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      Never underestimate a good pair of shoes! Our mother loved a beautiful pair of heels. She wasn’t flush with money, but she hit every shoe sale with vigor, almost taking on the appearance of a shark during a feeding frenzy.

      During World War II, she worked in San Francisco. She walked down Hyde Street to Fisherman’s Wharf, and then of course, she walked up the hill back to her small apartment. That workout gave her the best legs!

      Here’s to Mom, her shoes, and those fantastic legs.
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      “May I say you know how to treat a lady?” Gretchen Malloy slipped her right foot into one of her high heels. Then she slipped in the left foot and admired the hot pink shoes in the full length mirror. My legs are still good. As long as I don’t fall and break a hip this old girl has life in her! Out of the corner of her eye she glanced at Detective Daniel Williams as he covered his bare chest with a starched white custom shirt. My, my, my!

      Daniel began to finger each button. “You may. I try to treat my woman well.”

      Gretchen giggled like a school girl. “Trying, dear Daniel is bringing flowers and my favorite wine. Today, we sailed from your private island, checked into this lovely club on Paradise Island, and now we are dressing for a night of elegant feasting and gambling.”

      Daniel fumbled with his bow tie. “Damn. I never was very good with these things.”

      Gretchen turned, seeing his frustration. “And that’s another reason why you have me! A good event planner knows bow ties, cummerbunds, cufflinks…you name it.” She slapped his hand away gently. “Let a professional do this.” With her heels on, Gretchen looked directly into his beautiful eyes. “Let me do something for you for once.”

      As she finished the last touch of the perfect twisting of a necktie, Daniel pulled her body against his. “You’ve already been doing a lot of somethings for me.” He brought his lips closer to hers and gently brushed them before pulling away. “We better go or we’ll lose our reservation.”

      Gretchen stood motionless. She let out a deep breath and attempted to slow her beating heart. “Daniel, you can’t keep teasing me like that,” she whispered. “I think you do that on purpose.”

      “What did you say?” he asked as he pulled his jacket on.

      “I said we should go.”

      Daniel Williams' lips formed a sly smile. “No, you didn’t. We can take care of that problem of yours later on tonight. I’m starving.”

      “For food or that?” Gretchen arched her left brow. Daniel strode toward her but only grabbed her hand.

      “Both, but we have reservations for a lovely meal first. I can tell you what I discovered about our wayward young man over dinner. Then we’ll see if we can find him at the hotel.”

      As he pulled her along, Gretchen didn’t mind being led. Daniel’s warm hand set her entire body on fire. She hadn’t felt this with any man, except for one. In fact, if she told herself the truth, she’d waited for this feeling, perhaps even this one man all her life. Why couldn’t he have met me when I was in my twenties? No. I’m not thinking about that. I have him now. That’s enough, actually more than enough for one lifetime.

      After a short ride in the club’s chauffeured luxury sedan, they arrived at the resort. Gretchen had visited this place on a business trip a few years back, but that had been business. She’d established strong contacts in several international locations. Even though she planned events in the islands, London, Puerto Rico, Hawaii, and Mexico over the next ten years, she found herself preferring life in Kansas City. Her heart was in the city of fountains, and so she removed all information on her site about international travel to concentrate on her career in the midwest. Her decision those years ago hadn’t failed her. Her business was successful, and she was able to contribute to her community.

      Upon arrival at the restaurant and their seating at a table near the water, Gretchen was preoccupied as she searched the space. “I’ve never eaten here so why does it look so familiar?”

      Before Daniel could answer, a very proper waiter stood by their side with a bottle of wine in his hands. “Monsieur Williams, we have your favorite vintner.” Another server placed their napkins on their laps and filled their water glasses.

      Gretchen reached across the table and touched his hand. “Will I like your favorite wine?”

      “I hope so.” He looked up at the man and nodded. “Thank you for remembering.” A taste was poured for Daniel’s approval. “It’s as good as ever.”

      “Wonderful. Will the lady wish for a glass?”

      “Yes, of course. Thank you.” As soon as their glasses were filled they toasted each other. “I suppose this is your favorite place?”

      Daniel looked over the elegant menu. “I have several, but it always feels very special here.”

      Gretchen snapped her fingers. “I know! This place was in one of the Queen’s special agent movies, just like our hotel.”

      Daniel smiled. “Give that lady a prize. I thought you’d enjoy coming here for the world class dining and obviously the ambience.” He shut his menu softly and placed it on the table.

      Gretchen removed her reading glasses from her clutch and was reviewing the elaborate choices. Her eyes caught his. “You can’t possibly have read this entire menu, or do you have a favorite you always order?”

      “No, I just decide quickly on what I want. Always.”

      After feeling her heart flutter once more with his obvious intention of dismantling her self control, Gretchen placed her own menu down. “Really? As I recall when we met you originally thought I murdered one of my clients.”

      Daniel shook his head. “That was business.” He took a quick drink from his glass. “This is pleasure. When I decided I was interested in you, I didn’t wait.”

      “Again, really? You sure drug your heels in the bedroom.”

      Daniel winked. “But I’ve been making up for it, haven’t I?”

      Gretchen Malloy actually blushed. She pretended to look over the menu again. “What should I order?”

      “You surely don’t want me to order for you.”

      “You haven’t failed me yet. What are we eating?”

      Their servers were back, standing as attendants by the table. Daniel looked up and nodded.

      “I’ll have the Bahamian lobster tail, and the lady will want the pan roasted grouper. Will you choose a shrimp or crab appetizer for us? And we’ll both have the French onion soup.”

      “Very good.”

      As they walked away, Gretchen turned her attention to the lovely ocean view. “I have a feeling I’ll be waddling out of here.”

      Daniel looked under the table. As he faced her, concern was written on his brow. “Can you walk in those things?”

      Gretchen waved her hand in the air. “Please, Daniel. I can run in these things if I have to. Now, what have you discovered about our wayward, supposedly kidnapped young man?”

      Daniel relaxed and sat back in the large chair. “Well, you were right, of course. He wasn’t kidnapped. He planned the entire thing with a friend of his. Now, all we need to do is find him. He and his friend took a job at the resort, at least that’s what I’ve figured out. I checked in with one of the managers I have known for several years, and the boy was hired two weeks ago, but just started today. I have no idea where he may be living on what little he’ll make. He could be sleeping out on King Street.”

      Gretchen rimmed her wine glass with her finger. “Why would he worry his family like this? Even though they are your caretakers for your home, they seemed more like your friends. Is it just the boy’s need for independence?”

      “Perhaps. Maybe he’s tired of living on a tropical island,” Daniel murmured. His thoughts turned to a time when that island was like a prison to him. His parents were arguing day and night about everything including sending their son away to a military prep school. Daniel turned his attention back to his companion. “Living there without friends could become a real problem for a young man. Besides, maybe he has a dream to fulfill.”

      Gretchen smirked. “You are so nice. Most teenage boys have one dream only and that’s to get a girl to go all the way.” She raised her glass in the air.

      “There is that,” Daniel agreed. His glass touched hers in a toast. “I just think his father, Jonah, just never thought his son needed more. I mean, most people would think you were insane if you told them you were tired of living on a Bahamian private island where all you had to do was maintain the property, sail the boat once in a while, fish, and swim.”

      Gretchen studied his face. Small lines were noticeable around his eyes. His light tan of just a few hours in the sun highlighted them. She hadn’t noticed his worry creases before. How could they make him even more handsome, more attractive to her? “Daniel, are we talking about Jonah’s son or you?”

      Embarrassed at the realization, Daniel’s shoulders lifted and fell in a shrug. “Both. I was an ungrateful brat, but that’s a story for another time.” Thankfully, he was rescued by their appetizer’s arrival and saved from a dreary childhood memory shared.

      Gretchen’s eyes widened as the platter was placed before them. “Oh my. This is lovely.”

      “Thank you,” Daniel said to their server. He looked over the array of jewels from the sea. “What have you brought us?”

      “Monsieur Williams, tonight we have fresh oysters with a lemon aioli, prawns with blue crab and gruyere sauce, and fresh calamari and shrimp. There is lemon and garlic for your pleasure. Enjoy.”

      Before the man departed from the table, Gretchen picked up one of the oysters and slid it down her throat. Her eyes closed as if she was in a trance. “Oh my, my, my. You must have one.”

      Gretchen didn’t see Daniel shake his head. She was such a joy to be around. Of all people in the world, Gretchen Malloy is the one I am falling in love with for some reason. “You know what they say about oysters.”

      Gretchen’s eyes opened quickly, her eyelashes fluttering. “And it’s all true, dear Daniel. Maybe you should eat several?”

      Her detective laughed as the oyster entered his mouth. “Several? That is good. Later, we’ll see if what they say is true, honey.”

      The French onion soup was divine, and the couple was on their second glasses of wine as they enjoyed their entrees. Gretchen sat back in her chair to gain more air. “That was the most amazing meal I’ve had in a long time, and on top of it, we have this beautiful view.”

      “And dessert,” Daniel added as a large plate was placed between them. He ordered coffee while Gretchen reviewed the delicacies.

      “I’m not sure which one I want.” Before her were various samplings including what looked to be a flan and a tart. “What do we have?”

      Daniel surveyed the display. He pointed carefully. “This one is a coconut flan, that’s a pineapple tart, that’s some chocolate thing, and this pink one is guava duff. Why don’t we share all of it?”

      Gretchen licked her lips. “You know I like sharing!” The dessert eating frenzy began. At the end of the adventure, they drank their coffee quietly.

      Daniel paid the charges. Their server left with a large smile on his face. “Now, we should go to the casino, gamble a little, and ask a lot of questions. We may even get lucky and actually spot him.”

      Gretchen reached for his hand across the table. “Daniel, dear Daniel, I’m not sure why or how you’re in my life at this very minute, but I want you to know  I’m grateful for you. You know, I’ve gone for a very long time thinking I was absolutely happy. But now, I realize I wasn’t. You make me happy. And for the first time, I’m content and very full.”

      Daniel winked. “The desserts did you in, didn’t they?”

      “No, you did me in, very unexpectedly.” Gretchen’s whisper was barely audible.

      “You mean I’ve vanquished the great Ms. Malloy? I must be amazing.”

      Gretchen’s brow furrowed. “Don’t get too full of yourself. Pride makes you ugly, and I should know.”

      Daniel stood quickly and came around to her. “Let’s go.” Leaning down, he kissed her cheek sweetly and moved her chair. “I’d like to get back to our suite and see if those oysters work or have really good publicity.”

      Gretchen stood, brushing her body against him. “I’m sure you don’t need the oysters, but verification could be fun. Let’s gamble.”

      I’m not sure who or what we’re gambling on. But he followed behind. He noticed the clicking of her heels on the marble floors. The sound gained her attention that was due to her. Men, even if they were with another woman, stopped what they were doing and watched her hips sway through the hall toward the casino. It seemed as though she was oblivious to the attention. But knowing Gretchen as I do, she knows exactly who is watching. And she loves it.

      “What is your game?” Daniel asked as they entered the gaming hall.

      “Blackjack. What’s yours?”

      “Poker, but tonight I’ll just watch you.”

      Gretchen grabbed onto his arm and began to lead him to the tables. “So you’re more of a poker at a dining room table with five or six other cops, beer, and chicken wings player?”

      He patted her hand. “You know it. This is too nice and very expensive. I want to move around the room and gain information. You enjoy yourself.”

      Gretchen continued toward a table with an empty seat. “I can gain intel at a table too, Daniel.” The dealer nodded to her. “Do I need a marker, cash, what?”

      He patted her shoulder. “I’ll take care of it. I have an account. Daniel Williams Esquire. The lady has five hundred to play.”

      “Dollars?” Gretchen’s voice raised in shock. “Dear Daniel, I’ll pay you back.”

      “Sure, I’m just spotting you. He’ll tell you when you’re close to bust.”

      Gretchen patted his chest. “Silly, I won’t be losing. I’ll be fine here. Go do your detective thing.”

      “And you’ll do yours in your own way,” Daniel said through clenched teeth. Ironically, he knew that she’d end up knowing more than he did by the end of the night. Hell, the runaway Isaac will probably be sitting next to her when I return.

      After an hour away, Daniel did have some pieces of information and the confirmation that Isaac, Jonah’s only son, was working at the resort. His thoughts were of Jonah and Mabel’s worries about their boy, missing in the very big, bad world. Daniel owed them. The couple had been a true gift when they came to work for him. Their reliability and passion to maintain his home and the island in excellent condition was unsurpassed. They weren’t like family, they were his family. He had to find their son. Daniel heard the commotion as he neared Gretchen. He saw her arms fly up in celebration. Cheers emanated from onlookers.

      He shook his head. What has she done now? A tray of beers was offered to him, and he grabbed one. He took a large swig. Now, he was ready. He moved his way through the crowd until he stood behind her. Automatically, she looked up at him.

      “Daniel, dear. I’ve been having a glorious time with my new friends.” Gretchen began to motion to the three men and two women around the table. “We have Inez and her husband Domingo. They’re from the divine city of Seville in Spain. Next to them are Carol and Montgomery Sallers from London. Glorious place. This gentleman next to me is Cyrus. He has a ranch outside of Houston. Have you ever seen a longhorn, Daniel? Cyrus invited us to visit. We could go on a cattle drive. Wouldn’t that be fabulous?”

      Poor Cyrus lowered his head. “Gretchen, I’m not sure the drive would be a good fit for you,” the man commented, his strong Texas accent pouring over his words.

      Gretchen placed both hands on her hips. “I’m very good in the saddle.”

      Daniel had just taken another drink from his beer and heroically managed every muscle to not spit it out onto her hair. Everyone else at the table laughed outrageously. Even the dealer broke a smile.

      “You all have very dirty minds,” Gretchen said playfully. “I believe I’m finished for the night. Cash me out, Andres.” She threw a large denomination chip in his direction.

      “Yes, Madame and thank you.” Quickly, he gathered her chips and handed her a printed receipt. “You will cash out at the window, Madame Gretchen.”

      “Thank you so much. It was a delightful evening.” Gretchen swung her legs around.

      The rancher pointed down at her footwear. “Can you walk in those heels, Gretchen?”

      She kissed him on the cheek leaving a bit of hot pink lipstick on his cheek. “I do just about everything in heels.” Gretchen added a wink and placed her arm around Daniel’s waist. “I have to get this little boy to bed. Tootles.”

      As she stood, Daniel kissed her soundly on the lips. One of her ankles buckled, but he caught her with one arm while still holding his beer. “And I’ll take you to bed too. Good evening everyone.” The cheers and laughter from the crowd could still be heard as they walked away.

      Daniel followed his companion quietly to the window. “I’d like five hundred dollars to be placed into Mr. Williams' account, please. I’ll take the rest with me.”

      “You don’t have to do that, Gretchen,” Daniel said as he leaned against the wall. “You should keep a few dollars. You can’t have that much leftover.”

      “I don’t want to be a kept woman. I never have been, and I’m not about to begin now.”

      “Madame, you want all of the winnings in cash? We could place the money in your account.”

      Gretchen shook her head. “I don’t have an account.”

      Daniel, suddenly interested, straightened up and leaned in. “How much does Madame have left after you place the five hundred dollars into the account?”

      “Five thousand.”

      “Dollars?” His voice broke as he said the word.

      “Yes, American dollars. The cash might be dangerous?”

      Daniel held up his finger. “Wait just a second.” He dropped his head to Gretchen’s. “You won five thousand dollars?”

      “And the five hundred dollars you spotted me that you now have returned to your account.” Gretchen’s smile widened. “I told you I was very good at blackjack. Will the cash be a problem?”

      Daniel tried to remember the rules about cash when entering back into the United States. Customs was always suspicious of everything, especially when you were returning from the Bahamas on a private plane. “How about this…let’s put it into my account, and I’ll write you a check when we get back to the island?

      Gretchen thought for a second. “Um, that will work. Yes, please keep it all in Mr. Williams’ account. Thank you. I'd like a receipt, please.”

      “Certainly, Madame.”

      Gretchen fell into Daniel’s body as they waited at the window. “I think the oysters are beginning to do their magic.” She nuzzled her nose against his chin.

      Daniel’s arm draped over her back. “Are they now? Lucky for me, I have a car waiting outside. We can be back in the room in five minutes.”

      Gretchen smiled. “Lucky for me.” She placed her head on his shoulder and spotted the young man holding a tray of Bahama Mamas. “Isaac.”

      Daniel patted his lady’s back. “We will look again tomorrow.”

      “No, Isaac,” Gretchen said as she pulled out of his embrace, grabbed her receipt for the deposit quickly, and began to walk away. She turned back at him. “Keep up, Daniel. We are on the trail.”

      “What happened to the oyster magic?” Daniel asked as he followed behind her quick steps.

      Gretchen patted the air with her hand. “They’re highly overrated. He’s here. Look.” She pointed to the server in the corner.

      “I’ll be damn. It’s Isaac.” He began to stalk toward him, but Gretchen stopped his motion.

      “I’ll go. If you head over there, he’ll rabbit.”

      As his companion sauntered toward the young man, Daniel grabbed his head. “Rabbit? Where does she get this stuff?” But, she’s right. If Isaac sees me, he’ll vanish. Daniel stepped over into a corner of the casino as Gretchen approached the runaway. If things went very wrong, he could possibly catch him as he ran by.

      “Excuse me, could I have one of those?” Gretchen asked as she approached the server. She took a drink off of the tray before the boy looked up to see the almost familiar face. She could see the confusion in his eyes. “Now, look, let’s keep this calm. What are you doing here? You’re worrying your family for no reason.”

      “You’re Mister Daniel’s friend.”

      “I am.” Gretchen added a soft smile and nonchalantly took a drink. The cocktail was way too sweet for her taste. Lily would love something like this. My friend would probably want an umbrella with her pineapple spear and cherry.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, I’m enjoying myself, and you’re working. Now that we’ve established our places in this life at this time, let me suggest you stop running, call your parents, and tell them where you are. They are worried and very upset, and that little kidnapping ruse was very minor league. You could’ve done better than that. Besides, you look like you haven’t slept since you left the island.”

      The young man stared at the woman, blinked several times, and shrugged. “You don’t know me.”

      “I know a coward when I see one. I was you centuries ago. I ran away when I should’ve stayed and dealt with my problems.”

      “It worked for you,” Isaac interjected quickly.

      Gretchen laughed and took another sip of her drink. “Not really. It took me years to correct the situation.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Shaking her head, Gretchen placed the drink on a nearby table. “No, you don’t, not now. I didn’t either. You see, I ran away from a great love. I felt hurt, and instead of staying and talking out our problems, I ran away. It cost me love and so many lost hours of sleep. I looked worse than you. I know it’s hard to believe that I could look awful, but I did back then. Obviously, I’ve overcorrected.” I certainly hope he’s listening to me because I really don’t want to go into any more detail. It hurts too much.

      “I’ve made my decision.”

      “To do what?” Gretchen pointed at the tray. “Do you want to be a server? Is this the life you really want?”

      “No. I want to be a marine biologist.”

      “Well, you’re not going to do it in this casino. You need stability. You need more education, and you need dedication. You’re not going anywhere here.”

      “But–”

      “But, you don’t have a plan. You and your little friend came up with this poorly managed idea. You need to put that tray down and go home.”

      “But–”

      “But nothing. Stop being a coward. Suck it up, buttercup.”

      Isaac placed the full tray of drinks down on a table and sat down in a nearby chair. Daniel watched suspiciously as the scene played out. What was the boy going to do now?

      “I have been sleeping on the beach,” Isaac muttered. Gretchen sat next to him and grabbed his hand.

      “Come back with us, and tomorrow we will take you home. You should speak to Daniel about your dream, your ambitions. Maybe he can help you? And you need to see your parents. They deserve a son who will face them and tell them the truth. You deserve it for yourself. Trust me.”

      Isaac studied his hand in Mr. Daniel’s lady’s jeweled fingers. “What did you do after you left?”

      “I worked. I loved my family, and I threw myself into my dream. I sacrificed love, but I’ve been very fortunate. I’m not afraid anymore, Isaac.” Gretchen looked over at the detective watching her every move. “I have everything now that I’ve stopped being afraid.” Gretchen withdrew her hand and patted Isaac’s. “So what is it going to be the tray or the truth?”

      “I want to go home.”

      Gretchen stood up quickly. “Good. Let’s get you out of this job now, and we have a couch you can sleep on if you promise to still be with us in the morning.”

      “I promise,” Isaac answered slowly. “Will Mr. Daniel help me?”

      “I’m sure he will, but you’ll have to apologize for your absurd ruse.”

      The boy appeared confused. “I don’t understand.”

      “For your idiot idea, got it?”

      “Yes, Madame.”

      Gretchen motioned for Daniel to come over. “We need to get him out of this job, and we’re taking him back to our place for the night.”

      Daniel Williams agreed. So much for those mystical, magical oysters. “Sure. Let’s talk to the manager. Let’s go, Isaac.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Daniel,” the young man murmured as they headed behind the employees’ door.

      “You only need to apologize to your parents. They’ve been worried sick about you. I’ll call your father when we return to the hotel. Maybe that’ll cushion it for you a bit.”

      Gretchen remained silent as she followed. It was Daniel’s turn to take the reins. Obviously, he was known at the casino. He’d have some pull with the management.

      Less than an hour later, Isaac was in his own clothes, his job had been terminated, and he had been given the money he was due. In silence, they returned to the resort suite, and Daniel set up the couch with a pillow and blanket.

      He pointed at the couch. “You will be in this suite in the morning. If you aren’t, I’ll track you down and make sure you pay for my inconvenience. Is that understood, Isaac?”

      “Yes, Mr. Daniel.”

      “Good.” Daniel clapped his hands. “We’ll be in the other room. If you need anything, knock
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