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Seven Deadly Sins

Wealth without work

Pleasure without conscience

Science without humanity

Knowledge without character

Politics without principle

Commerce without morality

Worship without sacrifice

~Mahatma Gandhi
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Tobias Pickle was in heaven. 

Back in Watonka, West Virginia, he was a nobody—a laughingstock. People used his business services because they had no other choice. That’s what he loved about death. It was an equal playing field for everyone, and when the good citizens of Watonka met their maker, Tobias Pickle was there to offer them their final sendoff. Everyone needed him eventually.

But when it came to giving him the courtesy of a simple hello on the street, all of a sudden, he wasn’t good enough. People said he was weird. Even his wife, Melisande, couldn’t stand to be in the same room with him. She said he smelled like dead people. 

He stared at himself in the mirror and added another spray of the Versace cologne he’d picked up at the Duty Free shop at the airport, and then he smiled, showing a slightly crooked incisor. Maybe he was on the short side, and sure, he could’ve spent more time in the gym or tanning bed. But his personality made up for most of the faults in his appearance. He knew his strengths.

If only Melisande could see him now. He might be a nobody in Watonka, but once a year, when he got to leave that dump of a town and join the rest of his colleagues—people who were just like him—he was a god among men. 

Here he was someone. His friends wanted to be him. They laughed at his jokes and thought he was brilliant. And the women... He sighed and ran a comb through the sandy curls on his head, trying to tame them into submission—the women were worth the price of admission. 

They didn’t look at him like Melisande did, with derision and coldness. In fact, it wasn’t a matter of finding a woman to share his bed. When he was in his natural milieu, it was a matter of deciding which woman would share his bed each night. And it wasn’t always an easy decision. There were so many choices and so little time. 

He had a certain reputation, and more often than not, women sought him out. He’d not been blessed in the looks department, but he was an excellent lover. Romantic and attentive, he saw to a woman’s every need, fulfilling their deepest fantasies, and leaving them wanting more. He had a gift, and who was he not to share it with as many women as possible? 

He patted the bottle of pills in his pants pocket just to make sure they were there. He never left home without them. He was still young and virile, but during this one week of the year, even he needed a helping hand every now and then. He hated to disappoint his ladies. 

Tobias’s smile was smug. Melisande didn’t know what she was missing. Of course, Melisande hadn’t let him touch her in years. The last time he did she’d lain there like a piece of plywood. He’d had to turn her over so her face was buried in the pillow and pretend he was plowing his sweet Lorraine to finish himself off. He might have even yelled Lorraine’s name at the end. But for whatever the reason, that had been the last time Melisande had let him touch her. 

His smile faltered at the thought of her. Ungrateful witch. He’d been good enough to marry when she saw how successful his funeral home was, but not good enough to meet his needs from time to time. She’d called him a pervert. An animal. But he wasn’t. He just liked sex. What wasn’t to like?   

But tonight was reserved for Angelica. He’d never seen her at a conference before, which made her prime pickings. She was stunning, one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen, and he could tell by the salacious looks she was getting from his colleagues that the competition would be tough.

She’d captivated the room the moment she’d walked in. She was small and curvy in all the right places. Her eyes were exotically shaped and as black as her hair. There was a little mole above her mouth, and he was sure once he got her out of that ugly blazer she’d been wearing that she’d have the most magnificent breasts he’d ever seen. 

Even better, she was recently divorced, and he’d been happy to buy her drinks and listen sympathetically to her sob story. By the time she’d started her third Cosmo, she’d told him everything about herself and he’d had his hand up her skirt. He could’ve had her right then, probably in the middle of the bar, and she wouldn’t have batted an eyelash. But Tobias liked to think he was a gentleman and insisted he take her to dinner. He’d told her she deserved a little romance after that prick she’d been married to, and she’d practically swooned in his arms. 

He chuckled to himself. He deserved a freaking medal of honor. And if the look on her face was anything to go by, he was about to have the best sex of his life. 

He put on his sport coat and straightened the lapel. The ladies always loved it when he wore the one with the patches at the elbows. The black turtleneck gave him a professorial air, and he added his horned-rimmed glasses to complete the look. 

He checked his watch, and then sprayed some breath freshener into his mouth. If it hadn’t been for the stupid storm, he would’ve taken Angelica to a restaurant outside the hotel, and then for a moonlit stroll on the beach. He’d never made love on a beach before. 

Angelica was special. She deserved the experience of a lifetime. At least this first time. He was going to take her to the hotel’s nicest restaurant, give her whatever she wanted, and make sure her wine glass was never empty. He’d have her half-naked before they got off the elevator. He was already hard as a rock at the thought, and he patted himself gently. 

“Down boy,” he said. “It won’t be long.”

He looked around one final time to make sure everything was in place—rose petals on the bed, champagne on ice in the corner, and no dirty clothes on the floor—and then he grabbed his room key and headed for the door. 

His hand touched the knob just as someone knocked. He opened the door automatically, not knowing he was staring into the eyes of his killer.

“Tobias,” she said, breathlessly. “We really need to talk.”

Tobias winced. He hated it when his schedule was interrupted, but it was to be expected that things like this might happen during his week on the island. He couldn’t expect to juggle that many women without bobbling a few balls.

He put on his sympathetic face and said, “Can you come by around midnight? I’d love to catch up, but I’m actually on my way out for dinner.” 

He just noticed the black rain coat she wore was sprinkled with droplets of water, and the hood was up over her head. Surely she hadn’t been out in this weather. 

“Oh,” she said, pouting a bit. He’d always loved her lips, and his gaze was drawn to them. “I was really hoping we could talk now. It’s an emergency.” 

And then she smiled seductively and untied her trench coat, leaving his mouth agape at the sight of her in nothing but black thigh-high stockings and heels. 

He licked his lips and then looked down at his watch, trying to recalculate the evening in his head. 

“I can give you a few minutes,” he said, taking a step back so she could enter the room. 

She smiled and dropped the coat as she passed by him. “That’s all it will take.”
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There was an undercurrent of uneasiness that rumbled through the bar. Drinks were consumed with a voraciousness the two bartenders could barely keep up with, and despite the raised voices and raucous laughter, the howl of the wind rattling the walls and windowpanes couldn’t be drowned out. 

I was settled comfortably in a corner booth with my back against the wall so I could observe the crowd, and I dunked a tea bag lazily in and out of the mug of hot water in front of me. Small pellets of hail pinged against the diamond-paned glass, and I tried to drown out the off-key version of “Danny Boy” being sung by a Hobbit-sized man with scraggly red hair at the bar. 

I watched with fascination as two men braced themselves against the wind and rain and struggled to close the shutters over each of the windows in the bar. It would have been comical to watch under normal circumstances, but as it was, I was amazed there hadn’t been any projectiles bulleting through the windows and impaling hotel guests. 

Some brilliant soul had decided that having the Southeast Funeral Director and Mortician Convention on an island off the coast of South Carolina during hurricane season was a good idea. 

Genevieve Island was a small island—only about thirteen square miles if the tourist brochure I’d read was accurate—but a good part of it was uninhabitable because of the marshes. 

It boasted a large hotel that had been modeled after a French castle, and it sat on the far end of the island, overlooking white sand beaches and cerulean-blue water. 

There were restaurants and shops, all designed to gouge the tourists and still provide a living for the 330 people who called the island home year-round. The only way on or off the island was by ferry, which had made me giggle uncontrollably at the thought of a bunch of morticians being passengered across like it was the River Styx. 

My name is J.J. Graves, and this was my own personal version of hell. I wasn’t a fan of crowds. And I wasn’t really a fan of people—at least not the breathing ones. But sometimes duty called, and this was one of those times. The state of Virginia required I take continuing education classes every year to keep my mortician’s license up to date. 

I also moonlight as the coroner for King George County, Virginia. It’s not a full-time job, which I guess is a good thing. Despite the fact I’ve worked some real doozies of crime scenes, our county is a pretty safe place to live. I’m mostly qualified for the job, considering I spent all those years in medical school and have letters after my name. The best part about being coroner is that I get to work with my husband, Jack, on occasion. He’s the county sheriff. 

But being a mortician is my livelihood, and over the last couple of years, I’ve accepted the fact that my life is turning out different than I’d planned. But I wouldn’t change anything because I have Jack. I’ve found peace with the circumstances that brought me to where I am, and I’m content. 

I inherited the funeral home from my parents after they’d faked their deaths to go on the run from the FBI. But as I’ve learned, the past always catches up with you, and seeing my parents come back from the dead had been somewhat of a shock, to say the least. It’s a story I’m happy to put behind me. At least until the occasional nightmare brings the memories back in vivid color. It’s not every day a girl gets to watch her mother gun down her own father and have her home destroyed in the process. 

But that chapter of my life was closed, and my future with Jack was what was important now. I felt better than I had in as long as I could remember. I felt whole. I felt healed. 

And if I wasn’t stuck in a hotel bar with a bunch morticians while the storm of the century raged outside and trapped us all indoors, my life would be almost perfect. When we’d arrived on Genevieve Island three days ago, the weather had been perfect and sunny. Jack and I had decided to fly down a little early for some relaxation time, and also because there had been workers in and out of our house for the past several weeks after an impromptu explosion and gunfire had rearranged a few walls. 

We’d had a glorious twelve hours of sun, sand, and sex before the first dark clouds had rolled in. A tropical storm had been pushing through the Caribbean and had been headed toward the Gulf of Mexico. But apparently, Mother Nature had the last laugh because the storm had taken a hard right turn at the last minute. Weather stations had assured everyone that it wasn’t anything to worry about, and that it would blow over in a couple of days. I’m not sure how exact of a science meteorology is, but from my perspective, it seems to be more hypothetical. 

The storm hadn’t stopped morticians from the southeast converging on Genevieve Island like locusts. My assistant, Sheldon Durkus, had flown in the day before, but the hotel was so big I had yet to see him. Not that I’d been looking too hard. Jack and I had barely left the room once the rain had started. 

Morticians weren’t exactly known for being the life of the party. They were socially awkward for the most part, and most of their best conversations happened with people who couldn’t talk back. But when you put morticians in a room together and gave them alcohol, it was an experience to being sucked into the Bermuda Triangle while tripping acid. 

With the wind and rain keeping us imprisoned in the hotel, it didn’t look like I would escape the mayhem anytime soon. I’d had to get out of the room for a little while, which was why I was sitting in the bar. Jack had left earlier that morning to hit the gym and see what he could find out from the local cops. I’d decided the gym was better left to Jack. I slept in and ordered breakfast in bed. We all had our strengths. 

After I’d rolled out of bed and showered, I dressed in loose linen slacks in army green that tied at the waist, a black fitted T-shirt, and I’d slipped on a pair of black Docksiders to round out my resort wear. I’d let my black hair grow long over the last year or so, and I’d put it in a loose bun on top of my head. It was starting to annoy me, so I was thinking it was getting time to cut it short again. 

I spent the morning shopping, dropped my bags in the room, and then headed down to the bar in search of something to eat. I’d texted Jack to let him know where I was and to meet me for lunch, but it had been half an hour with no response, and I was starting to wonder if I was going to have to witness the carnage of Morticians Gone Wild all by myself. 

Shots were being poured with disturbing frequency, and a couple of women had decided to dance on the bar Coyote Ugly style. There’d been more indecent propositions than I could count, and I cringed at the awkwardness of it all. 

I was willing to bet more than half the room had never even been on a date, but there were going to be a lot of people getting lucky tonight. My only hope was that they knew more about birth control than they knew about sex. 

I saw the crowd part like the Red Sea in my periphery, and my husband sliced through with ease as he headed my way. I was guessing he got my text. 

My mouth went dry at the sight of him. It still amazed me that after knowing each other our entire lives and being married the last few months, that I could still want him more than I did the last time I saw him. I was having a hard time remembering why I needed to get out of the room today, because all I wanted was to go straight back upstairs.

Jack Lawson was a force to be reckoned with. Heads turned as he passed by. He was so obviously alpha and full of testosterone that I could hardly blame the other women for staring. He was a few inches over six feet, towering above the others, and his dark eyes missed nothing. He wore his hair cut close to the scalp, more for convenience than style, though it covered both bases, and he had the shadow of a beard on his face. There was a white scar over his eyebrow from an unfortunate run-in with my cleat during a game of softball. He’d been blocking the plate, so it wasn’t my fault. 

Jack made all the other men in the room seem weak in comparison. And then I remembered he was all mine, and a satisfied smile stretched across my face.

He slid into the booth next to me—he didn’t like sitting with his back to the door—and then leaned over to whisper in my ear. “I like it when you look at me like that. It always leads to good things.”

“I was just thinking about how lucky I am,” I said. 

“That’s not all you were thinking about. I know that look in your eye.”

The corner of my mouth twitched in a half smile. “Maybe we could get lunch to go and eat in our room.”

He full-out grinned, and a woman walking by our table tripped over her own feet, dumbstruck at the sight of him. 

“If I don’t get food in me now, I’m going to be no good to you later,” he said. “I’ve got to keep my strength up. Who knew you were such a taskmaster?”

“You’re right,” I said, patting his arm lightly. “I’m much too hard on you. Maybe if you tried to look uglier I could keep my hands off of you. Maybe knock out a front tooth. Or put a bag over your head.”

He laughed and put his arm around me. “Nice try, but flattery will get you nothing until I put something in my stomach.” 

It was rare for Jack to look relaxed. He was always on the alert, watching people and waiting to see if there was any threat. But he looked different. I wasn’t sure if it was because he’d left all the problems from work and an upcoming election behind him, or if it was because he no longer had to worry about my dad popping up to terrorize me in unexpected places. Whatever the reason, he was as relaxed as I’d seen him in a long time. 

He’d obviously showered after the gym and had thrown on a pair of worn jeans and a gray T-shirt that showed off an incredible pair of shoulders and biceps. I was assuming he wasn’t too worried about being overpowered by a gang of morticians, because he’d left the weapon he usually carries in his ankle holster in the room. 

“What’d you do this morning?” he asked.

“Nothing much,” I said, shrugging. “Ate breakfast and then watched Forensic Files while I soaked in the bathtub. Then I had to shower the tub dirt off of me.”

“Naturally,” he said. 

“Then I got dressed and went down to the lingerie shop on the first floor.”

His brow arched and he pulled me a little closer. “Did you get anything?”

“Maybe,” I said, walking my fingers up his thigh. “I think I like all this rain. It’s been good for our sex life.”

“If it was any better I’d be dead,” he said straight-faced. “We could always do something different at night if you’re getting bored with sex. We could play poker.”

“Then you wouldn’t get to see the special thing I bought at the lingerie store.”

“We could play strip poker. And since you’re so terrible at it I’d have you naked in no time.”

The waitress came up at that moment, clearly hearing the end of our conversation, and she gave me a look that made me wonder if my food would be safe to eat. But then she turned on the charm for Jack and flirted outrageously while she took his order. 

He ordered a beer, which was rare for him when we were in public, and a burger. The waitress would’ve walked off without taking my order at all if Jack hadn’t stopped her. 

“My wife would like to order as well,” he said.

I still got a kick out of hearing him say “my wife.” I hadn’t thought I’d ever be someone’s wife, and I’d resigned myself to spending life alone. I hadn’t exactly been brought up with a sterling example of what marriage should look like, and I’d never thought it fair to drag someone else into my baggage. But Jack had been patient and resilient.

I ordered the same thing as Jack just to keep it simple, and the waitress gave me a last scowl and Jack a flirtatious wink before heading off to the kitchen. The extra wiggle in her walk went unnoticed as Jack’s attention was focused on the weather outside.

“I just finished talking to Frank Oliver,” he said. 

The waitress came back with our beers and set them down in front of us. 

“Who’s Frank Oliver?” I asked.

“Technically, he’s the chief of police on Genevieve Island.”

“Technically?” I asked.

“He doesn’t actually have a police department. It’s just a one-man show in the off-season. And during the summer he rotates in off-duty cops from Charleston to patrol the beaches and make the tourists feel safe.”

“Hmm,” I said. “There’s got to be a couple of thousand people in this hotel, and there’s only one cop? Maybe you should go put on your weapon.”

At that moment, a man sitting at one of the high-top tables not far from us opened a black briefcase that turned into a chessboard when flipped upside down. He unsnapped all the pieces from their holders and separated them by color before pushing the black pieces across the table to his friend. 

“Yes,” Jack said as he watched them set up their game. “I can see we’re in imminent danger.”

“Stranger things have happened,” I said. 

“Chief Oliver said the hotel hires their own security for big events like this, so there are plenty of security guards on the premises. He said there’s little crime on the island. Mostly petty theft type stuff, and they’ve had a couple of drownings during his thirty years. He mostly just rides around in a golf cart all day in shorts and a Hawaiian shirt.” 

“Wow,” I said, wide-eyed. “Is that jealousy I hear?”

“Maybe the Hawaiian shirt,” Jack said, grinning as he took a sip of beer. “And the view. But I’d be bored to tears in minutes.” 

“There’s nothing like a good murder to keep the mind stimulated,” I said dryly. 

“Isn’t that the truth. But if you ask me, Oliver’s either very lucky or very naïve. It doesn’t matter how big or small the location. There’s good and evil everywhere. You can prepare for it and put up precautions. You can increase your police force or security systems, or you can get comfortable in the monotony of your golf cart rides and have false pride and security that everything is going to be fine because it always has been. But at the end of the day, if someone wants to commit a heinous crime, they’ll do it, and there’s no stopping them. Chief Oliver should consider himself lucky, because that’s all it is. Luck.”

Jack’s words made me shiver, because I knew it to be truth. We’d seen some terrible things in our line of work, and it never ceased to amaze me what a human could do to another human. 

“Do you ever think about what we’ll do when we retire?” Jack asked, out of the blue. 

“You mean once we leave all the glamour and dead bodies behind us?” I asked, surprised. We’d talked about our futures before, but not that far in the future. 

“Yeah,” he said. 

“I don’t know,” I said. I couldn’t say I’d ever really thought about it. “Maybe travel. I guess I’ve always thought you’d find my body one day half buried in an autopsy, or hanging over an open casket.”

“That’s a lovely thought,” he said, lips tightening. “But I know what you mean. I always figured I’d die behind the badge.”

There was something in his voice. “But now you’re not so sure?” I asked.

“I think it’s more of a prioritizing,” he said. “We’ll eventually have a family. And we’ll eventually get older. I just don’t want to limit the quality of our life by staying comfortable in what we’ve always known.” 

Jack had always been more introspective than I had. I had a tendency to live in the moment and plan for the future another day. Which is why I’d never had a retirement or savings account until after Jack and I got married. 

“Things change,” I said simply. “Life changes. Look how far we’ve come in just a couple of years. If things hadn’t worked out how they did, I’d still be working in the ER in a hospital somewhere in another city. You and I probably wouldn’t be married. You can plan for the future, but you’ve got to leave room to change course every now and then. God has a tendency to throw an occasional curve ball and redirect life when you least expect it.”

“Ha,” Jack said, smiling. “Isn’t that the truth?”

The waitress brought our food and set it down in front of us. She didn’t have time to flirt this time because the singing Hobbit at the bar had just bumped into the other waitress, and a full tray of drinks crashed to the floor. 

“All I’m saying,” I said, “Is that after what happened with my parents a couple of months ago, we have a fresh start. All that’s behind us. We’ve never had peace. We deserve to take some time and just...live.”

“You’re right,” he said. “Maybe I’m unsettled because it just feels weird. We’ve been constantly looking over our shoulders for the past couple of years, waiting for the other shoe to drop or for our lives to be in danger. That became our normal, and now we’ve got to recalibrate for a new normal. It’s just going to take some adjusting.”

“Much like this ridiculous weather,” I said. “Not that I haven’t enjoyed our indoor storm games. But if I don’t see sun soon I might kill someone. Thank God the conference starts tomorrow and we can get this thing over with.”

“Speaking of the weather,” Jack said. “I forgot to mention that Chief Oliver said they closed the ferry this morning.” 

“I’m sorry, what?” I asked, the burger halfway to my mouth. 

“It’s too dangerous. The winds have picked up, and it’s just going to get worse in the next twenty-four hours or so. They’re thinking this system is going to settle over us for a little while. No one else goes on or off the island until the storm passes.” 

“We’re stuck here?” I asked, dread sitting like a lead weight in my stomach.

“We had to be here anyway, so what does it matter if we’re stuck?” 

“I don’t know,” I said. “But it seems like it should.” I frowned and put my burger down untouched on my plate. “You think we’ll be all right here in the hotel?”

“Sure,” Jack said. “They’ve got generators and plenty of alcohol. As long as no one decides to go snorkeling or on an island tour, everyone should be fine. Chief Oliver said the island is used to shutting down like this when the weather gets too bad. Apparently, it happens every year.”

I made a sound in the back of my throat, and Jack looked at me and said, “You want to get off the island even more now, don’t you?”

I blew out a breath and lifted my hands. “It’s not a big deal. It’s just the fact that now I know we can’t leave the island, it makes me want to escape even more. Is there a backup plan? You know drowning is in my top five of least ways I want to die. How do we get out of this place?”

Jack took my hand and squeezed. “I adore you. Even though you’re weird. And don’t worry, I always have a backup plan.”

“Good point,” I said. “And count yourself lucky. I could be a lot weirder.” I nodded my head toward the entrance of the bar to where my assistant had just walked in. 

Jack sighed. “Lord, isn’t that the truth. Maybe if we’re really still he won’t see us.”

Sheldon’s gaze passed over the crowd and landed right on us. He had the glassy-eyed stare of someone who was on the verge of a full-blown panic attack. 

“Something’s wrong,” I said, and waved him over.
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Chapter Two
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I’d hired Sheldon Durkus to be my assistant at the funeral home back at the beginning of the year. Business had really taken off after Jack and I had worked a couple of high-profile cases, and I’d had my picture on the local news stations on more than one occasion. It was free advertising, which I’m not complaining about, but I hadn’t been prepared for the onslaught of new customers. 

I especially had a hard time trying to juggle my duties as coroner and keep up with the day-to-day operations of the funeral home. That’s when Sheldon had walked into my life. He’d seen me on the news like everyone else and had been looking for a job. He was in his last year of mortuary school, and he needed the extra money. It seemed like a match made in heaven.

The only problem with Sheldon was he wasn’t all that great with the breathing customers. And by not great, I meant terrible. He lacked compassion and empathy, which was somewhat important when dealing with the grieving, and he had no discernment when it came to what conversation topics were appropriate when someone died. 

Sheldon did have positive qualities. He had decent hands when it came to the embalming process, and he was an organizational genius as far as burials and cremations. He’d also pitched in a time or two when I’d needed extra hands at a crime scene. Of course, he’d turned green, but he hadn’t lost his breakfast. That was a win in my book. 

And after the incident with Mrs. Molner’s funeral a couple of months ago, I was slowly letting him talk to paying customers again. But it was a process. I figured the conference would be a good learning experience for him. 

There’d been a gleam in his eyes behind the Coke-bottle-lensed glasses he wore when I’d suggested he attend. Sheldon was at the age where everything was still new and exciting—I was guessing he was somewhere in his midtwenties—though he looked like a teenager. He was a pocket-sized man, and if the Pillsbury Doughboy and a Cabbage Patch Kid had procreated, Sheldon would have been the result. I felt somewhat maternal and very responsible for him. 

I’d noticed morticians as a whole didn’t really know how to dress for vacation. I’d never seen so many tall socks and pashminas on the beach before as I had the first day Jack and I had arrived. Though it was probably best for everyone’s sake they stay covered. Most morticians had the dull and pasty skin ascribed to spending too much time indoors, and they often resembled the dead they worked on. 

Sheldon was no different. He was wearing khakis and a blue checked shirt that strained across his middle. His bow tie was red-and-yellow paisley, and his sport coat had a brown checked pattern that made my eyes cross as it clashed with his shirt and bow tie. There was a small spiral notebook and pen sticking out of his jacket pocket. I knew from experience that inside the notebook was a varied collection of unusual facts and tidbits he picked up from people he met. Sheldon was a real party animal. But he was as loyal as a puppy and good natured. I’d learned to live with or ignore his quirks for the most part. 

His black curly hair was slicked back ruthlessly, and I watched with fascination as he was jostled from side to side as he made his way through the crowd. I had no idea how he’d managed to stay upright. 

Jack laughed. “He’s like one of those Weebles. They wobble but they don’t fall down.”

I snickered and held my beer in front of my lips to cover my smile. After having drinks spilled on him a couple of times, and an intoxicated woman giving him a solid squeeze on the behind that left him red faced and wide-eyed, he finally made it to the table.

He scooted onto the bench across from us. His glasses had fogged up so he took them off and wiped them on his shirt.

“Did you see that?” he asked, putting the glasses back on. “That woman just accosted me.” 

“Maybe you should ask for her number,” Jack said. 

Sheldon pinkened slightly. “I don’t want her to think I’m easy.”

I pressed my lips together tightly. “I don’t think anyone here is worried about you being too easy. Remember, what happens at the mortician convention, stays at the mortician convention. You might have a lot in common with her. Everyone here is in the funeral business. Maybe she’s your soul mate.”

“Nonsense,” he said. “My soul mate would never grab me by the buttocks like that.” 

He said it so matter-of-factly that I was struck dumb. His wide owl eyes blinked at me behind his glasses. 

“I think all she’s saying,” Jack said, “Is that you should be open to the idea that you might meet a special someone while you’re here. Lots of people meet at conventions. You have a common bond already through your job. People do it at law enforcement conventions all the time. Your soul mate could be sitting at the bar right over there.” 

Sheldon looked over at the bar and then squenched his nose in disgust. I couldn’t say I blamed him. 

“I highly doubt that,” he said. “I don’t think I’d want the future Mrs. Durkus to be in the mortuary business. I’m of the belief that opposites attract. Besides, half these people are wearing wedding rings, half are so drunk they’re making terrible life choices, and half will be carrying God knows what disease or have an accidental pregnancy by the time the conference is over.”

“That must be common core math,” I said. 

Jack squeezed my thigh, but I could feel him shaking with laughter beside me. 

“Conferences like this are for networking,” Jack said. “I’m sure you’ll meet a lot of interesting people.” 

Sheldon looked around the bar again, but didn’t look convinced. 

“This weather has everyone on edge,” I assured him. “This isn’t typical behavior.” At least not to this degree, but I didn’t think Sheldon wanted to hear that. There was only so much a person could do when the weather wasn’t cooperating. 

“That’s why I was coming to find you,” he said. I hadn’t really been paying attention when he’d first sat down. Sheldon was generally a nervous type and tended to fidget a lot, but there was more than nerves simmering below the surface. 

“I just heard from the doorman that they’ve closed the whole island,” he said. “They’re not even running the ferry so we can leave. We’re trapped here. It’s like Lord of the Flies.”

“That escalated quickly,” I said, brows rising. 

“It’s just a precaution,” Jack said. “We’re perfectly safe here in the hotel.”

He looked at us like we had two heads. “Ninety-seven point six people die every year from flood waters. Do you want to be a statistic?”

“It’s just a tropical storm,” I said. “It’s not even a hurricane.” Yet, I added silently. I was a little apprehensive as well, but I didn
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