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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Two blissful months. Sixty-five days without a murder, mayhem, or even a serious injury at the Island Resort. Harriet Monroe wished it would last indefinitely, but she felt fairly certain that she herself was going to commit murder in the next day or two.

      She often took on special projects to help Cassandra Montgomery–the resort manager–because she enjoyed a challenge. It took anticipation, hard work, and focused dedication to meet all the guests’ needs–and never more so than when a wedding was involved.

      This particular wedding, however, was fast becoming the straw that broke her back, or rather, the event that finally put her in the camp of “if this one person no longer walked the earth, my life would be so much better.”

      The bride to be’s mother called several times a day and had been doing so for the previous two months, after her daughter and soon to be son-in-law had decided the large family vacation/reunion at the resort would be the perfect time and place to get married.

      Harriet had felt excited about the wedding when Cassie first asked her to pull it together. Weddings were a time of joy, an excuse to get the family and close friends together and party. Fun times. How much more difficult could it be to expand a family reunion into a wedding?

      Oodles more difficult, as it turned out.

      Not because of the bride and groom, who were a lovely couple, a couple who insisted they wanted a simple marriage ceremony and a multi-tiered chocolate cake with mocha frosting and minimal decoration. Unfortunately Marolyn Packard, a.k.a. Mother of the Bride, decided the wedding had to incorporate every new idea that came to her attention. And because Marolyn obsessively stalked every wedding website to grace the internet–tasteful or atrocious–many bizarre and impractical ideas came to her attention.

      Worse, Marolyn changed her mind several times a day and kept Harriet informed of every consideration, no matter how silly.

      “I want Victoria to ride a white stallion to the altar on the beach,” Marolyn gushed. “It will be so romantic.” Never mind that Victoria was frightened of horses and, other than chickens, the World Wildlife Sanctuary prohibited bringing domestic livestock to the island.

      “I want a chocolate fountain. It was all the rage fifty years ago. I’ll be reigniting a trend.” There was a reason the trend had died. Harriet pictured the chocolate-covered insects that would fill the fountain within minutes.

      “Yellow roses.”

      “Stargazer lilies. No, I changed my mind. Lilies are for funerals.”

      “Purple pansies.”

      Every day a different flower for the table arrangements and bridal bouquet. It had become a running joke between Harriet and Solly, who was in charge of the resort’s seven greenhouses.

      “I want to release a thousand blue and white butterflies when they’re pronounced man and wife.” (Again, prohibited by the World Wildlife Sanctuary.)

      “She changed her mind about the flowers again,” Harriet told Solly when he answered his link. There was no need to identify “she” by name. Solly shook his head and sighed.

      “What’s the new flower of the day? Marolyn does realize the wedding takes place day after tomorrow?”

      “She does. Lily of the Valley.”

      “Ooh. That’s a brilliant choice for the bride’s bouquet, actually. I’ll do it. Tell Marolyn it’s too late to change her mind again if she tries. I’m going to mix in island flowers for the table bud vases and the arch and we’re done. Have you talked to the bride about her mother’s flower choice?”

      “As it happens, Lily of the Valley was Victoria’s first choice. Marolyn overruled her, but eventually came around. Will you need extra hands to set everything up? I can find some volunteers if you do.”

      “Nope. We’ve got it.” Solly plus his greenhouse crew of eight made nine sets of hands. Harriet checked Flowers off her list.

      “Any chance you and William can come to dinner tonight?”

      Solly raised one eyebrow. “You cooking? Last time you invited us didn’t work out so well. If I remember right, you turned sweet, succulent shrimp into little bits of dry, pink rubber.”

      Harriet stuck her tongue out at Solly’s smirking face. So far, her recent attempts to master more than eggs and sandwiches had been an unmitigated disaster.  “Yes, I’m cooking.”

      “Order extra garlic bread for me and William.” He smirked and hung up before Harriet could think of a comeback. That was the trouble with having a close friend who knew you almost as well as they knew themselves. Solly guessed correctly that she wouldn’t attempt to cook again so soon after her last disastrous attempt. She sighed and called the employee canteen to order takeout for four.

      Harriet’s link buzzed as soon as she ended the call to the canteen. She decided not to answer if it was Marolyn again, but when she checked the screen she saw the caller was Victoria’s maid of honor, Cynn Gaudreau.

      “Miss Gaudreau. What can I do for you?”

      Cynn’s face popped on the screen. Her short, spiky, bright red hair, up-tilted green eyes, and pointed chin made Harriet think of elves. The illusion shattered as soon as Cynn spoke. Her voice had a breathy, sex symbol quality to it that made her sound as if she was in the throes of an orgasm–or about to die from lack of oxygen.

      Harriet sympathized with the bride’s best friend. Cynn was in an untenable position, caught between Victoria and Victoria’s mother.

      “It’s Marolyn, Harry. Can you talk to her? The maid of honor is supposed to host the bridal shower, but Vic’s mother keeps calling me and telling me what to do. I told her I have it under control but she doesn’t listen. I have a plan. She needs to leave me alone.”

      “I thought the bridal shower was tonight.”

      “It is! Even if I agreed with Marolyn, it’s too late to change my plans again. I wanted to take Vic and her closest cousins out on the excursion party boat, but Marolyn insists that I have the shower on the rooftop restaurant. Can’t you make Vic’s mother see reason?” 

      Harriet could empathize, but she didn’t want to be sucked into the role of peacekeeper. She had enough on her plate and her own problems with Marolyn. She carried her link over to the French doors that opened onto a lanai and the beach and stared out at the sparkling turquoise water. A large group of youngsters dashed in and out of the waves, screaming and shouting at the top of their voices.

         “I understand how frustrated you must be, Miss Gaudreau, but it’s not my place to speak to Mrs. Packard. Perhaps you should ask Victoria to have a word with her mother. Or speak to Mr. Packard.”

      “No! Vic thinks I can handle her mother. That’s why she chose me to be her maid of honor. Forget it. I’ll think of something.” She hung up before Harriet could say anything more.

      The family and wedding party had arrived two days before, filling every available room and cottage on the west side of the island. Because she had been fielding calls from them for nearly two months, Harriet had greeted them at the shuttle pad, feeling that it was important to meet the bride and groom, the bride’s parents, and the maid of honor in person.

      Big mistake. Her link had rung almost non-stop since that meet and greet. For some reason, Marolyn and Cynn thought of her as their personal attendant, a general dogsbody.

      “I’ll need someone to do Victoria’s and my hair.”

      Harriet suggested Marolyn contact the spa and see if someone there could oblige.

      “I have several outfits that will need to be cleaned.”

      Call the hotel concierge, Cynn.

      The beach rang with the shouts of the youngsters playing in the water. All were all first and second cousins, many meeting for the first time. Harriet wondered what that would feel like–to have an extended family so large they filled all the resort’s available rooms. She did a quick calculation–that was well over three hundred guests. Other than the maid of honor, the groom and his immediate family and the best man, all the resort guests were related.

      Harriet had exactly two living relatives she was aware of and she had cut all ties with them when she was fifteen. Solly was her family, another runaway she had bonded with and kept. Happily, a few of her resort co-workers had become family as well.

      A figure in a large straw sunhat stalking toward the office building from the beach caught Harriet’s eye. Marolyn Packard.

      “Oh, no you don’t.” Harriet shut down her computer and turned off the office lights, then stood next to the window where Marolyn couldn’t see her. If she didn’t think Marolyn would notice the movement, she’d have closed her drapes.

      A broad shadow in a floppy hat crept across the floor until it covered her desk. Harriet held her breath, sure that somehow Marolyn could feel her presence. Too late, she realized she had left the small canvas pack she preferred carrying over a pocketbook on the floor next to the desk–and her sandals lay in a jumble beneath the elegant rosewood desk.

      Harriet stifled a groan when Marolyn knocked on the glass and called her name.

      “Harry! Harry, I need to talk to you about the bridal shower.” The annoying knocking continued. “Harry! I know you’re in there. I need to talk to you now.”

      Not a chance. This was something Marolyn and Cynn needed to work out themselves. Referee was not in her job description. Harriet closed her eyes and waited for Marolyn to go away. She heard the neighboring office’s French door open and Cassie’s voice on the lanai.

      Damn. The woman had been speaking loud enough to disturb the resort manager. She was going to have to go out there and deal with Marolyn.

      Cassie’s broader shadow joined Marolyn’s.

      “Excuse me, Mrs. Packard.” Cassie’s tone through the glass was polite but firm. “These offices are off limits to guests.”

      Harriet held her breath and waited.

      “But I need to speak with Harry and she isn’t answering her link.”

      “Then she must be tied up with something or someone. I suggest you leave Harriet a message. She’s a very busy person, but I’m sure she’ll get back to you as soon as she can.”

      Marolyn tried to argue. Harriet watched Cassie’s shadow take the other woman’s arm and lead her off the lanai. The office manager’s French door closed several minutes later. Harriet’s link buzzed in her hand. She let it go to voice mail when she saw Marolyn’s name. It buzzed again. Cassie’s name popped up on the screen.

      “Cassie! Thank you for dealing with Mrs. Packard. The woman calls me practically every twenty minutes.”

      “You can stop hiding. And don’t thank me–it’s the least I can do after foisting the annoying woman on you. I swear, I had no idea how awful she was going to be.”

      Harriet peered around the edge of the glass and scanned the beach. Marolyn stood near the water with her hands on her hips. From the body language, Harriet guessed she was scolding the kids for something. Several stood knee-deep in the water, staring at their feet. A half-dozen were sneaking away behind Marolyn. It looked like Harriet wasn’t the only one trying to avoid the bride’s mother.

      “You had no idea Marolyn was a control freak of epic proportions? Somehow I find that hard to believe. You must have spoken with her when she booked the resort for the family reunion.”

      “Fine. I knew.” Cassie huffed out a sigh. “I owe you one.”

      “And you can be sure I will collect.”

      The women grinned at one another and Harriet ended the call. She listened to Marolyn’s message and erased it. It was too late to make any significant changes to the bridal shower. She only hoped that Marolyn wouldn’t do anything to spoil Victoria’s fun that night.

      The Island Resort was a happy place despite the troubles they’d had. There was something about a tropical island that lifted a person’s spirit. Maybe it was the sunshine–all that vitamin D boosting the immune system and the healthy glow it painted on winter skin. Or maybe it was the positive ions given off by the sea water, sucked into thirsty lungs–all that invigorating energy coursing through the blood.

      Solly thought it was the good food and slower tempo of island life that made the guests feel happy. Harriet thought it had more to do with leaving the pressures of their lives behind for a completely different environment; one where, for a short while at least, they could feel carefree and relaxed. No worries. No troubles. No anxiety.

      It was the same for most of the staff. They had access to the same vitamin D, positive ions, and good food. They had beautiful, airy living quarters and working conditions that were some of the best on the planet. Since opening seven months before, employee turnover (other than a few who had to be let go) was zero.

      Despite the murders of several guests and a co-worker, Harriet loved her job as public relations director for the resort. Every time she turned around, she found some new feature to highlight in her ads. One constant she focused on was the resort’s efforts to meet every guest’s needs.

      Besides the wedding, the resort would host the originally scheduled family reunion party with music, a dance floor, hors d’oeuvres, and drinks.  The guests’ meals were included in the weekly resort fee, but the food and drink for the wedding and reunion party were extra and needed to be itemized, a task that fell on her shoulders. She sent up a quick prayer that the wedding would go off without a hitch.

      Scanning through her lists to see what still needed to be checked off, she realized she hadn’t spoken to the resort’s chef after Marolyn’s last menu change.

      Harriet had discovered early on that the best way to work with Chef was to simply tell him what she needed and then leave him alone, which suited them both just fine. Chef’s food was always a notch above superb and a major draw for the resort. She had featured his food in several ad campaigns, although the chef himself refused to be videoed.

      “My food speaks for me. You don’t want my damned face in your ads,” Chef grumbled. She had tried to talk him into doing an ad focused on his standing as one of the world’s few five-star chefs, but he flatly refused. “I don’t want my ugly puss plastered all over the ass end of a bus.”

      Harriet suspected that Chef’s gruff exterior hid a shy reserve, so she hadn’t pushed, even though she could have told him she never ran ads on buses–their ass ends or their sides. Bus ads did not appeal to their upscale demographic.

      She was about to cut the call when Chef answered. Chef Lebrecque, a tall, portly figure with silvered, dark hair worn slicked back into a ponytail and a loud baritone that filled the room from one end of the kitchens to the other, ruled his domain with an iron fist. She would be shocked if he said he needed help, but she felt obliged to ask.

      “Chef. I’m calling to see if there are any last minute items you need help with for the reunion party and wedding.”

      He narrowed his shrewd, dark brown eyes at Harriet. “If the Packard woman has changed her mind again, it is too late. The food is mostly prepared.”

      “She tried yesterday,” Harriet admitted, “but I told her it was too late to get in three hundred baby octopi.” She couldn’t help herself; she grinned at the expression on Chef’s face.

      “Baby–” Chef spluttered a few choice swear words. “The woman is insane.”

      “That seems to be the general consensus. So you’re all set? I’m checking last-minute items off my lists.”

      “The food is set. No more changes.”

      “Agreed. Thank you, Chef.” Harriet ended the call.

      It would be a miracle if no one took out the mother of the bride before the week was up.
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      Walking to Mermaid Cottage from her office always filled Harriet with a quiet joy. The crushed pink shells that covered the narrow road crunched softly under her trainers. A soft, onshore breeze caressed her face and tasted of brine and drying seaweed. Lizards large and small climbed the trees and stalked the underbrush looking for their next meal. Brilliantly colored flocks of parrots chattered loudly at her from the treetops, competing with the rattle of palm fronds shivering high overhead in the breeze.

      She carried two fully loaded canvas takeout bags from the canteen–feeding three adult males took a lot of food and she could eat almost as much as Solly or Alex ate. There was something about the tropical sea air that stimulated her appetite. Fortunately, she not only had an active job but also liked to run on the beach every morning, so she burned up the extra calories.

      As she neared her cottage, the day’s stress of dealing with Marolyn Packard dropped away. Mermaid Cottage, one of four employee cottages set a mile south of the resort, was hands down the most beautiful home Harriet had ever lived in. The cottages were small and simple in design with a single bedroom, kitchen, living area, and bath all on one level–but each had been built with quality materials and attention to detail, just like everything else about the resort.

      Setting the two bags on her stoop, she wished the ever-vigilant mermaid over the door a good evening and keyed in the security code. Venus Cottage on the right was quiet, which meant that Solly was still at the greenhouses. Persephone on her other side belonged to the resort’s chief financial officer, Mark Fortner, who was recovering from brain surgery at his London pad. Siren, the cottage next to Venus, had yet to be claimed by anyone.

      Harriet entered Mermaid with a sigh of relief. Marolyn and family had been on the island two days and she already felt exhausted. It was going to be a long, long week.

      She kicked off her trainers, hung her canvas pack on the hooks beside the door, and crossed the mahogany-paneled living room to open the doors to the lanai that ran across the front of the cottage. Depositing the food on the rose granite kitchen island, she also opened the kitchen’s lanai doors before heading to the bedroom to change and place a call to the resort’s head of security–the man she hoped to marry one day in the not too distant future.

      “I just ran into Solly,” Alex said, as soon as he answered. “Apparently we’re having guests for dinner and I don’t have to cook.” His deep blue eyes sparkled with humor.

      Harriet scowled. She knew what Alex was thinking. How she had ended up with a lover and a best friend who both were better cooks than she was, she didn’t know. Add in Solly’s pastry chef boyfriend and she took a lot of teasing about her lack of culinary skills.

      “When will you be home?” she asked. Alex’s smile broadened at her grumpy tone, bringing out the dimple in his right cheek. He would never win a most handsome man contest, with a scar that cut through his right eyebrow and a nose that had obviously been broken more than once, but Alex oozed testosterone and intelligence in equal measure, an attractive combination to Harriet.

      Add in the fact that he stood four inches taller than her own five eleven and had a build worthy of an Iron Man, and Alex Hayes became downright irresistible, something he often used to his advantage.

      “Fox is on duty tonight, so I should be able to leave in another twenty minutes. Do you need me to pick up anything? Dinner, maybe?”

      “Ha-ha. All taken care of.” Harriet entered her bedroom and opened the lanai doors. The breeze gently ruffled the white gauze curtains that surrounded her king-size bed. Two could play the irresistible game. It was time to tweak Alex.

      She stood her link against the bedside lamp, turned her back to it, and carefully removed her silk suit jacket and lay it on the bed, followed by the matching skirt, and finally the white silk tee she wore under the jacket, leaving only her thong and matching bra.

      Only then did she turn to face the link. Alex’s eyes, already the deep blue of a northern mountain lake, had darkened even more. His cocky smile had been replaced with an expression that made Harriet feel weak in the knees.

      “When did you say you’d be home?” she asked sweetly.

      “I’m on my way.”

      Her mood considerably lightened, Harriet laughed and ended the call.

      

      “Delicious dinner, Harry. Thanks for including me.”

      Harriet didn’t know Solly’s boyfriend William very well and had recently begun making an effort to remedy that. Solly had kept William under wraps when they first dated, claiming that he didn’t want to introduce him to Harriet until he felt sure. This was the first boyfriend she hadn’t met on the first date, which meant that there was something special about William.

      She understood why Solly was being cautious, but she didn’t have to like it. She and Solly had been looking out for one another ever since the day they met on a Portland street and bonded. Harriet tended to be suspicious of anyone Solly dated simply because she couldn’t bear to see Solly hurt.

      In truth, she should have been more concerned about Solly hurting William. Her friend had a history of playing fast and loose with his lovers, giving them his all until he tired of them–usually within a month or less. Occasionally, one lasted as long as two months.

      Solomon Fickle Ayers. Emphasis on the fickle. This time, however, William looked like he might have put a stop to Solly playing the field. She watched them from the corner of her eye while she cleared the island of dirty dishes, watched the way they took every opportunity to touch one another–a light, quick hand on the forearm or shoulder or back. The way they angled toward each other. The frequent, secret smiles, the obvious awareness of each other above everyone else in the room. The body language of love.

      They looked an unlikely pair, and if Harriet had been casting an actor to fill the role for “the man Solly falls for,” she would not have chosen an average height, slightly pudgy blonde of average looks for her mega handsome friend. It was clear however, that William was a sweet person who genuinely cared for Solly–and his pastries were nothing short of divine. For those two reasons, Harriet set aside her misgivings and welcomed William into her life.

      She poured coffee for everyone and arranged the pastries William had brought with him on a platter. Adding extra napkins, she picked up the platter and headed for the lanai.

      “Let’s eat dessert outside. I’ve been cooped up all day. Alex, can you bring my coffee?”

      Helping herself to several pastries, Harriet settled on her customary lounge chair and released a happy sigh. This was one of her favorite times of day.

      The sun sat low on the water, turning the sea blood red with gold highlights. Three sleek, black seal heads popped above the surface near the shore and dived again. The only guests who ventured this far south of the resort were the runners, and they were all having dinner, leaving the beach to a small flock of white gulls crouched on the wet sand in front of the four employee cottages.

      The others wasted no time joining her. Alex handed her a cup of coffee and settled on the lounge beside her after piling another napkin high with a selection of the desserts.

      “Mmm, these are wonderful, William,” Harriet said, biting into a dark chocolate and coffee cream pinwheel.

      A red flush colored the pastry chef’s full cheeks. Harriet had been charmed when she first discovered William was a blusher. It showed he possessed humility and sensitivity and lacked arrogance.

      “I’m glad you like them,” he said. “They’re new. I call them ‘Mocha Pinwheels,’ inspired by the wedding cake flavors. I included them with the other items Miss Gaudreau ordered for the hen party this evening.”

      “Mocha Pinwheels. I predict you have yet another hit on your hands. You are a brilliant pastry chef, William. I love everything you make–and I can promise you I try everything. In fact, I’d like to request that you make me part of your beta tasting team.”

      “I’d love to have you taste test for me.” They smiled at each other.

      “Good, that’s settled. Call me whenever you need me. Are you all set with pastries for the wedding and the reunion party? What about the cake? Is it ready? Do you need any extra hands?”

      William’s body visibly tensed.

      “Uh-oh. What happened?” Harriet tensed as well, suddenly worried. The last thing they needed was a cake disaster. She had passed along Marolyn’s dessert requests when they seemed reasonable, but had shielded William from most of the woman’s unreasonable requests.

      “Mrs. Packard was waiting for me outside the kitchen today when I got off. She wanted to change the cake again.”

      “Oh, no.” Harriet groaned. “I’m so sorry. Is this about the pearls? She called me yesterday afternoon and asked me to have you add pearls and blue spun sugar butterflies to the cake, but I told her it was too late.”

      She paused, the pinwheel halfway to her mouth. “Wait. How did she know what you look like? At your request, I’ve been careful to keep your face out of any resort pictures.”

      William looked miserable. “I don’t think she did. She said my name and I responded. I think she was calling everyone who left the kitchens ‘William’ and was waiting for the right one to answer and I fell for it.”

      Solly squeezed William’s hand. “Marolyn has been a big pain in the ass for the flowers, too. I heard she even tried to make last-minute changes to Chef’s menu.” That elicited a wry smile from William.

      “Chef colored the air blue in the kitchens today. He was ranting–something about three hundred baby octopi and didn’t Mrs. Packard possess even the teensiest bit of ecological sense.”

      “You can blame me for that. I shut down the baby octopi suggestion, but I shared it with Chef. I probably shouldn’t have.” Harriet turned to Alex.

      “Have you met the not-so delightful mother of the bride yet? She calls me several dozen times a day, mostly with ridiculous requests or questions. I can honestly say this is the first time I’ve actually considered knocking off a guest myself.”

      “Bite your tongue.” Alex deftly plucked the last pastry from Harriet’s napkin before she could protect it.

      “I was going to eat that.”

      Alex popped it into his mouth. “Need to keep my strength up.” He winked at Harriet. He knew she wouldn’t ask what he needed his strength for–not after what they’d gotten up to before their dinner guests arrived. Harriet blushed and he grinned, aware she was having the same thoughts.

      Alex’s link buzzed in his pocket before he could ask about the bride’s mother. He checked the screen, frowned, and stood.

      “It’s Fox. I have to take this.” He stepped off the lanai onto the sand.

      Harriet watched Alex closely. Tarbell Fox was Alex’s capable second-in-command and wouldn’t call unless it was about a serious issue. She saw Alex’s shoulders tense and knew their relaxed evening was over.

      “What is it?” she asked when he ended the call.

      Alex stepped back onto the lanai, downed the rest of his coffee, and planted a kiss on the top of Harriet’s head. “There’s been an accident on the bridal shower pontoon boat. I need to get to the marina.”

      “Someone probably beaned the bride’s mother after she made one too many unwelcome suggestions,” Solly said.

      Harriet scrambled to her feet. “I’ll come with you in case any hysterical females need calming. I’m thinking of Marolyn Packard in particular–you won’t get anything accomplished if she latches onto you–and she’s the type to take anything that might ruin her daughter’s wedding as a personal affront.”

      “Fine. Grab your sneakers and leather jacket. We’ll stop at the security office and grab my bike. It’ll be faster.”

      Harriet loved riding Alex’s restored Triumph Tiger. He claimed it had been a labor of love, but she suspected the project had helped him cling to his sanity when he’d been a homicide detective in the murder capitol of the States, New York City. The bike possessed the only combustion engine on the island, a concession the island’s owner made when he hired Alex to head the resort’s small security force.

      Five minutes later, she wrapped her arms around Alex’s waist and peered over his shoulder as they sped along the narrow road toward the marina. Lights and music from the amusement park flashed by on the right. A mile beyond the amusement park, the circus was closed for three months while the performers made their summer tour across Europe, another concession made by the resort’s owner, Douglas Wade.

      “Why aren’t we taking the shore road?” Harriet asked. Alex had equipped their helmets with mics, a modification he had made when he began taking Harriet for rides on the Tiger.

      “Too much traffic. Guests will be traveling back to their cottages after dinner. Hang on, bump coming up.”

      Alex swung a hard left and left the road. The bike dipped. Harriet ducked behind his back to avoid a thick, hanging vine. The bike climbed, bucked, and fishtailed, then surged forward.

      “I never knew this trail was here.” They were on a narrow path, barely four feet wide. Leaves and branches slapped at their arms and legs. Alex downshifted and guided the bike over a small downed log, then hit the gas. The powerful bike responded.

      “Whoa.” Harriet grinned and clung tighter. She heard Alex chuckle in her ear.

      “It’s a new trail Fox and I cut last month. We needed an alternate way to get to the shuttle pad and marina when the resort is busy.”

      “Great idea. Following a resort cart is no big deal when you’re driving another cart, but if you’re in a hurry it can be problematic.”

      The trail opened abruptly onto the shuttle pad, an open area of crushed blue-gray shells bordered by two low buildings. Alex gunned the bike and raced around the three teal and white air shuttles waiting on the pad. To their right sat a single story building with no walls and a palm-frond roof, the waiting area for arriving and departing guests. The building’s refreshment bar was dark, its droids silent and stiff, in standby mode until needed again.

      Lights from the marina flashed through the trees to her left. Alex swung the bike in that direction and picked up the resort’s pink shell road. Two minutes later, they pulled into the marina’s parking lot and stopped outside the office.

      The sun was just setting, the brilliant red orb rapidly dipping below the horizon. Stars already dotted the deepening sky. Automatic solar-powered lights set on tall poles lit the marina parking lot. Smaller solar footlights lined the docks, illuminating the way for guests coming in late from a day sail or fishing trip. This far south, there was no real twilight. Within minutes of sunset it would be full on dark.

      Leonard Dixon, the marina manager, greeted them at the office door. Behind him, three barefoot young women dressed in sequined tank tops, short skirts, lots of bling jewelry and tiaras, huddled in a knot near the marine store counter. The women looked at Alex and immediately straightened, thrust out their chests, and smoothed their hair.

      Harriet shook her head and then ignored them.

      “Helluva thing, Alex,” Leonard said quietly. “There’s a first time for everything, I guess. Hi, Harry. Glad you’re here. A few members of the hen party are close to hysterics, including the bride.” He closed the door behind him and motioned for them to move away from the office so they wouldn’t be overheard.

      Quiet, capable, and patient with even the most trying guests, Leonard had quickly become one of Harriet’s favorite people. He was average in every way until you looked into his expressive eyes–eyes of warm golden brown with thick black lashes. The marina manager had killer bedroom eyes.

      “What happened?” Alex asked.

      “It looks as if a guest fell overboard and no one noticed until it was too late. Someone said she’d had too much to drink.”

      “What do you mean, it looks as if a guest fell overboard?”

      Leonard grimaced. “See for yourself, then tell me what you think, Alex. All I’m saying is that it isn’t easy to fall off the excursion boat.”

      Harriet closed her eyes with dismay as Leonard’s words sank in. “Oh, no. I thought someone had gotten hurt. Are you saying . . . are you saying someone died?”
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      Leonard looked at Alex in surprise. “You didn’t know? I thought Fox called you.”

      “He did. He said there’d been an accident on the excursion boat. I don’t think he knew at that point that someone had died.” He turned to Harriet. “I’m going to the boat. Could you get their names–” He jerked his head toward the three women now preening behind the office’s large front window, obviously to catch his attention–“and then come down to the docks? I might need your help with the other guests.”

      Harriet entered the office with Leonard and approached the women.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” she said. “Could you give me your names and tell me what happened?” It was more than Alex had asked from her, but she knew it was important to interview witnesses as soon as possible. She pulled out her link, set it to record, and set it on the counter. Leonard set a pitcher of cold lemonade and four glasses on the counter and retreated to his desk to observe.

      A well-padded blonde spoke first, her eyes on Alex’s retreating body. “Will he be back? I’d rather speak with him.”

      Harriet tried not to let her annoyance show. “I’m sorry, but Alex has his hands full. Depending on what you have to say, he might ask to speak with you tomorrow.” She watched the three women digest this and brighten.

      “My name is Cissy. Cissy Yates.” The blonde rattled off her address and link number and leaned toward Harriet’s link. “You can call me anytime. I saw everything.”

      Harriet struggled not to roll her eyes. Too late, she realized it had been a mistake to tell the women Alex might need to speak with them. They would do everything they could to make themselves sound important.

      Fifteen minutes later, she ended the recording. The three women knew nothing and had seen nothing. Like the others attending the bridal shower, they had focused on consuming cocktails. They could have related everything they knew in less than a minute. Harriet took a deep breath and reminded herself to hold on to her temper.

      “Thank you for your cooperation. Please go back to the hotel and wait,” she told them. “I imagine someone will contact you tomorrow.”

      She didn’t wait around to make sure they left the marina before heading for the docks. She was shocked to learn that it was Cynn Gaudreau, the maid of honor, who had drowned. A half-dozen women, dressed for the party, passed her at the shore end of the docks, all heading to the parking lot. Two had mascara tracking tears down their faces, three looked angry, and one seemed bewildered.

      Since coming to the resort, Harriet had been involved in several deaths. One thing she’d learned was that it hit people in a variety of unexpected ways. The death of the maid of honor, even though she wasn’t a
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