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  Chapter 1


Bonnie Chapman was found face-down in the small pond at the St. Johns Town Center. A man in charge of maintenance at the center saw her lifeless body when he first got into work, before the sun came up. 
Those were the only details I had, but would hear more when Bonnie’s husband, James, walked out of my bathroom. “I was surprised when I heard you were a private investigator,” he said as he sat down on the couch across from me.
I waited for him to get comfortable. “I guess I’m still not clear,” I said. “Why wouldn’t you wait for the sheriff’s office to complete their investigation?”
James turned and looked through the sliding glass doors toward my balcony. “I’ve just heard some things about the pace they work at over there.”
“There are plenty of good cops with the sheriff’s office,” I said.
“After the way your career turned out, I would think you’d be less generous with your assessment of the men in blue.”
He continued his stare out toward the balcony and the ocean just beyond it. I gave myself a moment to gather my thoughts. “Just because my career took a turn doesn’t mean I’d hold it against other law enforcement officials.”
I’d known James Chapman since we were in middle school together. We both grew up in Fernandina Beach, but I’d be lying if I said his name had entered my mind since we were kids. At least not until I started seeing his mug plastered up on billboards all across the city.
James stood from the couch. “You still haven’t answered me. Will you take the case?” 
It was the third time he’d asked. 
He said, “I have this guilt that I should have, well… I need to do something to find out what happened. I can’t just sit around and wait for the sheriff’s office.” He walked toward the sliding glass door and looked out toward the beach. “That’s a nice view.” He turned to me. “You own this place?”
I shook my head as I stood from my chair. “No, it’s a rental.”
His eyebrows went high on his head. “Mind if I ask what you pay? I rented some of these out a few years ago. I imagine they’ve gone up quite a bit… especially with that view.”
I didn’t answer him. “James, I’m still not sure you need to hire a private investigator. Not if you’re doing it just to get over some guilt… to make yourself feel better.”
He turned and looked at me. “Would it make a difference if I told you I think Bonnie might’ve been having an affair?”
I reached for my cup of coffee—it was cold—and looked at James over the rim. I waited for him to continue.
“The truth is,” he said, “I don’t need that to get out.”
I stepped past him and pulled open the sliding glass door, walked out onto the balcony and leaned against the railing. I turned and folded my arms, my back to the ocean. “Does that mean the sheriff’s office doesn’t know you think Bonnie had an affair?”
He shook his head as he stepped outside. “No, they don’t.”
“Why? Because you’re afraid they’ll suspect you if you tell them she might’ve been cheating on you?”
James stepped toward me and leaned with his hands on the railing. He looked out toward the ocean, but stood a little too close to me. 
I took a seat in one of the Adirondacks.
With his back to me, he said, “I don’t think they’d suspect me. I just didn’t think they needed to know, that’s all.”
“It makes no sense to keep that a secret. Especially if finding the truth is what’s important?”
He turned with his back to the beach and folded his arms. “I don’t need that kind of press.” He looked inside the apartment, likely making a judgment of my living quarters. “So you use this place as your office?”
I looked straight out toward the ocean no more than a hundred yards from my balcony. I shrugged. “I don’t do much work here. Normally I meet clients somewhere else.”
James nodded. “If you ever need a bigger place, you be sure to let me know.”
I found it odd James’s focus wasn’t as much on Bonnie’s death as it was on finding his next real estate client. 
I said, “If Bonnie was having an affair, you’re taking a pretty big risk keeping that from the sheriff’s office… whether you hire me or not.”
“You don’t understand, Henry. I have a reputation. I mean… I portrayed this image of me and Bonnie… the love of my life. I’m sure you’ve seen the billboards.”
I nodded.
He said, “I’m afraid if word gets out she was having an affair…” He paused. “I just can’t afford to have my reputation tarnished.”
I looked through the railing, toward the ocean as I hesitated to open my mouth. “But your wife is dead, James. You’re obviously not going to keep that a secret. And at this point, to me, finding the truth should be more important than what people think of you.”
James looked me right in the eye. “I guess that’s what makes you and me somewhat different.”
He was right. But I wouldn’t have used the word somewhat.
“Okay, well… are you going to let me hire you? Maybe if you didn’t make your prospective clients beg to hire you, you wouldn’t have to live in a one-bedroom apartment.” He walked past me and through the open door. 
I got up and followed him inside as he took a seat on the couch. 
I walked past him into the adjoining kitchen and reached into the refrigerator. “You want a drink?” 
He shook his head, stood from the couch and pulled a checkbook from his back pocket. “I’ll give you a deposit,” he said as he sat back down on the couch and leaned over his checkbook on the coffee table. He had a pen in his hand and wrote on the check, ripped it from his checkbook and walked toward me with his hand extended. “Here, take this.”
I took it from him but didn’t look at the amount.
“I left it blank,” he said. “You never told me your fee. But it doesn’t matter. I’ll pay whatever you need. I signed and dated it, so just make it out to yourself or your business, whatever it’s called.”
I said, “Walsh Investigations.” I took a quick look at the blank check. I knew I needed the money. I always did. But I hated being involved in a case when the sheriff’s office had hardly gotten started. On the other hand, I knew it could take them months, as it often did. “Do you have an idea who Bonnie was having an affair with?”
James shook his head. “I don’t. But I’d put a pretty good bet on it. The cops don’t even know who else she was with that night. Honestly, I’m not even sure who she’d been hanging around with lately.”
I put the check under a magnet on the refrigerator and stared at it for a moment. 
“Henry, I’ll pay you whatever you want. Double your fee if you have to. From what I hear, you’re one of the best.”
I reached out and shook his hand. “I need more information. If we get together again soon—maybe later today—we can get started.”
James pulled out his phone and looked at the screen. “I have a closing at three o’clock. Then I’m meeting with prospective sellers…” He turned and looked through the open glass doors toward the beach, then back down at his phone. “Then I’ll need to swing by the office.” He put his phone back in his pocket. “Can you come by my house around eight?”
I pulled a card from my pocket and handed it to him. “Just do me a favor. Call me if anything changes. Otherwise, I’ll see you tonight.”






  
  Chapter 2


I drove out to visit Charlie Senecal, one of my oldest friends and Chief of the Fernandina Police Department. I’d hoped he could provide some insight into James and Bonnie Chapman, who at one time had lived in Fernandina Beach. I knew if anybody knew something about their early history together, it would be Charlie. 
Peggy Jenkins sat at the front desk with her eyes on her computer and looked up when she saw me walk through the door. She jumped from her chair, ran around her desk and wrapped her arms around me as she planted a wet kiss on my cheek. “Henry Walsh!” she said as she eased up on her grasp. “What a pleasure it is for me when you step through those doors.”  She walked back around to her desk and sat down in her chair with her arms folded. She stared up at me with a smile on her face. “You sure do look good.”
I felt my face fill with warmth. “It’s nice to see you, Peggy,” I said. “You look pretty good yourself.”
Peggy had aged a bit, of course, but still had that beauty she had back in high school when every boy had a crush on her. She was older than me; old enough to babysit me through the years. In fact at the time I was probably a little old to have a babysitter, but I didn’t mind. 
She shrugged. “I think I’m doing all right.” She moved papers around her desk. It was the same desk she’d had since she graduated high school and took the job with the police. She’d worked for three different chiefs over the years and probably knew as much about what’d gone on around town as anybody. That included the other four officers who worked under Charlie.
“So what brings you back up here?” she said. “I heard what happened to your boat… hard to believe.” She pushed her chair back and crossed her legs. “Where are you living now?”
“I rent an apartment right on Neptune Beach.”
She nodded with approval. “That sounds nice. At least you’re a little closer to home.”
But home for me was no longer Fernandina Beach, assuming that’s what she meant. 
She smiled. “Well, I know you didn’t come here to see me…” She turned and looked down the hall toward Charlie’s office. His door was closed. “He just took a call. The mayor’s son got into some trouble last night. One of the officers took him in. Drunk and disorderly. I’m sure the mayor would like to get it taken care of before word gets out. But you know how Charlie is about those situations.”
I looked around the office. Not much had changed.
Peggy took a sip from her glass. “Can I get you a drink?”
“No, thank you.”
“You sure? Charlie has some cokes back there in the fridge, if you’d like me to get you one?”
I waved my hand up in front of me. “Maybe later. I’m okay for now.”
Peggy stuck a pair of glasses on her face and looked at her computer screen, both of us quiet for a bit after we’d burned through the small talk. She pulled off her glasses. “How about mom and dad? They doing okay?” 
I nodded. “Yeah, they’re okay.” I glanced down the hall toward Charlie’s office.
“Where’d you say they live, Port Charlotte?”
“Naples.”
“That’s nice. Judge Judy lives there.”
“Oh yeah? I didn’t know that.”
“Mom’s doing okay?”
“Good days and bad. They keep busy, though. My dad doesn’t like to sit still. He said that’s the key… keep moving. Don’t let old age catch up to you.”
Peggy laughed just as I heard the crack of a door as it opened from down the hall.
Charlie walked out of the office and down the hall toward us, but his eyes were on Peggy, shaking his head as he moved closer. “Son of a bitch must’ve reminded me fifteen times I’m in an appointed position. Passive aggressive little…”
Peggy looked Charlie in the eye and nodded toward me, practically standing right behind him.
Charlie turned, looked at me over his shoulder and then reached out his thick hand and wrapped it around mine, pulled me toward him and gave me a hug like a bear. He slapped me on the back and stepped back. “Jesus, lucky you weren’t someone from the mayor’s office.” He shook his head. “The things I gotta deal with in this job.” He waved me toward his office and headed down the hall. He stopped and turned to Peggy. “We’re dropping all charges on the boy.”
“Politics,” I said. “Sucks the fun out of the job, doesn’t it?”
Charlie was still shaking his head as he walked through the door to his office. He waited for me to come in and closed the door behind me.
His office looked the same as it always had. It was the same desk, the small table with the same four wooden chairs. There wasn’t much else in Charlie’s office other than paper piles everywhere I looked. 
“I got your message,” he said. “Not sure what I can do to help.  As far as I know, Bonnie and James moved from here, down Southside…” He squinted his eyes. “Actually, San Marco, I believe.”
“That’s where they lived,” I said.
“Aside from seeing his goofy face plastered on the buses and billboards all over the highways, I haven’t seen him in years. I don’t remember the last time.” Charlie sat down behind his desk. “What a shame about what happened to Bonnie.”
“Last I heard, they haven’t been able to prove foul play.” I sat down in one of the chairs in front of his desk.
Charlie leaned forward as he twisted a pencil between his fingers, his elbows on his desk. “You’re not somehow involved in this, are you?”
I hesitated a moment, looked out the window overlooking the center of town. “James came to see me out at my apartment in Neptune Beach.”
Charlie tossed the pencil on the desk and leaned back in his chair. He put his hands behind his head, his big elbows extended out on either side of him. “It’s still under investigation, from what I’ve heard. What’s he need you for?”
“To be honest, I don’t have much information. Truth is, he’s already asked me to keep some important details to myself.”
Charlie’s face got a bit twisted. “Keep the important details to yourself? What in God’s name is that supposed to mean? You’ve got something he wants you to keep from the sheriff’s office?” Charlie kept his stare on me.
“He said Bonnie might not’ve been faithful,” I said.
Charlie straightened himself out and again leaned forward on the desk. “So is he hiring you to find out if she was fooling around? Or does he suspect there might’ve been foul play?”
“I had the same question myself. But if she was out with the person she may have been fooling around with… then maybe that’ll present some information that—”
“That you’ll share with the sheriff’s office? I hope that’s what you were about to say.”
“He’s more concerned it doesn’t get out that she might’ve been having an affair.”
“Let me guess… it’ll tarnish his reputation?”
I broke a slight smile. “I guess you know James?”
Charlie shook his head. “Nah, not really. But I know his kind, more worried about the image than anything else. Am I right?”
I didn’t answer, but Charlie was right.
He got up from his desk and walked to the window. He leaned with one shoulder against the wall as he looked down toward the street. “Why even hire you in the first place? Why not just let it lie?”
“I don’t know. I’m meeting him tonight. Hopefully get a little more out of him.”
Charlie turned from the window, walked toward the door and pulled it open. He stepped out into the hall and came back a moment later with two cans of Coke. He put one down in front of me, sat down at his desk and leaned back in his chair.
I said, “Any chance you can get me some information from the sheriff’s office?”
Charlie popped open the top of his can. “I need to be careful. I feel like I’m on thin ice as it is. I get involved with something like this—especially out there in Jax where the sheriff’s office is involved—there’s no telling what it’d do to my career.”
“I already have Alex doing some digging. But she’s hit some dead ends. I know you have friends over there, thought maybe you could make a call?”
Charlie looked past me, toward the open door. “I can find out who’s working the case, if that’s what you mean.” He looked at his watch. “I’ll do what I can. But I also want to warn you… James Chapman’s no saint, by any means. That squeaky-clean image he’s trying to protect?” He shrugged. “Maybe I’m wrong, but I don’t remember him to be much of a straight shooter.”






  
  Chapter 3


James Chapman’s house was a long, gray stucco ranch with a tall fountain inside a circular driveway. Light sparkled off the fountain’s jets as water sprayed into the air. 
It was seven fifty-seven when I arrived and rang the doorbell. Musical chimes were followed by high-pitched barks from the other side of the door.
James opened the door and stood in the doorway with a small dog in his arms. Another dog hid behind him and continued to bark, its eyes right on mine.
“Don’t mind him,” James said. “He’s all bark.” He stepped back from the door and welcomed me into his house. 
When he closed the door the dog he held jumped from his arms and joined the other, neither any bigger than your average-size house cat. Their barks were loud as they matched each other, bark-for-bark.
James leaned down and picked up the one he’d already had in his arms. He ran his hand down over its ears. “This one’s Bella,” he said. “Give her a few minutes.” He turned and looked down toward the floor. “That one’s Jazz.”
“Jazz?”
James nodded. “They’re a bit territorial.”
I extended my hand to give Bella a whiff of my scent. But she didn’t seem to like what she’d smelled. She showed her teeth and snapped, missing the tip of my finger by a hair. “I guess I should give her those few minutes.”
A white, life-sized statue of a naked woman surrounded by tall, green plants took up a corner of the foyer with a crystal chandelier overhead.
“Nice place,” I said.
James shrugged his shoulders. “Got it for a steal during the last recession.” He winked. “One man’s loss is another’s investment, right?” He turned and walked into the room to our left, just off the foyer. 
Two couches and a single winged-back chair circled around a coffee table. Bookshelves lined the entire back wall, filled with books and framed photographs. A baby grand that took up a good part of the room under the windows. I looked out into the yard.
James let Bella down from his arms and she joined Jazz, who had already stopped barking at me… more interested in the smell of my topsiders.
“You play?” I said as I stepped toward the piano.
James shook his head. “Nothing like Bonnie, but I’ve tried.” He stepped next to me and picked up a framed picture from the top. He handed it to me. “I don’t know the last time you saw Bonnie, but I believe this is the most recent photo.”
I held it in my hands and studied her face. She was as pretty as I’d remembered. She had a microphone in her hand, red, blue, and green lights surrounded her in the photo. A man who appeared to be much older than her played the drums and smiled in the background. “What kind of music did she play?” 
“Everything. She had her own sound, to be honest. She mixed rock with jazz… new age. He looked down at the piano and touched a key without making a sound. “She could play anything.”
“Was she performing that night?”
James shook his head. “No. She was there to watch a friend of hers perform.”
My eyes went back to the picture. I felt it inside me, knowing she was no longer alive. 
James took the photo from me and handed me another. “That’s me and Bonnie out on a boat, with a friend of ours. That was taken a couple of years ago. Things were good back then.” He turned from the piano and looked toward the other side of the room. “Would you like to have a seat?”  He put the picture back and stepped toward two cabinet doors built into the wall. He turned to me. “Would you like a drink?” 
A look past him into the cabinet. A bottle of Jack Daniels caught my eye. “That Jack would be all right, if you don’t mind?”
He grabbed two glasses from the lowest shelf and turned to me with a different bottle in his hand. He held it out to me and said, “This is a good bourbon. Hundred-eighty-dollars a bottle. You’ll like it. It’s better than Jack.”
I liked what I liked, and didn’t fall for the trap most people did, that just because something cost more it had to’ve been better.
But James poured two glasses—neat—and handed one to me. He sat down on one of the couches and crossed his legs, his glass rested on his knee.
As soon as I sat down in the chair, the dogs ran back into the room. Jazz jumped up on the couch with James. Bella must’ve heard about the smell of my shoes, and gave them a sniff of her own before she jumped up into my lap.
“See,” James said. “She likes you. Takes her a little time.” He smiled, his eyes on Bella. “She must smell your dog.”
I shook my head. “I don’t have a dog.”
James raised his eyebrows. “No? Bella normally knows a dog person right away. I’m surprised she—”
“Oh, it’s not that I’m not a dog person. I’m just not around enough to take care of one.” I ran my hand down Bella’s neck and patted her on the back. “She must smell my partner’s dog.”
We both sat quiet for a moment.
“So why don’t you tell me a little more about what happened… or what you think might’ve been going on with Bonnie,” I said. “Maybe start with what you know about this alleged affair.”
James took a sip of the bourbon, looked at the glass. “What do you think?”
“What do I think?”
“About the bourbon.”
I took a sip. I nodded. “Not bad.”
Although the truth was, I’d tried a lot of whisky and bourbon over the years. And to be honest, I drank Jack because I liked it. As far as I was concerned—no matter what kind of whiskey—after the first glass I could rarely tell the difference.
James placed his glass down on the coffee table in front of him. “As I told you, I don’t know who she was fooling around with. Bonnie was very well-liked. She performed locally most of the time, at Jazz clubs around the city. Traveled around Florida once in a while, but more so when she was younger. Most of the musicians were men. The bartenders were men. So…”
“She had a lot of options? Is that what you’re saying?”
James nodded and reached for his glass.
I leaned forward in the chair. “So if you don’t have a particular person in mind… or a name…”
“She’d just changed so much over the past year or so. Stopped inviting me to her performances, or she wouldn’t tell me where she was playing.”
“But you used to go? To watch her?”
He sipped his bourbon. “When I could, I would go. But I’m busy. Especially when the real estate season kicks in.”
I looked down into my glass as I’d started to acquire the taste for the expensive stuff. “Did you ever ask her about it? I mean… do you have something or someone you can point me toward? At least to give me some direction?”
Before James could answer, the doorbell rang with the same musical tones. Both dogs ran from the room with their sharp-pitched barks that made my ears ring. 
James took his time and got up from his seat, his drink still in his hand. But held the glass far out from his body. Maybe to make sure he didn’t spill on his pants. His walk had a swing to it as he turned the corner to answer the door.
A moment later he walked back into the room with a young woman right behind him. She had blonde hair but short as could be, without being shaved all the way down to her scalp. She was pretty, although much younger than me and James.
“Henry, this is my sister, Amanda.”
I got up from the chair and gave her a nod. “Hello.”
Amanda’s face was red. Flushed, or maybe sunburned. She was dressed in cut-off shorts and a tank top. She had a tough look about her. 
Her eyes were locked on mine for a moment. “You look familiar. Did you grow up in Fernandina Beach, too?”
I nodded. “I did.”
She kept her eyes on mine for a moment longer, then turned to James. “This the private eye?”
James nodded to her, turned to me and said, “She thinks I’m being dramatic because I’ve hired you.”
Amanda rolled her eyes. “I didn’t say you were being dramatic. I just thought… maybe you just need to give it some time. Cops said it was an accident… she might’ve fallen, had too much to drink.” She shrugged. “Not like it’d be the first time.”
I looked at the chair behind me. Bella had jumped in and taken over my spot. I nudged her aside and sat back down with my drink still in my hand. She crawled into my lap and I looked over at James and Amanda. “Are you saying she’d fallen before from having too much to drink?”
James and Amanda looked at each other.
Amanda said, “She’s been known to go overboard.” She turned to James. “Remember that time she fell off the stage?”
James shook his head and rolled his eyes.
“Where’d that happen?” I said.
“River Mist Café.”
“At the St. Johns Town Center?”
James narrowed his eyes, his gaze on Amanda. “I’m not sure any of this is relevant, so maybe you should just keep your comments to yourself.” He stomped his way over to the couch and sat down. He threw his head back and finished the rest of his bourbon.
Amanda laughed. “You wonder why I say you’re so dramatic?” She leaned against the edge of the doorway leading to the foyer and looked right at me. “I think Bonnie had been having trouble with her drinking. James doesn’t want to hear it.”
“We all need a drink to get through the day,” he said, then turned to me. “Right?”
I glanced down into my empty glass and didn’t answer.
James jumped up from the couch and shooed both hands toward Amanda. “Okay, I’ve seen enough of you for the night. Go on… on your way.”
Amanda held out her open hand. “Can I have the keys?”
James scratched his head and nodded, his other hand on the side of his hip. He walked through the doorway past Amanda and disappeared without saying a word. 
She kept her eyes toward the doorway, then turned back to me with a smile.
I leaned back in my seat and noticed car lights had just come on outside in the driveway. “Is someone outside waiting for you?”
Amanda nodded. “My ride. James is letting me take Bonnie’s car for a little while.”
“Oh.” I stood and looked out the window. “It sounds like you and Bonnie didn’t get along?”
She shook her head. “No, that’s not the case at all. I loved her. And I miss her. She was like my big sister.” She smiled and looked down toward the floor. “It was just… the last few months I felt she’d changed. She was distant… from all of us.” She shrugged. “That music scene might’ve caught up to her.”
James came back through the doorway and dangled a set of keys up in the air in front of Amanda’s face. “You’d better keep it all in one piece. And don’t go playing around with the engine.”
Amanda grabbed the keys and swung them on the ring around on her finger. She glanced back at me over her shoulder. “Nice meeting you, Henry.”
James faced the foyer from the doorway. “And I don’t want you-know-who driving her car.”
The door closed, James stood with his back to me, still facing the foyer for a moment more. He turned to me, shaking his head, then walked to the window and looked out. “I don’t know what she sees in that kid.”
“Who’s that?”
“His name’s Luis.” James turned, walked back toward the coffee table and picked up his empty glass. He extended his hand toward me. “You want another?”
I handed him my glass with a nod. “Her boyfriend?”
James shrugged. “I don’t know what he is, exactly. She knows I don’t like him.” He poured me another bourbon and handed me the glass. He sipped his own drink and sat down on the couch as we both sat quiet for a moment.
“So who’s this friend of Bonnie’s? The one she went to see perform that night?”
James got up from the couch and pulled a framed photo down from the shelves behind the piano. He handed it to me. “Her name’s Nadia.”
I looked down at the photo, a picture of Bonnie with her arm around a woman equally as attractive, although younger than Bonnie.
“She’s a great singer. Bonnie taught her a lot. Sort of took her under her wing. You ever want to see her, she performs at the River Mist Café a few nights a week.”
I glanced at the picture again and handed it back to James. “Looks like they were pretty good friends?”






  
  Chapter 4


Bonnie had last been seen alive at the River Mist Café in the St. Johns Town Center. So along with my friend and former associate Alex Jepson, we went to the same café to see Bonnie’s friend Nadia perform with Bonnie’s old band. 
Alex and I had both worked security together for the Jacksonville Sharks baseball team. But since then and throughout my last few cases, Alex had taken on a bigger role at Walsh Investigations. She laughed when I’d say she was the brains behind the operation.
But I wasn’t kidding.
The River Mist was a busy place, especially for a Thursday night. It’d been two weeks to the day since Bonnie’d been found dead in the turtle pond, not far from the front door of the café and past the seating area where people gathered to eat and drink and enjoy the outdoors.
I’d hoped Nadia would be willing to talk to us, and maybe shed some light on what happened to Bonnie that night.
We sat down at a small table at the back of the café, which was small inside and really nothing more than a bar with a stage. But they threw the word café up on the sign to appease the town center’s management.
Nadia was on the stage with a small band behind her. She was extremely attractive, wore a tight dress that clung to the shape of her body.
Alex leaned into me. “Her voice is smooth. Like chocolate.”
I nodded with my eyes on Nadia as I sipped my glass of Jack Daniels.
Nadia finished the song and the band took a break. I shot back what was left in my glass, got up and headed for the stage, hoping to catch her before she disappeared. 
“Nadia?” I said as I reached for her arm, just as she was about to walk through a doorway to the left of the stage. 
She turned to me and pulled her arm away.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
She looked past me, as if she’d looked for someone to help her. 
“My name’s Henry Walsh. I’m a private investigator. I didn’t want to miss you, and hoped you had a few minutes to talk to me and my friend Alex.”
Nadia looked toward the back corner where Alex sat waiting at the table. 
Nadia turned and watched as the men from the band headed for the bar. With a hushed tone and a touch of broken English to her voice, she said, “What exactly is it you are investigating?”
I looked around the bar. “Bonnie Chapman’s death.”
Nadia nodded—as if she knew—and closed her eyes for a moment. She opened them and looked back toward the bar. “Let me get a drink.”
I gestured toward Alex in the back corner. “How about we go sit down and order something.”
A man with his dark hair greased back on his head, dressed in a glossy, purple, long-sleeved shirt unbuttoned halfway down his chest stepped in front of us. “Nadia?” he said, his eyes on me. “What’s going on here?” He looked me up and down, his lip snarled with a look of disgust on his face. He nodded at me with his eyes right on mine. “Who is this?” 
I stepped in front of him and we stood face-to-face.
“This is Gerard,” she said with her hand on his chest to push us apart.
“Her manager. And her fiancé,” he said. 
Gerard was shorter than me by a few inches, but he wasn’t what I’d call a small man. He had thick arms and a chest he stuck out as far as he could. He raised his chin and looked me in the eye.
I couldn’t help but picture him with a rose between his teeth.
“Gerard, this is—” she stopped. “I’m sorry, what did you say your name was again?”
“It’s Henry. Henry Walsh.”
Nadia said, “He wants to talk about Bonnie. I agreed to have a drink with him and his, uh…  his girlfriend?”
“No, not my girlfriend,” I said. “She’s—”
“Are you cops?” Gerard said, looking from me to Alex.
I shook my head. “No, not at all.”
“He’s a private investigator,” Nadia said.
Gerard narrowed his eyes as he looked down at her, then slowly shifted his gaze toward Alex. His look softened a bit. 
Alex had that effect on men.
Gerard said, “Who are you working for?”
“I’m not at liberty to say.” I turned to Nadia, as if Gerard wasn’t there. “I assume you have to get back on stage soon, so let’s go have that drink.”
Gerard said to Nadia, “Next set starts in eight minutes.” He walked away and over to the bar where he leaned back against it and kept his eyes on us.
“This is Alex,” I said as Nadia stood next to me at the table. “Alex is my partner.”
Nadia extended her hand to Alex. “I’m Nadia.”
Alex shook her hand and the three of us sat down together.
“Who hired you?”
I glanced at Alex and hesitated a moment before I answered. “Who hired me isn’t important. But I’d like to hear anything you can share with me about Bonnie… at least before you go back on stage.”
Alex leaned toward her. “You have a beautiful voice, by the way.”
Nadia smiled.
I moved my chair closer to the table. “I know you didn’t see anything that night, but what can you tell me about what you’ve heard might’ve happened?”
The waitress stopped over and put a White Russian down in front of Nadia. She grabbed it right away, sucked half of it down with the cocktail straw before the waitress had barely removed her hand from the glass.
“How ‘bout you bring us another round?” I said.
Nadia took a deep breath—somewhat of a sigh—and shook her head, looking down into her drink. She looked up at me. “I still can’t believe she’s gone. I just…” She closed her eyes. “It’s strange, you know?” She looked back and forth from me to Alex. “When you lose someone in your life… it’s still so fresh.”
I said, “Was she in any kind of trouble that you know of?” 
Nadia shook her head. “No, not that I know of.”
“Any enemies? Other musicians or anyone in the business you’re in… maybe someone she might’ve had a run-in with at some point?”
Nadia shook her head. “She was so beautiful. Everybody loved Bonnie. She was always kind.”
I said, “Anybody that you know of who loved her, maybe, in a different way?”
Nadia tilted her head and waited a moment. “I don’t understand.”
Alex said, “We’re wondering if, by chance, Bonnie had a lover…  if she was having an affair.”
Nadia cocked her head back. “An affair? Why would you ask that? She loved her husband. Not that their marriage was perfect, but…” She turned and looked at Alex. “Love is never perfect.” She sipped most of what was left in her glass through the straw.
I looked over at Gerard who now had his back to us, leaning on the bar. But he looked over his shoulder, as if he knew I was watching him.
I gave him a nod and he turned away. I said to Nadia, “Your boyfriend over there…  I assume he knew Bonnie?”
Nadia nodded. “He loved her, just like everyone else. Gerard…  he was so upset.”
The waitress delivered another round. I held my glass in front of my chin and over the rim said, “How long have they known each other?”
“Who, Bonnie and Gerard?”
I nodded.
“Before I met him. They’d known each other for a few years.”
“Personally? Or business?”
Nadia shrugged. “Both, I guess.” She sipped her White Russian. 
Alex said, “Do you know why Bonnie got out of the music business?”
Nadia sucked her drink through her straw, held onto it with her fingers. “She just stopped. She played piano with me a few times over the past year, but she said she’d had enough. It was time for her to move on.”
“Move on and do what?” I said.
Nadia shrugged. “She never really said.”
I looked past Nadia toward Gerard. “Is Gerard the one who’ll help you make it to the big time?”
Nadia laughed. “Big time? I don’t know about big time. But, yes, he said he’s the person who’ll help me.” She leaned down and in a hushed voice said, “I don’t want to play in bars like this forever.”
Gerard walked our way and came up behind Nadia. “Let’s go. They’re waiting for you.” He nodded his head to the side toward the stage. He held out his hand and helped Nadia up from her seat without saying another word.
She turned to us as she started to walk away. “Thank you for the drinks.” She made her way through the crowd which had thinned out a bit since we first walked in the door. Those who remained clapped as she took the stage.
Gerard walked back toward our table and leaned down with his head next to my ear. “You want to bother her again, next time you talk to me first.”
I looked up at him and raised my glass to him with a nod. “I’ll try to remember that next time.”
Gerard stood still for a moment before he turned and walked away. But he stopped, looked back at me and said, “We are all upset about Bonnie. Especially Nadia. She doesn’t need this right now…  she needs to be focused on her singing.”
I held my glass up in front of me and watched him over the top of my glass. I said, “What about you, Gerard? Were you here that night?” I placed my drink down on the table, stood up and stepped toward him. 
We stood face-to-face.
Nadia started singing. I took a quick look at her and saw her eyes were on me and Gerard.
“I was here,” he said. “But I left early to take care of some business.”
“Some business, huh?” I said, “You never came back? Not even at the end of the night? I mean…  your client’s on stage performing, I would think you’d at least hang around, no?”
Gerard stared back at me for a moment longer, then turned and walked between the other tables and disappeared through a door to the side of the stage.
Nadia’s eyes followed him, then shifted toward mine. She closed her eyes and continued her tune…  her long fingers hung off the side of the mic.

      ***At the end of the night, Nadia stepped off the stage to a standing ovation. Gerard was back and waiting for her off to the side. With the crowd still clapping, he grabbed her by the arm and led her out the door to the side of the stage.
The other members of the band all exchanged looks as they watched Nadia disappear. The drummer shrugged his shoulders, got up from his stool and headed down the steps to the bar. Music came on over the speakers to break the quiet after the clapping had stopped. The other members of the band packed up their instruments and joined the drummer at the bar.
Alex and I stood from the table.
“What was that all about?” she said.
I headed toward the bar with Alex behind me. Over my shoulder I said, “I’d guess Gerard doesn’t want Nadia speaking with us tonight.” 
We both leaned on the bar alongside the men from the band. I nodded toward the bartender, handed him a couple of bills and—loud enough so the men could hear me—said, “Buy the band a round on me, will you?”
Each man from the band raised the glass. 
“Thank you, sir.”
One said, “Good luck to you.”
“Cheers,” said the other.
I ordered two drinks for me and Alex and turned to the short and stocky man who played the drums. He was the same man I recognized from the photo with Bonnie that James had shown me. “Does she always disappear like that?”
He shook his head and leaned forward over his drink like he was afraid somebody was going to steal it. “She’ll hang around with us, have a few drinks…  as long as Gerard’s not around.”
I said, “He doesn’t always stick around, watch her ‘till the end?”
The man shook his head. “He used to. Then he started taking off, coming back later in the night to pick her up. Last couple of weeks, though, he’s been staying all night… watching her like a hawk.”
I picked up my drink, took a sip. “Last couple of weeks?”
The man nodded. “Not sure if you’d heard, but a good friend of ours died out there. Drowned in the turtle pond at the end of the seating area.”
I nodded. “I know all about it. And I understand she was quite the musician herself.”
“Bonnie?” he said. 
The two other band members turned from their seats and looked toward me. 
“She was the best. A good person. She was a great musician with all the talent in the world. It surprised us all when she gave it up and just walked away.”






  
  Chapter 5


I drove back to the St. Johns Town Center the next morning. The turtle pond was at least forty feet across and about half that wide. It was surrounded by a stone wall with ropes tied to wooden piers, three or so feet high. 
Children ran around the outside of it and around all the tables as if nothing had ever happened.
There was a man in a blue, one-piece uniform. He had a long pool skimmer in his hand and reached into the pond as he cleaned debris from the water.
“Good morning,” I said as I approached him from behind.
He had his back to me and didn’t turn when I spoke.
“Hello?” I took a step closer and tried to make eye contact.
He reached up near his head, put the handle from the skimmer under his arm and removed earbuds from his ears. “Yes, sir?”
“Sorry to bother you.” I turned, looked down into the water. It wasn’t crystal clear but cleaner than I’d expected for a pond. “My name’s Henry Walsh. I’m a private investigator.”
The man looked back at me, unimpressed.
I said, “Are you the one who found Bonnie Chapman’s body?”
He continued to skim the top of the water. He nodded. “Damn nearly fell in myself, when I saw her. Last thing you’d expect to see at five o’clock in the morning.”
“Is that what time you start?”
He shrugged. “Depends how late I’m here the night before.”
I looked along the stone wall that circled the pond. “Did you know it was her as soon as you looked?”
“I knew it was a body. Never expected it’d be Bonnie.” He lifted his baseball cap from his head, wiped his forehead with the back of his hand and placed the hat back on his head.
“You work nights, too?” I said.
“Not often.”
“What about the night before you found her, were you here late that night by any chance?”
He scratched his head, just over his ear. “No, I don’t think so. Might’ve left around five, maybe six.”
My eyes moved past all the black, metal tables with the umbrellas as I looked toward the River Mist Café. “Were you around this area before you left?”
He moved his hand around in a circle with a finger pointing down, as if he was stirring the inside of an oversized bowl. “I cover all this ground, every inch of space throughout the whole town center. Fifty-four stores. Three water fountains, plus this turtle pond. Sometimes I start here and finish on the other end or I might come in and work from the other direction. Honestly, no rhyme or reason to where I am or when.”
“That’s a lot to cover,” I said. “You do it all alone?”
“Couple of part timers help out here and again, but they’re pretty useless for the most part. There’s a security guard. He walks the place after dark, actually helps out more than the lazy part-timers. He’ll at least pick up a piece of trash if he sees it on the ground.”
“What’d you say your name was?” I said.
“I don’t think I did.” He looked off for a moment. “Robert.”
I looked down into the pond. “Has he ever seen anything suspicious that you know of?”
“Who?”
“The security guard?”
Robert shrugged. “I’d think if he had, he would’ve mentioned it… especially if he spotted a dead body in the turtle pond.”
I put my hands on my hip and again glanced toward the River Mist Café. “I just meant… if he ever came across anything out of the ordinary while he’s out and about?”
Robert said, “It was quiet before I left. But it always picks up later in the evening. Some nights can get a little out of control, people and kids everywhere. Depends on the band. Allen usually has his hands full with all the—”
“Allen? Is he the security guard?”
Robert nodded. “I believe he was here a little past two that night—or morning, really—and would’ve certainly seen something if it's happened before then.”
I nodded as a kid running around the pond crashed into my leg and bounced off to the ground. He cried as his mother helped him to his feet.
She looked down at the boy. “That’s why mommy told you not to run… you might’ve hurt the nice man.”
I gave her a half-hearted smile as she walked away.
“You were still here that morning, when the police arrived?”
Robert nodded. “About five or six officers… rescue workers, firemen. Quite a commotion, as you’d expect.”
“I assume they went in, searched the bottom while you were here?”
“Yes, from what I understand, found a lot of crap that shouldn’t be in there: glass, coins, cigarette butts… I try to get in there and clean it a few times a year. You’d think people would be more respectful of the turtles.”
I looked down toward the water. “Did she have a purse on her, that you noticed?”
Robert said, “To be honest, I didn’t study the scene. I thought I’d leave that up to the cops.” He gave me a suspicious look. “Can’t you get the information you need from them?” Robert stuck his ear buds in his shirt pocket and went back to skimming the water at the top of the pond. 
“The cops?” I said.
With his back to me, he said, “I already answered these same questions.”
I heard someone say my name. I turned and heard it again.
Alex walked toward me from the far end of the courtyard, just past the entrance to the River Mist Café. She waved as I looked toward her.
Robert didn’t seem to be paying much attention to me as I walked away toward Alex. “Hey,” I said as she approached. I pointed with my thumb toward Robert. “He’s the one who found her in the water.” We walked back to where he stood. 
Robert turned to me and, like most normal men, seemed to lose a breath when he saw Alex. He removed his cap and held it up in front of him with both hands under his chest. He gave Alex a nod, and brushed his sweaty head of hair to one side of his head.
“Alex works with me,” I said. I turned to her. “Robert was just telling me about the morning he came in, around five. He found Bonnie’s body right there in that pond.”
Alex looked along the stone wall and started to walk around it, trying to avoid the kids still surrounding the area. “No blood or stains or anything?”
Robert shook his head.
I walked toward a spot I’d noticed on the top of the wall, where the color was different from the rest of the stones… as if it’d been scrubbed clean or maybe even power-washed.
“What’s this spot here?” I looked over at Robert as I touched the stone with my fingers.
He shrugged. “Maybe ice cream? I’m not sure. I usually hit the stains with a power washer whenever I can. Ice cream’ll dry like glue if you don’t get to it right away.” He looked around the pond. 
I looked up and down along the buildings on either side of the seating area that stretched from the pond all the way down to the other end, right outside the entrance to the River Mist. “I don’t see any ice cream shops.”
Robert pointed his hand in the air. “All the way on the other side… but people come over here with the kids. Makes a mess because it’s melting down their hands by the time they get here.”
A group of teenagers came along and sat down on the wall just a few feet from where we stood with Robert. An older woman was with the group and approached me holding a camera out in front of her. She spoke in broken English, smiling as she spoke. “You take picture?” 
I snapped a picture and handed her back the camera.
She gave me another big smile and nodded as the whole group walked away.
I turned to Robert. “What time’s Allen start?”
Alex said, “Who’s Allen?”
“He’s a security guard we need to talk to.”
Robert said, “He starts at seven. Sometimes later. Depends how much time he spends at the bar.”






  
  Chapter 6


By nine o’clock at night, Alex and I were headed back to the St. Johns Town Center hoping to catch up with Allen Brown, the center’s security guard who—according to Robert—was on duty the night before Bonnie’s body was found in the pond. 
It was dark when we spotted the black and white Crown Victoria, a repurposed cop’s car with the lights and decals removed and replaced with the word SECURITY on either side of the car. He was parked toward the back of the parking lot, under the lights.
We parked a few spots down from the bridge that crossed over to the other half of the shopping center, with the turtle pond and the River Mist Café.
I looked in the car’s window and saw a man inside, slouched down in the seat with his head back and a hat pulled down low over his eyes. I turned and gave Alex a quick look as I knocked on the driver’s side window.
He didn’t seem startled at all, lifted his hat from his eyes and opened the car door. He held a travel mug in his hand as he stepped outside. “Can I help you?” he said. He rubbed his eye with his free hand and put the mug on the hood of his car. He straightened out his hat and pulled his pants up on his waist as he yawned and widened his eyes as if trying to wake himself up from a deep sleep.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt your nap,” I said. “My name’s Henry Walsh.” I tilted a nod toward Alex. “This is Alex. We’re with Walsh Investigations.” I looked up and down the loose-fitting uniform covering his thin, gangly body. “Are you Allen?”
He grabbed his travel mug from the hood of the car and took a sip. I picked up a strong whiff of booze floating across my nose and knew it wasn’t just coffee in his mug.
He waited a moment, then gave me a brief nod. “Yeah, I’m Allen.” He ducked inside his car, put the mug in the cup holder, and closed the door. “You a cop?”
I shook my head. “I’m a private investigator.” I looked around the lot. “Robert thought you might be willing to talk to us.”
“Robert?” he said, as if he wasn’t clear who Robert was.
“Yes. I think he’s head of maintenance?”
Allen nodded. “I know who he is. But… what is this all about?”
“I’m here about Bonnie Chapman’s death.”
Allen lifted his hat from his head and scratched his forehead with one eye closed like the light coming off the street lamp was too bright for his eyes. But he didn’t respond and I wondered why.
I said, “You do know Bonnie Chapman? The woman Robert found in the pond.”
“Right. Yeah, I know who you mean. I was just—” He stopped, looked at his watch. “So what is it you need?” He looked around the parking lot and toward the bridge. The crowd and sounds of music echoed off the building’s exterior walls. “I gotta make my rounds.”
“Are you the only security guard on duty?”
Allen let out a slight snort. “The only guard on duty? Ha… I’m the only guard… period. Seven nights a week right now.” He looked down at his car. “I’m not going to feel bad taking a nap once in a while.”
Alex said, “Were you here that night? Before Bonnie’s body was found?”
Allen looked off for a moment. “Listen, no disrespect to either of you. But I answered a lot of questions already. Couple of officers from the sheriff’s office came around right after it happened, seemed to be doing a pretty good job asking questions. So I don’t think—”
“We’re not with the sheriff’s office. So if I can ask that you cooperate, it’ll make things a hell of a lot easier on all of us.”
Allen lifted his chin up high, his eyes squinted. “I’m told they haven’t found any evidence to say it was anything more than an accident.”
“Is that what you heard?” I said.
Allen folded his arms at his chest and stared back at me. He didn’t respond.
I said, “Did you know her?”
He shrugged. “Everyone around here knew Bonnie.”
“Did you see her out that night?” 
He again looked at his watch and pulled up his pants by his belt. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to walk the property now, do my rounds…” He reached down and ducked into his car, came out with his travel mug and a flashlight. “We’re not allowed to carry a firearm.” He held the flashlight up like he was about to strike someone. “But this thing comes in handy once in a while. Only had to use it once, from what I remember.”
Allen locked his door and turned, headed toward the wooden footbridge that went over the roadway to the other side of the center.
“Mind if we come along?” I said.
He turned and looked at us over his shoulder. With a shrug, he said, “Fine by me.”
Alex and I followed behind him over the bridge. 
I looked to our left, toward the River Mist Café.“Ever have trouble in there? At the River Mist?”
He shook his head. “Not normally. I guess maybe once in a while but, for the most part, it tends to be quiet over there. Especially their type of music… you don’t get all the riff raff.”
“What about the night before Bonnie’s body was found, anything out of the ordinary going on in there? Or outside at the tables?”
Allen stopped, held the flashlight under his arm and removed his hat. He scratched his head, looked down toward the ground and put his hat back on. He looked toward the pond at the far end of the courtyard with many of the tables occupied. People were eating and drinking. Music was playing. “I’d say it was like any other night out here. Gets busy for a while, crowd thins out. What you’re left with is the people who don’t want to go home. They hang around out here, having their drinks. Or they hang inside at the bar. It’s normally just people getting a good buzz on.”
I looked down at the mug in Allen’s hand.
Alex looked toward the River Mist. “You didn’t see Bonnie that night?”
He nodded. “I did, earlier. She was outside, talking to some people.” He nodded toward the courtyard. “Right there at those tables.”
“Was it apparent she’d been drinking?”
Allen pulled a pack of gum from his pants pocket, stuck a piece in his mouth. He shrugged. “Bonnie was always into having a good time. But that night? I guess she might’ve looked like she’d had a few.” He looked off somewhere. “She’d start hugging everyone…  flirting. She’d hang on this one or that one… that’s when you know she might’ve had a little too much to drink.”
“Did you see who she was with?” I said.
“I wasn’t paying that much attention, but I saw this kid I’d seen around before. He wears his hair slicked back, thinks he’s something special. Bonnie seemed to be flirting with him when I saw her. Although… he wasn’t the only one.”
“Anyone else there?”
Allen nodded. “Yeah, this girl… she used to come around when Bonnie performed at the café. But that was a while ago. I don’t know who she is and, like I said, didn’t pay much attention. The guy left when she showed up.”
“Can you describe what she looked like?”
“Short hair, almost like a boy’s haircut. She’s pretty, too. I wondered what she’d look like if she grew her hair more like a girl.”






  
  Chapter 7


I waited on the porch outside James Chapman’s house and rang the doorbell a second time after he didn’t answer. It was early, barely seven in the morning. And I showed up unannounced. 
When he finally opened the door he was wearing a white terrycloth robe—the kind you’d get in a hotel—with a cup of coffee in his hand.  But he seemed almost happy to see me. “Henry? I didn’t know who it was at my door so early in the morning.”
“I hope I didn’t wake you,” I said. Although that was somewhat of a lie. “I had you pegged for an early riser.”
“Oh, I am, I was just…” He paused. “Is everything all right? I have a meeting.” He looked at his watch. “I have about an hour, not even, before I have to leave.” He stepped back from the door. “Please, come in.”
I walked past him. His two little dogs came around the corner, legs turning and slipping on the hardwoods, both barking until they saw it was me. They both sniffed my legs then ran away, back toward the other room.
“Come on out back,” James said. “I was outside having my coffee, trying to get some work done.” He walked down the hall toward the back of the house. 
I followed him through the kitchen and outside to his backyard. The patio was made of cobblestones with a fireplace built into the wall that enclosed one side of the area. There was an uncovered Jacuzzi off to one side with the water bubbling inside. Two empty wine glasses sat on the edge.
James gestured toward the table. “Have a seat, I’ll be right back.” He turned and walked back into the house.
I sat down and looked around the yard.
James came back outside carrying a tray and placed a cup of coffee down in front of me. He put a plate of croissants in the middle of the table and a glass of orange juice down in front of me. He sat down and leaned back in his chair and crossed his bare legs. He had furry slippers on his feet, his toes exposed.
I looked past him and tried to avoid looking at what I feared James had on under his robe. Or, I should say, what he did not have on under his robe. 
“You’re here so early in the morning,” he said. “Should I assume you have some news to share?”
I shook my head as I picked up the orange juice and took a sip. “It’s far too early in the investigation. But I did have a chance to meet some of Bonnie’s friends and acquaintances over at the River Mist Café.”
“Nadia?”
I nodded. “Alex and I watched her perform, had a chance to talk with her but only for a few minutes. Her boyfriend wasn’t going to let her say too much.”
James rolled his eyes. “Gerard. ”
“We even waited until the end of the night, see if we could finish our conversation. But he rushed her out the back door. She’d barely finished her last song.”
“What’d you think?”
“What did I think?”
James nodded. “Of Nadia’s performance?”
I leaned back in my chair, kept my eyes above the table. I reached for my coffee to take a sip and raised it to my mouth. Over the rim I said, “She’s pretty good. Playing in a local bar like that, I guess I didn’t know what to expect”
James straightened himself out and leaned forward on the table as he reached for a croissant. “Bonnie was even better. She was the real deal. I’m telling you…” He tore off a small piece of his croissant and stuck it in his mouth. “The interesting thing about that place—a so-called café in the middle of a cookie-cutter shopping center—is the talent that’d gone through there. People in the business knew the music at River Mist was always top-notch.”
“People in the business?”
James nodded. “The music business. The owner of the place used to be a big music producer. You don’t see him around there much anymore, from what I’ve heard… he’s living on a beach in Peru. But he has friends, he turns them on to the talent.”
“What about Bonnie? How come she never—”
“She had a real shot at it. After all those years and all that work. She was so close.”
“What happened?”
He shrugged as he shook his head. “She realized it wasn’t what she wanted.”
I watched him as he looked off, across the yard. 
He ripped another piece of the croissant, slipped it in his mouth, and slapped his hands together away from the table. “Aren’t these croissants good? You ever get a chance, you should check out Ramona’s Bakery. Picked them up for an open house yesterday, but nobody touched them.”
I waited a moment while James shoved another piece of the croissant in his mouth. He chased it with a sip of coffee.
“Was Bonnie good friends with Gerard?”
James laughed. “Is that what he told you?” He wiped his mouth. “She didn’t care for him as much as he’d like to think. He didn’t know a thing about the business.”
“But he’s Nadia’s manager?”
“She bit the hook. I’ll admit he’s a good-looking man. And, of course, Nadia fell for him. He convinced her he had all these connections. And she’s yet to get anywhere, thanks to him. Bonnie tried to warn her, but… Nadia’s not the brightest bulb in the chandelier.”
“Have you heard they’re engaged?”
“Who, Nadia and Gerard?” He stared back at me with his mouth hung open. It took him a moment to say anything. “Engaged? Are you sure?” He straightened out his robe and pulled
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