alone, not con artists.”

      A pang of alarm flashed through me. “Single women? All living alone?”

      He responded with a solemn nod.

      “How many?”

      “Three, so far.”

      “Well, then, I appreciate you keeping an eye out, Ron. It’s good of you to watch out for your neighbors.” I shifted from one foot to the other, and Hopper took it as a signal to move. He sat up, instantly alert. I reached down to pet him. “Not everybody has an exceptional watchdog like this.”

      “Guess that’s true.” Ron grudgingly acknowledged him with another nod. “I’d better get back to my patrol.”

      I repressed a smile. Maybe Hopper would win him over after all. “I’d appreciate it if you could keep all of us informed, even the temporary residents like me.”

      He gave a curt nod and walked away, shoulders back and spine straight. I wondered whether he might be a veteran. He certainly had the posture for it.

      I bundled the leash in my hand and directed Hopper toward our temporary home. I’d be sure to lock up without exception, even for short outings. It wouldn’t do for Barbara to come home to find her belongings missing. A woman living alone couldn’t be too careful.
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      We always took Laura’s car to new client meetings, limiting use of my old Pathfinder to when working or hauling boxes. On the day of our appointment at Claire Weston’s residence, Laura pulled her Mercedes into the elegant home’s circular driveway.

      I surveyed the façade of the modern villa. A second-story veranda spanned the front of the house. Smooth, contemporary-style columns framed the double glass doors of the entry. To the right, I spotted another structure, possibly a garage, or maybe a guest house.

      I let out a low whistle. “Not bad. This should bring a pretty penny.”

      “I don’t think it’s going to be a full liquidation.” Laura parked the car and cut the engine. “Claire’s situation is unique.”

      Leaning over to retrieve my portfolio with new client paperwork from the backseat, I said, “As long as she pays us.” I needed the money from this job. Without it, I had no idea where Hopper and I would land when Barbara came home.

      Laura led the way to the front step and rang the bell. Claire answered the door wearing a pale green cashmere sweater and gray trousers.

      “Come on in,” she said, glancing past us toward the street. A navy-blue van was parked on the street just past the driveway. Stepping aside, she gestured for us to enter and pulled the door shut.

      Sunlight streamed through the arched window, illuminating the two-story foyer. The air was tinged with the scent of the stargazer lilies in a vase atop a gleaming burl-wood credenza. Following Claire across the marble-tiled floor, I said, “You have a lovely home.”

      “Thank you. Please, come in and sit down.” She ushered us into a sitting room decorated in a contemporary style, with two cream leather sofas facing each other over a modern glass and metal coffee table. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      We both declined. Taking a seat, I ran my hand over the buttery leather sofa cushion and mentally calculated what our percentage of the profits might be if she asked us to sell it.

      Laura sat beside me and clasped her hands together, giving Claire a look of concern. “How are you doing, Claire? I know that things have been so difficult lately.”

      Claire sat on the sofa facing us, perched on the edge of the cushion, her back ramrod straight. “They have. Losing Michael so unexpectedly was a blow.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said automatically. An unfortunate fact of the business was that our clients were often bereaved. I felt weird about it sometimes, like we were profiting off someone’s grief.

      “Thank you.” Claire relaxed minutely, sliding back into her seat and crossing her legs at the ankles. “Unfortunately, there’s been nothing but bad news since then. Because Michael was cave diving, they couldn’t find him, and our life insurance is saying they won’t pay. I have a lawyer trying to expedite that, but it could take as much as five years.”

      Cave diving? I wondered if Michael had been highly trained—or highly reckless. Shaking off the thought, I consciously fixed my face into an appropriate expression of polite concern. “That’s terrible.”

      “I’m afraid it’s put me in something of a spot. That’s why I need your help.” She sat up straight again and leaned forward. “I trust that we can keep this confidential?”

      “Of course,” Laura assured her.

      When she glanced at me and saw my answering nod, Claire continued. “I’d like to liquidate some of my belongings, but I don’t want to do it here. Do you ever run estate sales off site?”

      “Our mentor, Barbara Martin, had a warehouse, but she closed that,” I said. “We don’t have a facility.”

      “I have a location in mind,” Claire said. “I’d prefer to get the furniture that I’m willing to part with out of here immediately.”

      I felt my forehead wrinkle. “Where would we do that?”

      Claire waved her hand as if she might conjure a solution from thin air. “A business partner of Michael’s has offered to help with that. Weston Group has an available retail space that he can arrange for us to use. You’d have to relocate everything there. Is there a moving service that you work with?”

      “We can arrange with a local company to handle that.” I withdrew a form from my portfolio and held it out. “I’ve got our contract here. We can go over what you’d like to include and exclude.”

      Claire took the paper but didn’t study it. Instead, she turned to Laura. “What I need most of all is discretion. You understand, don’t you?”

      Laura placed her hand over her heart. “Of course. You can trust us. I know you’ve been through a lot these past few months. I’m sure you already have people putting their noses in where they’re not needed.”

      “Exactly,” Claire agreed and sat back in her seat, relaxing her posture. “I knew you’d understand. Michael was a pillar of the community. I wouldn’t want to do anything that might tarnish his image by letting it be known he didn’t provide for his family, but I’m in a tight spot. My choices are limited, but that doesn’t mean I want everyone in town knowing it.”

      “I understand,” Laura said, the picture of sincere sympathy. “You can count on our discretion.”

      Claire searched my face and then Laura’s. I wondered if she might be considering her options: either she could hire us, or she could spill her problems to another service provider. She opened the folder, flicking through the papers without seeming to analyze anything. Evidently, she decided we were the better bet because she closed the folder. “How do you get paid? Is there an upfront fee?”

      Though her question worried me, I explained, “You don’t owe us upfront. We get paid when the sale ends. We keep a percentage of the proceeds from the sale.”

      With shoulders slumped, she closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. “I can’t believe it’s come to this, selling my furniture. I don’t see how I can keep going otherwise.”

      Laura reached over and patted her arm. “I’m sorry, Claire. This must be so difficult.”

      Despite her efforts to hold them back, Claire’s tears began to flow. She covered her face with her hands. “You have no idea. My husband is gone, but where? They haven’t found him, they won’t declare him dead. It’s like purgatory. I can’t truly grieve, but deep down, I know he’s not coming back.”

      Laura reached into her purse and withdrew a pack of tissues, offering it to Claire. “I can’t imagine what you must be going through.”

      “Thank you,” said Claire. She took a tissue and dabbed her eyes. “Everything’s such a mess right now. Michael’s business, too. Without an official death, there’s no clear ownership. My lawyer says we have to show that a diligent search was conducted, so I’ve hired divers to search the area where he disappeared. All of this costs money.”

      “I’m glad you have some support,” Laura replied, “and this estate sale is going to help you out with the money issue.”

      “Did you say your husband owned a business?” I asked.

      “He was a founding partner in the Weston Group. Gerry Martin is a general partner. He’s managing the business in Michael’s absence. Michael’s shares can’t be redistributed until the court rules he’s legally…” Claire choked up again. “Legally deceased. In the meantime, he offered me the use of one of the commercial properties he manages that’s currently vacant for the off-site sale.”

      “Where is it located?” I asked.

      “Beach Boulevard, near the bypass. I can’t have strangers tromping through my home and parking in my yard. I don’t want my neighbors to know it’s happening at all.” She glanced down at the contract. “Do you have some sort of NDA?”

      Startled, I cleared my throat. “Um, that’s not usually something clients request, but I do want to assure you that we’re reliable. We pride ourselves on our professionalism.”

      “That’s right,” Laura said. “If that’s what you need, Claire, we can do that.”

      I shot my partner a look of concern. “That might require reworking our contract.”

      She ignored the look and informed Claire glibly, “Emma is dating a lawyer. He handles all that.”

      “What about liability? An off-site sale will require additional insurance,” I warned.

      “I have a reliable insurance adviser,” Claire said, having recovered her composure. “I’ll connect you.”

      “We can figure that out,” Laura replied with a breezy wave of her hand. She looked at me imploringly.

      We did need a client. I glanced around at the luxurious furnishings and calculated how much money they would bring in for us. I needed a new place to live soon, and most likely a hefty down-payment. Sam could help us figure out the legal stuff.

      “Okay,” I said. “We’ll give it a shot.”

      Claire got to her feet. “Shall I show you around?”
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      My elation at securing a new client dimmed once we were back in the car. Our new assignment differed from any we’d handled so far. I began wondering why Claire was being so secretive. What do we really know about her or her husband?

      “How long have you known Claire?” I asked as we pulled back onto Costa Verde Boulevard, lined with oversized mansions and palm trees.

      Laura sounded unconcerned when she responded, “Oh, maybe five years or so. We’ve served on a number of committees together. In fact, I have a table for a charity we co-chaired that’s taking place next month.”

      “What have you heard about Michael’s death?” I asked as she reached for the stereo controls and changed to a different station. Yacht rock again.

      “He’s presumed dead. He was scuba diving. He went under but didn’t come back up. They couldn’t find his body.”

      “That’s awful.” I considered her words for a moment before asking, “Seems like they should be able to find his body.”

      Laura gave a dismissive flick of her hand. “I think there are a lot of caves to search. It was in the news.”

      “What kind of business did he own?” I asked, reaching to turn down the volume. “Claire didn’t say.”

      “He was a real estate investor.” She turned the volume back up. “Why?”

      “It seems strange that she’s so short on cash.” I paused, glancing out the window as we approached the Costa Verde Beach Club. A woman with two small children entered the crosswalk, each child carrying a sand bucket in their free hand. The woman looked too young to be their mother. I guessed she was the nanny. “I wouldn’t expect it of someone who lives in this part of town.”

      The crosswalk clear, Laura crept forward, making sure to mind the speed limit of fifteen miles per hour as we passed tennis courts and the rolling greens of a golf course. “When the local authorities called off the search, Claire started paying independent dive recovery teams to look for Michael’s body. I think there’s a pretty hefty reward. Meanwhile, she’s paying a lawyer to try to get the courts to declare him legally dead without having to wait five years.”

      “You sound awfully well-informed.”

      She brushed me off. “Well, you asked.”

      “I wonder if you might be too close to Claire to be impartial about all of this.” As we paused at a golf cart crossing, she turned to me. “Impartial?” She sounded confused, though her forehead didn’t wrinkle at all, thanks to Botox. “She’s just another client.”

      I turned to gaze out the window. “Maybe we shouldn’t have rushed into this agreement. We’ve never run a sale like this before. I wish Barbara were here, so we could get her opinion.”

      “What is there to think about? We need the work. With our insurance premiums and security expenses, we’re barely in the black.”

      “This might affect those premiums. An off-site gig has different risks. We’ve got to ensure the inventory is safe around the clock, possibly for weeks. With a normal sale, we’re in and out.”

      We reached the turn into Seaside Condominiums, and Laura lowered her window to speak to the guard, but the guard station was empty.

      “Where is everyone?” she asked.

      “Beats me. I’m just the house-sitter. They don’t tell me anything.” I spotted a uniformed figure approaching on foot. “There he is. Maybe he needed a bathroom break.”

      Laura wrinkled her nose at the mention of bodily functions.

      “Sorry about that,” the guard said, slightly out of breath. “We have a bit of a situation.” He peered through the window at me. “You’re Barbara Martin’s guest, right?”

      “That’s right. Emma Stewart. What’s the situation? Is everything all right?”

      The sound of sirens wailed up the road once again. An emergency vehicle approached, growing louder as it drew near. The guard raised the bar to let us through, his eyes on the horizon. “I’m afraid there’s been another break-in.”
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      As Laura pulled aside to let the emergency vehicles pass, we exchanged worried looks.

      “We could go investigate,” I suggested.

      Her eyebrows lifted. “Is that a good idea? Maybe I should take you home with me.”

      Leaning forward, I peered in the direction of the flashing lights, trying not to lose sight of them as they navigated between structures. I wanted to see which building had been hit this time.

      “I have to take Hopper for a walk. If you don’t want to check out what’s going on, I’ll go get him and walk him in the direction of the action.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Have I ever refused to help you out when there’s trouble?”

      “More often, you’ve helped me into the trouble.” Amusement tugged at my lips, and I gestured dramatically. “Follow that car!”

      She put the car in drive and did as I suggested. Flashing red lights reflected on the buildings ahead, competing with the rays of the setting sun.

      “What are they doing, breaking into places in the daytime?” Laura wondered.

      “It could be that someone returned home and found out they’d been robbed,” I suggested.

      “I hope the burglar was long gone when they got home,” Laura said, grim-faced. “He might have been armed. Better a distressed homeowner than a dead one.”

      Noting the ambulance behind the police car, I silently agreed. It wasn’t difficult to locate the center of the action. Flashing lights, hovering deputies, and fluttering crime scene tape decorated the front of building B. Laura parked nearby.

      A group of onlookers huddled around the perimeter of the scene. I recognized a couple of them as neighbors I’d met on dog walks. Laura and I joined their group. The only one I knew by name was Ron, and I’d bet good money he wouldn’t remember me.

      A petite blond neighbor spotted me and waved. I couldn’t recall her name, though I knew she had a goldendoodle named Macaroni. Unfortunately, that tidbit of information wasn’t helpful at the moment. I couldn’t exactly say, “Hi, Macaroni’s Mom!” If I could, socializing would be so much easier.

      I settled for a generic greeting. “Hi, there. What happened?”

      “Mrs. Rodriguez in 102 came home to find her house ransacked.” Her round, friendly face was creased with concern. “She’d been visiting her daughter in Fort Myers.”

      “Where she was isn’t the point, Sarah,” said Ron, who wore a pair of binoculars slung around his sunburned neck. “Someone’s obviously watching the place.”

      A tall Black woman with closely cropped hair shot a glance at his neckwear and said, “You would know all about that.”

      Ron held up his binoculars. “These are for bird watching.”

      The woman huffed, unconvinced, and said, “I think the burglar knows too much about the places he’s robbing.”

      “What are you saying, Jasmine?” Sarah, the petite blonde, gazed up at her with surprise. “Do you think it might be a resident doing this?”

      Jasmine raised one sculpted shoulder and dropped it. “It could be.”

      A tall man with curly hair scowled. “I think it’s more likely someone’s watching from the beach.”

      Laura and I followed the conversation like a tennis game, our heads swiveling to follow the back-and-forth.

      “Aren’t there security cameras?” Laura asked.

      “Management suggested them, but the homeowners voted them down,” said the tall, curly haired man with an eye-roll that suggested he thought this was foolish. “The cost was more than the HOA had in reserves, and the neighbors voted down an extra assessment.”

      “I’ll bet they’ll change their tune now,” Laura replied.

      “The guard at the gate should be keeping out the riffraff,” Ron grumbled.

      Someone behind us muttered, “Then how’d you get in, Ron?”

      I spoke up. “Since you mention it, how are the thieves getting away?”

      A wall of blank expressions faced me.

      “They must not take anything big,” I pointed out. “Not enough to need a truck or even a getaway car that would need to exit through the gate. If they don’t live here, they would have to be on foot or a bike.”

      “Only small valuables have been stolen,” confirmed Sarah, who seemed to be the best informed. “Watches, jewelry, and cash.”

       Ron muttered, “I left New York to get away from stuff like this.”

      “Looks like it followed you, Ron,” Jasmine replied blandly.

      He gave her a sharp look.
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