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CHAPTER

1



There’s nothing like a woman’s scream to bring a man bolt upright in bed. I had been taking a late-afternoon nap in my room when the sound cut through the stormy autumn twilight like a knife.

I threw open the door of my cabin. The woman screamed again, the sound keening up from the narrow patch of beach below the terrace at Rosario Resort. A steep path dropped from my cabin to the beach. I scrambled down it to the water’s edge. There I spotted a woman struggling to drag a man’s inert form out of the lapping sea.

She wasn’t screaming now. Her face was grimly set as she wrestled the dead weight of the man’s body. I hurried to help her, grasping him under the arms and pulling him ashore. Dropping to his side, I felt for a pulse. There was none.

He was a man in his mid to late fifties wearing expensive cowboy boots and a checkered cowboy shirt. His belt buckle bore the initials LSL. A deep gash split his forehead.

The woman knelt beside me anxiously, hopefully. When I looked at her and shook my head, her face contorted with grief. She sank to the wet sand beside me. Can’t you do something? she sobbed.

Again I shook my head. I’ve worked homicide too many years not to know when it’s too late. Footsteps pounded down the steps behind us as people in the bar and dining room hurried to see what had happened. Barney, the bartender, was the first person to reach us.

Dead? he asked.

I nodded. Get those people out of here, every last one of them. And call the sheriff.

With unquestioning obedience Barney bounded up the steps and herded the onlookers back to the terrace some twenty-five feet above us. Beside me the woman’s sobs continued unabated. It was a chilly autumn evening to begin with, and we were both soaked to the skin. Gently I took her arm, lifting her away from the lifeless body.

Come on, I said. You’ve got to get out of those wet clothes. She allowed me to pull her to her feet. Is this your husband?

She shook her head. No, a friend.

Are you staying here at the hotel? She nodded. Where’s your room?

Up by the tennis courts.

She was shaking violently. The tennis courts and her room were a good quarter of a mile away. My cabin was just at the top of the path. You can dry off and warm up in my room. The sheriff will need to talk to you when he gets here.

Like a dazed but pliant child, she followed me as I half led, half carried her up the path. By the time we reached my room, her teeth chattered convulsively. It could have been cold or shock or a little of both. I pulled her into the bathroom and turned on the water in the shower. Get out of those wet things, I ordered. I’ll send someone to get you some clothes.

Kneeling in front of her, I fumbled with the sodden laces of her tennis shoes with my own numbed fingers. What’s your name? I asked.

GiGinger, she stammered through chattering teeth.

Ginger what?

WaWatkins.

I stood up. Her arms hung limply at her sides. Can you undress, or do you need help?

Clumsily she battled a button on her blouse, finally unfastening it. Leaving her on her own, I let myself out of the bathroom. I’ll be outside if you need anything.

Alone in the room, I stripped off my own soaked clothing and tossed the soggy bundle on a chair near the bed. I pulled on a shirt, a sweater, and two pair of socks before I picked up the phone and dialed the desk clerk. This is Beaumont in Room Thirteen, I said. Did someone call the sheriff?

Yes we did, Mr. Beaumont. The deputy’s on his way.

Have someone stay down on the beach with the body until he gets here. Make sure nothing is moved or disturbed. The woman who found him is here in my room. She was freezing. She’s taking a hot shower. Her name is Watkins. Can you send someone to her room for dry clothes? Does she have a husband?

There’s no Mr. Watkins registered, Mr. Beaumont, but I’ll send someone after the clothes right away.

She’ll need the works, underwear and all.

I’ll take care of it as soon as I can.

Good, I replied. And when the deputy comes, be sure he knows she’s here with me. Since she’s the one who found the body, he’ll want to talk to her.

The desk clerk himself brought the clothes, handing them to me apologetically. His name-tag labeled him Fred. I hope I have everything, he said.

I opened the bathroom door wide enough to slip them inside onto the floor before turning back to Fred. The deputy isn’t here yet?

There’s an accident down by the ferry dock. He can’t come until he finishes with that.

Did the dispatcher call for a detective from Friday Harbor? I asked.

He shrugged. I guess, but I don’t know for sure. You seem to know about this kind of thing, Mr. Beaumont.

I ought to. I’ve worked homicide in Seattle for the better part of twenty years.

Fred moved uncertainly toward the door. I’d better be getting back.

Who was he? I asked. Fred looked blank. The dead man, I persisted.

Oh, he replied. His name was Sig Larson. He was here with the parole board.

The parole board! Cops don’t like parole boards. Cops and parole boards work opposite sides of the street. Parole boards let creeps go faster than cops can lock them up. What’s the parole board doing here?

Fred shrugged. They came for a three-day workshop. They’ll probably cancel now.

I glanced toward the bathroom door where the rush of the shower had ceased. And her? I asked.

She’s a member too, as far as I know. Her reservation was made along with all the rest.

But her husband isn’t here?

No, she’s by herself.

What about Larson? Asking questions is a conditioned response in a detective. I asked the question, ignoring that I was more than a hundred miles outside my Seattle jurisdiction. Someone was dead. Who, How, and Why were questions someone needed to ask. It might as well be me.

His wife is due in one of tonight’s ferries. I don’t know which one. She isn’t here yet.

I went to the bathroom door and tapped lightly. I’m going to order a couple of drinks from Room Service. Would you like something?

Coffee, was the reply. Black.

I turned back to Fred. Did you hear that?

He nodded.

Send up a pot of coffee for her and two McNaughton’s and water for me. Barney knows how I like them.

Will do, the clerk replied, slipping from the room into the deepening darkness.

The door reopened. I almost forgot. She’s supposed to call Homer in Seattle. It’s urgent. He said she knew the number.

Fred shut the door again, disappearing for good this time. Still cold, I turned up the thermostat in the room, mulling the turn of events. The lady showering in my bathroom was a married member of the Washington State Parole Board. The dead man on the beach was married too, but not to her, although it was evident there was some connection.

Room Service was on the ball. Coffee and drinks arrived before the bathroom door opened. Ginger Watkins, wearing a pale green dress, stepped barefoot into my room, a huge bath-towel turban wound around her head. She was fairly tall, five-eight or five-nine, with a slender figure, fine bones, and a flawlessly fair complexion. Her eyes were vivid uncut emeralds.

Coming up from the beach, I hadn’t noticed she was beautiful. Standing across the room from me, swathed in the gentle light of the dressing room behind her, she took my breath away.

She returned my unabashed stare, and I looked away, embarrassed. Better? I managed.

Yes, but I’m still cold.

I rummaged through the closet and brought out a tweed jacket which I put over her shoulders. I handed her a cup and saucer. Here’s your coffee.

She slipped into one of the two chairs at the table. I left my wet clothes on the floor, she said.

I pointed to the chair. There mine are. I poured more coffee. Her hands trembled as she raised the cup to her lips.

What did you say your name was?

Beaumont, I answered. J.P. Beaumont. My friends call me Beau.

And I’m Ginger Watkins.

You told me. The desk clerk said the man’s name was Larson. You knew him?

She nodded somberly, her eyes filling with tears. Sig, she murmured, her throat working to stifle a sob.

A friend of yours?

She nodded again.

How did you happen to find him? It wasn’t much of a day for a walk on the beach.

We planned to meet down there to talk, after the meeting. I was late. Darrell called. I didn’t get there until forty-five minutes after I was supposed to.

Who’s Darrell? I asked.

She gave me a funny look, as though I had asked a stupid question. My husband, she answered.

The name sounded familiar, but I didn’t put it together right then. I let it go. Why meet him there? Why not in the lobby or the bar?

I told you, we needed to talk.

She set her coffee cup down, got up, and walked away from the table, her arms crossed, her body language closed.

What about?

It was personal, she replied.

That’s not a good answer at the beginning of an inquiry into death under unusual circumstances. Accidental drownings in October are unusual. My gut said murder, and murder is very personal. The ties between killer and victim are often of the most intimate kind. How personal?

She turned on me suddenly. You don’t have any right to ask me a question like that.

Someone’s going to ask it, sooner or later.

She met my gaze for a long moment before she wavered. Sig had some business dealings with my family. That’s why I needed to talk to him.

Privately? I asked. She nodded. Do you know his wife?

Her mouth tightened. Her fingers closed tightly on her upper arms. Yes. I know her.

What’s she like?

Mona’s a calculating bitch. It was a simple statement spoken with a singular amount of venom.

I take it you’re not friends.

Hardly. She walked back over to the table and sat down opposite me. Mona thought Sig and I were having an affair.

Were you?

She looked at me, her eyes clear and steady in the glow of the light. No, she said.

Irate husbands and wives don’t always verify their spouses’ indiscretions before they rub out a presumed lover. Is Mona the jealous type? Or Darrell?

She laughed. Darrell? Are you kidding? He could care less. Mona called him with the story, and he was afraid it would hit the papers and screw up his campaign.

Suddenly the names shifted into focus. Darrell Watkins, candidate for lieutenant governor. Boy Wonder tackling the longtime incumbent. I whistled. You mean the Darrell Watkins?

Ginger Watkins peered at me across a cup of coffee. One and the same, she said softly. The sonofabitch.

It was no wonder I forgot to give her the message that someone had called.












CHAPTER

2





Deputy Jake Pomeroy arrived about seven. He made a very poor first impression. He was a fat-faced, pimpled kid who looked like he had stepped out of his high school graduation picture into a rumpled deputy sheriff’s uniform. Until the detective arrived from Friday Harbor, Deputy Pomeroy was in charge. The deputy considered Sig Larson’s death to be the crime of the century on Orcas Island.

He was trolling for suspects. He tossed his first hook in my direction. Your name’s Beaumont, is that correct? I nodded. What do you do?

Homicide detective. Seattle P.D. I handed him my ID.

He gave me a shrewd, appraising look. I understand you moved the body. Is that also correct?

Yes.

His look became a contemptuous sneer. Surely you know better than that.

I wanted to slug the officious bastard, but I answered evenly. We thought he might still be alive.

When you say we, you mean you and Mrs. Watkins?

She found him. I heard her scream.

And what time was that? he asked, addressing Ginger.

A quarter to six, she replied. I was late.

Late for what?

I was supposed to meet Sig there. At five.

The deputy tapped his front teeth with the eraser of his pencil and eyed her speculatively. Why?

To talk.

His look narrowed. Wasn’t it cold down by the water?

We wanted to talk privately.

Pomeroy said nothing as he made a note. How would you describe your relationship with Mr. Larson?

Friends.

That’s all?

That’s all.

How long have you known Mr. Beaumont here?

We just met. Down on the beach.

She was in my room, wearing my robe, her hair wet from my shower, with my bath towel wrapped around her head. She was also barefoot, because the desk clerk had forgotten to bring her shoes. Jake Pomeroy didn’t believe for one minute we were recent acquaintances.

I attempted what must have sounded like a lame explanation. We were freezing. I was afraid she’d go into shock. Her own room is way up the hill.

Jake gave Ginger an overt leer. You’re sure the two of you never met before this afternoon?

I’m sure! Ginger snapped, a tiny flush marking her delicate cheekbone.

You did say Mrs. Watkins, isn’t that right? She nodded. But your husband isn’t here with you? He recast his hook.

I’m here on parole board business. So was Sig. She was rapidly losing patience.

Was your husband also a friend of Mr. Larson’s?

The emerald in her eyes gleamed hard and brittle. They had some business dealings, that’s all.

We’ll check this out, of course, he said.

His questions had gone far enough. I resented the insinuations in his clumsy quest for an infidelity motive. Look, Pomeroy, I told him, if you want to ask questions about the position of the body, or what time it was, or whether we saw anyone else on the beach, that’s fine. But if you’re making accusations, you’d better read us our rights and let us call an attorney. If not, I’ll shove that gold star where the sun don’t shine.

A stunned expression spread over his flabby countenance. He lumbered to his feet. I’ll go back and wait for Detective Huggins.

You do that.

I banged the door shut behind him and returned to the table. Ginger had unwrapped her turban and was toweling her hair dry. She looked relieved.

I picked up the phone and dialed the desk. You didn’t bring shoes, I growled when Fred answered.

I didn’t? Sorry. I can’t do anything about it right now. A whole bunch of people just got here. I have to get them settled.

Never mind, I told Fred. I’ll get them myself.

Ginger gave me her key. I walked to her room through a lightly falling evening mist. Opening her door, I expected to find the room well ordered and neat. Instead, it was a shambles. The place had been ransacked. I picked up the telephone receiver. Holding it at the top in an effort to disturb as few prints as possible, I called the desk. Was Mrs. Watkins’ room torn apart when you came after her clothes? I asked.

Why no, Mr. Beaumont. It was fine.

It isn’t now, I said grimly. When that detective gets here, send him up.

He’s right here. Want to speak to him?

Put him on.

Hello, a voice mumbled. This is Detective Huggins.

I’m Beaumont.

J.P. Beaumont? Are you shitting me? This is Hal, Huggins. Haven’t seen you since I left the force ten years ago. How the hell are you?

It took me a minute to place the name and the face and the mumbling speech. Hal Huggins had opted for being a big fish in a very small pond when he left Seattle’s homicide squad to go to work for the San Juan County Sheriff’s Department in Friday Harbor, hiring on as their chief detective. Probably their only detective.

I’m fine, I replied.

What are you up to?

I was with the woman who discovered the body this afternoon.

No shit. Pomeroy is lining me up to go talk to her.

You’d better come to her room first. Have the desk clerk bring you up.

Okay, we’ll be right there. Hey, by the way. There’s someone else here you know. I just ran into him in the lobby. Remember Maxwell Cole?

Does Captain Ahab remember Moby Dick? Cole is a crime columnist for the Post-Intelligencer. He’s been on my case ever since I beat him out of a college girl friend, packed her off, and married her. As a reporter, he has dogged my career for as long as I’ve been on the force. Karen and I have been divorced for years, but I’m still stuck with Max. It’s like I threw out the baby and ended up having to keep the dirty bathwater.

Don’t tell him I’m here, I cautioned. What’s he doing here anyway? The Sig Larson story?

Probably, although he didn’t say.

Don’t ask. And don’t bring him along.

Fred led Huggins and Pomeroy into Ginger’s room. The clerk’s mouth gaped. What happened here? It wasn’t like this when I picked up her clothes.

What time was that? Huggins asked.

Fred walked around the room as if at a loss for words, examining the debris. What time? Huggins repeated.

Forty-five minutes ago, Fred replied. No more than that.

Huggins looked at me. So what’s this got to do with the stiff on the beach.

I took Ginger Watkins to my room to warm up after we left the beach. Fred here, I said, indicating the desk clerk, came up to get her some dry clothes. Not quite an hour later, I discovered this when I came to pick up a pair of shoes.

Maybe she trashed it herself.

No. She’s still in my room. It’s too cold to be wandering around barefoot.

Huggins glared sorrowfully around the room before turning to Pomeroy. Call the crime-lab folks, Jake. Have them come take a look. Coroner’s got the body, and the beach is covered with water, but they’d better see this all the same. He turned stiffly to me. Take me to the lady. She can answer questions barefoot. Nobody’s taking any shoes out of this room until the lab’s done with it.

Pomeroy lingered near the door. I told you to get, Jake, and I mean it, Huggins growled. Jake got, with the desk clerk right behind him.

Hal and I strolled back toward my room. You’re a little out of your territory, aren’t you, Beau? It was a comment rather than a question, asked without rancor.

I’m here on vacation, an innocent bystander.

Pomeroy seems to think otherwise.

Pomeroy’s got a dirty mind.

He chuckled. How’d you get dragged into this, anyway?

I heard a lady scream and went to check it out. I never saw her before six o’clock this evening.

Pomeroy says if you only met her tonight, how come she’s sitting in your room barefoot with a towel around her head, wearing your bathrobe? He told me she had just stepped out of your shower. He thinks you’re a hell of a fast worker.

She was cold, goddammit. I tried to tell him that.

He’s not buying. Envious, I think. Claims she’s pretty good looking.

She is that, I acknowledged.

What did you say her name is?

Ginger Watkins. Her husband’s Darrell Watkins.

He stopped short and whistled. The guy who’s running for lieutenant governor against old man Chambers?

That’s right.

Huggins shook his head. What did I ever do to deserve this? he asked plaintively.

I don’t know, I said, but whatever it was, it must have been pretty bad.

Ginger rose to let us in, a worried frown on her face. What took so long? she asked. I was afraid something had happened to you.

This is Detective Hal Huggins, I said as he stepped forward, hand extended. He’s from the sheriff’s department in Friday Harbor. Hal needs to ask you some questions. Hal, Ginger Watkins.

She offered him a firm handshake, while Hal examined her with care.

Glad to meet you, Mrs. Watkins, but I’m afraid I have some disturbing news.

Her face darkened. What?

We’ve just come from your room. The place has been ransacked.

She paled. Ransacked! When?

Between the time the desk clerk picked up your clothes and when I went to get your shoes, I told her.

But who would do something like that? she demanded.

We were hoping you could tell us, Mrs. Watkins. Hal settled himself on the edge of the bed. Any ideas?

Ginger shook her head. None, she said.

No one else had a key to your room?

Sig did. We always kept keys to each other’s rooms on trips, as a precaution in case one of us was sick or hurt. I was sick once and he had to break in. It was just a safety precaution.

Huggins looked at her closely. We’d better go over the whole thing, he said, leaning stiffly against the headboard. Tell me everything. From the beginning.
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Huggins had barely asked his first question when the phone rang. I answered itthe phone, not the question. The voice on the other end of the line was one degree under rude. I’m told Ginger Watkins is there. Let me speak to her.

May I say who’s calling?

No you may not! If she’s there, put her on.

I don’t like imperious schmucks. I fought fire with fire. Mrs. Watkins is busy at the moment. Can I take a message?

He fired off a verbal volley. I held the phone away from my ear long enough for the shouting to stop. Give me your name and number, I told him. She’ll call back.

I already left one message, damn it. Put her on. Tell her it’s Homer.

When I heard his name, I remembered the forgotten message. I hung up the phone, cutting short his tirade. It was Homer, I told Ginger. He wants you to call.

Something flickered across her face, but I couldn’t tell what. Anger? Fear? She turned her attention back to Huggins. What were you saying?

He regarded her with a sad-eyed glower. I understand you discovered Mr. Larson’s body. Now someone has ransacked your room. These incidents may or may not be related. We can’t afford to assume they’re not. He shifted on the bed, trying to find a more comfortable position. Isn’t it unusual for coworkers to have keys to each other’s rooms?

Sig and I were close. Huggins waited as though expecting her to say something further. She didn’t.

He sighed. Did you have any valuables in your room? Items of jewelry, something like that?

She shook her head. No.

Anything else of valuecameras, prescription medications? Again she shook her head. He continued doggedly. Any paperwork concerning parole board business that might be considered damaging or in some way usable? Maybe something you and Mr. Larson were working on together?

There was a slight hesitation. I brought some papers from home. They have nothing to do with work.

May I ask what they are?

I’m filing for divorce on Monday, she said levelly. I brought the paperwork with me. Sig and I planned to discuss it this evening. Her answer was calm, but her eyes betrayed a turmoil of warring emotions. I noticed it. So did Huggins. That’s why I was late to see Sig, she went on. Darrell called. Someone told him.

Hal sat up. You didn’t tell him before you left?

No. Ginger gave him a wan smile. It was a surprise.

Someone told him. Who?

Ginger shrugged. I don’t know, not for sure.

Did he mention what time?

Sometime today, I know that much.

Can you guess who it was?

Probably Mona.

Mona?

Sig’s wife, Mona Larson. The antagonism in Ginger’s voice set little alarm bells ringing. Had Sig Larson died in a matrimonial crossfire between his wife and Ginger’s husband?

But how did Mrs. Larson know?

I wrote Sig a letter last week, the day I made up my mind. He suggested I not file until after we had a chance to discuss it.

Why talk it over with him? What did he have to do with it?

I told you before, he was my friend. My best friend, she added defiantly. Why wouldn’t I discuss it with him? We weren’t having an affair, if that’s what you mean. Her denial of an unspoken accusation gave credence to Huggins’ line of questioning. Sig’s having her room key made it even more plausible.

Hal’s disbelief must have showed. She continued. Our families were involved in a joint venture, a condominium project in Seattle. I didn’t want to jeopardize Sig’s position.

Would you have?

Her smile was caustic. Evidently not. Homer and Darrell seem to have covered all possible contingencies.

I had sat quietly as long as I could. Who the hell is Homer? I demanded.

Homer Watkins, she replied, her answer permeated with sarcasm. My illustrious father-in-law.

I don’t know him.

You haven’t missed a thing.

Huggins pulled himself to a sitting position and studied his notes. How will a divorce go over with the voters? he asked, approaching from another direction.

Ginger bit her lip. It won’t make much difference. No one will pay any attention. It certainly won’t cost him the election. She looked at Huggins closely. Does Mona know about Sig? she asked.

Not yet. We still haven’t located her. Huggins sighed. Let’s talk about today, from the beginning.

I came over on the ferry early this morning, Ginger said.

Alone?

She nodded.

Did you bring your car?

No. It’s in Anacortes. I didn’t think I’d need it.

What time did you check in?

Our meeting started at one. I checked in sometime before that.

What time did Mr. Larson get here?

I don’t know. I didn’t see him before the meeting. During our afternoon break we arranged to meet on the beach. That’s when I gave him my key.

Do you have a key to his room?

No. Mona was coming. Her answer spoke volumes.

Oh, I see, Huggins said. Was anyone else aware you planned to meet on the beach?

Ginger shook her head. Not as far as I know.

Hal Huggins was meticulous. You got out of the meeting at four. What did you do then?

I went back to my room. I took a nap. Then Darrell called.

What time?

I was almost ready to go meet Sig. It must have been right at five.

What did he say?

He asked me to reconsider.

And you said?

No.

Huggins reminded me of a doctor, probing and poking to find out where it hurts. Was he upset?

He seemed to be. That surprised me. If I didn’t know him better, I would have said he was jealous. Her tone was resigned. Ginger Watkins had long since come to terms with her losses, whatever those might be.

Why wouldn’t he be jealous?

He’s not the type. She gave a half-assed grin, the kind people use to cover their real feelings, to hide something that hurts more than they’re willing to admit. Huggins skirted the issue, leaving me wondering what kind of husband wouldn’t be jealous of Ginger Watkins.

I had never met the man, but I decided I didn’t like Darrell Watkins, candidate for lieutenant governor. As a matter of fact, I was sure I wouldn’t vote for him.

Where did he call from?

He didn’t say. It could have been anywhere in the state. He’s out campaigning.

You don’t keep a copy of his schedule?

No.

Supposing he were jealous. Would he have done something to Sig Larson or maybe hired someone to do it?

You mean put out a contract? No, for two reasons. Number one, he wouldn’t have the money. Number two, I don’t believe he’s that much of a hypocrite.

I see, Huggins said sagely. You mean he fools around himself? Ginger’s lips trembled. She dropped her gaze and nodded.

Hal’s questions had led circuitously to the heart of the matter. I had to give him credit. He made another note. Watkins is an old, respected name in Seattle. Long on reputation and money both. Supposing Darrell did want to get rid of Sig Larson, why wouldn’t he have the money? It only costs a few grand to put out a contract.

Appearances can be deceiving, she said. I’m not working gratis, you know.

Which means? Hal prompted.

It means we need the money. Some of Homer’s investments haven’t turned out so well. The parole board job was designed to help out. Connections are nice. How else do you think someone without a degree could walk into a forty-thousand-dollar-a-year job? Her voice carried a defensive edge.

The phone rang, and I answered, recognizing Deputy Pomeroy’s officious voice. Detective Huggins, he demanded.

I handed the phone to Hal. He listened for a few seconds before he said, Keep her at the desk until I get there. And, Jake, if one of those goddamned reporters gets near her before I do, I’ll have your badge, understand?

Hal bolted for the door, then stopped, turning slowly back into the room. It would be best if you stayed here, he told Ginger. I’ll let you know when you can return to your room.

She nodded. All right.

The lab guys’ll call when they finish. He strode into the darkness to the sound of steady rain. I closed the door behind him, feeling uncomfortable, not knowing what to say. Ginger Watkins was a stranger I knew far too much about. Warm enough? I asked awkwardly.

I am now. She paused. I might as well call Homer and get it over with.

Why call him at all? You can afford to ignore your soon-to-be ex-father-in-law.

She picked up the phone. Ignoring him is the worst thing you can do to Homer. She dialed the desk to charge the call to her room number, but the desk didn’t answer.

Dial it direct, I told her, and she did.

You called? she asked. From across the room I could hear a renewal of his verbal barrage. What do you want? She interrupted him bluntly, dealing with rudeness in kind.

There was a long pause while she listened. I watched her. Her hair had dried. Honey-blond waves framed her face. She paced back and forth, tugging on a phone cord that didn’t give her quite enough leash.

I’m not going to change my mind, Homer, she said at last. I’ve finally seen through the fog well enough to know what’s going on.

Again there was a pause. When I wanted to do something about it, he couldn’t be bothered. Now it’s too late. I don’t care if he’s upset. I’m getting out.

She waited. That’s not true, and you know it. What I do won’t make a bit of difference, one way or the other. Besides, why should I care who wins?

His answer to that question was brief, and she stiffened. I’ve found jobs before. I’ll find one again. She slammed the phone down, eyes blazing. That bastard, she muttered.

The phone rang again, and she angrily snatched it off the hook. Hello! Sheepishly, she handed me the receiver. It’s for you, she said.

The desk had a message for me from Maxwell Cole. He would be in Room 143. He wanted to talk to me. I put the phone down and turned to Ginger. Are you all right? The phone call had genuinely disturbed her.

I’m fine, she answered without conviction. She walked across the room and stared blindly out the darkened window like a lost, lonely child in need of comforting.

He threatened to pull your job?

It’s no idle threat, she returned. He can do it.

I stood near her, wanting to put an arm around her shoulder and tell her everything would be all right, to give her some of my world-famous Beaumont Bromides. Determinedly she wiped away a tear.

I’m sorry, she apologized. I didn’t mean to cry.

You have plenty of reason, I offered.

She looked up at me with a faint smile. I guess I do. I was thinking about Sig.

What about him?

He gave me back my self-respect, she answered. Nothing’s going to change that. I’ll resign if I have to, work as a waitress or a salesclerk, but nobody can take away what Sig Larson gave me. She paused tremulously. I can’t believe he’s dead.

Abandoning her attempt to stave off tears, she fell helplessly into my arms, sobbing uncontrollably against my chest. I held her and let her cry, hoping no one was outside my window. Ginger Watkins was, after all, still very much a married lady with a husband who was a well-known statewide political candidate. This would provoke a terrific scandal if it ever hit the press.

I wondered briefly how I had fallen into such a mess. As her sobs subsided, I decided what the hell. Lie back and enjoy it.
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Once Ginger regained her composure, I suggested we order dinner from Room Service. It was close to nine. My three-meal-a-day system was going into withdrawal. I ordered two steaks medium-rare. Some wine?

She shook her head. I don’t drink.

I ordered two bottles of Perrier. When in Rome, and all that. With her emotional outburst quelled, we waded toward dinner through a mire of meaningless chitchat. Where are you from? I asked.

Centralia. My dad runs the Union 76 station down there.

It was a long way from small-town girl to big-time politics. She readily followed my thoughts. Good looks help, she said with a smile. Add some stupidity, and this is what you get.

What do you mean?

I was pregnant when we got married. Homer offered to buy me off, send me to Sweden for an abortion. Darrell only married me because his father was dead set against it. I was a first and last gesture of independence. Her directness was unsettling. I was relieved when Room Service knocked on the door.

Our waiter was a young, local kid with a mouthful of braces and a winning smile. He wore a cutaway coat with a white towel draped casually over one arm. He spread the small round table with a linen cloth and served us with the arch panache of a British butler.

That kid will go places, I said to Ginger after he bowed his way out of the room.

At least he seems to enjoy what he’s doing, she responded.

I poured two glasses of Perrier and handed her one. You don’t? I asked.

I was ready to, she began, but then after Sig She broke off, unable to continue.

What about Sig?

He saved my life, she said. It’s that simple.

What did he do? Pull you out of a burning car?

Ginger studied me in silence for a long time. Something like that, she said quietly. He got me to quit drinking.

Drinking? I’m sure I sounded incredulous.

She picked up the empty Perrier bottle and examined it. I used to drink vodka, Wolf-schmidts, on the rocks.

I grimaced. We’re not talking one drink before dinner.

I almost died, Mr. Beaumont.

Beau, I corrected. My friends call me Beau.

Beau, she added. As long as I drank myself into oblivion every night, it didn’t matter if Darrell had a steady girl friend down in Olympia when the legislature was in session, or that he was screwing around with some secretary after work. If I drank hard enough and long enough, I could almost forget. Not forgive, just forget.

Sig was like a father to me. Never laid a glove on me, as far as sex is concerned. He just kept telling me I deserved better.

He was right, I interjected.

She smiled at me then, green eyes flashing momentarily. Are you going to take up where Sig left off?

At your service. I waved my Perrier glass in a gallant flourish.

Her smile disappeared. I can’t understand why both Homer and Darrell are trying to talk me out of the divorce. Homer never liked me, and Darrell hasn’t shown any interest in me for longer than I care to remember.

Come on, you have to be kidding!

Do I? Her face was devoid of humor.

I groped for a thread of non-threatening conversation. She had said she was pregnant when they married. You have a child?

Had, she corrected. A girl. Her name was Katy, after my mother. She was almost six months old when I found her dead in her crib. They call it Sudden Infant Death Syndrome, now. Back then it didn’t have a name. I blamed myself. The kooks came out of the woodwork, told me God was punishing me for my sins. It was awful! She closed her eyes, reliving the pain.

I wanted to say something, but it was a little late to offer condolences.

That’s when I started to drink, she continued as naturally as if she were discussing the weather. I never got pregnant again. I couldn’t sleep. I started having a drink or two in the evening to put me under, to blot out the pain. Eventually I had to drink to live. It’s only been since I dried out that I’ve come to terms with Katy’s death, accepted it, allowed myself to grieve. Booze is like that, you know. It buries feelings, keeps you from dealing with them.

The last sentence hit close to home. It was what Peters had told me I was doing, and Ralph Ames, and the chaplain. They told me to stop hiding out in McNaughton’s and come to grips with grief. They said I should cry for Anne Corley and let her go. I wasn’t ready.

I veered the conversation away from me and back to Ginger. Sig helped you do that?

She nodded. We were in Shelton doing a series of hearings. Board members travel in pairs, like nuns. One morning I couldn’t get out of bed. I had the shakes too bad. That was when Sig broke into my room. He dragged me to my first Alcoholics Anonymous meeting that night. We were scheduled to go home the next morning, but we stayed over. Sig got us rooms in a different motel. It took three days for him to walk me through the DTs. That’s when Mona started thinking Sig and I were having an affair.

I looked at Ginger’s trim figure and flawless grace. She didn’t fit any of the standard stereotypes of a recovering alcoholic. Had she not told me, I never would have suspected.

I won’t go through that again, ever, she continued. Nothing can be worse than DTs. Sig kept me in the program, talked to me when I got discouraged, kept telling me I was a worthwhile person long before I could see it for myself. I’d be dead by now if it weren’t for him.

He sounds like a hell of a nice guy, I commented.

He was. She lapsed into silence.

Do you love Darrell? It was none of my business, yet I asked anyway. I already knew a great deal about Ginger Watkins, far more than our few hours together warranted, but I wanted to know more. It had nothing to do with Detective J. P. Beaumont. It was Beau, the man, who needed to know.

I used to, she said softly. Not anymore.

She met my gaze, then looked down at her plate. I didn’t mean to bore you.

I’m not bored. What will you do?

Live one day at a time. I’ll file on Monday, resign from the board if I have to, and go looking for a job.

What kind of job?

Maybe I’ll go back to school and get a degree in alcoholism counseling. I’d like to repay Sig Larson.

Somehow I don’t think Sig expected to be repaid.

No, she agreed, he didn’t. That’s why I want to do it. Suddenly she put the brakes on my questioning. What about you? Who is J. P. Beaumont?

I gave her an evasive grin. A homicide cop in the middle of a mid-life crisis, trying to decide what I want to be when I grow up.

Married?

Not anymore.

Involved?

I sighed. It was six months later, but the hurt was still there. Not bleeding, but raw nonetheless. No, I’m footloose and fancy-free.

You don’t sound very footloose, she observed.

That’s very perceptive of you, I said. You’re right. I couldn’t match her candor. The kind of open self-revelation that came easily to her eluded me. The telephone jangled a welcome interruption.

Detective Beaumont?

Yes.

This is Smitty with the crime lab. Could you bring Mrs. Watkins up to take a look around the room?

Sure. Find anything?

Can’t tell. It was a standard answer. Maybe she can tell us if anything’s missing.

Okay, we’ll be right there.

I put down the phone and turned to Ginger. Traveling time.

She peered in dismay at her stockinged feet. What about shoes?

Scrounging the bottom of the closet, I turned up my ancient bedroom slippers. Put these on. They’ll fit like a pair of snowshoes, but it’s better than going barefoot.

Ginger stumbled across the room in a trial run. Not much better, she commented.

The walk to Ginger’s room was cold and windy. The rain had stopped. Wispy clouds scudded before a half-moon. Ginger scuffed along, gripping my arm in case she tripped over the outsized slippers.

Have you ever been the victim of a break-in before?

She shook her head. I wanted to warn her, to ease the shock of seeing her things strewn and disheveled by unknown hands. She knew of the break-in
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