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JIM NASH STROLLED DOWN the stairs from his second-floor office and out onto the sidewalk. He hesitated at the curb before looking both ways. Waited for a car to go by before stepping off the curb. Hands slipped into pockets, and he casually made his way across the street. He reached the opposite sidewalk, turned, and looked back the way he came. His eyes traveled up to the second floor of the office building.

Two women, illuminated by a neon sign in a window, looked down and waved.

Dawson & Nash - Investigators

He purposefully chose the single last word.

He didn’t want to use Detective Agency, or Private Detectives, or put some other word in front of it.

That one word, Investigators, made it sound hands-off. As though whoever stopped by might only take a look, or want to make inquiries, or maybe ask a question or two before moving on.

He returned the wave and headed for Burrito Heaven. Miraculously, the women loved the place almost as much as he did.

It was the women who convinced him to buy the sign.

His partners. Neither licensed as investigators.

It took some talking to get them to promise to work toward their licenses.

Bobbie Dawson was already in the process.

He found Andrea Sharpe working full time as a bartender while she made payments on the university degree she got at MIT.

It took Andrea five long years in the accelerated program, but she graduated with a summa cum laude or its equivalent PhD in some obscure science that she declined to put into practice. Perhaps just as well she couldn’t find a job in her field. It meant she worked part time for him after he twisted her arm and her affection in too many directions.

Andrea argued against his offer of a second job when he approached her. Shift work at the small bar down the street was taking up most of her time and effort. The tips weren’t bad, either.

She made it plain that all his business needed was a sharp pencil and a notepad to go with it. Maybe a roll of quarters and a pay phone, the woman had added, almost as an afterthought.

He had grinned and looked right at her. “You’re just the sharp pencil I need. With the dearth of pay phones these days, you can forgo the trip to the bank for the roll of change.”

She laughed and accepted on the spot.

Andrea didn’t know him well.

She might have thought he was just another drunk she helped sober up. His drinking forced her to come between an intoxicated Jim and two of her regulars. From what she later told him, they took exception to his drunken ways in her bar. She took away his keys, allowed him into her home, and put him to bed, where she made sure he slept it off.

That she had to confiscate his car keys was no small matter for either of them.

As payment, he cooked a breakfast he needed to go out and buy in order to stock the woman’s fridge.

When he asked for a favor, as though that might repay her kindness toward him, she agreed before knowing the full story.

Silly me, he recalled her saying when she learned she was riding in a 60-year-old convertible on her way to rescue his latest girlfriend from an air boat escapade in the everglades.

Bobbie Dawson and Andrea Sharpe hit it off, and, apprehensive as he was at first, he was glad of it. He found himself with two employees he could trust without question.

Andrea kept her job in the bar, albeit with reduced hours, and lost the boyfriend, also a bartender in the place.

From four to nine p.m. most evenings, Andrea kept watch over the office before heading off to her late shift. She forwarded texts and messages and generally kept office spirits up when clients didn’t line up to knock on the door.

It was working out. The women got along. He liked them both—although he loved Bobbie. He even thought he might tell her, too—when he found the right time.

He ended his reminiscing when he arrived at Burrito Heaven. He picked up three to go with coffee and headed back to the office on the opposite side of the street.

He recalled how, at first, Andrea was reluctant to sample the burritos until Bobbie related the story of how she met him. A northern girl, she tried one, and fell in like with the spicy wrap.

Breakfast burritos became a constant shared by the three partners.
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Jim paused to listen before pushing the office door open. He caught out the women talking about office improvements. So much for the budget, and they’d only just refurbished the place.

“All right, you two. You’re getting along far too well if you’re thinking I’ll spend more money on this dump.”

He looked around at the expensive, avant-garde furniture. They all pitched in to make the place smell of fresh paint and cleaning supplies. He objected to the cost of it all, but in the end, he came around. After all, their new digs were in an expensive area of Magic City. They insisted he had to keep up appearances to fit in with what they hoped would be a better class of clientele.

“Jimbo, you just pay the bills. We’ll take it from there,” they reassured him.

He paid, and they did.

Andrea took to calling him Jimbo almost from the moment they met. It was ages since he heard anyone use that nickname. He didn’t mind. He liked Andrea. Maybe a little too much for anyone’s good.

Especially his own.

“Which reminds me, boss.” Andrea looked across at Bobbie, unsure if she should continue. Bobbie only nodded, and Andrea went on. “Someone left a really weird voice mail. I was going to delete it until Bobbie listened in.”

She pressed play and the voice took over. In seconds, Jim’s face turned the color of the fresh paint on the walls. Andrea looked at Bobbie and then back at Jim before halting the playback.

“What is it?” The tone of her voice reflected her concern.

“Let it play.”

“But—”

“Play it,” Jim insisted.

He listened for an instant longer before depositing the takeout on the desk. He rushed out of the office. Headed for the street. Didn’t stop until he recognized the bar. He crossed the street and took up his customary seat.

He ordered a Crown Royal. Double. His drink of choice during the months he spent on the Baja. Those wasted months turned into a drinking binge when he gave up the search for the remains of the woman who eventually turned out not to be his wife.

“Son of a bitch, but it’s never going to end.”

He said it to no one in particular as he played with the glass. Raised it to inhale the tart odor. Tilted and rolled the amber liquid in the glass until it ran thick down the insides.

Imagined the taste.

“What was that?”

He turned to recognize the woman standing beside him.

“I knew you’d be here. I knew by the look on your face. What do you think you’re doing, Jimbo?” Andrea placed her hands over his and sighed. She worked the glass out of his grip and pushed it away.

Jim stared into her blue eyes. Studied her face. Couldn’t help smiling.

“Yes. I do, too. Now come on. Bobbie’s waiting. She said she knew what the call was about. Why don’t you tell me about it before we head back?”

Jim followed Andrea to a two-top against a wall. She made him sit before going behind the bar. Returned with her version of a Virgin Mary and set it in front of him. The exact same drink was one she’d mixed for him that first time when he went searching for her in the bar, hung over and looking for sympathy.

He took a sip. “Thanks. I needed that.”

They smiled at each other. Beneath the table, their knees touched. Neither pulled away. It was more than an hour before Andrea dragged him back to the office. She kept him sober, too.

“Thank goodness,” Bobbie said. “What took so long? Where did you find him?”

“I mixed him a couple of drinks to keep him on the straight and narrow. But that wasn’t the hard part. The hard part was listening to his story,” Andrea admitted.

“He finally told you,” Bobbie said.

“Yes. Some of it,” Andrea admitted. “I think he left out a lot.”

Jim regarded the women. He knew they cared about him if he knew anything. “You two realize that I’m not part of the furniture, right? I’m standing beside you.” He eased down onto the expensive sofa and smiled. “This damned thing is worth more than I made as a cop up north. Play it again for me.”

“Jimbo—”

“Play it. And what happened to the damned burritos? Do I have to do everything around here?”

Exasperated, the women answered, almost in unison. “We didn’t want them to get cold. We ate them.”
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Bobbie took Andrea’s arm and gently led her to the door. “Come on. We need to talk. Now.”

The women went upstairs where Bobbie was letting Andrea stay until she found a place of her own. They were getting along. Telling stories about past likes and loves. Talking about Jim.

Bobbie could tell Andrea cared a lot for the man. Maybe she even loved him. If that was the case, a shared apartment was dangerous ground.

“I found a place of my own, Bobbie. I can move in another few days.”

“What? Why? Don’t you like it here?” Bobbie asked.

“You know why. You need your space. So do I. And you know I like you, too. But about Jim, we can’t go on like this. I know how you feel about each other. It’s obvious, even if you think you’ve been hiding it.”

“I’m sorry—” She took the woman’s hand.

“No need to be sorry. I knew what Jim was like before I fell in love with him. What almost happened in the everglades with the two of you will be the tip of the iceberg if we’re not careful.”

Andrea sat at the table.

Bobbie put the coffee on. It was going to be a long morning.

Andrea said, “I can’t stay here above the office, Bobbie. It’s, it’s—”

Bobbie finished her sentence for her. “It’s too tempting.”

“Yes. He turned me down. I turned him down at first, just after I met him when I found out about you. But it’s so difficult. Sometimes, when he looks at me—” Andrea said.

“I know. It was like that with me, too, at first. And it’s been going on with me a lot longer than it has with you. I’ll tell you about it sometime.”

Bobbie turned off the stove and put the coffee pot on the counter. “We should go for lunch and talk.”

“Lunch? We just had brunch,” Andrea said.

“I know. But it’s the laid-back, southern-girl thing to do, don’t you think?”

Andrea checked the office on the way by. “He’s gone. I have to go look for him. If he went back to the bar—”

“We’ll go together. That voicemail got to him.”

“And to think I almost deleted it because I thought it was some crank.” Andrea said.

“Well, it might still be from a crank, in any case.”

Andrea took a quick look in as they walked past the bar. “He’s not there.”

“That’s a good thing,” Bobbie said. “Come on. Lunch or brunch or a good gab-fest, at the least, awaits.”
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I DIDN’T WANT TO ALERT the women. It was important to find out what was going on before putting them on edge or upsetting them.

Bobbie knew, of course. Or at least, she knew a little about it. Andrea was the one I didn’t want to bring into it. But she was the one who listened to the message, and I was pretty sure the women would talk. That’s what women do.

When I caught the pair of them in the very restaurant I was to meet up with the voice on the recording, I almost backed out. Their heads were bent over forks, picking at salads. Deep in conversation. Oblivious to everything going on around them.

When the women weren’t chewing, lips competed to get words out. I smiled. Made it unobserved to a table in the back.

The man who sat down opposite me looked familiar. I couldn’t put a name to the face, and he volunteered nothing to help me remember. It would come to me, eventually.

He pulled out an envelope. It crossed the table to my side. In those brief seconds, a gunshot rang out. Old reflexes kicked in. I dived for the floor. My table mate grunted and toppled over on top of me. Two more shots and pandemonium erupted. Screams and a mad scramble of people and chairs and tables tipping took over.

I wiggled feet and hands to check for damages. I scrambled to roll out from beneath a body. My clothes were drenched in blood. Andrea and Bobbie caught sight of me as I struggled to stand. Screams accompanied yelling as the anxious pair dodged upended tables to make their way to me. Reeling from the attack, I got my arms around both and dragged them to the floor on hands and knees.

“Stay down. Stay down, dammit. I don’t want to lose you. Either of you. I’ll kick whose ever ass is left if I do.”

I rummaged through the pockets of the man who took the bullet and dropped on top of me.

“What are you doing? Do you know him?” Bobbie asked.

There was nothing. I checked the table. The envelope was gone. I looked on the floor. It wasn’t there. The son of a bitch of a shooter must have taken it. Which meant he knew what it contained.

“All right, you two. We need to get the hell out of here. The back way.”

I grabbed hands and pulled them past swinging doors into the kitchen. I hauled ass past the grill and out the back door into a deserted alley. Strange how no one else made it out that way. We snaked our way via back alley and narrow pathways between buildings. Sirens and tires screeching on asphalt announced the arriving black and whites.

“Jimbo. Your clothes. Blood. You’re bleeding. You have to get to a hospital,” Andrea shouted. Her pale face stared back at me, looking like she was ready to pass out.

“You just noticed? I could have been dead by now and it would be your fault.” I knew I went too far when silent tears streamed down her freckled face. I knew I went way too far when Bobbie socked me twice. Dammit but she could still swing a mean punch when she wanted to.

“Will you stop it? The woman is in love with you. Just how stupid are you? You have a major problem on your hands with your staff.”

I looked at Bobbie incredulously. “What the hell are you talking about? And you’re not my staff. We all work together.”

She swung again, and I pulled back and spun her around and caught her in my arms. She drove a heel into my foot. I hung on and get her off the ground. She kicked, missed, and I set her down.

“Say that again.”

“Andrea is in love with you. So am I. Deal with it. Now let’s get back to the office. We have work to do, you dumbass.”

Humbled, I allowed them to set the pace.

“And you better not try sneaking off to the bar,” Bobbie said. “You’re long past that. You have been for years. You don’t drink, and all three of us know it. Well, except that one time with Andrea, but she helped you through that. How or why, I don’t know. I don’t want to know. If she’s sleeping with you, I don’t want to know. If you’re sleeping with her, I don’t want to know.”

“Dammit, Bobbie. She’s on your sofa in the living room every night. How can I be sleeping with her?”

“The office has a sofa. It’s big enough. Anywhere is big enough.”

At least she called it our office. “I am not sleeping with her.” I couldn’t deny I wanted to. Right from when she helped me into her bed. If I hadn’t been so drunk—

Fortunately, she never asked.

“You will be. It’s only a matter of time,” she insisted. A woman who wouldn’t take no for an answer. Imagine that.

“You’re the one I love, Bobbie,” I told her.

“And I see how she looks at you. I’m not jealous, but I should be. I know the effect you have on women. You had it on me, remember? You still do. Now get yourself in gear. I want to know who wants your ass hurting, disappeared, or dead. Besides Andrea and me, that is.”

Shit. The last thing I wanted was for those two to know I loved both of them. It was bad enough when neither of them knew. Could it be worse than having someone hunt me down in order to kill me?
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Heavy footsteps on the stairs announced at least two people on the way up. I listened to see if they’d stop, or go past to the third floor. I didn’t get to wait. The office door opened and a uniform accompanied by someone I recognized—Detective Don Boyle—entered.

They looked the three of us up and down before Boyle spoke. “Nash.” Boyle looked around the office. “Nice digs.”

“Surely. What can Dawson and Nash do for you?”

Detective Boyle held out a plastic bag containing a red envelope.

“Where did you get that? It looks like blood.” As if I didn’t know. How the hell did I miss it?

“You must be a detective,” Boyle grinned. “It is blood. And why is your name on an envelope discovered under a body at my crime scene?”

That’s why I missed it. I shrugged, not wanting to admit to anything. I took a pass on the detective’s sarcasm, too. “I have no idea. Can I see it?”

There were bloody fingerprints visible beneath the clear plastic bag. Good ones, too. “Have you ID’d the prints yet?” I wondered if they might be mine, left behind in a hurry when I missed the envelope during the hurried search.

“No. We found it about an hour ago when we got the okay to move the body,” Boyle admitted.

“So you haven’t opened the envelope. Would you like me to do the honors?” It was worth a try.

“Good one. No. Not now. But after we have the prints checked, would you mind coming down to the station when we do open it?”

I couldn’t say no to that. “Give me a call.”

I handed out a shiny new card. In fact, I handed one to each of the officers. “If you know anyone—”

“We’ll have them call you.” The plain-clothes and the uniform departed.

“Jimbo, what the hell was that about? Were you supposed to get that envelope from the man who got shot?” Bobbie asked.

“Yes. It was already on the table. When the lead started flying, I forgot all about it. I got out from beneath the body with everything working. By then I couldn’t find it. Then you pair of lumps showed up, and I wasn’t hanging around with the two of you to drag out of the place.”

“We’ll have you know we are not lumps. In fact, we were just commenting at lunch on how nice our lumps appeared to be to you,” Andrea said.

I flushed a bright red and headed for the door. “I know when I’m beat. I’m heading to this little bar I know. Who’s coming?”

When I finally dragged their asses back to the office, the pair of them were shit-faced—lumps and all. I found myself leading two stumbling drunks up the stairs to Bobbie’s. It wasn’t all bad. I enjoyed having two women hanging onto me for support.

“You might as well stay, Jimbo. What else do you have to do?” Bobbie mumbled

“Not on your life. I’m headed back to the office. I know a nice comfortable sofa with room for me all by myself. I’ll be back to cook breakfast. You have food, right?”

“I think it’s obvious by now we’re not living on your love.”

I held up my hands. You can’t say I didn’t know when to surrender and beat a retreat.
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SOMEHOW, I HAD MANAGED to get the wheezing John Doe onto the floor. The envelope he was so intent on handing over disappeared from sight. I had high-tailed it with the women, fearing the lead would keep flying. Would Boyle honor his word and call me before he opened said envelope? While the victim’s voice on the recording sounded familiar, I had no clue if the man who left the voicemail was the same now dead man I met in the restaurant.

Another familiar voice interrupted my musing.

“Nash. I have something for you.”

I must have missed the sound of the man’s steps coming up the stairs. Detective Don Boyle poked his head around the open door before entering. His eyes roamed the office and halted at the bedding piled in disarray on the sofa.

“You on a budget or just sleeping on the job? Looks to me like you won’t have to hire anyone to take messages.”

I grinned, relieved it was the man who bugged me to apply for a P.I. license I never once considered. That he took the time to convince me and helped walk me through the paperwork impressed me.

“I need to replace those stairs with something that makes noise. What are you doing here? It can’t be a social call at this hour. You have to be on the city’s dime. My tax dollars at work—if I earned enough to pay taxes.”

Boyle cracked a smile.

We had become friends after meeting on a case some time ago. He talked me into trying fishing, and although I had little time, what with trying to get the office organized, I found I enjoyed it. It reminded me of the times my grandfather had taken me fishing as a child.

“Is this about the body in the restaurant?”

“Sadly, no,” Boyle said. “We still have nothing on him. I was in the area working a case and saw the lights on. I stopped by to drop off your partner’s license.”

“Bobbie’s license? I didn’t know she was ready. When did she take the test?”

“About a month ago. Her paperwork showed up. I was the one delegated to doing the background. Used to be a pilot, did she?” Boyle asked.

“As a matter of fact, yes. Still is, as far as I know.”

Boyle’s eyes wandered around the office, taking in the expensive furniture. “You’re stepping up in the world. Nice. Fancy, too. You must be in the money.”

“I wish. It’s all financed. Credit cards.” I held out my empty coffee cup. “All cash donations gratefully accepted. You want to go for steak and eggs?”

“Steak, you say? Business is that bad, is it?” Boyle held up his hands. “No time right now. Besides, if business is so bad, I’d have to pay courtesy of my city paycheck. I’ll take a rain check. Did you say Bobbie? Roberta
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