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Lost Paradise

Jim Nash scored a major coup eighteen months earlier when he investigated a murder believed to have been committed by a millionaire involved in the venture capital business. The story was that the man had become jealous of a partner who supposedly one-upped him. The partner was to have stolen a major client and his resort hotel construction deal.

The murder ended up being committed by a high-priced call girl on the yacht owned by the dead man. Thanks to Jim’s astute investigation and discovery of a video surveillance system on the boat, Robert George, the venture capitalist, ended up being released and absolved of any responsibility for the murder.

Robert never forgot the detective’s name. When the resort hotel was completed, he offered the now-retired detective the keys to the place for as long as he wanted. Jim and Allie Sands agreed on a four-day weekend.

It was all the time their marina and charter business in Panama Crossing would allow.
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Allie Sands nonchalantly gestured toward the hard-bodied man on the dock. Her eyes fixed on the oily body glistening beneath the hot, harsh, noon-day sun. She squinted past her sunglasses to block out the glare reflecting off the water. It wasn’t the first time. She nudged Jim. “Nice abs.”

Jim Nash sighed, interrupted yet again from his sweaty snooze. “What now?”

Allie nudged him again. “A six-pack.”

He didn’t bother opening an eye. “You want a beer? I’ll signal the waiter.”

It was Allie’s turn to sigh. “You’re too funny. When I mention a six-pack, you think it’s about beer. When you bring up the subject, I know it’s just one more female hard-body you’re checking out.”

Even when he hid his wandering eyes behind dark glasses, Jim knew the beautiful woman sitting beside him on the lounger had him pegged. “Let’s go back to the room. It’s getting too hot out here.”

He allowed his sunglasses to slide down the bridge of his nose. He turned to look at Allie and squinted over the top of the glasses. Her own oily body was a marvel to behold.

“You’re changing the subject again, James.”

He was a lucky man to have a beautiful, intelligent woman all to himself in this resort paradise. “And why wouldn’t I? You’re the best thing about being here.”

“If I know you, it’s going to be too hot in the room, too. Nice cover, though.”

Jim got up and pulled a not so reluctant Allie out of her chair. She slipped from his oily grip, forcing him to chase after her as she began running toward their ground-floor beach-front room. Above them, a woman appeared on a balcony.

“Look. On the top floor. Isn’t it a little early in the day for a party?”

The woman appeared to trip. She bumped against the balcony railing. Made a frantic grab for it. Missed, and lost her balance. She screamed and tumbled into the void. She kicked and pawed all the way down. She missed the pool by only a couple of feet. She landed with a loud thud.

“Jim—”

“I saw it, too. Come on.”

Jim was in a dead heat running toward the woman.

Shocked resort staff began gathering on the grounds surrounding the pool. Jim told one to retrieve a blanket. He asked several others to move the gathering crowd of guests away from the accident site. When the sheets arrived, he carefully placed them over the body and asked a staffer to guard it from guests and the rest of the staff. He requested others to return to their duties in order not to upset the guests.

Satisfied, he made for his room and his phone. Allie was already there, waiting. It was looking like another favor could very well be in the works.

“I think I better call Robert. Why don’t you take a quick walk up the staircase to the top floor to see what’s going on? Be nosy and be ignorant. Ask lots of questions.”

Allie raised an eyebrow and gave him a dirty look. “Yes, Mr. Retired Detective. As a former coroner, I’ll be sure to ask lots of questions.”

He smacked her rear. “I’ll follow you in a minute after I touch base with Robert.”

Allie walked off rubbing a pink cheek. She picked up and donned a wrap before making her way to the staircase and the top floor.

Jim made a quick detour to the patio to get a look at the body. He raised the cover. The woman was fully clothed. Her makeup appeared to be freshly applied. He made sure the resort employee continued to guard the body and keep it covered with the sheet.

Before entering the foyer, he got on the phone to Robert and began explaining what had happened. The financier promised to call the property to advise them of Jim’s promotion to house dick. He made sure Robert knew this would be a one-off for him. If it was a crime, he would stay until it was resolved to his satisfaction. When it was, he would return to his partner’s business.

Jim hung up the phone and rode the elevator to the penthouse floor. A CCTV camera in an upper corner caught his attention. The fifth-floor elevator door opened onto a very large common area surrounded by five rooms.

A cleaning cart was parked in front of a room across from the elevator.

A sign pointed to a fire door and a staircase behind it. All the room doors required key cards to be unlocked. There was a card reader next to the fire door exit, also. A white-gloved concierge stood guard at the door to one of the rooms. Jim approached and the concierge raised an eyebrow.

“Thanks for standing by,” he told the concierge. “Is this the room?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Jim Nash, the house detective. Check with the front desk if you have to.”

“I’m Jeffrey, the floor concierge.” Jeffrey clasped his gloved hands in front of him.

“Thanks again for blocking the door. Has anyone entered or left since you’ve been standing here?”

“Not a soul,” the concierge responded.

The staircase door to the top floor opened and Allie entered the hall. Immediately, the alarm went off, startling Jim.

Allie talked over the loud, pulsing whine. “I didn’t meet anyone on the staircase. There wasn’t a soul to make a noise other than the sounds I made climbing the stairs.” She caught her breath while she waited for the concierge to scan the reader with his card. The alarm quieted instantly.

“It would have been obvious if there was,” Jim said. “The local police come and go by boat. It’s going to be a while until they find one. I think we should do what we’re trained to do.”

A young, attractive woman in a hotel uniform exited the room next to where the murder occurred. She glanced at Jeffrey, the concierge, and grimaced before making for the elevator with the cleaning cart in tow.

The victim’s door still had the maid service sign hanging on it. It was the only sign on any of the doors. There was no cleaning sign on the room the maid exited.

“Jeffrey, how about letting me have a look in the rooms on this floor?” Jim asked.

The concierge used his master key-card to open each of the rooms on the penthouse floor. Jim checked each one. All were empty. It appeared as though the chambermaid was the only other employee on the floor.

Allie approached the young woman as she waited for the elevator to arrive.

Jim’s concentration centered on the concierge. “Jeffrey, are the other rooms occupied by guests here for the wedding?”

A noisy group of males exiting the elevator answered his question, whereupon Allie followed the room cleaner into the elevator and pushed the hold button. The crowd milled about the penthouse foyer. A mad scramble of people and voices made a rush for the room in question. Jeffrey did his duty and refused entrance to all.

Jim shouted to get their attention. “People. People! I’m the house detective. I’ll need to ask all of you some questions.”

He turned to Jeffrey and pointed out Allie as she returned from talking with the chambermaid. “This is my partner. Please allow her access to the room. You and anyone else must stay outside at all times.”

The concierge slipped his pass card over the automated door lock. Allie entered and blocked the door to prevent it from closing. She didn’t want anyone to think she might disturb the crime scene while she surveyed the room.

Jim looked over the wedding party’s group of young men and women. The parents of the bride were there, too. By the look of it, there was no family on the groom’s side.

“All right, people. I’ll need to interview each of you. Please stay in your rooms until I can get to you. And please stay out of the room in question. We don’t need anyone contaminating the crime scene by trampling through it.”

A half-dozen participants went back to their rooms to await Jim’s knock. When he was alone, Allie stuck her head out of the victim’s room and motioned to him.

“What have you got?”

Allie pointed to the pieces scattered on the floor. “Parts of a broken necklace. It looks similar to some we looked at in the hotel’s dive shop yesterday.”

“Yeah, and the six-pack you were investigating on the beach.”

“Very observant, Mr. Detective. I thought we were on our way to discussing that in our very own room when we were so rudely interrupted by a falling body.”

Jim grinned and joined Allie in the room. “Isn’t that—”

She said, “Yes, it is. We used a similar one only yesterday as well.”

Jim said, “This gun is missing its spear. Not unusual when it’s in a room, I would think, but for the spear forming a tent over the body down by the pool.”

“Yes. I wouldn’t want one still loaded in our room—unless I was planning on bagging the dive shop cutie.”

“You and your dive shop,” Jim said. “He’s too young for you and we both know it.”

“He’s too young for you, you mean,” Allie sighed and smiled wistfully.

Jim squinted against the direct sunlight streaming into the room past the balcony’s open sliding door. The partially open curtains fluttered in the light breeze. “That light is blinding at this time of day.”

He parted the curtains and entered the balcony. The body remained splayed out by the pool. Hotel staff stood guard over a blue tarp. The tarp created a tent over the victim. “There’s something sticking out of our bride.”

“I already checked it out on my way up,” she said. “It’s a spear.”

“Well. Now we know where the missing spear ended up.”

“There’s no room key. Unless it’s on the victim’s body. If it’s not, how did she get into the room?”
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