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        A Beach To Die For

        Book 9

      

      

      
        
        An island paradise… and a killer on the loose.

      

      

      
        
        A pristine beach with an untouched barrier reef, a bevy of potential buyers and a murder make for a working holiday. Blind PI Steve Smiley dives in head first to solve the mystery before the body count rises like the tide.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Is Leo sure this is a murder?” asked Heather.

      Steve answered with a shrug.

      She led him out of the muggy morning air into an upscale apartment in a gated complex within Houston’s inner loop. The metal tip of his white cane swept back and forth across a floor of beige travertine. Once past the foyer, coat closet, and home office, the open floor plan gave her a view of a kitchen, dining area, and living room of substantial proportions.

      She took in a full breath. “The kitchen counters are marble; the stove and ovens are professional grade.” Heather turned to the dining room. “Dining room table and chairs for ten. All new and high end.”

      Steve responded with a grunt but no words.

      “The stone floor ends where the living room begins. The carpet is what’s called loop-cut-loop. It’s tightly woven, has geometric patterns, and looks expensive. The room reminds me of one hit by a tornado. Broken lamps and vases, ripped couches and chairs, paintings thrown about willy-nilly, and a puddle of what I’m sure is drying blood by the coffee table.”

      Leo, Steve’s former partner at Houston homicide, added, “It’s blood. We tested it. The forensic crew bagged and tagged a fireplace poker with hair, skin, and blood on it.”

      Steve asked, “How much hair?”

      “Some loose strands and what was in a clump of skin about the size of a dime.”

      “Are the loose strands of hair with or without roots?”

      “With,” said Leo.

      “All of them?”

      “Every one.”

      Steve issued a quick “Uh-huh” and rested both hands on the top of his cane. “How much blood?”

      Heather and Leo traded glances before Leo said, “Too much for the victim to live and talk about it.”

      Steve huffed a note of impatience. “How much is too much?”

      Heather came to Leo’s aid. “That will be impossible to tell until the forensic crew cuts out the stained carpet and analyzes it.”

      “I know that,” said Steve. “Give me your best guess.”

      “It depends on the pad underneath the carpet. The quality of the carpet tells me the pad has a moisture barrier. If we assume it does, I’d say four units, give or take one.”

      “Any blood splatter?”

      Leo took over again. “None.”

      “Was there a blood trail?”

      “No.”

      “What’s the distance from the fireplace tools to the pool of blood?”

      “Fifteen feet.”

      “Any trail of blood around the puddle?”

      “None.”

      Silence prevailed for half a minute before Steve asked, “What did they take?”

      Leo took his phone and read from notes. “Signs of burglary include: no wallet found in the apartment, indentations in the master bedroom’s carpet show recent removal of a home safe, and no jewelry found.” He looked up. “His phone was on the nightstand.”

      “So,” said Steve. “You have no body but plenty of evidence of a burglary and a homicide.” He lowered his voice. “Can anyone else hear us?”

      Leo didn’t bother reducing the volume of his words. “I sent everyone outside, including forensics.”

      Heather knew what was coming, and it sent a shiver down her spine. When Steve came to the location of a suspicious death, he had an advantage over others because of his special gift. Its proper name is associative chromesthesia. A small fraction of people can perceive colors when they are writing music, painting, or deeply immersed into a creative activity. Steve possessed the ability to “see” shades of red at homicides. Quite the trick for a blind man.

      Steve lifted his chin. “Leo, what’s his name?”

      “Quinton Rush.”

      Heather locked her gaze on Steve. The odor of rusty metal found her as blood continued to dry in the puddle of eggplant-colored goo.

      Steve took his time before announcing, “No red and no pink; you don’t have a homicide.”

      “An insurance scam?”

      “Uh-huh. Start with a financial check of Mr. Rush. Look for life insurance policies, especially those taken out in the last six months. I’m sure you’ll find he has serious money problems.”

      Leo tapped notes into his phone as Steve continued, “There’s too much physical evidence of a burglary; no reason to destroy paintings, lamps, and furniture. A fight would have resulted in splatter somewhere in the room.”

      Steve took off his sunglasses and rubbed his sightless eyes. “What’s in the puddle belongs to Quinton Rush, but there’s too much of it. He planned this for a long time, extracted his own blood, and stored it until he had enough.”

      “So much blood made me suspicious. I needed you to confirm it.”

      Steve continued, “You probably already thought of this, but the missing safe, wallet, and jewelry also speak of Mr. Rush wanting to keep things of value. Did you notice he was smart enough to leave his cell phone here?”

      Heather spoke up. “All the hair samples having roots made me wonder. A blow from a poker would have broken some.”

      Steve summarized. “Look for Mr. Rush’s love interest. Odds are she, or he, is the beneficiary named on the insurance policy and in his will.”

      “Anything else?” asked Leo.

      “Two things. Mr. Rush will have a bandage on his head from where he or his partner gouged a chunk out of his scalp.”

      “Got it,” said Leo. “Anything else?”

      “Yeah. Where are we going for lunch?”

      “Sorry. I’m breaking in a new detective who’s wondering why I kicked her and everyone else out of the room when you arrived. Thanks for confirming what didn’t seem right.”

      “It’s a good thing you called me this week and not next.”

      Leo’s eyebrows arched in a question. Heather explained. “We’re flying to St. Croix for Bella and Adam’s wedding.”

      Steve added, “I can’t wait to sit under a palm tree listening to waves lap against the shore.”

      Leo snapped his fingers. “That’s right. It’s already August.” He tilted his head and looked at Heather. “Speaking of marriages—”

      Steve cut him off by cupping his hand and speaking in a loud pretend-whisper. “We don’t talk about when she and Jack will tie the knot.”

      Heather placed her hands on her hips and gave an answer that sounded lame even to her. “How do you know we haven’t already eloped?”

      “Good try,” said Steve. “I’d know it if you had.”

      She rose to the challenge. “How?”

      “Experience. Maggie and I couldn’t wait and got married during our last year in college. She worried until the following June that her parents would find out.”

      Heather felt her mouth hinge open as Leo said, “You old dog. I didn’t know that. Where did you live?”

      “In separate apartments. We each had roommates to save money. Her father made it clear that she’d be my responsibility the day we married. He must have said that twenty times after we got engaged. We had another full year of college and selected June for the church wedding her mother insisted on.”

      Steve’s past seemed to come alive. “It came down to a lot of guilt over sin or holding back information. Being a fiancé with benefits wasn’t an option for Maggie.”

      “But sneaking around was?” asked Heather.

      Steve’s grin threatened to stretch his face. “Maggie and I were both working and taking a full load of classes. Going public would have added another year before we graduated.” A mischievous tone slipped into his words. “Her dad was an avid fisherman and had his eye on a new bass boat, which he couldn’t afford as long as he was paying for college. He secretly hoped we’d elope. We did, but didn’t tell him.”

      Leo nodded approval. “Smart move, but didn’t it bother Maggie to hide the marriage from her father?”

      “Not much. It was a great way to ease into living together. We barely made it through the big church wedding without busting out laughing, especially when Reverend Brown winked at us before we took our vows.”

      “You told the preacher?”

      “Why not? He agreed with our decision. Coveting a bass boat was a bigger sin to him than two grown people getting married on the sly.”

      Leo looked toward the front door. “I need to get this crime scene processed.” He gave Steve a firm pat on the shoulder. “Have a safe trip. Tell Bella and Adam I wish I could have come to their wedding.”

      Heather placed Steve’s hand on her arm. “It’s still a week away. All you have to do is ask, and I’ll send my plane back for you.”

      “Six kids, school’s starting, and the oldest is going off to college. My day in the sun and sand on a tropical island is about twelve years from now.” He looked at the door. “Time for me to let the troops back in.”

      Frowning crime scene technicians covered their noses and mouths with blue masks and slipped back into the apartment.

      Heather pushed a button on the key fob and her Mercedes SUV came to life on the far side of police tape. Steve lifted his head. “That sound means the air conditioner is on. We need to let you get back to work.”

      “Thanks again for making the trip. I’ll talk to the captain and get this case transferred to fraud. That should earn me a gold star for the day.”

      “Don’t be so sure this case is over. Once the beneficiary finds out the insurance company won’t pay, Quinton Rush may be your next homicide. Hopefully, he’ll choose an island other than St. Croix.”

      “Speaking of,” said Heather. “I need to think about what I’m going to wear.”

      “And I need lunch,” said Steve.
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      Once in the SUV, Heather asked, “Any preference on where you want to eat?”

      A click sounded as Steve put on his seatbelt. “Something fast. I can tell Leo’s call came at a bad time. You’re not your normal cheerful self.”

      Heather wondered if she should mention the disappointing financial reports she received yesterday. She chose not to, and said, “We passed a sandwich shop a couple of blocks from here. Is that all right?”

      “Fine. I’ll get something worth eating. You can have your usual salad and tell me what’s bothering you while we eat.”

      She didn’t wait. “It’s mainly a self-inflicted wound. We haven’t had a case to work since January and here we are with summer slipping away. I’ve done nothing but work for seven straight months and several of my investments are slipping. I feel like I’m in a rut.”

      Steve nodded. “Stale is how I’d describe myself. I’m writing less and wasting my time listening to podcasts more and more.” He took a breath. “How are things with Jack?”

      “All right, I guess.”

      She realized her tone betrayed her. “Let me amend that. I think he’s fine. I really haven’t spent much time with him.”

      “Why not?”

      “The way the economy is going, it’s harder and harder to grow the business. I’ve tripled my domestic business trips and doubled the international ones. Overall, profits are flat-lining.”

      “That’s good to hear.”

      She glanced to her right. “Why is that good?”

      “I thought it was something serious, like your father’s health, or Jack had been in an accident. Business is down all over the country and you’re maintaining. Sometimes things are beyond your control. Not going backward is an impressive achievement.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “Would you like to stomp your feet and scream at the sky for a while?”

      “I’ve already tried that. I bruised my heel.”

      Steve started chuckling, which rippled her way. She caught it. Like some irresistible force of nature, the laughter started and couldn’t be contained. She barely made it into the parking lot before laughter-induced hiccups set in. She chose the first available spot, put the vehicle in park, and reached for a tissue to dry her leaky eyes. “Thanks. I didn’t realize how tight I was wound until now.”

      “I know just what you need. Call your office, take the rest of the day off, and pretend we have a murder to solve.”

      “I have a better idea,” said Heather. “I’ll do what you said, except I’ll think about St. Croix while I’m at the spa. An overhaul on everything from toenails to my hair’s split ends is long overdue.”

      Her phone sounded the ring tone indicating it was Jack calling. She enabled the call and said, “Hello, handsome. Are you calling to ask me to dinner?”

      A hesitation sounded in his voice. “Listen, something’s come up.”

      Her back stiffened. “Please tell me it’s not your mother.”

      “No,” he said with urgency. “Mom’s fine. It’s something legal I have to take care of.” He gave a strained laugh. “I’ll be out of town for a few days.”

      “That’s a change. I’m the one who’s always saying that to you. Is it a big case?”

      “Yeah. I need to go.”

      The call cut off and Heather slipped her phone in her purse.

      Steve pulled the handle and the door popped open. “I’m getting potato salad with my sandwich. What are you having?”

      “Some sort of salad. I want to look halfway decent in a bathing suit. Only another week before we leave and then a week until the wedding.”

      Steve was halfway finished with his meal when his phone announced a call from Adam, Bella’s fianc. He placed the phone on the table so they both could hear. “Hello, Adam. I’m having lunch with Heather and she’s listening.”

      A strained voice came back. “I’m calling to see if you and Heather can get here as soon as possible.”

      “Is everything all right?”

      “No. No it’s not. Bella’s a wreck.”

      “That sounds like more than pre-wedding jitters. What’s happened?”

      “She found a man dead in the parking lot of her parents’ resort.”

      “Take your time, and give us details.”

      “Bella found the body this morning. All she could say was, ‘Call Steve and tell him the killer used a garrote.’ The police are questioning her now.”

      “Do they suspect her?”

      “They locked down the resort. I don’t know who they suspect.” An indistinguishable voice in the background preceded Adam saying, “The detective wants to talk to me next. I need to go.”

      A metallic click ended the conversation.
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      The next morning, the day’s first rays of sunshine poked through the window of Heather’s new twin-engine corporate jet. She’d chosen a seat at the front while Steve had moved to the rear of the ten-passenger plane, a step up from the five-seater she sold. This one gave her additional range for international flights and allowed her to travel from Conroe’s regional airport to St. Croix direct.

      She rose from her leather seat, took a couple of steps, and refilled her cup with strong coffee in the plane’s compact galley. Despite the whine of the engines, Steve must have heard her stirring. He raised his seat back to a sitting position and pushed aside a fleece blanket. “I hope you made enough for everyone.”

      “There’s plenty. You’ve been asleep for three hours. Are you ready to start your day?”

      “Is it daylight?”

      “The sun’s peeking over the horizon.”

      “That means it’s officially coffee time.”

      She filled his mug, went to the rear of the cabin, and took the seat facing him. He’d located and pulled a tray table from a hidden compartment to his left.

      She stated the obvious. “Good, you figured out the table. Coffee is at your two o’clock.”

      His fingers inched forward until they touched the porcelain mug. “By the window is the logical place to find a hidden tray table. Besides, these seats are almost the same as those on your last plane.” He yawned. “Thanks for the coffee. I was in and out of sleep. How many phone calls did you make?”

      “Five. Two to Germany and one to England.” She paused. “Those were the ones to Europe. The calls before them went to Japan and Vietnam.”

      He ran his fingers around the mug until he located the handle. “How long before you shift gears and relax?”

      “Soon, I hope. If we have a murder to solve, that will take the place of work. I wish I could say I’m not worried about Bella.”

      “Try thinking about the possibility of us having a case to work on.”

      “I’m on to your ways, Detective Smiley. You couldn’t stand not knowing, so you called Bella yesterday to get details on the homicide.”

      He didn’t deny it. “The victim is Nate Johnson. He’s a local hotel owner who was scheduled to purchase the Swenson’s resort.”

      Heather’s finger slipped off the edge of her mug and into hot coffee. “Purchase the resort? When did Bella’s parents decide to sell?” She dried her finger with a napkin. “How long have you known about this?”

      “A couple of weeks, and don’t feel bad. It’s been in the works for months and she didn’t tell me, either. Bella’s so focused on Adam and the wedding, I guess it slipped her mind.”

      “Why didn’t you mention it to me before now?”

      “Check your calendar. How many days have you been home in the last two months?” He paused. “The answer is three. I was afraid this would happen when you took in part of your oversized office. Did you really need an efficiency apartment?”

      He raised his mug but delayed taking a sip. “By the way, your cat isn’t happy with you.”

      A stab of regret hit her. “Poor Max. He deserves a better mommy.” She heaved a sigh. “Thanks for taking care of him.”

      “Do you miss him?”

      “Absolutely!”

      “Look under the blanket.” Steve pointed to a curtain separating the main cabin from a storage area and the lavatory.

      Heather jumped to her feet and threw back the curtain. She lifted the blanket from a pet carrier and tossed it aside. The black mound of fur didn’t move. She sank to her knees. “Max? Are you all right?”

      Panic filled her voice. “He’s not moving.”

      Steve’s voice remained calm. “Check again. I hear him snoring.”

      She opened the door, reached in, and stroked the fur that felt like warm sable. “Why isn’t he coming out?”

      “I took him to the vet. She suggested he’d be a happier cat if he slept through the flight. It took some sleight of hand to get him on board without you realizing it. Your pilots deserve a bonus.”

      “They’ll get it. Are you sure he’s all right? What about him staying at the resort? Bella’s parents don’t mind?”

      “I cleared it with Lonnie and Ingrid. They know how crazy Bella is about him. Ingrid said she’s missed Mike following her around since he went to doggie heaven.” Steve took a sip of coffee. “Max will be the resident therapy cat for you and Bella.”

      “Brilliant. I’m moving his crate closer to us.”

      Times like these made Heather especially grateful for her friendship with the blind detective. It also made her realize how much she missed her beloved Maine Coon cat. It was as if someone had thrown a switch in her brain and it was time to reorganize her priorities. She sent a text to her personal assistant and told her to handle all the business calls. She then sent a text to her father, telling him the same.

      Their similar replies came one after the other. “It’s about time.”

      A loud meow sounded, and her gaze shifted to Max. She looked in the crate to see an arched back as he greeted her with a curled-tongue yawn. Seconds later, she had a lap overflowing with purring fur. Her world changed for the better as she leaned back and stroked his wide head.
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        * * *

      

      Heather awoke with her hand resting on Max’s back and the plane touching down. He was still purring. “How long have I been out?”

      “Over an hour. Once we’re stopped, you’ll need to put Max back in his crate. Bella and Adam are waiting for us.”

      “You talked to them this morning?”

      Steve gave his head a single nod. “You were sound asleep.”

      She rubbed her eyes as the plane slowed to a stop. Max nudged her hand to keep stroking him. Gratitude pushed worry out of its way. “I’m so glad you brought him.”

      The engines decreased in volume, and the co-pilot came to the back of the cabin. “It’s a post-card-perfect day in paradise. Of all the airports in the Caribbean, this is my favorite.”

      “Why’s that?” asked Steve.

      “It’s big enough for large commercial planes, which means a smooth runway that’s two miles long. But more than that, it’s named after a native son, Henry E. Rohlsen. He was one of the Tuskegee Airmen of World War II. As a former air force pilot, I appreciate what those men overcame to serve our country.”

      The pilot looked down. “Is Max ready to get back in his crate?”

      “Probably not,” said Steve, “but that’s where he has to go.”

      Heather placed him at the door of the crate. Forlorn eyes asked for a reprieve from the cage. He let out a huff, padded his way through the open gate, kneaded his blanket like it was dough, and eased down.

      They exited the plane and stepped into bright sunshine. Heather squinted and reached into her purse for sunglasses. Distant palm trees, aided by warm trade winds, waved a greeting. A van pulled alongside the plane and the passenger door flew open. Bella hopped out and jogged toward them. The young woman who reminded Heather of a Nordic goddess enveloped Steve in a hug. As usual, she’d braided her thick blonde-white hair into a rope that hung down her back brushing her waist.

      The wordless clench broke and Heather found herself in Bella’s arms. “Thank you so much for coming, and I apologize for the short notice. It’s a shame Jack couldn’t come.”

      Heather tried to mask the disappointment in her voice. “Legal stuff to take care of. He’ll arrive in a few days.”

      The co-pilot spoke from the open door. “We’ll be along with the luggage and Max after we refuel and button up the plane.”

      Bella shook her head. “Max is going with us. We can also take the luggage.”

      Up to this point, Adam had stayed in the background. He stepped forward. “If you’ll bring everything down, I’ll load it in the back of the van.”

      Steve was the next to speak. “Adam, you’re so quiet I thought Bella came by herself.”

      “It’s good to have you both here.”

      Heather took a long look at Bella’s future husband. He was more handsome than she remembered, yet quiet and unassuming. Dimples sunk deep into his cheeks when he smiled. His raven hair and olive skin were the perfect counterpoint to Bella’s Scandinavian features. They always reminded her of the figurines standing atop wedding cakes.

      With hosts, guests, luggage, and cat loaded in the van, they soon cleared the airport property. The road wound its way to the far side of the island, where rooms with a view of azure waters awaited them… as did a murder investigation.
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      After the initial gush of emotion at the airport, Steve found it interesting that an uncomfortable silence settled in on the trip to the resort. Long ago he’d made friends with silence. Adam also practiced an economy of words, but when he spoke, it was on point and worth listening to. Bella and Heather normally morphed into chatter-boxes when they got together, the way close sisters carry on. Silence for Bella was out of character unless she had something to be upset about. Finding a body two weeks before her wedding qualified as a traumatic event. With the initial glee of the reunion behind them, the silence told him the two women had each returned to their own land of worries, both large and small.

      Pretending nothing was wrong seemed a waste of time and mental energy. Gathering information about the murder, however, was something he could pursue. If he put Bella’s agile mind to work, it might pull her out of her funk. He raised his voice to be heard over the noisy van. “Bella. Tell us about the victim.”

      He could tell by the direction her voice came from that she’d swiveled in her seat to face him. “I still can’t believe he’s dead. His name is Nate Johnson. My parents have known him forever.”

      “Describe him to me. Begin with physical, and then what he was like as a person.”

      “Not a big man, about five foot six, a hundred and fifty pounds. He was a descendant of slaves, so his skin was very dark and he kept his hair short.”

      “Age?”

      “Mid-forties.” The pace of her words picked up. “Nate was a hard worker. A long time ago, he bought a small run-down hotel in town. He fixed it up and made constant improvements. I don’t know how, but he hand-dug the hole for the swimming pool. There was enough land for him to add ten very cute bungalows. He was a certified dive instructor and offered free lessons to anyone who stayed at his hotel. That’s the niche he tapped into, and he partnered with locals who do diving excursions. Dad jokes that Nate never slept.”

      “What about his family?”

      “Never married and no kids. Mom says he worked so hard he couldn’t take time off to court a woman, let alone bother with a wedding or a honeymoon.”

      The mischievous streak in Steve wanted to say something to Heather about working so much Jack would have to choose between a wedding or a honeymoon. She wouldn’t have time for both.

      Steve dismissed the passing thought. Instead, he asked, “Did Nate have any enemies?”

      “None,” said Bella with certainty. “Everyone says he was born with a smile. It made him happy to work and serve others.”

      “Strange that someone killed him. Could the murder have been a case of mistaken identity?”

      “Not likely. He was an island native. Everyone who lives here full time knew him and thought the world of him. I don’t think it was in him to have a bad thought, let alone to speak a harsh word.”

      Steve spoke in a loud whisper. “Yet someone killed him in one of the most brutal ways possible.”

      Bella’s voice caught as she responded. “It was horrible. So much blood from the wire that cut into his throat.”

      “Did the police find the murder weapon?”

      “No,” said Adam. “They’re still looking.”

      Heather gave Steve a tap on the leg and said, “Let’s move on. Tell us what the police have done so far.”

      The sound of Bella’s soft sobs reached Steve, and he realized why Heather had nudged him. Adam fielded the question. “Interviews and searches. They secured the area of the parking lot where Bella found his body, locked down the resort, and didn’t finish interviewing staff until after midnight.”

      Bella sniffled and said, “They spent a lot of time with me. Kept asking the same questions over and over.”

      Adam asked, “Should we read anything into them spending so much time grilling Bella?”

      “Not at all,” said Steve. “The emphasis at the beginning of an investigation is on physical evidence and witness statements. They’re after facts that they can use to paint a picture of what happened. Don’t let it surprise you if they interview you again.”

      The van suddenly dipped. Everything inside shifted violently, and it sounded like the dash was coming apart. Adam announced, “Sorry. Some roads on the island need attention. I forgot about that monster pot hole.”

      A meow of protest came from the back of the van. Heather said, “It’s all right, Max. We’ll be there in a few more minutes, and I’ll order a nice fish dinner for you.”

      The jolt from the pothole and Max’s complaint took away the desire to speak of the murder, especially from Heather. In an effort to shift the conversation, she asked, “How are the wedding preparations going?”

      “Fine until yesterday morning,” said Adam. “Everyone’s still getting over the fact that something so horrible happened at one of the most peaceful places in the world. The police seem to be struggling with motive.”

      After hearing Bella’s description of Nate Johnson, Steve had to rearrange his ideas concerning motive. The case wasn’t getting any easier. Or was it? It didn’t seem likely that the killing was spur of the moment, or revenge, or because of passion gone off the rails. He wasn’t ready yet to take those cards off the table, but they moved to the bottom of his list. There must be another reason for such a good-natured, hardworking man to die such a horrible death.

      Bella announced from the front seat. “We’re here. The crime scene tape is still up in this parking lot, so we’ll go around to the lobby.”

      Steve wanted one more bit of information before they arrived. “How did you find the body?”

      “There’s a sweet lady named Judith Tovar staying here. She likes to go on early morning walks because she uses a walker. The best place and best time for her to do that is at first light in the parking lot. I’ve gotten into the habit of going with her. I happened to glance between cars and saw the body. At first, I thought it was someone who partied too hard and couldn’t get back to their room. It was horrible, but at least I was able to divert Mrs. Tovar before she saw anything. She’d lagged a few steps behind me. I told her to go back inside and tell Dad to come to me.”

      “Who called the police?”

      “I had my cell phone and called them.”

      Steve cut her off before she could say anything else. “I get the picture.”

      The van came to a stop and Adam spoke. “This wasn’t the conversation we planned on having when you arrived, but I’m glad we did. You don’t know how your being here puts Bella’s mind at ease. And mine.”

      “Amen to that,” said Bella. “Let’s get you inside and settled.”

      “Meow!” came from the back of the van.

      Steve said, “I believe Max is ready for his breakfast and a trip to the biggest sandy beach he’s ever been on.”

      Heather protested. “I can’t let him run wild on the beach.”

      “You don’t have to,” said Steve. “I bought him a harness and one of those retractable leashes. We’ve been practicing taking walks.”

      Bella chuckled, which was the first sign of the happy young woman he knew and loved. “Knowing Max, he’ll catch his own meal.”
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      Heather couldn’t wait to get Max out of his crate, but Bella beat her to the back of the van and even located his harness and leash. The future bride had Max thoroughly hugged and hooked up before Adam unloaded the rest of the luggage onto a cart.

      “I’m taking this tubby boy for a long walk on the beach,” announced Bella.

      “Good idea,” said Steve. “When you’re through with him, you can take me. I’ve been dreaming about listening to the waves rolling to shore and digging my toes in the sand ever since you and Adam announced your engagement. I’d have been very disappointed if you got married anywhere else.”

      Lonnie Swenson, Bella’s father, arrived with a warm word of welcome. He instructed the porter to take Steve and Heather’s luggage to their rooms.

      “Same room as last time?” asked Steve.

      “Of course,” said Lonnie. “Facing the ocean with a balcony so you can hear the waves.”

      “A dream come true,” said Steve. “Is Ingrid with you?”

      “She’s waiting inside. I thought we might have a word with you and Heather, unless you’re too tired from your trip.”

      Heather answered. “Steve slept halfway, and Max and I took a nap after he woke. We’re ready to help in any way we can.”

      “Let’s hope that won’t be necessary,” said Lonnie as she took in his features. He was as she remembered him, a tall, lanky man with large hands who went about his duties with calm confidence. His years of hospitality formed him into a man who knew when to stand back and when to confront customers with soft words that set hard boundaries.

      Adam stepped forward. “Lonnie, do you need me to help you with anything?”

      “Thank you, no.”

      “I’ll be in my room if you do. Only four more hours until the markets in New York close.”

      Heather asked, “How’s the day trading?”

      A smile showed off his dimples. “Volatile markets are feeding times for traders like me. We make money if stocks go up or come down.”

      “Perhaps I should follow your lead, or at least diversify more.”

      “Let’s talk about it while you’re here.”

      Lonnie held out his hand toward the door to show the curbside financial conference needed to end and that Heather was to lead Steve and follow him. It was the closest she’d ever seen Lonnie to being firm, so subtle that most people would have missed it. Murders have a way of draining joy, even out of paradise.

      Steve piped up. “Thanks for the ride, Adam. I’d like to spend some time with you, too. Bella’s been secretive about your future plans.”

      Adam stopped at the van door. “I don’t know why. We’ll start off by splitting our time between Houston and Puerto Rico.”

      Lonnie chimed in. “We’ll follow them as soon as we get this property sold. It will take longer than we thought since we lost our buyer yesterday.”

      Steve’s gait slowed. Heather knew him well enough to tell when something turned a gear in his mind. He’d heard a snippet that meant nothing to her but was a piece of the puzzle he’d turn and twist until it fit into a bigger picture.

      Lonnie walked at a good pace while Heather lagged enough so she could whisper to Steve. “What did you hear?”

      “I’ll tell you later.”

      They went a short distance down a long hallway and turned into an office with a sign on the door that read STAFF ONLY.

      Lonnie held the door then closed it behind them. Ingrid, an older version of Bella, stood, rounded a desk, and greeted both of them with a warm hug. “It’s so wonderful to see you again.” She looked at the door. “Is your fiancé not with you, Heather?”

      Lonnie broke in before Heather could answer. “Sorry, Ingrid. I was supposed to relay a message to you from Bella. Jack couldn’t make it today. He’ll be along in plenty of time for the wedding.”

      Heather flicked her wrist and quipped, “It’s what happens when you put together a business owner and a defense attorney. A crisis always interrupts our plans. I’m sure you know all about dealing with last-minute surprises.”

      Ingrid’s eyes were as blue as the water in the horseshoe cove in front of the hotel. Her smile rose all the way into the tiny wisdom lines that radiated from those striking eyes. “Surprises are a way of life for us. The event that happened yesterday was the second worst day of our lives. The first, of course, was when that man kidnapped Bella as a child.”

      Steve broke in. “That worked out, and so will this.”

      Ingrid gave her head a nod. “You being here gives us hope it will.”

      Steve asked, “Do you want us to investigate?”

      Lonnie and Ingrid looked at each other. He answered. “We do, but the police don’t want you to. I’m afraid Bella told them you’d be here today. Detective Nohr made it clear this was a police matter and he won’t tolerate interference.”

      Steve nodded. “I can’t say I blame him. In fact, I acted the same way when I was a homicide detective in Houston.”

      Heather broke in. “Do you know if they’re close to an arrest or have a suspect?”

      Ingrid and Lonnie traded glances and shook their heads. Ingrid said, “Up to now, we’ve answered questions and turned over our financial records to them. Detective Nohr is a sullen sort of man who asks questions but divulges nothing. The communication has been decidedly one-sided.”

      Steve nodded. “How many guests were here yesterday?”

      “About two hundred, including children.

      “Remind me,” said Steve. “How many rooms do you have?”

      “Two-hundred here in the main building. The remaining forty are in the four-plexes and two honeymoon cottages.”

      “Do you have security cameras?”

      “They cover the common areas and hotel hallways.”

      Ingrid added, “Don’t forget the front entrance to the property, the front desk, and the pools.”

      Heather said, “I’ll do a review of your coverage and look for blind spots. I brought some extra cameras with me.”

      “I’ll get Bella to go with you.” A mother’s concern seasoned her words. “She loves it when you include her. I worry about her involvement, but she needs something to get her mind off what happened.”

      Steve cleared his throat. “We tried to stop her from helping with our last case and look what happened. She not only helped solve the case but scored a fiancé.”

      The levity helped relax everyone’s shoulders. Lonnie allowed a hint of a smile to cross his face. He added, “And a fine young man he is. I’ve tried to find faults in him, but I’m not having much luck. He wants to train me to be a day trader like him after we move.”

      A knock on the door caused Lonnie’s smile to disappear. “I told them we weren’t to be disturbed.”

      He opened the door and spoke in a firm tone. “I’m sorry, we’re in a meeting. Someone at the desk can help you.”

      A woman brushed past Lonnie and stationed herself in front of Steve. She wasn’t over five foot tall, with long, straight hair so black it had a shimmer of blue. She issued a slight bow to Steve. “Are you Detectives Smiley and McBlythe?”

      “That’s us,” said Steve.

      “My name is Li Jing. I need to hire you.”

      “Why?”

      “The police will arrest me today. I am innocent of killing Mr. Nate Johnson.”
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      Lonnie and Ingrid excused themselves, leaving Steve with Heather and Li Jing in the office. He listened carefully as Li Jing eased into a chair and spoke with hasty, coherent words. “I doubt we’ll have much time. Like I said, I didn’t kill Nate Johnson.”

      “Then why are you sure of your imminent arrest?”

      “I found a blood-stained garrote under the mattress of my bed this morning. Someone is trying to frame me for the murder. My passport shows me to be Chinese, but that’s not my nationality. I know it looks suspicious, but I can’t tell you anything else at this time.”

      Steve gave his head a nod of affirmation that he understood. He then ran through a few reasons why she couldn’t reveal her identity. The list was short. “Can I assume the passport is a forgery?”

      “By the time the police discover it is, I’ll be out on bond. Hopefully by then you’ll know who killed Mr. Johnson.”

      Steve pursed his lips as he considered how the police would react. “You’re right about the passport. That will be enough for them to arrest you.”

      “Where is the garrote?”

      “I hid it,” she said in a measured, calm voice. “I’m not who or what the police think me to be.” Her voice pleaded for understanding. “I can’t divulge more.”

      Steve leaned forward. “We work with the police, not against them.”

      “I’m familiar with your reputations. That’s why I’m trusting you. You should start with two guests staying here who go by the names Chip and Roxy Smith.”

      It was time to make the first major decision of the case. Should he risk running afoul of the law by withholding evidence? He mentally looked for a way to walk the narrow line between keeping silent and possibly committing a crime, or trusting a woman he’d just met. He thought he knew why she’d have a fake passport, but wasn’t sure.

      “If the police ask us for help in solving the murder, we’ll assist them. As for your claim about someone placing the garrote under your mattress, we won’t mention it unless they ask us.”

      Skepticism filled Heather’s words “We won’t?”

      “Not now.”

      “By helping the police solve the murder, you’ll be helping me. That’s sufficient.”

      Soft footfalls and the click of the door opening told him Li Jing had nothing more to say. A man’s voice sounded from the hallway. “Li Jing. I’m Detective Nohr. You’re under arrest for possession of a false government document and suspicion of murder.”

      Clicks of handcuffs tightening reached Steve’s ears prior to footfalls fading down the hall.

      Heather went to the door and closed it. “What are you doing? That garrote is evidence that could cost me my law license.”

      Steve nodded. “I believe we’re swimming in deep, shark-infested waters.”

      Steve and Heather stayed in the office, discussing the strange turn of events until a knock sounded, followed by Bella entering. Max made his presence known by issuing a soft purr.

      “Are you two hungry? The dining room’s open for lunch.”

      Heather walked past him. “You two go without me. I’m long overdue for a nap with Max.” She took Max’s leash and strode down the hall to get her room key.

      Bella sidled beside him and placed his hand on her arm the way he’d taught her. “Find us a table away from inquisitive guests.”

      They walked through the lobby, then down a different hallway. Bella said, “I don’t know if you remember, but this takes us to the indoor dining room.”

      “I remember it having a door leading to a veranda and outdoor seating with a bar.”

      “Good recall. There are several ways to get to the covered patio. One is through the main dining room. There’s another path from the villas.”

      “Is the dining room quieter than the patio?”

      “Uh-huh. The patio overlooks the pools and the beach. Guests with children rarely eat lunch indoors.”

      He tapped his cane on what sounded like ceramic tile until Bella pulled up short. “Here we are. I picked a table as far away from the windows as I could get. No one is near us, but we probably should keep our voices down. Noise carries in here.”

      Steve did as she recommended and dropped the volume of his voice to something softer. “Tell me about Chip and Roxy Smith.”

      “Physical description first or what they’re like?”

      “Start with physical.”

      Bella took her time, apparently arranging her thoughts. “I’ll start with Chip. I’d say he’s between forty and forty-five with wide shoulders and a barrel chest. He has a crooked nose and his left ear looks like a run-over beer can. It’s all still there, but it lacks the definition that the other has.”

      Steve nodded. “He must have spent time in the ring or on the mat.”

      “Huh?”

      “It’s called a cauliflower ear. Get hit hard enough and long enough and the bruising eventually breaks down the ear’s cartilage. It’s common among boxers. Wrestlers suffer the same fate because their heads are constantly grinding together.”

      Bella said, “I’m betting he was a boxer. His eyebrows have scars, and his hands look like small anvils.”

      “Anything else?”

      “He’s not the sharpest hook in the tackle box. I guess that’s not uncommon for people who put on padded gloves and beat the brains out of each other.”

      Steve nodded. “Not uncommon at all. What about Roxy?”

      “She’s big in a different sort of way. Top-heavy in two big ways, if you know what I mean.”

      “Ah, yeah. I do know what you mean.” He moved on. “They sound like an interesting couple. What are they like?”

      “Predictable. They follow the same routine every day: sleep late, go to the dining room at noon, he drinks three Bloody Marys, and they eat lunch. They stay in their room until it’s time for supper.” She paused. “Oh yeah, they have a bottle of gin delivered to their room every day and want us to keep their refrigerator stocked with Sprite and limes.”

      He needed clarification on one point. “You said he drinks three Bloody Marys and they eat lunch. How much does she drink?”

      “If she drinks at all, it’s only one when she comes in the dining room.”

      Steve filed the nugget of information away. “What do they do here at the resort?”

      “When they first arrived, they spent a lot of time away from the resort. Now they mostly stay in their room.”

      Steve could almost picture them, but not quite. “How old is Roxy?”

      “It’s sort of hard to tell.”

      “Why?”

      “She’s one of those women you can’t imagine as a girl. It’s like she’s always been wise to the ways of the world. Know what I mean? She’s probably mid-thirties, but could be in her forties.”

      His imagination played a five-second clip of what Bella described. He dragged a hand down his face to remove the image. “Yeah. I dealt with lots of women like Roxy when I was a cop.”

      Unfazed, Bella continued, “Her skin is very fair and she has brassy, red hair.”

      Descriptions ceased when Bella said, “They just came in. Do you want us to sit with them?”

      “Go tell the bartender to mix me a Virgin Mary. Tell him I’ll switch to Sprite made to look like a mixed drink. Make sure he understands he’s not to put alcohol in anything for me, but put an extra shot in the Smith’s drinks.”

      “I thought you didn’t like tomato juice.”

      “It’s an old trick detectives use. Get people lubricated, and more information will slide out of them.”

      Bella’s chair scraped as she pushed away from the table. “I’ll be right back.”

      Steve’s hunger came to life as aromas wafted his way. He identified steak on a grill and fresh bread baking. It took self-discipline to stay focused. He had an interview to complete; food would have to wait.

      Footsteps approached as Bella returned from her errand. He stood with cane in hand. “Introduce me to the Smiths. I’ll take it from there.”
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      Bella walked at a steady pace as they wove their way through tables and chairs that his cane brushed against. They slowed, and his guide spoke in her bright, airy voice. “Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Smith. Did Ralph take your order for Bloody Marys yet?”

      A woman’s raspy voice replied. “Hi-ya, Bella. Yeah. Ralph’s on it today.”

      The male voice asked, “Did ya’ get a new bartender? My drink has a good kick to it. Who’s your friend?”

      “This is Steve Smiley. Next to Adam and my dad, he’s the most important man in my life. He and his business partner are here for my wedding.”

      Bella kept speaking before they could respond. “Steve and Heather found my parents. When I was a small child, a man kidnapped me and raised me as his adopted daughter.”

      “Ya’ don’t say. That’s a story I’d like to hear. Join us, if ya’ can. Skip and I ain’t got nothing better to do today than hear a good story about kidnappin’.”

      The sandpaper voice of the man said, “Yeah. Youse guys join us.”

      The accents were thicker than expected. In his imagination, Steve saw a bulky former boxer and street fighter from the blue-collar side of the Hudson River. “Pleased to meet you. Your accents tell me you hail from New Jersey.”

      “That’s us,” said Roxy. “All the way from Hoboken.”

      Bella announced, “Here’s Ralph with your drink, Steve. I’m putting it right in front of you. Do you want me to get rid of the celery stick?”

      “Please. Those stringy things always get caught in my teeth.” He allowed enough time for Bella to take out the stalk before picking up the glass and downing half of it. He settled it on the table and issued an “Ahh” of satisfaction. “I can’t think of a better way to start a day.”

      “You’re talking my language,” said Skip.

      From the sound of ice clinking in his glass, Steve believed Skip had downed everything but the vegetables and the ice.

      “Bottoms up, Steve. I hate to drink alone.”

      Bella took care of ordering a second round. As they waited for Ralph to deliver round two of what promised to be many. Roxy waved off a second drink.

      Steve needed to keep things light and get them comfortable. People usually loved to talk about themselves. “Is this your first trip to St. Croix?”

      A hesitation preceded Roxy’s response. “We try to get out of Jersey now and then.”

      He made a mental note that she didn’t come close to answering his question, so he took up where she left off. “It’s my second time to come to this slice of paradise. There’s nothing like sitting on the balcony of my room, sipping something tall and cool all afternoon, and listening to the waves and birds.”

      Skip spoke again. “Squeeze a wedge of lime in it, and you can listen to the waves until midnight.”

      Steve tilted his head toward Bella. “Is it afternoon yet?”

      “Three minutes after.”

      “Good. I feel a third round coming on.”

      “Make mine gin and Sprite,” said Skip.

      Round after round of drinks arrived at the table. Skip drank doubles while Roxy switched to water. Steve made a point of avoiding direct questions. He and Bella took turns recounting how a well-known hunter-television personality kidnapped her from the beach beyond the swimming pools.

      Bella showed she could find the good in almost any situation by stating, “I was angry at first, but I’m okay now with how things turned out, even though I was seventeen before Steve and Heather reunited me with Mom and Dad.” Her voice cracked, but only for a second. “I have Blake Brumley to thank for making me into a television personality.”

      Roxy asked, “What kind of show did you have?”

      “Hunting,” said Bella in her chipper voice. “I went all over the world filming with the man I called Daddy. We killed so many animals.”

      “Like what?” asked Skip.

      “I killed a cape buffalo when I was seven.”

      Steve added, “She’s telling the truth. The old episodes are hard to find, but they’re still out there. Search for Bella Brumley and follow the thread.”

      “Brumley?” said Skip, with mistrust in his voice. “Your parents’ name ain’t Brumley.”

      “Everyone in show business advised I keep Brumley instead of my legal name. I’m glad I did. It made the transition from hunting to fishing shows and modeling easy. I use Swenson here on the island.”

      Roxy asked, “Do you still do fishing shows?”

      “I had a show for several years. We filmed here in the Caribbean. Now I appear as a guest on other shows. There’s plenty of offers coming in. Also, I model sportswear.”

      “You’re still doing that?” asked Steve.

      “Yeah, but I’m being a lot more selective with the products I endorse.”

      “Honey,” said Roxy. “You got everything in all the right places. You’re drippin’ with innocence, and that makes men drool.” She ran her finger around the rim of her glass. “Few girls are smart enough to keep the best parts hidden away. It’s curiosity that keeps the customers coming back.”

      Steve was getting a good read on Skip and Roxy, but he wanted to see if he could mine something more specific. He heard Bella shift in her chair. When she didn’t reply to Roxy’s statement, he figured she was uncomfortable or embarrassed by it, so he asked the couple, “How long did you say you two have been here in St. Croix?”

      “A couple of weeks, this time,” said Skip.

      Steve took a long drink of sweet soda and set the glass down again. “I’m looking for a new adventure while I’m on vacation, but I have limited options. What would you recommend, Skip?”

      “I dunno.”

      Steve spoke as if he had a flash of inspiration. “Let’s me and you go parasailing.”

      “Para-what?”

      Bella explained. “It’s like water skiing, but instead of sliding across the water on skis, you strap on a parachute, and a boat with a long rope snatches you off a pier or the beach. You go up, up, and away. It’s a blast.”

      “There’re two things wrong with your idea, Steve,” said Roxy. “Skip doesn’t go near the ocean, and he’s not fond of heights.”

      Skip countered with, “Heights ain’t too bad, but I’ll leave the water to the fishes.”

      Steve intentionally slurred his words. “It took me a while to go back in the water after a double homicide I worked. We dragged a couple of guys out of the Houston Ship Channel. There wasn’t enough left of them to get a positive ID. Forensics got lucky with dental records. It turned out to be a gang killing.”

      Roxy didn’t react, an indication she knew quite a bit about him and Heather. He wasn’t so sure about Skip.

      The drinks were having their effect on Skip. He responded with a chilling chuckle. “Yeah. Ain’t nothin’ like cement shoes and a dip in the Hudson.”

      This gave Steve all the information needed to get started on investigating the couple from New Jersey. He ended the conversation by turning to Bella and saying, “I’ve been awake since two this morning. Take me to my room?”

      “What about lunch?” asked Bella.

      “I drank it.”

      This earned a hearty laugh from Skip. He added, “You’re a fun guy. Let’s drink our lunch again sometime.”

      “Yeah. Then we can go parasailing.”

      “That’ll take more than we drank today,” Skip slurred.

      Steve reached for his cane and pretended it fell in Bella’s lap. She played along. “Let’s get you to your room.”

      He leaned heavily on her until she whispered, “They can’t hear us. We’re almost in the hall.”

      “I know. The floor changed textures.” They took a few more steps, and Steve corrected his posture. “That’s better.”

      “Do you want to go to your room?”

      “Please. I need something to soak up all the Sprite. A cheeseburger and fries from room service should do the trick. Then, I’ll dictate my notes from our chat with Skip and Roxy and email them to Heather. Remind me later that I have a job for you.”
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      They stepped into the elevator, and the doors were closing when a small voice said, “Wait for me.”

      The doors whisked open again, and the same small voice asked, “Mister, why do you have a white stick?”

      “Because I can’t see. The stick helps me not run into things.”

      “You can’t see anything?”

      “Not with my eyes, but that doesn’t mean I can’t tell where you’ve been or what you’ve been doing.”

      “How can you do that if you’re blind?”

      Instead of answering, Steve said, “You’ve been swimming in the ocean. You’re wearing a bathing suit, water shoes, and a T-shirt. You also kicked a dead fish with your right foot.”

      “I didn’t kick it. I stepped on it.”

      “You also picked it up then wiped your hands on your shirt.”

      The door slid open. “I also wiped ’em on my bathing suit. You’re smart for someone who can’t see.”

      All three stepped into the hall. “Do you want me to tell you where you got those shoes you’re wearing?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Right now, you got them in the hallway.”

      The boy complained as Steve laughed. “You tricked me. I thought you meant where my mom bought them.”

      “Words are tricky. They can mean more than one thing.” Steve reached out with his cane. “You can use that joke on your parents and friends.”

      “I will, but I’ll have to wait to trick my mom. It’s just me and Dad here. They’re getting a divorce. I think it stinks.”

      “Worse than that fish you picked up?”

      “Yeah. A lot worse.” He paused. “I’ll see ya’ around.” Squishy shoes padded down the hall.

      Once inside Steve’s room, Bella said, “You’d have made a great dad.”

      “Not me. I was tied to my job and would have messed up a perfectly good kid.” He took in a deep breath. “I don’t want you to worry or say anything, but I have a sinking feeling about Heather and Jack.”

      He heard the concern in Bella’s voice. “Are you sure?”

      “No, but him not coming with us is out of character.” He gathered his thoughts. “The only reason I’m mentioning it is so you don’t get blindsided if he doesn’t show up.”

      “Thanks. I was going to ask Heather what’s going on. What should I do?”

      “There’s not much anyone can do. We’ll have to let things play out. She doesn’t want to say or do anything that she thinks will upset you this close to your wedding.”

      “Have you tried to find out what’s going on?”

      He answered her question with one of his own. “If the situation was reversed and you and Adam were going through a rough patch, would you want me butting into your private life?”

      “Not until I asked you.”

      “Exactly. She hasn’t asked.”

      “How should I treat her?”

      “Ask her questions about the case. Give her your perspective on the interview today. Tell her about your plans to live in Puerto Rico and Houston.”

      “It will probably be near you, north of Houston.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “In other words, you want me to talk about anything but Jack.”

      “Unless she brings it up, that’s my plan.”

      “I understand.” She hesitated a tick of the clock. “What do you think about Skip and Roxy?”

      Steve didn’t hesitate. “They’re up to no good.”

      “Do you think they’re responsible for Nate’s murder?”

      “Ask me again a week from now. For now, I’ll give Heather something to think about besides Jack not coming with us.”

      “You don’t want me to collect background information on them?”

      Steve shook his head. “You have a wedding to concentrate on. If Jack doesn’t show up in a week, I’ll need your help.”

      Bella wasn’t one to give up so easy. “Mom’s coordinated so many weddings, she can do it in her sleep. What if I duplicate what Heather’s doing, just for practice? Who knows, I might accidentally turn up something she misses.”

      “If you do anything, keep it on the down-low. The only person you can tell is Adam. Get used to sharing things like this with him.” He slipped the key in the lock of his door. “Your parents and Heather will feed me to the fish if they find out I have you working on a case this close to your wedding.”

      Bella placed her hand on his arm. “Mom and Dad were really looking forward to selling this resort. Who will want to buy it now?”

      “It will be interesting to see who shows interest.”
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      Heather stabbed the red icon with her finger, threw her phone on the bed, and walked to the sliding glass door that opened to her balcony. She stared without paying much attention to the people frolicking in the pool. Beyond that noisy group, she noted the small waves that scurried to shore and retreated just as fast. They reminded her of a young child who bravely approached the tiny waves, only to run back to their mother when the next one threatened.

      Her thoughts were back in Conroe, Texas, where Jack lived and practiced law. She turned and gave her phone one more hateful look. It had betrayed her by not being able to connect with her betrothed. Deep down, she knew it was childish nonsense to think her phone was the culprit, but just like a child, she wanted something, or someone, to blame.

      “Snap out of it,” she said to herself. The words came out sounding as hollow as a drained coconut. Disgusted with herself, she spoke out loud. “I’m a successful woman, not given to flights of fancy or irrational thoughts. Pull yourself together and do something constructive. Call Steve and see what progress he’s made.” Li Jing’s face came into her mind. “At least I’m not sitting in jail with a murder charge hanging over my head.”

      She picked up the house phone and called Steve’s room. He answered on the fourth ring. She didn’t give him a chance to
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