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      Harriet Monroe, Public Relations Director for the Island Resort, chided herself for losing track of the time. She was scheduled to meet with the resort’s world famous chef Simon Fritola . . . ten minutes ago.

      “Crap, crap, crap.”

      She groaned and began to jog slowly along the pink crushed shell road that connected the south end of the island to the north end. It figured that on a day when she needed one of the resort’s golf carts that were found everywhere for anyone’s use there wasn’t a single one in sight.

      Harriet ran nearly every day on the beach after work but trying to run in a skirt and moderately heeled sandals was far more difficult and just wrong.

      She slowed back down to a walk. There was no point in arriving all hot and sweaty and disheveled. Mr. Fritola would not appreciate it. She had called him and apologized for running late and hoped his scowl was for something happening in the kitchen and not directed at her personally.

      Despite feeling stressed over her late start Harriet couldn’t resist taking the time to appreciate the beauty of the tropical island. She’d arrived three months before and still marveled over how different it was from her native New England.

      Sugar fine white sand separated the road from the sun-speckled turquoise water on her left. Lush jungle plants filled with colorful birds, lizards, and insects bordered the road on her right. Large, exotic blossoms perfumed the air and coconut palms soared overhead.

      The gentle whoosh of waves lapping the shore accompanied a symphony of birdsong. It made her smile to realize that she could pick out a few individual tunes.

      She approached her office but didn’t stop, skirting around the pale stone building to the kitchen building behind it. All of the buildings on the resort were built from the same pale limestone and ranged in color from white to soft yellow.

      Every building on the island was also built to withstand a Category Five tropical storm. Easily replaced thatching disguised solid concrete roofs that made the buildings strong as bunkers.

      No expense had been spared in constructing the resort by its owner Douglas Wade, the wealthiest man on the planet. Wade was also a recluse. Harriet hoped to meet him one day to thank him for hiring her and for all he’d done for her since.

      She pulled open a wide, carved wooden door and entered the kitchen building’s small courtyard. Open to the sky, the unusual entry held a round, dark stone fountain with three bronze dolphins arcing out of the top. Water spouted from the creatures’ mouths, cascading down several tiered catch-basins. Small peach and green plumed lovebirds flitted in the fountain’s middle tier, picking up tiny insects with soft chitters.

      Large, perfumed, tropical flowers in brilliant reds, pinks, and yellows grew around the courtyard’s edges and three palm trees stretched far above the roof edge. There were several seating areas with cane chairs and small round glass tables for the kitchen staff’s breaks. To Harriet’s eyes the peaceful courtyard looked like a small zen garden.

      While the Island Resort provided over the top luxury for its guests, it hadn’t neglected the staff who looked after those guests and made sure the place ran smoothly. The staff housing was well above average and working conditions were enviable. She felt incredibly blessed to be working there.

      Remembering how late she was, Harriet hurried across the courtyard and through a door opposite the entrance. A short, functional, white-tiled corridor led her to the resort’s largest kitchen–the strictly-run domain of Chef Fritola.

      She found the world renowned chef standing in the center of the spotless white tiled room with his arms crossed over his chest, scowling at everyone. Tall and portly, the famous chef wore his silver streaked black hair slicked back into a ponytail. His dark brown eyes darted everywhere and missed nothing.

      Chef was master and commander of his domain and his loud baritone voice made sure everyone within shouting distance knew it. Harriet had been thoroughly intimidated by the chef the two times they’d met in person.

      She sucked in a deep breath and squared her shoulders now as she prepared to confront him for the third time.

      “Third time’s a charm,” she whispered. The man had no power over her, she reminded herself. She had no reason to fear him. They were equals in the resort’s employee hierarchy.

      Dozens of droids and humans, all dressed in resort-blue double breasted chef coats and toques, worked at the three long rows of stainless tables that dominated the center of the kitchen. Some chopped vegetables on large wooden cutting boards, some fed freshly made doughs through pasta machines.

      In an alcove off to one side a man wrapped in a bloody apron butchered a large meaty leg Harriet couldn’t identify on a thick wooden slab. The sight made her feel slightly nauseated and she focused on the droids washing leafy greens at the food only sinks instead.

      The room smelled of yeast and fresh herbs and roasting meat and blood.

      A row of industrial dishwashers and several more sinks big and deep enough to hold a large adult man sat against the wall to Harriet’s left. One long wall held a row of eight burner gas stoves, six double stacked built-in ovens, and several charcoal grill tops.

      An old-fashioned wood-fired oven took up one corner. Wood fired ovens were rare, found only in exclusive restaurants that could charge enough to cover the cost of the wood fuel since cutting trees for firewood was prohibited worldwide. The wood fired pizza made here had quickly become one of Harriet’s favorite meals.

      Several chefs dressed in head chef whites stood before the stoves or barked out orders to the blue-coated staff working at the prep tables.

      Two pair of huge stainless doors on the fourth wall lead to the industrial chillers.

      To Harriet the scene looked chaotic, but she knew that the flashing knives, leaping flames, and abundance of activity was actually a finely choreographed dance orchestrated by Chef Fritola. Chef would accept nothing less.

      She stepped into the fray and approached the regal ruler of all she saw.

      “Chef. I apologize again for keeping you waiting.”

      Chef Fritola turned his scowl her way. “I don’t have time to waste, Ms. Monroe. As you can see I am a very busy man. My constant attention is needed to ensure that every morsel that leaves my kitchen is perfect.”

      Harriet looked around the kitchen. The staff was hopping, it was true. But Chef was doing little more than standing around and terrifying his crew as far as she could tell.

      “Of course, Chef.” There was no point in arguing. She needed to maintain a civil relationship with the man since she had several publicity ideas for the resort that involved the restaurants.

      “This shouldn’t take up much of your time,” she continued. “I simply want to verify that the ice sculptures for the Pelookie anniversary dinner are correct.” She saw Fritola stiffen and knew she’d said the wrong thing. Damn temperamental chefs anyway!

      “I’m sure they’re superb, Chef,” she added quickly. “I expect nothing less from you, but I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t check on them myself. You understand, surely. I’m sure you are the same way with everything that leaves your kitchen.”

      The chef looked mollified and Harriet breathed a sigh of relief. Coddling temperamental co-workers was not one of her strong suits.

      She followed Chef to the left set of stainless chiller doors. He punched in a code which she knew meant that the freezer hadn’t been opened yet that morning. The set of doors to the huge walk-in refrigerator were in constant use, but no one had needed anything from the freezer.

      That was a good thing as far as Harriet was concerned. The four large ice sculptures for the Pelookie party were fragile and had taken nearly a week for Chef to make. If one was damaged there was no time left to replace it. The Pelookie anniversary party was scheduled for that evening.

      One hundred family members and close friends had descended on the resort for a week-long celebration culminating with tonight’s party. Many of the resort’s staff would be happy to see them go. The Pelookies had a tendency to be demanding and autocratic.

      An icy blast of air hit Harriet as the chef opened the door, making her shiver. She should have thought to grab a sweater or a jacket, she thought ruefully. Her silk suit that was perfect for the island’s mild temperatures offered little protection against the sub-zero temps of the industrial freezer.

      A row of LED lights set in the center of the freezer’s ceiling snapped on when the door opened, lighting a ghostly fog that formed as soon as the cold air met the warm, moist air of the kitchen.

      Stainless steel shelving lined the walls to the left and right. The shelves were filled with plastic containers and boxes, contents unknown to Harriet. The air had a slightly stale, chemical odor to it.

      Chef Fritola moved deeper into the freezer with Harriet right behind him. She crossed her arms over her chest, hoping to retain some of her body heat. Damn, it was cold.

      “You’ll see that I did a superb job on the ice sculptures, Ms. Monroe.”

      “Call me Harry, please, Chef. Everyone else does.” Not realizing that he’d stopped, she bumped into Chef’s back.

      “Sorry, Chef. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

      A strangled sound came from the man in front of her.

      “Chef? Are you all right?”

      Chef turned around and grabbed Harriet’s arms. His mouth gaped open and his eyes were wide. “It’s-it’s–”

      “Chef?” Harriet pulled her arms free and stepped around the chef’s large body to see what had upset him. Had someone broken one of the ice sculptures?

      “Oh no. No, no, no.” Harriet shook her head as she reached into her knapsack with trembling hands for her link. It didn’t work inside the freezer so she hurried back into the kitchen and jabbed number two on her autodial.

      “Alex? I think you’d better come over to the kitchens right away.”

      Harriet turned to look inside the freezer again.

      “Come as soon as you can. There’s a body in the freezer.”
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      Harriet felt an urge to get away from the noisy kitchen and decided to wait for Alex back in the kitchen’s courtyard. She told Chef Fritola to close and lock the freezer until the security director arrived.

      Taking a seat at one of the small tables beside the fountain, Harriet dropped her head into her hands. Another death. After two traumatic deaths during her first month on the job, the last two months had been blissfully peaceful, without incident other than the usual problems one ran into getting a complex resort up and running.

      She groaned and flopped back in the chair. A brilliant emerald green gecko eyed her from his upside down perch on a nearby palm.

      “Be thankful that your biggest problem is finding something to eat and not becoming a meal for something else,” she told it.

      There had been jokes among the staff that the Island Resort should be renamed “Destination Death” after the second death occurred. That talk had completely died down, but Harry knew that this new death would revive it.

      Who was the poor man? She’d only had a quick glimpse of him. The two images that stuck in her mind were bare feet with blue toes and frost on the man’s eyelashes.

      “Harriet?” A large warm hand landed on her shoulder.

      Harriet leaped to her feet and wrapped her arms around the six-three security director’s waist, burying her face in his neck.

      His slightly crooked nose and a scar through his right eyebrow made Alex look like a sexy thug, but Harriet knew better. Alex Hayes was the gentlest, most trustworthy person she knew. He was also a crackerjack detective.

      She squeezed him tight, grateful for his warmth. “Alex! I didn’t hear you come in. I’m so glad you’re here. Some poor man got trapped in the industrial freezer and froze to death.”

      Alex took a long minute to hold her. They had been to bed together one time nearly two months before, an incredible experience he hoped to repeat. But in a move that surprised even him, Alex had put the brakes on, insisting that they date and get to know each other better before they slept together again.

      It hadn’t taken long for Alex to fall in love with the tall blonde, but he wanted Harriet to be sure of her feelings toward him. Not only had she been badly burned by her ex fiancé before she came to work for the resort, but she had no memories before the age of eight.

      He loosened his arms and lifted Harriet’s chin, checking her large silver blue eyes for any signs of distress. “Another body, huh? Why are you always the one to find them?”

      Harriet shook her head ruefully and gave a small smile. “I seem to be jinxed that way. I’d never even seen a dead body before coming to this island. Now I can’t seem to get away from them.”

      “You don’t have to go back to the kitchen with me. I can interview you later.”

      “No. I’d better come with you. Chef Fritola looked pretty shaken up when I left him. I just needed to get away from the hustle-bustle for a minute.”

      She stepped away from Alex and slung her worn canvas knapsack over her shoulder. “Hopefully this one will be a straight forward accident.”

      Alex held the door to the corridor open for her. “I wouldn’t bet on it,” he said as she passed by him.

      It amazed her that even with a newly discovered body in the freezer nothing looked any different in the kitchen. Humans and droids still chopped, washed vegetables, cooked, and cleaned pots and pans.

      Ah, one thing had changed. The butcher had finished cutting up the leg he had been working on and now had out a grinder and was feeding chunks of meat into it.

      Chef Fritola still stood in the center of the kitchen with his arms crossed over his chest but he looked nowhere near as fierce as he had when she first arrived. His face had paled under his swarthy skin.

      “Chef,” Alex said as he held out a hand to shake. “I hear you have a small problem with the large walk-in freezer.”

      Chef grimaced. “You might say that. Excuse me for a moment.”

      He walked over to a skinny, mocha-skinned male who had just smashed a coconut with a small hammer. Pieces of shell and meat and coconut water had flown everywhere.

      The kitchen suddenly grew much quieter. Harriet noticed that the humans were giving Chef sideways looks. The droids worked on, unaffected by the incident.

      Chef took the hammer from the man’s trembling hand. “How anyone can get a job in a tropical island kitchen and not know the correct way to open a coconut is beyond me,” he muttered loud enough for Harriet to hear.

      She felt sure that he intended everyone to hear and felt a wave of dislike for the chef for embarrassing the hapless worker.

      “Listen up, people,” Chef said loudly. “I am going to demonstrate the correct way to open a coconut, once and once only. The next person who makes a mess of it is fired.” He turned to the young man. “Pay close attention.”

      Chef Fritola held the coconut over a large stainless bowl and tapped the middle of the coconut shell gently but firmly, rotating the shell in his hand until a crack appeared. He gave one more tap and separated the two halves, catching the coconut water in the bowl. The whole process took less than fifteen seconds.

      “Think you can handle that?”

      “Yes, Chef.”

      “Good. Don’t mess up again.” Chef walked over to where Alex and Harriet waited. “I’ll open the freezer door for you but I really don’t want to go back in there.”

      “That won’t be necessary, Chef. Don’t leave the kitchen, though. I’m sure I’ll have questions for you.”

      Alex grabbed the freezer door handle once it was unlocked. “One thing, Chef. Did you recognize the body?”

      Chef Fritola nodded. “Yes. It is my sister’s boy.” He turned and walked over to the giant stoves and began looking in bubbling pots.

      “Crap.” Alex ran a hand through his hair. “You can wait out here, Harriet. I won’t be long. You aren’t dressed for the temperatures in there.”

      “Neither are you,” Harriet pointed out. “Besides, I came here to check on the ice sculptures for the Pelookie party tonight and I still need to do that. Especially if the freezer is about to become a crime scene.”

      “Fine. Just don’t touch anything.”

      Harriet rolled her eyes at Alex’s broad back as she followed him inside the freezer. Goose bumps immediately rose on her bare arms. Clouds of fog formed in front of their faces and disappeared. The freezer felt even colder than a Maine winter’s night.

      “Where are the ice sculptures?” Alex asked.

      “Uh, I’m not sure. I saw the body and immediately turned around and left.” She skirted around the body, careful not to look down at it. “Here they are.”

      The four large ice sculptures sat towards the back wall of the freezer on individual rolling tables. The busts represented the four founding members of the Pelookie family business. Three male heads and one female all looked up at her with sightless eyes.

      The three male faces showed the same square jaw and broad forehead along with the narrow, beaked nose that Harriet had come to associate with the Pelookie blood kin.

      The lone female looked beautiful and regal.

      Alex stepped beside her. “Chef Fritola did these?”

      “Yes. Now that I know Chef has this hidden talent I’ll be calling on him for other special occasions.”

      Alex frowned at the sculptures. “Siblings?”

      “Yes and no. Three brothers and the wife of the eldest brother.”

      The likeness to the photos that the daughter had sent to Harriet was impressive except for one thing. The woman sported a large, red, capital A painted on her forehead.

      “Chef did a great job but I’ll have to ask him about the A on the woman,” Harriet said, puzzled. “We never talked about it but one of the Pelookie’s might have requested it.”

      Harriet took a deep breath, let it out in a cloud of fog that made her look like a fire breathing dragon, and made herself turn and look closely at the body. He was younger than she had initially thought.

      “Poor man.” She frowned. “Why are his feet bare?”

      “When people suffer from hypothermia their bodies tell them strange things. There’s less oxygen getting to the brain so they hallucinate and can’t think straight. At a certain point nerve damage makes some feel as if they’re overheating instead of freezing and they often rip off their clothes.”

      “I don’t see any shoes,” Harriet pointed out.

      “Yeah, that’s a problem. Why would a kitchen worker enter the freezer in bare feet? I’d better call Fox. I’m going to need some help.”

      They waited outside the freezer until Alex’s assistant, an ex-Boston cop named Tarbell Fox, arrived. He handed Alex and Harriet heavy sweatshirts. “I thought these might come in handy.”

      Harriet smiled to herself over the fact that Tarbell had assumed she’d be helping them find out why a man had frozen to death in the industrial freezer. The way he had naturally included her gave her a warm and fuzzy feeling toward the ex cop.

      Then she considered the reason why Fox had assumed she’d be involved and the warm and fuzzy feeling went away. She had been too closely involved with the last two resort deaths. She definitely didn’t want to be involved with this one.

      “Ever deal with a hypothermia victim before?” Alex asked Fox as he pulled the sweatshirt over his head.

      “Once. Found a bottle baby frozen in a snowbank. Looked like she’d decided to take a seat and just never got up again. Coroner had to put her into the wagon with her legs and arms bent.”

      “You found a baby frozen in a snowbank?” Harriet asked, horrified. “Who would do such a thing to their child?”

      Fox smiled at her. “A bottle baby is a drunk, Harry. This one was an old lady, a known alcoholic who usually closed down the neighborhood bar on a nightly basis. My theory is that she had a little too much fun and stopped to rest on the way home and most likely passed out.”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “It happens more often than you’d think. Not just to drunks. Druggies too. We had a few frozen stiffs every winter but Agatha Ramp was the only one I dealt with personally.”

      “What a horrible way to go.” Harriet shuddered.

      Fox shrugged again. “I don’t know about that. I’m told they simply go to sleep and never wake up. Seems like a fairly painless way to die. I’m told that responsible aquarium owners put sick or unwanted fish in their freezers. It’s supposed to be a humane way to euthanize them.”

      Alex had heard enough. “Thanks for that information. Let’s get this done.” He opened the freezer door and stepped inside.

      “Will we be able to get out of here once the door closes?” Fox asked. He looked behind them at the busy kitchen. “It’d be a shame if no one noticed we were stuck in here.”

      “Good question.” Alex stepped back into the kitchen and spoke to Chef. He came back a moment later with a puzzled frown on his face.

      “Chef says the door handle works from the inside but occasionally it freezes and doesn’t work. If that happens there’s an emergency button beside the door that sets off an annoyingly loud horn in the kitchen. He claims the emergency horn is loud enough to be heard outside the building, and can definitely be heard from his apartment above.”

      Fox checked the inside door handle. It didn’t budge. He dropped to one knee to take a closer look. “Look at this Alex. Someone jammed a piece of metal in the handle so it can’t lift up and release.”

      “Why didn’t the victim use the emergency button if he was trapped in here?” Harriet asked. She pointed to the big red button beside the door. “You can’t miss it.”

      Fox pushed the button. Nothing happened. He pulled a multi-purpose tool from his pocket and pried the cap off the button, revealing the inner wiring. Probing gently with his finger, he pulled a loose wire free.

      “Looks like it was disconnected and the cover put back on so no one would notice.”

      The two men looked at each other. “Well, crap,” Alex said. “That means we have a murder, not an accidental death.”
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      After finding the disabled alarm, Alex put a hand on Harriet’s arm. “I want you to wait outside the freezer. The less we mess with a potential crime scene the better. We’ll prop the door slightly open but if it closes we’ll need you to let us out.”

      Harriet didn’t mind waiting for the two men in the warm kitchen. The freezer was kept between minus ten and zero degrees Fahrenheit–much too cold for her comfort, even with the sweatshirt. She spotted Chef Fritola across the room pulling a tray of scones from an oven and walked over to speak with him.

      “Chef, did one of the Pelookies ask you to add the red A to Adelaide Pelookie’s ice sculpture? Are the others supposed to have their initials added as well?”

      “What?” Chef whirled around, almost clipping Harriet with the hot pan. “What are you talking about?”

      Red bits of cranberry and deep purple blueberries poked through the tops of the scones. They smelled delicious. Harriet had missed breakfast and itched to try one, but she knew better than to take one without Chef offering first.

      “There’s a large, red letter A painted on Adelaide’s forehead. I wondered who asked you to put it there. It’s not in my original instructions for the busts.”

      The pan of scones slammed onto the nearest counter and Chef Fritola stalked across the kitchen to the freezer but when he reached the door he hesitated. He turned instead and glared at everyone in the kitchen.

      “Who messed with my ice sculptures?” he shouted. “When I find who did this I will fire you and make sure you never work in a kitchen again.”

      Everyone stopped what they were doing when Chef spoke but immediately went back to work. A few shrugged. Most looked perplexed, Harriet noticed. She doubted any of the kitchen staff knew what the chef was talking about. Was the scarlet A why Arlo had entered the freezer?

      Chef stalked back over to Harriet and began lifting scones from the pan to a cooling rack. Large flakes of sugar glittered on their tops like tiny shards of ice.

      An image of Arlo’s open eyes rimed with frost popped into Harriet’s brain.

      “I’m sorry about your nephew, Chef. Were you close?”

      One large shoulder lifted and fell but Chef didn’t look at her. “Some. Not really.” He sighed and stared down at the scones. His blunt-nailed fingers drummed the stainless counter top.

      “I hadn’t seen Arlo in at least ten years before he came here. He’s my youngest sister’s kid. Was my youngest sister’s kid. Arlo meant well but he didn’t know what he wanted to be when he grew up and he drifted from job to job. He’d get excited about something and go all in and then lose interest. This was the latest stop on his career path.”

      “He couldn’t have been here long, you yourself only started what–about two months ago?”

      Chef gave a sharp nod. “Arlo started last week. He was still in that eager to please frame of mind and he was doing well. I was hopeful that he’d finally found the thing he was meant to do. I would have taught him everything I know.” His voice thickened.

      Harriet reached out and gave the chef’s beefy arm a gentle squeeze. “I’m so sorry for your loss, Chef. Arlo was very fortunate to have you.”

      Chef muttered a thanks and walked away, but not before Harriet saw the sheen in his eyes that told her he was fighting back tears. A minute later he was scolding a sous chef for cutting matchstick carrots too large.

      Harriet wandered back over to the freezer just as Alex and Fox came out. They slapped at their arms and stamped their feet to get their circulation revving again. Alex’s thick dark lashes held tiny crystals of frost. His deep blue eyes were sad.

      “How long do you think someone could survive in there?” Fox asked him.

      “The way he was dressed?” Alex thought for a moment. “Less than an hour, I would think, but I’m not an expert. I’m going to call Dr. Clarke at the spa and ask her to take a look at the body. If she can do the autopsy we’ll get results a lot faster than waiting for a mainland doctor to get to it.”

      “Did you learn anything about what happened to Arlo?” Harriet looked from one to the other.

      “Arlo? Was that his name? He didn’t have any i.d. on him.” Alex closed the freezer door. “Until we do an autopsy and get a tox screen we won’t know if someone killed him first and dumped the body in there or if he walked in voluntarily.”

      “Or walked in under duress,” Fox pointed out. “Arlo’s shoes didn’t walk out by themselves.”

      Harriet told them the little she’d gleaned from talking with chef. “He’s hiding it well, but I think Chef Fritola honestly cared for his nephew,” she added.

      Alex left them to see if the kitchen needed anything from the freezer before he put it off limits, leaving Fox and Harriet to walk outside together.

      Harriet liked the burly Irishman. Intelligence shone in his bright green eyes. He kept his square face clean shaven, his red hair trimmed ultra short, and his clothing neatly pressed. Other than his penchant for confusing her with early twentieth century jazz terms, she found his thought processes to be very linear, something she appreciated.

      Alex had told her that Fox had been a good cop who got a raw deal when he was forced to kill a junkie in self defense. The junkie turned out to be related to the Boston mayor’s wife and Fox was forced out of his job with no hope of being rehired onto another police force.

      Harriet knew that even though the two men had only been working together for a few months, Alex not only respected Fox, he also valued his opinions.

      “What do you think, Tarbell? Crazy accident or murder?” she asked as they stood outside the kitchen building in the bright sun. The day had progressed to late morning and the temperatures were a pleasant mid-eighties. Harriet’s silk skirt suit ruffled in the gentle breeze. Fox still wore a sweatshirt.

      He shook his head at her question. “Definitely murder, but I don’t think it was some blowtop. There is something that is too calculated about it.”

      “Blowtop? I’ve heard you use that term before but I don’t know what it means.”

      Fox grinned at her. “A blowtop is a crazy or violent person. Someone you expect to blow at any moment. You know–blow their top. Best to avoid them.”

      “I should have been able to figure that one out for myself.” A resort cart turned the corner around Harriet’s office building and headed toward them.

      “That looks like Dr. Clarke now.” Harriet watched the stylish blue and chrome vehicle approach with the spa’s on-site physician at the wheel, still dressed in her white spa lab coat.

      Dr. Clarke pulled up and hopped out of the cart, gave a curt nod to Harriet, and asked Fox to take her to the body.

      Harriet wasn’t offended by the doctor’s
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