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Chapter 1


It had only been seven months since Alex took the detective job in North Carolina, with the town of Selma’s small police department. At the time it felt like she’d been gone for years. After she moved, I took time off from Walsh Investigations, gave up the office above my friend Billy’s restaurant, and headed down to Naples, Florida to stay with my parents.  
I needed a change of scenery.  
By the time I’d gotten back to Jacksonville, I knew I was going to need a restart. And not just in the business. Without Alex around, things were different. We spent a lot of time together over the years, and when our relationship changed from friendly and professional to, well, to something else, neither one of us knew what we were supposed to do. When she was offered the job, I encouraged her to jump at the chance.
Some days, I’d wished I hadn’t.
But being a private investigator isn’t for everyone. In fact, it’s not for most people. I know it wasn’t what Alex had wanted. I don’t think she ever planned to stick around working with me for as long as she had, so going back to law enforcement was always in the back of her mind.
But she was happy with her decision. At least that’s what she said when we’d talk. And I’d do my best to make it sound like all was good on my end too.
Whether either of us were being honest, I’m not sure.
When I first got back from Naples, I took a ride out to Fernandina Beach. I drove to the old house where I grew up, but it was a different house. The family who’d bought it from my parents did some major renovations, to a point where it was twice the size. It had been a while since I went by it, and I didn’t notice the bikes and toys in the yard like I did the last time. They were all gone. I thought maybe the kids were gone too… maybe off to college. 
Part of me wished I’d bought the house when my parents first decided to sell. But I wasn’t exactly rolling in dough at the time. Not that I ever was. My dad always called it a money pit. I’d never be confused for a financial genius, but I always wondered, if you did the math after all those years of owning a house, all the money you dump into it, if you really came out on top the way real estate people like to say you would.
I don’t know. Maybe I was just bitter about the whole thing.
I drove away without looking back and headed over to the beach. I drove the Jeep right onto the sand and parked so I could sit and stare at the ocean. I needed to let my mind wander. 
Between the sound of the crashing waves and the screaming gulls, mixed with the smell of the warm, salty air, it was hard to find a better place to think things through. As long as there weren't too many other people around.
I’d stepped down from the Jeep with one foot on the sand when my phone buzzed. The call came from a 212 area code, and I almost ignored it but wanted to know who was calling me from a New York number.
I answered, “Hello?”
A female on the other end said, “Oh, I’m sorry, I was looking for, uh… This isn’t Walsh Investigations?”
“It might be,” I said.
There was silence on the other end.
I waited a moment, then said, “Hello?”
“Yes, I’m… I’m sorry. I was calling Henry Walsh.”
“You’re speaking to him,” I said.
“The private investigator?”
“Well, for now I am. Yes.” I don’t know why I didn’t give her a straight answer, although it was the truth. I hadn’t yet decided if I was going to renew my PI license, which meant my days as a private investigator would officially come to an end in another week. 
The woman on the other line didn’t waste any time. “My father was murdered, and I’d like to hire you, or someone, to help find who did it.”
“Your father?” I said. “Here in Jacksonville?”
“Are you asking if the crime occurred in Jacksonville?” she said, and didn’t wait for my response. “Yes, it occurred in Jacksonville.”
I hadn’t followed the news lately. I hadn’t even read the paper or looked at anything news related online for at least a few weeks. “I assume the police are involved?”
“Well,” she said, and followed with a pause. “Not anymore, that I know of. He was killed eleven years ago.”
It was hard to hear her with the crashing waves and wind blowing in my ear. “Eleven? Did you say it happened eleven years ago?” 
“Yes. But, let me explain something. I didn’t know he was my father, or that he even existed, until a little more than a month ago.”
“Oh,” is all I said. I waited for more, and started to wish I hadn’t answered.
“My mom recently passed away,” she said. “She told me about him just before she went.”
“I’m sorry.” I looked through the windshield at the waves in the distance, rolling onto the shore, where a young boy ran and splashed through the water ahead of a man I assumed was his father, chasing him. They both were laughing. “So all in the same day, you found out about a father you didn’t know about and that he was killed? Over a decade ago?”
“I know how it sounds,” she said. “If you want to know more, I can—”
“Please, go ahead,” I said. I wasn’t in a hurry.
“I was adopted by my dad,” she said. “My dad, I mean, the man who raised me. He’s been there my whole life, since I was a baby. And for whatever reason, my parents never told me he wasn’t my biological father.”
“Is he still around?” I said.
“My dad? Yes. He’s a physician in New Rochelle.”
A pickup truck, with an American flag blowing in the wind off the back of it, drove by, its wheels bigger than my Jeep. The engine roared as the wheels kicked sand into the air, flying past me, and continuing down the beach. 
I said, “But your father—the one you never met—he lived here, in Jacksonville?”
“As far as I know, he did. I don’t have a lot of information about him.”
“Have you talked to the police already? If it’s still open but not actively being investigated, then they should still be able to answer your questions. It’s considered a cold case at this point.”
“Yes, I know. I have called them, but…”
“The fact it’s a cold case, it presents a lot of challenges for whoever you end up hiring to help you,” I said. “And, to be honest, it’s not really my expertise.”
“What’s not your expertise, cold cases?”
I said, “There are investigators who specialize in that kind of thing. It’s a long process. Longer than normal, I should say.” The truth was, cold case or not, I didn’t want to string the woman along. If I was going to jump into a new case, I wasn’t sure one that had gone unsolved for eleven years would be ideal. Especially if I was going to get back into investigative work so soon. Of course, I could use the money, but I still hadn’t made up my mind.
“So how’d you get my name?” I said.
“I looked online,” she said. “Then I found some articles… some cases you were involved in.”
“You can’t always believe everything you read,”’ I said.
She went quiet again. “Can you just tell me if you’re interested in the case? I need to know. I have some other investigators I was going to call.”
I looked at my watch, hesitating. “I’d have to ask you more questions before I can answer that.”
“Okay,” she said. “Then, can we meet? I can come to your office, or—”
“Do you know where Trout River Marina is?”
“No. But I can find it,” she said. “What’s it called?”
“Trout River Marina.”
“Is that where your office is?”
I smiled, gazing at the water. “Sort of. I live there. On a boat.”
The woman paused. Slowly, she recited what I’d said, like she was writing it down: “Trout… River… Marina.” 
“Are you from New York?” I said. 
“Yes. I live in Manhattan.”
“Oh, okay. Then just put Trout River Marina in your GPS, hopefully you’re not too far away. Give me at least a half hour, and just call this number again when you’re in the parking lot.”
“Okay.”
I was about to hang up. I said, “Wait, you didn’t tell me your name.”
“Oh, sorry. It’s Trish. Trish Williams.”




Chapter 2


A damp, musty smell had taken over the inside of my boat after me being away for so long. And although I tried to clean it, it was still there when I went below, into the cabin. I figured it had been there all along, for years,  but maybe I hadn’t noticed it until I went away and came back with a fresh nose. 
I mean, there was water everywhere. It wasn’t that odd of a smell. But I’d locked the boat up tight while I was gone, trapping the odors inside. I was going to have to spend the afternoon doing a thorough cleaning.
I glanced over at the unopened bottle of Jack Daniels on a shelf in the galley. I had gone eight months without a single drink. And for whatever reason, I kept the last bottle I’d purchased, still untouched, sitting there on the shelf waiting for me. Of course, I could’ve given it to someone else, who’d put it to good use, but decided to hold on to it. It wasn’t that I’d imagined falling off the wagon and spending a night drunk on the dock like I used to. But maybe I wanted to test myself, make sure I was strong enough to resist a temptation, not tap into it.
If it sounded foolish to test myself that way, then maybe so. But my personal list of doing foolish things wasn’t short.
I heard a faint buzz and realized it was my phone, buried under the clothes piled on my bed. And by the time I got to it, I’d missed three calls from area code 212. I’d tapped the screen to dial back when a woman’s voice called for me from somewhere outside.
I climbed the ladder and poked my head out the hole, glancing at an attractive woman, who looked nothing like what I’d imagined. I stepped off the boat and onto the dock. “Trisha?”
“Trish,” she said, correcting me as she reached out and shook my hand. 
I held up my phone. “Sorry, I missed your calls.”
She grinned, looking at the only restaurant in the marina, at the far end of the dock from where we stood. “That’s all right,” she said. “I asked the bartender which boat was yours.” She pulled her sunglasses back down over her eyes. “This is great,” she said, looking around the marina. “What’s it like living on a boat?”
“It does the job,” I said. “No grass to mow.”
I told her the same thing I told everyone who asked. There wasn’t much else to say about it.
Trish had a nice smile. She was dressed in cut-off jean shorts and a plain white T-shirt that didn’t cover her stomach. “How long have you lived here?”
“A few years,” I said.
“Do you like it? Living on the water?”
I shrugged, nodding. “As long as I’m near water, I’m good.”
She looked around, her hands in the back pockets of her shorts. “So this is the St. Johns River?”
I pointed west. “Technically we’re standing right where the Trout River feeds into the St. Johns.” I turned to my right, pointing. “It’s over a half mile across the water over there, where the two come together.”
“Is it fresh water?” she said, seemingly interested. 
“It’s mostly brackish, here in Jacksonville.”
She looked east where the late-morning sun glistened on the water. “Is there anywhere we can talk?”
“If you don’t mind my casual office setting, we can sit on the deck of the boat, if—”
“Whatever works,” she said.
I stepped up onto the boat from the dock, turned and reached for Trish’s hand to help her up. I’d already unfolded the lawn chairs and had them out, with a new canvas sunshade I’d installed over the deck to keep us somewhat cool from the hot summer sun.
“We had these when I was a kid,” she said, looking over my lawn chairs.
I told her, as I explained to everyone who asked where I got them, that they were from my parents’ house.
She sat down in the yellow one. “Are your parents still around?”
“They’re in Naples. Florida,” I said. “Not Italy. I actually just got back from there.” I pointed toward the cabin. “Can I get you a drink? I made some coffee a little while ago. It’s not gourmet or anything, but it’s got caffeine.”
She shrugged, nodding. “Sure.”
I went below, thinking about her. She seemed nice. There was something about Trish that I liked, and it wasn’t just her looks. A lot of times a prospective client would show up, and I’d know right away it’d be nothing but business, because there wasn’t a speck of personal interest of any kind or real connection. 
But she seemed different. For one thing, she wasn’t sad like a lot of people who’d show up at my door. It was understandable, of course, considering oftentimes clients had something bad happen to a loved one or someone they cared about, or had a spouse who was unfaithful. 
She may not have known her biological father, but the connection between them was there. If it hadn’t been, I couldn’t imagine why she’d be in Florida, looking to find out what happened to him. 
I thought about how the situation had to have been strange for her.
I poured two coffees and brought them up to the deck, handing one to Trish. She looked at the side of the mug. “Sharks? Is this a mug from the baseball team?”
I nodded. “I used to work for them.”
“No kidding? Doing what?”
“I was in security.”
“They’re not here in Florida anymore, are they?”
“No. Moved to Tennessee, even changed the name.”
I grabbed a small, square folding table I had tucked in the corner and unfolded it between the two chairs. “See, it’s just like a real office,” I said. I placed my coffee on the table and sat in the chair across from her. “So, did you grow up in New York?”
“Mostly,” she said. “We moved around a little, when my dad first got out of medical school. We lived in Texas for a couple of years, but I was a little girl back then.”
“And you never thought of leaving?” I said, although I wasn’t exactly sure why I’d asked.
“New York?” She shrugged. “I thought about it, when I first got out of school. But I got a job in the city, right out of college. Next thing you know, I’d become a writer.”
“Yeah?” I said. “What kind of writer?”
“Don’t laugh, but I was a writer on One Life to Live.”
“The soap opera?” I said. “Why would I laugh at that? Sounds like a pretty good gig, no?”
“It was, until it ended. It’s one of the last soap operas filmed in New York. So when that show ended, I was out of work for a while.”
I knew we hadn’t gotten into the real reason she was there, and that her career likely had little-to-nothing to do with what might’ve happened to her father, but I couldn’t help wanting to hear more about her. I’d been spending a lot of time alone over the past few months, other than hanging around with my parents.
“Do you still write?” I said.
“I’ve worked for a few TV shows over the past few years, but the work comes in waves.”
“I know how that goes,” I said. “Any shows I would’ve heard of?”
She shrugged. “You must watch police shows, right?”
“Not really,” I said. “I mean, I’ve seen some here and there, but…”
“Oh, well, I just thought you… It’s just that I wrote for Law and Order. And a show called Blue Bloods.”
“I’ve heard of them,” I said.
“I wasn’t one of the main writers, mainly because I was only hired to write the romantic scenes, whenever they’d come up. I guess they saw that as my niche after working on the soap operas. You get pigeonholed, you know?”
I sipped the coffee. “Are you still working for them?”
She shook her head. “I’ve written a couple of books.”
“Let me guess,” I said. “Romance novels?”
She laughed, nodding.
Trish finally took a sip of coffee, but I could tell by the look on her face it wasn’t the best she’d ever had. I guessed she was used to ten-dollar coffees in Manhattan. I should’ve known better than to give her coffee from a can.
“Sorry,” I said. “It’s not good to the last drop?”
She laughed, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Was it that obvious?”
I said, “The look on your face was like you took a sip of gasoline.” I took another sip myself, but didn’t mind it.
Trish put the mug down on the table and wiped her forehead. “I think it’s too hot for coffee, now, anyway,” she said.
Even with the shade cover I had hung over the deck, she was right. It was late spring and still morning, but the summer heat was already creeping in.
“There’s a place we can go, not far from here, if you want to go get a decent cup of coffee?” I felt a little off base for asking, as soon as the words left my mouth. 
She stood from the chair, nodding. “I don’t know how anyone can sit out here in this heat. I’m up for it, if you are.”
I dumped both of our coffees into the river and left the mugs on the table, then helped her down to the dock.  
I pointed toward my Jeep. “You want to drive with me?”
She appeared hesitant, then shook her head. “I think I’ll just take my car, if you don’t mind?”




Chapter 3


Trish followed me off North Main Street in her rented gray Ford Taurus, and into the parking lot at the Norwood Plaza. My phone rang just as I was pulling into a parking space, and I answered right away.  
It was my friend Billy.
“Good morning,” I said. “It’s been a while.”
“It has,” he said. “I’m sorry I haven’t checked in. Are you still in Naples?”
“No, I’m in Jax,” I said.
“You’re kidding? And you didn’t come by the restaurant?”
“I thought you were traveling the world?”
“I am. I mean, I was. But the restaurant… It’s not as easy as I’d hoped, leaving it in someone else’s hands. My name’s on the sign, so…”
I watched Trish step out of the Taurus and said to Billy, “Listen, can I come by and see you a little later? I gotta run.”
“Of course. It’ll be good to see you. Are you at the boat?”
“No, I’m at Java Jazz. I’m having coffee with a potential client.”
“Client?” he said. “So you’re already working?”
“Maybe. We’ll catch up later this afternoon. I’ll tell you all about it.” I hung up and stepped out of the Jeep and toward the entrance to Java Jazz Café. Trish was already at the door.
Inside, my gaze went right to the table in the far corner from the entrance. It was the table where Alex and I always sat together, mostly because we liked how it was tucked away from the crowd where we could talk.
Jazz played inside, along the lines of what you’d find in an old-school nightclub after hours.
“What would you like?” I said, standing next to her in line. 
“I think I’ll get a tea,” she said, looking at the menu written in chalk, on the wall behind the counter.
“No coffee?” I said.
She shook her head, with a sly smile. “I’m just afraid nothing can top that delicious cup I had at your boat.”
We both laughed, and moved up in the line, closer to the counter.
Trish ordered a green-ginger tea. I ordered a black coffee.
We sat at the table, and I thought we should get right into it, just so she didn’t think I, for some reason, chose to ignore the real reason we were there. I kept my voice low, so nobody could hear. “I hope it’s all right, discussing things here? This table gives us a bit of privacy, so…” I looked around. “Maybe I should’ve kept my office.”
“So you actually had an office?” she said.
“I did. But after my partner left for a job in North Carolina…”
“I didn’t know you had a partner,” she said. “What kind of job did he leave you for?”
“She,” I said. “Alex. She’s a detective.”
She nodded, like she was impressed.
“So, why don’t we start with you telling me what your father’s name was,” I said.
“Stuart Graves.” She looked into her cup. “I’m sure you’re wondering why I need to know what happened to him?”
I nodded with a slight shrug, because I wasn’t sure how much it mattered.
She said, “Whoever killed him took away any chance I had of at least getting to know him. And that really bothers me. And, I...” She paused, looking away from me. “I’m his daughter. I feel like I deserve an answer.”
“But, do you understand what that’ll entail?” I said. “It’s not like the crime shows.” As soon as the words left my mouth, I knew it came out as condescending. 
“Are you trying to imply that because I wrote for TV, I think that’s how it really works?”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean… It’s just that, on TV, they always solve the crime. They always get their guy. But in real life, a majority of cases are never solved. That’s just a fact. And, you know that guy they arrested? The one they believe committed a crime? It often turns out he didn’t actually do it.”
She stared across the table at me with a look in her eyes, like she didn’t appreciate anything I’d said. I guess I couldn’t blame her. “If you don’t want this case, I’d rather you just come out and say it.” She let out a sigh. “It’s just… I hoped maybe you would’ve been a little more optimistic.”
“Optimistic?” I leaned closer. “My preference is to be realistic.” 
Trish was quiet, her eyes on mine. 
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I could easily take your money, tell you it’d be a piece of cake, but…”
“I get it,” she said, her pleasant, calm voice replaced with a snappishness only a woman from New York could have. “I’m not going back to New York without some answers. So, if you can’t help me, I’ll find someone who can.” She glanced around the café, then stood from the table. “I’m sorry if I’ve wasted your time,” she said. 
“Wait,” I said, standing up from my chair. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it.” I gestured toward her chair. “Please, sit down. I’m sorry.”
We both sat down again.
I said, “My fee is two fifty a day.”
She stared back at me, nodding. “That sounds fair. But, just so you know where I’m coming from, if I wanted someone to talk me out of doing this, I’d call my dad.”
“Does he know you’re down here?”
“He knows,” she said. “But he doesn’t understand why I need to do this.” Trish peered toward the door when it opened. A young couple walked in, pushing a baby in a carriage. She turned to me. “My mom got pregnant when she was a student at SCAD.”
“SCAD?” I said.
“Savannah College of Art and Design.”
“Oh, right. I’ve heard of it. Is that where you get your creative genes from? Your mom?”
Trish shrugged, then nodded. “My father, Stuart Graves… he was an artist and a writer. Mom was an amazing artist herself, but gave it all up when she had me. She started painting again a couple of years ago before she got sick.”
“What’s her name?” I said. 
“Joyce. Joyce Williams. Cannon was her maiden name. So, it was her junior year at school, she got pregnant. Then she left and moved back to New York with my grandparents. She ended up marrying my dad. They were high school sweethearts.”
“And your father, Stuart Graves, he stayed at school?”
“I’m not sure. But he didn’t even know about me until a few months before he was killed,” she said. “My mom told me she’d planned to tell me, back then, when I was younger. But he was killed soon after she’d finally reached out to him. She didn’t have the heart to tell me, and waited all those years until right before she died.”
I was starting to understand what motivated Trish to want to find the answer.
She said, “She told me it was right after I’d graduated high school, when she first tried to find him. But she had trouble tracking him down. She eventually found his sister, a woman who lives in Georgia.”
“She’s your aunt,” I said, as if she hadn’t thought of it.
She nodded, with a crooked smile. “I feel funny calling her that.”
“So your mom found him through the sister?”
Trish shook her head. “Not right away. It took her a long time. She left her contact information with his sister, but then never heard from him. Then, one day out of the blue, he calls her. He had just moved back from the West Coast, and was living here in Jacksonville with his girlfriend.”
“A girlfriend?” I said. “Have you talked to her?”
“No.” She brushed her hair back from her face. “But, he called my mom, and the reaction wasn’t what she’d expected. She said he was so happy to hear about me, and that he wanted to meet me right away. He was going to drive up to meet me, but then my mom… I guess she got cold feet. She told him to wait, and she’d contact him again to arrange it.” Tears started to fill her eyes. “She told him I was a writer, working on TV shows in the big city, and he started to cry.” Trish got up and walked to the counter to grab a napkin, wiping her eyes as she came back and sat down. “I’m sorry,” she said.
I watched her, waiting. I didn’t know what to say. Normally, it was Alex who would take over when someone needed some emotional support. Not that I couldn’t handle it, but I wasn’t the type to wrap my arm around someone I didn’t know.
Trish took a deep breath and exhaled. “Dad—my dad who raised me—was the one who stopped it.”
“Didn’t he know your mother was trying to reach him? Stuart Graves?” I said. 
“He just didn’t think it would be fair to me, to have this stranger show up in what had always been a fairly normal life. But, as it turns out, a few weeks later, his sister called my mom and said my father had been killed.” She closed her eyes for a moment. “It had to do with some kind of real estate deal. I’m not exactly clear on it, but I guess he was somehow involved in real estate. He was supposedly helping a friend of his sell a house. The friend found my father in his house, and he was dead.”




Chapter 4


I parked the Jeep next to my friend Billy’s Lexus by the back door of his restaurant.  I glanced up the exterior stairway, toward the second floor, where I used to have my office. At first, I was hesitant to go up and see what it looked like now that someone else had taken over the old space. But I decided to go up, and walked along the covered exterior. 
Looking in through the office window, I was surprised to see it was empty.
When Billy rebuilt Billy’s Place, he included offices up on the second story. One of the offices became the home of Walsh Investigations, and worked well until Alex left.
But seeing it vacant made me feel a little guilty because I knew it meant Billy’s cash flow would be cut. Of course, he did all right with the restaurant. It was one of the most popular restaurants in Jacksonville. 
I went back down the stairs and through the front entrance into Billy’s Place. I stopped just inside the door and looked at the bar, most of the stools filled with businesslike people, who were eating or drinking alone. The last time I’d sat at the bar was around the last time I had a drink. The dining room was separated from the bar, with tall tropical plants that Billy treated like children. The only plant I ever owned—a gift a client had given me—was proof enough, within a few weeks, that neither thumb I was born with turned out to be green. 
I gave a nod to Chloe behind the bar. She was Billy’s full-time bartender for as long as I’d been going there, and was now managing the place while Billy tried to pull back from the day-to-day operations. 
She smiled and gave me back a nod, lifting a bottle of Jack Daniels so I could see it.
I waved her off. “Not today,” I said, stepping toward the bar. She came around the bar and gave me a hug. “Billy said you were back in town. It’s good to see you.” 
Before I could ask for him, the swinging door from the kitchen opened, and Billy walked out, carrying a large tray of plates toward the dining area.
I said to Chloe, “Is this what he considers pulling back from the business?”
She laughed. “He can’t let go. And can’t sit still.”
I decided to take the only available seat at the bar and sat next to a woman who looked up from the phone she left flat on the bar. She glanced at me like she didn’t want the company, quickly shifting her gaze back to her phone.
I felt a hand on my back. “How are you, my friend?”
I turned to Billy standing behind me, and rose to shake his hand. I said, “I think I’m all right.”
“You think?” he said, laughing.
I shrugged, nodding. “Yeah.” 
“Did you order something to eat?”
I shook my head. “I was thinking about it.”
He waved for me to follow him. “I’ll have Jake make you something special. Come with me so I can show you my new office.”
Billy’s office used to be upstairs—an office I shared with him on the second level—until a bomb blew up and leveled the whole restaurant. That’s when he decided to rebuild the whole thing and add the new offices. 
I followed Billy, but he walked behind the bar. “Wait here,” he said, stepping into the kitchen. He came back a moment later. “Jake’s taking care of you.”
Jake, his head chef, also happened to be Chloe’s fiancé. I thought they would’ve been married already, after their long engagement, but it was none of my business.
Billy brought me down a short hall and into a space, that, last I knew, he’d used for storage. But now there was a thick wood door with PRIVATE engraved on a brass plate affixed to it. We walked into the large space. He had a huge cherrywood desk, two leather couches, and a matching chair with a coffee table between them. There were tall plants in every corner, with dim lighting. A big-screen TV hung on the wall over a pool table.
Two windows overlooked the dining patio on the edge of the St. Johns.
“I could live in here,” I said, looking around. My gaze caught a framed photo on top of a set of bookshelves. It was me, Billy, and Alex. I remembered the day it was taken, out on the baseball diamond, back when Alex and I were still working security for the Sharks.
He nodded. “Nice, isn’t it? I know I said I was going to be traveling, but then I decided I liked being here, in my restaurant. So I thought I should at least have a comfortable place to get away from it all, without having to leave.”
I laughed, walking over to the pool table. I rolled a ball into the corner pocket. 
“Initially, I was going to fix it up to be a private party room for guests. But then I realized I needed my own personal space. And with Chloe needing an office of her own, she took over the one I was using on the other side of the kitchen.” He walked to the desk and ran his hand over the top of it. “This is custom built,” he said. “Gentleman who comes in here, built this for me. He’s a snowbird from Maine.”
I nodded, impressed.
“So what’s this you were telling me on the phone?” Billy said. “You have a new client?”
“It looks like it,” I said. “But it’s a cold case.”
“A cold case? Didn’t you turn something like that down last year?”
“Good memory,” I said.
He leaned back against his desk, arms crossed. “So, why this one?”
I wasn’t sure I had a good enough answer. “I don’t know.” I stepped to the window and looked outside. “Do you remember a case, back about eleven years ago, where that real estate agent was shot while showing a house?”
Billy was quiet for a moment. “I might. Is that the one? The cold one?”
“She’s from New York. My client. The man who was killed was her father.” I went ahead and told him whatever I knew.
“You like her?” he said, a sly smile on his face.
“Do I like her?” I stared back at him, but he knew I knew what he meant.
“Don’t play dumb,” he said. “The way you just talked about her, I’m just wondering if—”
“She seems like she’d be a decent client. Sure.”
Billy rolled his eyes.
“She’s nice,” I said. “I haven’t even fully committed to the case yet. Not until I have a chance to dig into it a little deeper, make sure there’s something there for me to work with.” I pointed toward the ceiling. “So what happened to the tenant upstairs?”
“Guy was a flake,” Billy said. “Paid me first month, last month, security… and that was it. Never paid another day’s rent. I got back from a trip a few months back, and the place was cleaned out. Even took the coffee machine that didn’t belong to him.”
“He took my Mr. Coffee?” I said.
“Oh, was that yours?” He turned from me and started to walk out the door. “Let me go check with Jake, see how long it’ll be for your food.” 
“Billy,” I said. “Do you mind if I get it to-go?”
He shook his head. “Why would I care?” He took another step and turned again. “I guess you’re in a hurry?”
I wasn’t sure if I was or not, and shrugged.
Billy left the office and disappeared around the corner.
I checked my phone to see if Trish had called, but she hadn’t. We were going to meet up in the evening, and, admittedly, I was looking forward to it.
Billy came back into the office, holding a white paper bag stapled on the side. “It’s a sandwich,” he said. “And it looks pretty good. I’m assuming you didn’t go vegan while you were away, did you?”
I laughed, shaking my head as I pulled out my wallet.
“Come on,” he said, waving me off. “Put that away. I haven’t seen you in how many months? You think I’m going to make you pay for a sandwich?”




Chapter 5


I stood on the dock by my boat, calling Detective Mike Stone, when Trish pulled into the parking lot at the marina. I looked at my watch; she was fifteen minutes early.  
Mike answered and was back to his old ways. “I haven’t heard from you,” he said. “It was nice while it lasted.”
I tried to resist playing his games, but it wasn’t easy. “Last I saw you,” I said, “you were talking retirement. I guess the good people of Jacksonville couldn’t be so lucky.”
He huffed a laugh through the phone. “You know how it goes. Not sure what I’d actually do with myself. Maybe next year.” The line went quiet. 
I thought I’d start with the small talk, regarding something—or someone—we both cared about. I said, “Have you heard from Alex?”
“Yeah, I talk to her,” he said. “Why?”
“I was just curious. I haven’t talked to her much at all. I hope everything’s good with her.”
“She’s away from you, so it can’t be all that bad,” he said.
Mike just couldn’t help himself. He wasn’t a bad guy, for the most part, but could also be like that kid in high school who couldn’t have a normal conversation without bullying someone else to hide his insecurities.
“She calls me all the time,” he said. “Sometimes, she needs advice from a real detective.”
I should’ve just hung up right then.
Trish stepped up onto the dock dressed a little different than she was earlier, wearing a longer skirt with sandals and a buttoned white shirt, cut short above her waist. Her hair looked different, too, but I wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was because she didn’t have her sunglasses holding it back.
Either way, she looked good.
I said to Mike, “Are you going to be in the office tomorrow?”
“Why?”
“I wanted to ask you about someone. An old case.”
Mike was quiet at first. “Which one?”
Trish walked up onto the boat and sat in one of the two folding lawn chairs under the sunshade.
I kept my voice low and said to Mike, “The name Stuart Graves ring a bell?”
“Graves?” He paused. “The real estate agent?”
“You know much about it?”
“The case? I guess so. It’s open. I know that much. But what’s it got to do with you?”
I didn’t answer, looking up onto the boat at Trish looking out toward the river. “Would it be all right if we discussed it later? I was hoping you could meet me, face-to-face.”
Mike said. “I thought you were backing out of the business, now that you don’t have Alex around to carry you on her back.”
Dealing with Mike involved having a lot of patience sometimes. “Can you meet me tomorrow? I can come out, first thing in the morning.”
“I don’t know if showing your face at headquarters
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