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      Praise for Sapphire Island

      

      “Author Creston Mapes has once again mastered the art of riveting suspense in Sapphire Island, set in the peaceful beach community along the northeast coast of Florida. A full cast of colorful characters weave together stories of fresh starts against a backdrop of heartbreaking loss, dark secrets, and unresolved mysteries. Another classic from one of my favorite authors.” — Author Diane Moody

      

      “Pastor Nick and local artist Rhonda, emotionally wounded from their pasts, and virtual strangers, unite to help reveal the criminal element in their new community of Sapphire Island—a reader's delight with elements of suspense, friendship, healing, bravery, and faith.” — Zanese Duncan

      

      “Sapphire Island by Creston Mapes is an engaging, suspenseful story with twists so unexpected I couldn’t put it down. If you love heart-pounding tension and a plot that keeps you guessing until the very end, you will love it!” — Ella MaGuire

      

      “Mapes never disappoints. In Sapphire Island, Creston brings together a group of people who shouldn’t be connected, but are. With a medley of circumstances only God could orchestrate, this is a thrill ride in the first degree—and I was kept guessing right to the end. FIVE STARS!” — Author Sharon Srock

      

      “A delightful new read from Mr. Mapes!  Fast pace, endearing and well-developed characters start a wild ride built on solid biblical truths.  Just what I needed - can’t wait for more!” — Lynnelle Murrell

      

      “While Sapphire Island is a great place to live, it appears to have a dark side. Creston has crafted a great story that will keep you turning pages until the end.” — Ginger Aster
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      “What am I doing here?”

      She was thinking it, and he was thinking it, at exactly the same moment early that Tuesday morning in the beach town of Sapphire Island, Florida, about thirty minutes north of Jacksonville, not far from the Florida-Georgia border.

      They weren’t together.

      They didn’t even know each other, this woman and this man who were each at a crossroads in their lives.

      They were in their own small, dark, silent homes in different parts of the lazy, mossy seaside town, not more than two miles apart from one another. The island itself was only thirteen miles long and two miles wide. It was a hidden gem, a tropical paradise that its residents and repeat vacationers desperately tried to keep a secret so that it wouldn’t turn into another bumper-to-bumper Myrtle Beach or Panama City.

      She sipped hot tea and he drank black coffee in the quiet, before the broiling July sun crept up over the shimmering Atlantic. Before the mean-looking lumber trucks rumbled through town to the paper mills and smelly smokestacks the tourists never saw, way out on the west side of the island. Before the brimming shrimp boats—manned by tough, leather-skinned men and women—returned to Sapphire Harbor Marina along the Intracoastal. Before the souvenir shops and old-time post office opened their heavy metal doors. Before the realty offices, diners, skate park, and bait shops came to life. Before vacationing families lugged and carted and rolled their food, umbrellas, SPF spray, Bud Lights, toys, hard seltzers, and music machines to the public beaches. Before tourists filled the putt-putt courses, ice cream parlors, and breezy open-air beachside bars.

      Rhonda Weathers was 41 years old and, for now anyway, an artist. She was the survivor of a recent ugly divorce and—in addition to her apartment—rented a small studio above Beans & Vibes coffee shop where the beans were ground fresh by the cup. Although Rhonda wasn’t a coffee drinker, she always looked forward to getting to the gallery, where the rich Colombian aroma drifted up to the creaky-floored studio with its aqua-colored walls. She specialized in watercolors—from stunning seascapes to abstract people and pets. Much of her commissioned work came via her Etsy online store, where clients sent her photographs of that special someone—or of that beloved dog or cat—and Rhonda transformed the images into stunning works of art.

      That Tuesday morning at her one-story, cinderblock apartment on Marsh Street—where the old brown metal dehumidifier chugged away in the corner—Rhonda was paying several bills, including the rent for her studio space.

      After paying the final bill, she found herself sitting there, staring at her glowing laptop. Her stomach was in knots over the phone message that had been awaiting her when she’d gotten up that morning, from her ex-husband. She’d already played it probably three times. She played it once more with her cat Lady purring on her lap:

      
        
        “Hi Rhonda, it’s Chester. Surprise. I hope you’re doing well. Listen, I’m in Jacksonville on business and I’m hoping I can swing over to the island to see you. Will you let me take you to lunch? My treat, of course. I’ll come to you. Let me know . . .”

      

      

      As for Nick Landstrom—the other person wondering, What am I doing here?—he was the unlikely 44-year-old pastor of the historic white clapboard church along 7th Street near the library, which had been built way back in 1861. To Nick’s knowledge, no one on Sapphire Island had any clue about his past; if they had, he likely would not have been hired to shepherd the flock at the Sapphire Island Presbyterian church three years earlier.

      As far as Nick knew, he was thought of by his congregants and people in town as a humble, trustworthy Christian man who prepared well for his Sunday sermons, looked after his flock, and enjoyed gardening, cooking, and wandering Sapphire Island’s wide, pristine quartz sand beaches in search of sea glass and sharks’ teeth. He collected the gems in an assortment of glass bowls and jars, many of which were hand-blown by a talented local artisan.

      Before showing up on the island, Nick had been happily married to his best friend, Elizabeth. They’d had a four year old son named Evan. A beautiful boy. Sweet and sensitive. However, the two people Nick had loved most in the world were now gone and Nick still had to—would always have to—live with the guilt of their unthinkable deaths.

      A light knock at the front door of the parsonage surprised him, especially this early. He set his coffee down, got up, and checked himself in the mirror. He still had on his pajamas, which consisted of black boxer shorts, a white T-shirt, and ragged flip-flops. He ran a hand through his short black hair and squinted in the mirror at his tired brown eyes and five o’clock shadow. He looked sad and weary, with a distinct crevice between his eyes. Oh well, whoever it was would need to not mind how bad he looked⁠—

      Three loud, hard knocks came at the door.

      That changes things.

      Nick stopped in his tracks, listened intently, and thought.

      Could it be?

      No.

      There was no way Walter Devereaux could have found him.

      But, of course, there was always a way . . .

      There were three guns strategically hidden in different parts of the small house. He quietly crossed to the pantry, reached high for the box of Raisin Bran, got it down, and looked inside for the Smith & Wesson .380 he hid there in place of the cereal.

      There was already a round in the chamber and a full magazine in the .380, same with the other two guns in the house.

      He walked quietly to the foyer where he crouched low—flashing back to his combat training in the U.S. Marines—and ever so slowly arose and peered out the transom window at the top of the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            ARNOLD THORNBERRY III

          

        

      

    

    
      Arnold Thornberry III was a very rich man, and his wealth was his security, his happiness, and his peace of mind. It was Arnie’s reason for living and he didn’t mind if everyone in the world knew it. The more money he made, the cockier he became; he knew that, too, and it didn’t bother him in the slightest. The more wealth he generated, the more he could be and say and do whatever he pleased. He didn’t care what other people thought because he didn’t have to.

      Money was power.

      Money was meaning.

      Money made things happen. Anything, really.

      Money could make people do things they would otherwise never consider.

      Money gave Arnie a sense of invincibility.

      Superiority.

      Control.

      It was Tuesday morning in his state-of-the-art beige stone mansion, which towered over the white sand of Sapphire Island. With its cement block and steel foundation, the 8,550-square-foot showplace had three floors, each with sharp, squared corners and angles, various dramatic elevations, balconies with expensive furniture and lighting, and lots of enormous, dark green tinted windows. The saltwater pool, hot tub, and far-reaching hardwood deck were situated on the second floor of the home to maximize the breathtaking views of the ocean.

      This was the southern end of the island, one of several exclusive gated communities where each of the five to seven estate homes went for anywhere from ten to twenty million dollars. Quite opposite from the north end of the island, which Arnie considered dirty with its open public beach, cigarette butts everywhere, kids screaming, vape smoke, and typical low-budget riffraff.

      “Gidget, open the blinds,” Arnie called to the all-knowing cloud-based voice service. Every blind on the third floor opened electronically, silently, in unison.

      Arnie stood for a moment at a silver and glass railing, wearing his thick white terrycloth robe and matching slippers, holding a tiny cup of espresso. One side of this perch on the third floor overlooked the enormous atrium and foyer, featuring a 34-teardrop glass-pendant chandelier which cascaded down the three-level circular staircase. The opposite side of the walkway overlooked the beaches of Sapphire Island. He peered out to his private beach boardwalk, which wound through sea oats and coastal greenery to the bluish-green Atlantic Ocean.

      Look what you’ve built.

      He inhaled deeply through flared nostrils for four seconds, held it for seven, and exhaled intentionally for eight seconds, precisely as his counselor had taught him. He sipped the espresso then repeated the exercise.

      Ahh. Good day ahead.

      Off in the distance, way out on the horizon, he spotted a boat of some kind, which made him think of his own yacht, Privilege, which was docked at Sapphire Harbor Marina. Soon, he would be running her down to Ponte Vedra Beach for a pro-am golf outing at TPC Sawgrass. He’d been flirting with the idea of hosting a party on the boat several nights before the tournament, and needed to check with his executive assistant, Frida, on feasibility, potential guest list, and so on.

      Just as Arnie whirled around to head for the shower, a tiny splash of color caught his eye, tucked in close to the sea oats and sand dunes out toward the beach.

      “What the . . .”

      Anger began to pulse in his neck as he rushed over to a built-in wall cabinet, set his cup down with a splash, and snatched binoculars from the cupboard. He also grabbed an air horn canister and shoved it into the pocket of his robe. He’d heard from neighbors about a drifter who’d been camping on the beach in a burnt orange tent, but he’d never seen him before. Arnie dashed to the far end of the third floor walkway, pushed the glass door open, and went to the top of a black metal spiral staircase that led down to the pool.

      Peering through the binoculars, he focused in on the orange object—and it was indeed a tent, catching the ripples of the morning breeze.

      Arnie’s blood boiled. He smacked the binoculars down on the ledge and hurried down the spiral staircase.

      He’d done his homework.

      That is my land. My property extends to the mean high-water line, which is the average height of high tides over the last nineteen years. Property ownership extended to that line and the public only had rights to the wet sand area below, closest to the water. This clown, this . . . filth, was clearly on Arnie’s property!

      He got to the bottom of the steps and ran past the pool to the end of the hardwood deck. He got the air horn out with trembling hands, held it out as far and high as he could, covered one ear, and blasted the thing for a good fifteen seconds. Then he gave it bursts on and off for another ten seconds.

      But no one came out of the tent.

      No movement whatsoever.

      Arnie’s teeth clenched in rage. He got his phone out of the other robe pocket and checked the clock. He didn’t have time to go out there and run the guy off himself. Instead, he ordered his phone to call Sheriff Ross Strickland.

      It rang twice before a deep voice answered.

      “Good morning, Mr. Thornberry. What can I do for you on this beauti⁠—”

      “Sheriff, I’ve got a drifter camping on my property and I need you to arrest him,” Arnie barked. “This guy’s tent is clearly within the mean high-water line. I’d go out there, but I don’t have time. The neighbors have all seen this guy. He’s making this a habit. Can you take care of it?”

      There was a pause that Arnie didn’t care for.

      “I’m, uh . . . yes, sure, I’ll run out there, Mr. Thornberry. Give me about thirty minutes.”

      “No sir. Now, sheriff. I don’t want you to miss him. I’ve got to get going. This is on you now. I trust you’ll handle it. Right?”

      The sheriff started to say something, but Arnie ended the call.

      Sheriff Ross Strickland better get out there in time. He was more than well compensated for matters such as this. In fact, Arnie often thought he didn’t get nearly enough out of the under-the-table retainer he coughed up for the sheriff every quarter.

      Arnie took one last look at the blasted tent, cussed, wheeled around and headed for the staircase. “If he doesn’t arrest this guy, he’s done. Off the payroll.”

      But, as he hurried up the spiral staircase, feeling the summer sun begin to invade the day, he admitted to himself that Sheriff Strickland knew way too much about Arnie’s dealings to be fired. That thought had troubled Arnie before, and several times he’d pondered what would ultimately need to be done with the sheriff. But, for now, with all Arnie had coming up, he would certainly need to keep the good sheriff of Sapphire Island precisely where he was—deep in Arnie’s pocket.
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            NICK LANDSTROM

          

        

      

    

    
      When Nick saw that it was a teenage girl in grungy clothes standing outside his front door on the porch, he slipped the gun in the drawer of a nearby hutch and went back to answer it.

      He opened the door.

      The girl wore baggy army green cargo pants with a hole in one knee, black Converse high-tops, and a black KISS T-shirt. She was short and thin and her face and arms were sunburned. A navy bandana covered her head and was tied in a knot in back.

      “You the preacher?” she said.

      “I am,” Nick said. “And you are?”

      The girl, probably fifteen or sixteen, looked behind her and all around as if to make sure no one was following. A large, bulky green backpack that looked as if it weighed seventy pounds rested heavily on her back.

      She glanced at Nick and said, “Shelby,” then looked around again at the quiet street and the palm trees that lined it, and over toward the long red brick building that used to be a school and now served as a neighborhood food pantry and soup kitchen. She turned back to Nick. “Look,” she said, “can I come in for a minute?”

      Nick felt as if she was dodging someone.

      It was still so early, though.

      He needed to get started with his day.

      But there was a look in her antsy green eyes. He wanted to let her in, but he was also concerned how it would look if anyone saw—a man and girl, alone together. So now it was him who searched the street, the sidewalk, and the house next door.

      “For a minute,” he said, and extended a hand into the house.

      The girl slipped inside and when Nick shut the door she gave a sigh of relief and dropped the heavy backpack onto the floor of the foyer with a muffled thud.

      “Man, does it feel good in here,” she said. “I haven’t felt AC in . . . forever.”

      “Where do you live, Shelby?”

      She was beginning to look all around the living room, at his many books, bowls of sharks’ teeth and sea glass, the small TV, couch and matching chairs, and the books and crossword puzzles spread all over the coffee table.

      “Shelby?” he said. “Where do you live?”

      She turned and stared at him, her small mouth hanging open and one brown eyebrow up; the other eyebrow was pierced with a small silver ball. She had a pretty face and smile, with sun-drenched, freckled cheeks. “I’m actually in between places right now.”

      “Places?” Nick said.

      “Would you mind, could I get a drink of water? I’m dying of thirst.”

      Nick laughed to himself and started walking toward the kitchen. “How old are you?”

      She followed. “Almost sixteen.”

      “When’s your birthday?”

      “September second.”

      “Where’d you sleep last night?”

      He got a glass and ice and filled it with store-bought water from a gallon jug he kept in the fridge.

      “Last night?” She accepted the cold glass with two hands. “Oh, thank you.”

      “Yes, last night.”

      “Emm.” She nodded as she drank half the glass and wiped her mouth with her wrist, which was filled with colorful but dirty twine and rope bracelets. “Do you know that maroon-colored hotel downtown, near the wharf where all the nice boats are docked?”

      Nick knew she couldn’t afford a luxury hotel. He leaned on both arms over the counter. “You stayed at Beach Place? Pretty expensive, wasn’t it?”

      She shot him a guilty glance and drank some more.

      “Look, let’s be honest with each other, okay?” Nick said. “Tell me the truth and maybe I can help you.”

      She downed the rest of the water and loudly crunched some ice. “If you must know, I slept in a train car not far from that hotel and the wharf.”

      Nick’s heart saddened. He knew there were thousands of runaway kids, especially in warmer climates such as Sapphire Island.

      “When you got here just now, you seemed like someone might be following you. Is that so?” Nick said.

      Shelby shook her head and her eyebrows raised innocently. “No, no.” She laughed. “I’m just paranoid. It’s ridiculous, really.”

      “How did you know the ‘preacher’ lived here?” Nick said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “When I came to the door you said, ‘Are you the preacher?’”

      She blinked and stammered for a moment. “I ran into some other . . . displaced souls yesterday. They said you lived in the house right next door to the white church on 7th Street, and that your church had a food pantry across the street. Said you were nice. I went to the food pantry first, but it wasn’t open.”

      “Would you like some breakfast?” Nick said.

      She nodded. “That’d be great. Do you mind if I use the bathroom?” She held up her dainty, dirty hands. “I need to wash up.”

      Nick pointed to the hallway off the kitchen. “First door on the left.”

      Shelby fetched her backpack with a grunt and quietly made her way into the bathroom, closed the door and locked it.

      Nick wondered why she took the backpack with her, but figured if by chance something weird went down, he could handle it.

      He went to his bedroom and threw on some khaki shorts, a T-shirt, and tennis shoes. Back in the kitchen, he got out eggs, cream, and bread for toast, a small mixing bowl and a pan. As he whisked the eggs with a bit of cream, he remembered making breakfast for Elizabeth and Evan, usually on Saturdays. Evan had loved Nick’s chocolate chip waffles.

      Their absence left a painful and unspeakable void in his soul.

      It never stopped hurting.

      He never stopped missing them.

      He heard the water running in the bathroom and wondered if Shelby was escaping from a family conflict, abuse, or neglect? When Nick had approached his church elders and deacons about starting the food pantry and soup kitchen across the street, he’d presented research stating that more than four million young people were homeless each year.

      He poured the eggs in a warm pan and put bread in the toaster.

      The kid needed protein.

      The bathroom door opened. Shelby had removed the bandana, revealing extremely short brown hair and several silver earrings at the top of one ear. She smiled slightly as she lugged the backpack over next to the couch and set it there. She was a beautiful, petite young lady—but there was also a tough, street-smart savvy about her.

      “Something smells good.” She walked toward Nick’s cooking operation, rubbing her hands together.

      He had set places at a small kitchen table. “Have a seat over there.” He pointed to it, and she walked over there and looked out the bay window.

      “Pretty backyard,” she said. “Your bird bath is empty.”

      “Oh, I know. I was kind of waiting on some rain.”

      She quietly took a seat at the table.

      As he buttered toast and finished plating the scrambled eggs, he said, “So, where are you from?”

      Shelby sat with her legs crossed at the ankles and her hands clasped in her lap. She had good posture.

      “Believe it or not, Atlanta,” she said.

      Nick served the plates and sat down. He put his napkin in his lap. She watched him and did the same.

      “Let me pray for us real quick,” he said.

      She mumbled something and put her head down.

      “Father in heaven, thanks for bringing Shelby here today. Bless our friendship and thank you for this food and all our provisions. Amen.”

      She looked up at him, shot an obligatory smile, and took a huge bite of toast.

      “So, why did you leave Atlanta?” Nick said.

      “Not a good situation there,” she said, shoveling eggs into her mouth.

      “Do your parents know where you are?”

      “Ha,” she kept eating, “they don’t give a flip.”

      “What? Your parents?”

      With a mouthful, she simply shrugged. “It is what it is.”

      “Do you have siblings?”

      She shook her head. “Just me—and I’m pretty sure I was a mistake.”

      He was amazed at how fast she ate and wondered when she’d last had a good meal.

      “Let me get you some more.” He got up and took her plate. Pushed down more bread for toast.

      “Are you married?” Shelby said. “Or, is that not allowed?”

      He smiled at the last part. “I was married and had a little boy.” A tide of emotion snuck up on him, making him pause and swallow and take a breath. “They died—in an accident.”

      The girl turned and stared over at him with a soft, solemn look on her face.

      After an awkward moment of silence she said, “I . . . I am sorry about that. It really stinks. And you still believe in God?”

      While deciding how to answer that, Nick fixed the toast, finished the eggs, and served her second plate. He took it to her and sat down.

      “Yes, it stinks and, yes, I still believe in God. Now, back to you. Where are you heading?”

      “Emm.” She dug back into the new plate of food. “Not really sure. These eggs are fire, by the way. Is there cheese in these?”

      “No cheese. Cream,” he said. “So how did you get all the way down here from Atlanta? Did you ride with someone?”

      “Walked a lot of it,” she said. “Got a few rides.”

      Nick could only imagine the danger she somehow avoided.

      “What’s your last name?” he said.

      “What are you gonna do?” she said while eating ravenously.

      “Well, you’re fifteen years old. A girl. Basically a runaway. Alone. You walked and hitchhiked all the way to Sapphire Island from Atlanta, exposing yourself to all kinds of danger. I’m going to do what any responsible adult should do, and that’s to help you get back home.”

      “But what if I don’t want to go home? What if home is the problem?”
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            RHONDA WEATHERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Rhonda chose a table for two by the window at Eli’s Place, which had become one of her downtown favorites for lunch. She still couldn’t believe she’d agreed to meet Chet, her ex-husband, and was jittery and hesitant. But she hadn’t seen him since the divorce had been finalized seven months ago, and she knew she had to face him sometime, so she figured why not get it behind her. At least this was her home turf.

      She had arrived at the restaurant early. The floor-to-ceiling windows along the downtown sidewalk let in lots of light and the place was about a third full, but it always filled up by 1 p.m. She caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror on the opposite wall. She’d gotten so thin. And she was hunched over like an elderly lady. She set her shoulders back and looked again. Her auburn hair was tucked behind her ears and looked okay. But she was so pale. She needed to get some sun, but the summer had been incredibly hot.

      She swallowed hard when she spotted Chet’s silver Honda pickup truck as it pulled into one of the diagonal parking spots along the street. She had to laugh to herself that, since the divorce, for some reason Chet had started calling himself by his real birth name, which was Chester. She’d known of other friends who’d done the same thing as they’d gotten older. Tom had strangely become Thomas. Vicky had become Victoria. Bill had become William. And now Chet had become Chester. It must have something to do with aging. All Rhonda knew was, she would never be calling him Chester. Never.

      Chet hopped out of the pickup wearing dark sunglasses, a light gray suit, white shirt, no tie, and light brown shoes. He ran a hand through his wavy dark blond hair and buttoned the top button of his jacket as he walked down the sidewalk toward the restaurant. His pants were too short and looked ridiculous with no socks, but he claimed he knew all about the latest fashion trends.

      Bells jingled as he entered. He removed his shades, smiled, and talked and laughed briefly with the cute teenage hostess, then spotted Rhonda, waved, and headed her way. The hostess smiled at him shyly as he walked past her. Her cheeks had turned pink, her hands were clasped behind her back, and her shoulders turned back and forth timidly. Chet had always been a big hit with the ladies, mainly because he was seriously handsome. He stood about 5’10” and had broad shoulders, and a solid chest; he obviously worked out often. When he got to the table he squeezed Rhonda’s shoulder, said “Thank you for meeting me,” kissed the top of her head, then pulled out the chair across from her and sat down.

      Rhonda didn’t like that he’d kissed her—even though it was just on top of her head—and she felt her cheeks flush, thinking, the audacity.

      “Well,” he nodded, smiled, and examined her with his deep blue eyes. “Here we are. It’s been a minute, hasn’t it?”

      She hated that expression. She hated a lot of his expressions. They were just unneeded words, things like, “At the end of the day,” “That being said,” and “Right?” He always said, “Right?”

      “Seven months,” she said.

      “How are you, Rhon?”

      He seemed genuinely interested, but Rhon? Really?

      “I’m okay. Doing good actually. I like it here.” She realized she didn’t have much spark, much joy. And just that morning she’d been questioning what she was even doing on Sapphire Island.

      “How’s business?” he asked. “I bet you’re killing it.”

      “Not bad,” she said. “I love it. It’s just . . .” She was going to mention that funds were sometimes tight, and that making studio rent could be difficult, but why bother? He was no longer part of her life. “It’s all good.”

      A thirty-something man wearing black pants and a white dress shirt came to the table, introduced himself as their waiter, Todd. Rhonda had seen him before but had never been served by him. They both ordered unsweet iced tea with lemon.

      More people filed into the restaurant for the busy lunch hour.

      “Man, this place is hopping, right?”

      Ugh.

      “So, do you have any new paintings to show me?” Chet said.

      There was once a time when she was so excited to share with him what she’d been working on. She did have pictures of some recent works on her phone, that’s what he’d meant to see, but again, she had no reason to share her new life with him.

      “I really don’t,” she said. She took a deep breath and clasped her hands on the table. “So, what’s this about, Chet? Why are we meeting?” It felt good to be flat out real with him.

      “Chester, Chester—remember?”

      “I’m not calling you that.”

      “Oh, okay. I won’t ask you why,” he said. “Are you going to ask how I’m doing?”

      She stared at him.

      He crossed his arms, smiled, and leaned back in his chair.

      Who did he think she was? Just because seven months had passed, she was supposed to forgive and forget all he’d done?

      “Chet, really?” She waited. He was so full of himself, she figured he’d say something, but he didn’t.

      The waiter showed up with their drinks and asked if they were ready to order.

      “I’ll have the BLT, light on the mayo, please,” Rhonda said, handing him her menu. “The homemade chips with that, please.”

      Chet looked suddenly anxious and handed the waiter his menu. “I’ll do the same.”

      As soon as the waiter left, Rhonda said, “I’m here because you asked me to meet. We had to see each other at some point. Who knows, maybe this will be the last time. But you have to know how much I despise you for what you did. I don’t care what you’re doing now.”

      Chet dropped his head exaggeratedly, letting it bounce slightly. Then he slowly looked up at her and leaned closer. “Rhon, can’t you let it go, please? I’d like for us to be friends. That’s doable, right?”

      Her face lit on fire.

      She moved closer to him so others wouldn’t hear.

      Her eyes drilled into his like lasers.

      “For five months you had sex with another woman⁠—”

      “Rhon—”

      “Shut up, Chet. You got tired of me—the wife you committed your life to—and you found another play pal. You were a good liar. You pretended so well—like an actor. I still can’t believe it took me so long to figure it out. It makes me feel so stupid.” She spit out that last word as if it was poison.

      He crossed his arms again and his mouth sealed to a slit. His chiseled tan face went pink.

      “How dare you come in here and think we are going to hit it off like long-lost friends,” she said. “Just tell me what you want and let’s be done with it.”

      His eyes widened and he leaned forward again. “I need a favor from you, Rhon. It’s really, really important. Trust me, I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t a big deal.”

      Being used again.

      “What is it, Chet. Spit it out.”

      She couldn’t imagine what he could possibly use her help for.

      “You did a painting recently—for Arnold Thornberry III.”

      Her head craned back and she squinted at him. “How do you know that?”

      “I follow him. He’s like one of the top developers in the world. He shared your painting on Instagram or TikTok, one of those. I’m surprised your phone didn’t blow up.”

      “It did—for about two days. But nothing came of it.”

      “Too bad. Well, anyway, you know about the big Gala coming up for the Sapphire Island Arts Commission at the Ritz this Saturday.”

      “I know about it.”

      “Are you going?”

      She shot him a frustrated look as if to say, what are you talking about?

      “Yes. I’m going with all the artists from my studio. We’re sharing a table. Why?”

      He reached across perhaps thinking he was going to take her hand, but she quickly withdrew both into her lap.

      “I need you to introduce me to him—to Thornberry.”

      She scowled at him. “Chet, I barely know the man. He called me. We met at his house for like fifteen minutes. I took some pictures, and I was gone.”

      “You’ve been inside ATIII-Manor?” Chet’s eyes grew to the size of ping-pong balls.

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “It’s the name of his mansion at the south end. Thornberry is Old English. It means ‘fortress’ or ‘manor.’ It towers over the beach. Was it incredible?”

      “Yes, it was. I wouldn’t feel comfortable doing that. I’m sorry.”

      “Rhon, it’s . . . it’s . . . I can’t tell you how important it is. Please, will you try? Just a simple introduction. And, coming from you, it would just be perfect.”

      “Tell me what for? I mean, it’s not like I can recommend your character.”

      Take that, you jerk.

      He sighed and dropped his head, then threw his hands up. “It’s about business. Listen, if it pays off like I think it can, I could even give you a cut.”

      Rhonda’s expression went sour. She just stared at him, slowly shaking her head. She knew it was all hot air. And she was embarrassed that she’d ever taken him seriously.

      “You never stop scheming, do you?” She looked around the restaurant, so irritated, and thought about leaving. “I don’t know why I agreed to meet you.”

      Chet scooted his chair as close to the table as it would go. He leaned over on his elbows. He glanced around the dining room, then stared into her eyes with a worrisome look, and whispered in a forceful tone. “Rhonda, I lied. It’s not about business. I’m in trouble with this guy.”

      His shoulders and face and neck were rigid as a board, and his eyes glistened as if he was fighting back tears.

      Her stomach churned.

      “What trouble?” she said, growing anxious about whatever may be wrong, wondering if it could possibly involve her.

      The waiter arrived at precisely the wrong moment, placed their sandwiches and chips in front of them, and asked if they needed anything else. When he was gone, Chet wiped his eyes with his napkin and took a drink of tea. It almost looked like his hands were trembling.

      Rhonda was feeling worse by the second. “What trouble, Chet? What have you done?”

      “I’m so messed up, Rhon.” He put a fist to his mouth and shut his eyes tightly. He shook his head, took a deep breath and exhaled slowly and conscientiously, as if in a yoga class.

      Rhonda looked around to see if anyone may be watching Chet implode. They weren’t.

      He took a deep breath and exhaled. “The bottom line is, Arnold Thornberry is extremely ticked off at me. I didn’t do what they’re saying. So, if you hear about it, it wasn’t how they’re saying it was. I swear, Rhon.”

      A scary feeling came over Rhonda. Chet’s words sounded foreboding.

      “Chet, just tell me. What did you do? What is Thornberry mad at you about?”

      “It’s something he thinks I did, but I didn’t do it.” He shook his head, looked away, looked all around, then refocused on Rhonda. “I just need to get in front of him, let him meet me, see that I’m a good, respectable guy. And that’s going to be the perfect place, because it’s in public where he can’t—I mean, no harm can come in a public place like that, right? And being with you—he likes you, he hired you.”

      Rhonda didn’t think she’d ever seen Chet so shaken before.

      Neither of them touched their food.

      She examined him and waited for more explanation.

      “Okay. I met his daughter one night at a club in Jacksonville.”

      The words dropped like a bomb tumbling out of a B-52 toward earth in slow motion.

      Rhonda froze. There was no way this was going where she thought it was going.

      “We hit it off,” Chet continued, embarrassed and needy.

      “Why am I here?” Rhonda snapped. “I am not doing this.” She looked around for their waiter, for her bill. Several nearby patrons turned to look.

      “Rhonda, please, listen,” Chet pleaded. “We had a nice evening together. She was very kind. You would have liked her. What I mean is, it was all on the up-and-up. So, anyway, I . . . I took her home, to her place.”

      Rhonda couldn’t sit still. It was pure torture. The nerve of this idiot.

      “No, it wasn’t like that,” he said. “She’d Ubered there and I was just driving her home.”

      “Where is this going, Chet? I can’t believe you!”

      “Please, just hear me out, Rhon. When we got back to her place, she kind of staggered when we were going inside and it totally surprised me, right
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