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      This book is dedicated to everyone who has decided to follow a new career path in some point in their life and continued striving to achieve their goal, even when life got in the way. In this book, that is Katrina Faulkner. After years spent working behind the scenes for the CEO of a small manufacturing plant in the Midwest, she has decided to step into the spotlight as a singer at local clubs in central Florida. But her road to the stage hasn’t been smooth. She’s already had to postpone her appearances when diagnosed with breast cancer. Now recovered, she’s ready to get on with her life. Then events beyond her control once again force her to postpone her plans.
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      “Six Dot,” Katrina Faulkner, otherwise known as Kat, pronounced as she discarded her mah jongg tile.

      Her best friends and fellow mah jongg players—Sydney Bonner, Marianne Putnam and Micki Demetrius—stared back at her. Marianne, her former red hair now fading, put their amazement into words. “You missed your opportunity to claim the Joker Micki used for a Six Dot.”

      “I did, didn’t I?” Kat replied. “I, uh, guess my mind was elsewhere.” Certainly not here in the Community Center of the central Florida town of Serendipity Springs.

      Micki, almost as tall as Syd at nearly six feet, tucked a strand of her shoulder-length black hair behind an ear, making the white streak running through it even more pronounced. “Daydreaming about that hunky sheriff, Rick Formero, I’ll bet, since things are warming up between the two of you.”

      Kat offered her friends a tepid smile. “I wasn’t sure after that last case we handled—against his wishes—if we’d ever be able to be friends, let alone something more.”

      “But … ” Marianne pushed.

      How much did she want to reveal? Rick was still angry at her decision to join her three pals in their recent crime-solving efforts despite his objections. Fortunately, their investigation hadn’t crossed the line and required he arrest them, as he’d threatened, and they had been instrumental in discovering the killer. But once again, Rick and his deputies had to extract them from a life-threatening situation. “He’s called a few times to check on me, which indicates he’s still interested. But it’s taking him time to work through our conflicting goals.”

      “Have you at least had a date or two?”

      Micki, the only divorcee in their little group, really needed to find a man of her own. She was showing too much interest in Kat’s love life. “He’s mentioned getting together for dinner but hasn’t pursued it. I guess the sheriff’s department was very busy over the holidays.”

      “How’s the revival of your career as a chanteuse coming?” Syd asked, getting them off the topic of the sheriff.

      “Actually, that’s what was on my mind when I missed that Joker. After hounding me for months to come on their bill, Lombardi’s Supper Club is now reluctant to offer me a contract.”

      “What?” all three replied in unison.

      “What objection could anyone have to your singing?” Marianne rearranged her tiles.

      Kat raised her hands surrender-style. “I don’t know. No one will give me a straight answer. Thanks to you guys, my wardrobe is ready to go, I’ve got my repertoire lined up and my rehearsals are going great. Now, all that’s on hold.”

      They had continued play during this discussion, but no one paid much attention. Kat’s situation was too troubling. “What can we do to help?” asked Syd, the group’s unofficial leader.

      An unexpected tear came to Kat’s eye. These friends never failed to amaze her with their support and loyalty. It would have been nice to have had such a network in the years before she retired and spent all her non-work hours taking care of her ailing mother. “Thanks, but unless you can find out why the club is stalled on my contract, there’s not much you can do. Other than excuse my distractedness.”

      Silver-haired Syd squeezed her hand. “Oh, Kat, I’m so sorry. Even though I volunteered to manage your appearance, I thought you’d sewn up the details of your performance long ago or I would’ve insisted on handling the arrangements. Who have you been dealing with? Maybe I could light a fire under them.”

      “The manager, Shane Bolton, doubles as their booking agent. He’s the one who first approached me about appearing there. He assured me they could meet my asking price and conditions. Then, out of the blue, he began tap-dancing around the issue when I pushed to see a contract. Recently, he won’t even return my calls.”

      “But they’re still interested, right?” Marianne asked.

      “Yes. Every time I talked to him, he never failed to tell me how much they’re looking forward to my being there. But when I asked what’s holding up the contract, he hedged.”

      Now it was Micki who patted Kat’s hand. “Lombardi’s isn’t the only place you could sing. Have you considered checking around? You don’t have to take this kind of treatment.”

      “Thanks, Mick. Yes, I’ve considered going elsewhere with my act, but I’m still holding out hope the Lombardi people will follow through. They’ve been around longer than Serendipity Springs and are highly regarded by regional music critics. If I make my name there, I’m on my way.”

      “Tell you what,” Syd said, “why don’t you and I pay a visit to Mr. Bolton? Maybe in person you can move this along.”

      Made sense, although Syd’s logic usually did. As well as her take-charge approach to life. Exactly what was needed in her former career as dean of women at a small Eastern college. Kat wished a little bit of that would rub off on her. Not that she hadn’t always been on top of things, especially when she was executive assistant to a Midwestern manufacturing CEO. But that was behind the scenes. She’d become an expert at getting things accomplished. For someone else. Not for herself, especially when it involved person-to-person confrontations.

      “I appreciate the offer, Syd, but I’m afraid if I push this too hard, I’ll lose the opportunity.”

      “The opportunity is theirs, Kat,” Marianne said. “Syd’s idea is a good one. Don’t let this stalemate linger or you’ll send the message people can walk all over you. Not that we want to produce a diva, but you need to strut your stuff more.”

      “She’s right,” Micki replied. “I’d offer to go with you, Kat, but this is your show. Literally.”

      “Mah Jongg,” Syd pronounced.

      Good grief, she’d forgotten about the game. Kat threw her non-winning tiles into the center of the table and paid Syd her quarter. “Would you all mind playing three-handed the rest of the afternoon? My mind’s just not functioning today.” Huge request. None of them enjoyed playing three-handed, but it happened every so often when members of their group weren’t available.

      Syd answered for all three of them. “That’s a good idea. In fact, we could end play early and all go with you for coffee.”

      “No, you all stay here. I don’t like putting a damper on your afternoon. I’ll go home and treat myself to a long bath and hot tea afterwards. I need time to think.”

      “Go do your think,” Micki said. “We’ll check in with you later. This will work out, one way or another. Don’t stress. Stress leads to overeating, and you’ll never fit into your costumes if you do.” She poked her in the ribs.

      Leave it to Micki to focus on her wardrobe, but she was right. “Thanks, guys.” She gathered her purse and departed as quietly as she could so as not to raise the interest of the other players. Micki had talked her into purchasing some very expensive bath salts on one of their shopping expeditions. Time to enjoy a little luxury.
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      “Poor Kat. Now that she’s recuperated from her breast cancer, I’d hoped she could get back to her singing career full force,” Marianne said once Kat left.

      “The stall on the contract mystifies me,” Syd replied. “If they were anxious to get her before, what happened to change their minds?”

      “That’s what I’ve been wondering,” Micki said. “Makes me want to go over there and shake it loose.” Her words hung in the air.

      Funny Micki should suggest they take action. Syd had been mulling over that very thing since hearing about Kat’s tribulations. “You know, maybe we could do something like that. No shaking, of course, but perhaps a few strategic questions aimed at the right parties?”

      “How ’bout the three of us go out for dinner?” Marianne asked. “I’ll bet our husbands would be amenable to a pizza delivery tonight.”

      “As much as I want to give someone a piece of my mind, how will Kat react to us cutting into her business?” Micki asked.

      Syd had been having the same thought. “You’re right, there’s that. But she’s so polite and soft-spoken, she could use a boost. As her manager, I think this is one of those times I take action.”

      “We’ll follow your lead, Syd,” Marianne said.

      Three hours later, the trio was shown to a table at Lombardi’s. The rest of the restaurant was empty.

      “Oh, are we too early?” Syd asked as they floated over the thick, dark blue carpet.

      “We’re open for dinner,” their waiter said, “but we don’t usually get many patrons for another hour or so.”

      “Good to know,” Syd told him as he seated her. “That gives us the opportunity to chat with your manager, if he’s here.” She kept her tone pleasant and non-threatening.

      Her question caused a momentary lull between taking her seat and the waiter helping Marianne and Micki. “Uh, sure. I’ll see if he’s available. What should I tell him is the reason you’re asking for him?”

      Marianne took her turn. “We understand he also books your talent. We’d like to discuss that part of his job.”

      The waiter retreated faster than he might have under normal circumstances. They sat there without menus for a couple of minutes before a tall, lanky man in his late twenties made his way toward them. His stride was fast yet somewhat unsure.

      He offered a faux smile when he reached their table. “I understand you ladies requested to see me?”

      “We’ve been told that besides serving as the manager, you also do the talent booking,” Syd began.

      He continued to stand, apparently believing the old adage that the highest one in the room had the most power. “That’s correct.” He also appeared to subscribe to the policy of keeping his responses brief and to the point.

      “We just learned today that a singer you’ve been courting to appear here has yet to be signed. We’re fans of hers and have been following her career for some time. We’d been looking forward to hearing her perform again. This news is very disappointing.”

      He chose to act uninformed. “Who are we talking about?”

      “Katrina Faulkner,” Micki said.

      “Did she put you up to this?”

      He was choosing to be argumentative. “Oh, no,” Marianne rushed to say. “We were just curious, because we’d hate to see your establishment suffer because you were unable to come to terms with her.”

      He twisted his hands together and glanced over his shoulder more than once. “If it were up to me, these negotiations would have been settled days ago.” He didn’t elaborate.

      “Then I take it this decision isn’t up to you,” Syd said. “Who doesn’t want her here? And why?” She was going for the jugular. This would be the time he’d walk away, if he didn’t feel he could say more.

      He shot a look toward the area from which he’d emerged. Must be offices. “Under most circumstances, at least in the past, determining whose name will be on our marquee has been under my purview. However, recent changes in management have changed that.”

      “Oh, I see,” said Marianne, ever the conciliator. “Well, actually, I don’t. Are you able to tell us more?”

      He bit his lip, his earlier composure slipping slightly. “Lombardi’s was recently sold to an outside party, although the Lombardi name was retained. The understanding was he’d remain in the background, and as manager, I would continue to maintain the Lombardi way of doing things. That hasn’t been the case.”

      Bolton’s story reminded Syd of her days in school administration. New blood sometimes at first claimed they wouldn’t change anything, but the need to make a name for themselves and prove their hiring had been the right decision was too tempting, and they wound up wreaking havoc on the old order. “Could you give us a name?” Syd asked.

      “It’s public information. Roger Flower. He maintains an office downtown in the Jacaranda Building. The rest you’ll have to discover on your own. Please excuse me; I need to get back to my duties.” He didn’t give them a chance to reply but turned on his heel and fled.

      Micki made a face. “Darn! I would’ve liked to find out why that guy objected to Kat.”

      “At least we got a name,” Marianne said. “Roger Flower. I’ve heard the name but can’t place him at the moment.”

      Syd made a quick decision. They weren’t through helping Kat just yet. “Let’s eat fast and then go find out all we can about Roger Flower.”
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      The day after Kat left the mah jongg game early, she and Syd sat in Flower’s outer office waiting to learn why the contract had been stalled. Though she kept telling herself Syd and the other two meant well, she wished they would have left the matter of her contract to her.

      “You three beat me to the punch,” she told Syd. “I’d already decided to pay a visit to Shane Bolton myself until you called me last night to let me know you took it upon yourselves to visit Lombardi’s.”

      “We simply saved you that step, since Bolton just passed us along to this Flower person.”

      “I appreciate your assistance, but this is my problem. I hate the idea of you carrying my water.”

      “I get that in your former career you were the one who supported someone else, but now you’re the talent. This is the way things are handled in the entertainment world, right?”

      “Well, yes, I guess so, but this is different. I’m responsible for letting this stalemate continue so long. I should be the one to end it.”

      “You are ending it, my friend. By bringing in your big guns. Me.” Syd nudged her.  “Remember, we agreed you’d let me do the talking. You’re the talent. I’m the mouthpiece.”

      After waiting patiently for ten more minutes, the spindly young woman with washed out blond hair who patrolled the outer office ushered them into the private domain of Roger Flower. “Thank you for seeing us on such short notice without an appointment,” Syd told him.

      “When I heard the famous Katrina Faulkner was asking to see me, I couldn’t resist the temptation to meet you,” Flower said, breaking Kat’s reflections and bringing her abruptly back to the present. He indicated she and Syd should sit. Though not drop-dead handsome, Flower was tall, tan and slender and dressed in an expensive suit. The furnishings in his office matched his taste in clothes. “Did my administrative assistant offer you something to drink?”

      Syd answered for both of them, taking the lead immediately, and waved away his offer. “Thank you. We’re fine. I’m Sydney Bonner, Ms. Faulkner’s manager.”

      Though he raised a brow at that revelation, he didn’t comment. Instead, he took his own chair behind his desk, a sleek, light Scandinavian model with very little on top. He leaned back in his chair and studied them. “So? To what do I owe this visit?” He spoke as if he had all the time in the world for surprise visits and he couldn’t wait to hear what they had to say.

      Syd went right to the point. “I understand you oppose Ms. Faulkner appearing at Lombardi’s. We’re here to learn why.”

      He didn’t show the least sign of being caught off guard by her statement or temerity in making it. “Ah, Lombardi’s. One of my recent ventures.”

      That was all he was going to say?

      Syd exchanged a look with Kat, and they both made ready to rise. “Apparently you aren’t prepared to share that information.”

      He raised his right hand as a symphony conductor might just before the downbeat. “Please, don’t go. There seems to be some sort of misunderstanding here. I don’t oppose your performing, Ms. Faulkner. In fact, I’m delighted the club will be gaining your sense of class.”

      She’d been prepared to convince him to change his mind. Or let Syd do that. His immediate capitulation was unexpected. “That’s good to know,” Kat replied, momentarily forgetting Syd’s admonition to remain silent.

      Syd unobtrusively touched Kat’s hand to remind her not to speak. “Why did she receive a different impression?”

      He leaned forward and addressed Kat directly. “It’s true. I haven’t signed the contract yet but certainly not because I didn’t want you to perform. I wanted to send a message to my staff not to expect me to rubber-stamp their actions. I don’t intend to take an active role in the business, but that doesn’t mean they can operate without me.” He offered a glowing smile. “I’m sorry if this created a problem. Not a good way for us to begin our business relationship.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” Kat said.

      “No, it wasn’t,” Syd also said. “Her social media fans have been anticipating her appearance at your club. They would’ve been very irritated had that not come to pass. I trust your statement now means you will rectify this situation immediately?”

      Wow, Syd had her lawyer-speak down pat. It had probably been necessary in her past life to make her point with students. Who knew she had social media fans? Or was that just part of the spiel?

      “I’ll make the call as soon as you leave. You can expect a contract in your email today, Ms. Faulkner.”

      Syd having accomplished her mission, the two of them rose in sync. “Thank you,” Syd said.

      “I’m looking forward to appearing at Lombardi’s,” Kat told him.

      Flower stood also and came around the desk to shake both their hands, Kat first, then Syd.

      They were down the hall and in the elevator headed for the first floor when Kat abruptly pulled up. “Oh, rats. I left my sweater back there.” Syd proceeded to the front door, and Kat retraced her route to Flower’s office. The woman who’d shown them into the man’s private office was away from her desk. The door was still open following their departure, and she could hear his voice coming through loud and clear. His comments caused her to stop in her tracks.

      “I am not pleased about this, Bolton. Not pleased at all.” He paused. “I was caught off guard. She and her manager came prancing into my office like this Faulkner woman was the hottest property in town. I had no other choice but to tell her there’d been a mix-up in communications. Now we’re stuck with her.” More listening. “No, we can’t renege on the dates of her appearance. This already looks fishy enough. Especially to that manager of hers.”

      Kat backed away as noiselessly as possible. Her sweater could wait for another day. There was no way she’d interrupt Flower now.

      “Where’s your sweater?” Syd asked as Kat climbed into the car. “Had he left already and locked his office?”

      “He was still there.” She brought Syd up to speed, although in her angry state, she was barely able to get out the words. She might come across as laid-back, but she didn’t like being duped.

      “He really said that? I believe you, but maybe you misinterpreted his words.”

      “‘Now we’re stuck with her?’ Sounds pretty clear to me.”

      “It didn’t change your mind about singing there, did it? You haven’t signed the contract yet.”

      “No, I’m still interested. Lombardi’s will be a great place to relaunch my career. But we both need to closely examine the contract before I sign. I don’t want to get myself into an untenable situation.”

      They drove in silence a bit, each giving in to her own thoughts.

      “You’re awfully quiet. We just won that round.,” Syd shot her a sideways glance. “You should be wearing a smile a mile wide, but you’re frowning. What’s up?”

      “Something about Roger Flower doesn’t equate. He was gracious and hospitable enough when we arrived, even charming, although it came across to me as somewhat superficial.”

      “We did show up without an appointment.”

      “True.”

      “First and foremost, he’s a businessman. It was his prerogative to say one thing to our faces and another to his underling.”

      “Agreed, but it’s the total change in his tone I overheard that doesn’t feel right to me,” Kat replied. Thinking of him as two-faced didn’t go far enough to describe her churning stomach.

      “Okay, I’m not dismissing your apprehension, but you’ve worked in the business world. You know how sometimes you can’t go by words alone. You also have to judge by the actions. Wait until you review the contract, then decide how you feel.”

      Syd had a point. How many times had she counseled the same to her former boss? “You’re right. I just hope the contract arrives soon. I don’t like being in limbo.”
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      Marianne and Beau pulled into their garage following a short excursion to the Brevard Zoo. Ever since they’d been caught in a life-and-death situation in the midst of an approaching hurricane, they’d been spending more quality time together, having realized how fleeting life could be.

      “I never realized what a gem we have in that zoo,” Marianne said as she gathered her things to get out of the car.

      “And not that far away.” He gave her an affectionate squeeze once they were inside the house. “We need to do more of this. Just you and me.”

      “Agreed,” she responded, giving him a fond peck on the cheek.

      They’d barely settled in when the doorbell rang. Beau answered it, Marianne right behind him.

      “Vince! What a nice surprise,” Beau said, pulling his son into a bear hug.

      Their older son stepped out of the embrace and offered what appeared to be a tentative smile. “Mom, Dad. A last-minute business trip to Orlando just popped up. On impulse, I rented a car and came to visit my parents. Got room for an overnight guest?”

      “Of course,” Marianne replied. “We’ll take advantage of whatever time you have to catch up. How long has it been since we saw you last?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. But I’ve been so busy at my job, it’s not that easy to get here that often.”

      Vince hadn’t changed much since they’d seen him last, when they’d visited him in Seattle. His beard was scruffier, if that was possible without calling it a beard, but he didn’t appear to have put on any weight. He looked so much like a young Beau with his six-foot height and brown hair. He even had Beau’s dark blue eyes. It was good to see him, although Marianne couldn’t help wondering what had prompted this visit. There might really have been a last-minute trip to Orlando, but Vince would have more likely asked them to join him for dinner there rather than drive to Serendipity Springs. He’d taken a chance they’d even be home, especially since they’d just returned from their trek to the zoo.

      Still, she didn’t want to spoil this homecoming. “You’re looking very healthy and fit these days,” she told him after they’d embraced and he’d delivered a perfunctory kiss.

      “You noticed. I’ve joined a health club. Try to work out as much as I can.” He took a step back and took in their appearances. “You two look pretty good yourselves, especially considering how you were almost done in not so long ago.”

      So that’s why he was here. Marianne sensed a lecture coming, but she kept that thought to herself as they moved from the entryway into the living room.

      “My suitcase is still in the car. Didn’t know if you’d be here or not.”

      You could’ve called. In fact, that was the main way they kept in touch these days, primarily texting. Why hadn’t he?

      “Hand me the car keys and I’ll get it,” Beau said.

      Vince shook his head. “That’s okay, Dad. I’ll retrieve it later. Let’s just sit and talk.”

      Talk? Since when had Vince been one to put chatting high on his to-do list? Beau didn’t seem the least bit concerned about the direction this visit was taking. He settled next to their son on the couch, his arm draped across the back, like he feared Vince might take off any minute. Though there was still room on the other side of Vince on the couch, she settled instead in a club chair next to them, curious what the topic of the “chat” would be.

      Vince scoped out the room, family photos, end tables, figurines. “I like how you’ve blended some of the things from our old house in Pennsylvania with these newer pieces. You seem to have really settled in here.”

      “It’s like we never lived up north, except for a few reminders sprinkled throughout,” Beau replied, falling right into his son’s patter.

      “We’ve lived in Florida over three years, so we’ve had time to establish a new look,” Marianne added.

      “Ouch! Even I, insensitive clod that I am, can hear the veiled suggestion I haven’t been here enough.”

      Beau shot her a less than veiled frown, telegraphing she should lay off the guilt trip. Was that what she’d been doing? His surprise visit had thrown her, probably because she suspected there was more behind it than his just taking advantage of being in the area. But she still hadn’t figured out what. And she wanted to figure it out before he sprung it on them. “Sorry, dear, as much as your father and I would like to see you and your brother and his family more frequently, we accept the fact that your jobs require you to live at a distance.”

      “And you’re here now,” Beau said. “Let’s make the most of your time with us. What would you like to do?”

      Vince eyed Marianne. “Top of my list, one of Mom’s special dinners. That is, if you’re up for it?”

      “Of course! I’d like nothing better than to fix one of your favorites.”

      Their son’s expression appeared to close in. “I wasn’t sure if you were still preparing meals when it’s so much more convenient to eat out.”

      “This is your mom you’re talking to, boy,” Beau said. “Few things make her happier than spending time in her kitchen. Oh, and her new pastime of writing one-act plays.”

      “That’s right. How’s that going, Mom? Has Broadway called yet?”

      He was probably just being kind, but she never missed an opportunity to talk about her new love. “I’ve only completed a few, but I’m really enjoying it. I’m hoping one of these days the community theater will produce one of them.”

      “That would be great.” He shifted position, crossed his legs. “So, what’s the deal with this amateur detective work I’ve been hearing about?”

      And there it was, the reason for this visit. Had Beau shared that tidbit with him or his brother? She’d had a nice, long phone conversation with her daughter-in-law, Rita, a week or so back, and the subject of some of the murder investigations in which she’d participated came up. But it hadn’t seemed to faze Rita. She’d probably told Rob, their other son, but if he’d been concerned, he would have gotten in touch with her immediately. But Rob and Vince texted almost daily. Vince must have learned about her “cases” through his brother.

      “Ah, you’ve heard about your mother helping the local authorities solve a few homicides. I’ve even been involved with a few myself.”

      The man who had complained at times about her and the other three getting so carried away finding murderers had thankfully not brought up his concerns. At least not yet.

      Vince bit a lip, taking his time replying. “You make it sound like playing amateur detective is just like Mom’s playwriting. Catching killers is serious business.”

      “Of course it is,” Marianne replied. “Your father and I, as well as our friends, are quite aware of the dangers.”

      “Awareness is one thing. Actually participating is another. Why would the authorities allow untrained novices anywhere near their cases? Surely they haven’t asked for your help.”

      Marianne stole a glance at Beau. Did he feel as put-upon as she? This was the same son they’d lectured time and again when he was in high school about taking needless chances on his skateboard.

      Before Beau could answer, she took the lead. “The authorities may have modern-day law enforcement equipment and techniques at their disposal, but they can’t always gather the type of information private citizens can. That’s where our friends and us came in.”

      “Information gathering? You mean peeking into other people’s mail and listening at doorways?”

      Where had he gotten that impression of detective work?

      Beau responded before she could get past her son’s mistaken assumption. “Nothing of the sort.” He cocked his head. “Although I suppose our efforts could come to that at some time.”

      “You mean you’re not done with this business?”

      “It’s not like we’ve hung out a shingle advertising our services. We haven’t sought out any of these cases,” Marianne told him.

      Vince swiped a hand through his hair. “Cases? Good God, Mom. Do you hear yourself? You’ve even picked up police jargon.”

      Time to cut to the chase. “What are we really talking about, Vince? It sounds to me like you object to your father’s and my investigative activities.”

      Beau sent her a cautioning look. “Come now, Marianne. He didn’t say anything like that.”

      Vince rose and stepped across to the front window. “I may not have said as much, but Mom’s right. I object to the two of you getting involved in murder cases. From what I’ve heard, you nearly got yourselves killed recently. You both worked hard to give Rob and me good lives. Now that you’re retired, you should be taking it easy, enjoying the life you’ve made for yourselves here in Florida, not allowing homicidal maniacs to cut it short for you.”

      “This hasn’t been a thrill-seeking venture for us,” Beau replied. “Like your mother said, we haven’t sought out cases to investigate. People have come to us and asked for our help.”

      Good for Beau!

      “You didn’t have to agree. Did they at least pay you for your services?”

      “For our expenses, yes,” Marianne answered. “But we’re not in this for the money. For the most part, we’ve actually enjoyed our investigations.”

      Their son started to say something, then stopped. Instead, he released a deep sigh, his shoulders collapsing. “Okay. I’ve said my piece. Let’s table this discussion for now and enjoy one of your great dinners, Mom.”

      How could she argue with that? On the other hand, Vince hadn’t conceded. He’d simply postponed. Probably planned to call his brother and plan the next offensive. Fine. That would give Beau and her an opportunity to lay out their defense. Mom and Dad could hold their own in this contest.
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      The Thursday before Kat’s first appearance, her housekeeper, Greta, appeared at the door of the music room where Kat was rehearsing. “Sheriff Formero is here. Should I show him back here?”

      “Of course. Why don’t you see if he wants coffee or anything to eat while you’re on your way?”

      A minute later, Rick Formero entered the room followed by Greta, who carried a tray loaded with a pitcher of lemonade, two ice-filled glasses and a plate of cookies. After Greta took her leave, Kat poured the beverage for both of them.

      “All I said was that I could use a drink of water,” Rick began, when it was just the two of them.

      “Hope you don’t mind Greta’s overkill. I don’t get many visitors for her to spoil.” She offered a pointed smile. “That includes you.”

      “Yeah, well, I’ve been busy with sheriff stuff. There’s plenty for me to do even with the so-called help you and your friends insist on providing.”

      Apparently he was still irked about her gang inserting themselves in a recent murder investigation. She got it, although what were they supposed to do when friends prevailed upon them to prove they weren’t the culprit? “Did you stop by to wish me luck on opening night?”

      His lips should have curved upward. Instead, if possible, his frown increased. “About that? Seems all my officers as well as the civilian staff are anxious to see you perform. Everyone wants off that night.”

      “That’s wonderful. I’m so glad they want to support me.” Why wasn’t he smiling?

      “That, and truth be told, several are just curious to see the woman who managed to turn my life upside down.”

      “Upside down? How flattering. Wait. Should I be concerned that statement was in the past tense?”

      He retreated a step and rubbed the back of his neck. “Give me time to get past the fact that you and your friends haven’t listened to my concerns when it’s come to investigating murders. I’m still disappointed you didn’t consult me before buying that ranch. What I came to say is that I won’t be there Monday night. With so many of my people wanting the night off, I’m reduced to a skeleton staff of myself and a few rookies.” His eyes focused somewhere over her shoulder.

      He wouldn’t be there for her opening night? The news hit her like a door slamming in her face. “I, uh, I’m sorry to hear that, Rick.” She really needed him there as her good luck charm, but she refrained from saying as much. “I had no idea how it would affect your schedule when I sent the special invites to your people.”

      “You’re there for four nights this first time, right? I’m sure I’ll be able to stop by on one of them.”

      He wasn’t even committing to a specific night? “Okay. I’ll make sure to reserve a table for you if you let me know when you’re coming.” She tried to sound as upbeat as possible, but it wasn’t easy. Without realizing it, she’d come to depend on Rick’s support of her singing career. His not being there on that first night was a real disappointment.

      “If I don’t see you again before Monday night, good luck. I know you’ll kill it.” Before she could ask him to reconsider, he took his leave.

      He hadn’t even touched his lemonade. Had she made a mistake when she agreed to participate in the last investigation? Rick wasn’t exactly inflexible, but he had a job to do, and it came first. Until she was ready to commit to a more serious relationship with him, she couldn’t expect his allegiance to be stronger to her than to his job.
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      Monday night arrived, and Kat was more than ready. She’d rehearsed every song with Joe Nance, the accompanist Lombardi’s had provided, and that had gone quite well, especially since they’d only been able to get together a couple of days before. Thanks to Micki’s insistence on a costume run-through, everything fit perfectly. Micki had also arranged for a hairdresser and aesthetician to do her hair and makeup for the rehearsal and each appearance. And the sound check at the club went off with only one minor glitch, which they were able to fix immediately.

      Micki picked her up an hour before the club was to open, since Kat thought she’d be too nervous to drive herself. “Are you sure you don’t want me to stick around a while?” Micki asked once they’d settled into the tiny dressing room.

      “I’ll be fine. You go on. Isn’t Guy picking you up soon?” Guy Whitney had asked her group to investigate a recent murder to clear his sister’s name. Though they weren’t exactly dating, he had escorted Micki to a few events since that time.

      “He could always meet me here,” Micki said, “if you need the company.”

      “Actually, I need some alone time to focus. Not that I don’t appreciate all you’ve done to help me get ready, but … ”

      “Got it. But if you need anything, just call.”

      After checking her costumes, she settled into a chintz-covered chair and did deep breathing exercises. She wasn’t nervous, but her stomach signaled apprehension. About what, she didn’t know. Too bad Rick wouldn’t be here tonight. A few words of reassurance from him would have been helpful, but she could get by without them.

      After all the racing around to prepare for this during the last two weeks, she wanted to use this time now to visualize, a trick she’d learned from her former boss, who’d practiced it whenever he made a speech. She closed her eyes and mentally took herself through the evening. It was all there in her head; she simply had to execute the routine.

      A knock on the door arrested her thoughts. “Miss Faulkner? Katrina?” a male voice called from the other side of the door.

      She rose to answer it. A younger man she’d not yet met stood there.

      “Someone said you were here already,” he said. “I’m Chet Parker. I’ll be announcing your act tonight. Thought we should meet before everything gets started.”

      She shook hands with him. “I’m glad you stopped by, Mr. Parker. Would you like to come in?”

      “Just for a minute. I do double duty as announcer and accountant around here. My other job won’t kick in until later, but it’s best the staff not take my presence for granted. Call me Chet.”

      “Is Mr. Bolton here, Chet? I thought he might be stopping by.”

      He scrunched up his eyes. “Shane
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