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I GRABBED MY GO-BAG and headed to the wharf as soon as I heard the Caravan’s engine overtop of the resort. I let the pilot tie off before helping load a couple of the resort’s departing passengers. I climbed on board and we flew direct to Kendall and the executive airport. The passengers would board their private jet for the return flight home. I condescended to join them on the tarmac and shoot the breeze while I waited for the FBO to bus me to the terminal and my rental.

I had nothing but time. One thing could be said about being the chief of police in a smaller city. It’s kind of boring when you have competent help. If my job was any indication, I’d found it. To make sure, I hired on some of my old colleagues from the big city who were looking for a quieter life. The retirees looking to double dip didn’t hurt, either. They were all well experienced.

I took the cheap route into the city and pulled into the back lot of one more deco building in downtown Coral Gables. I was supposed to be meeting Avery Collins. She had contacted me about the threatening emails and texts her boss had been receiving.

The outfit she worked for was a startup that specialized in, oh, I don’t know, something twenty-first-century that produced apps or software primarily for phones. Apparently, the business was successful. According to Avery, the present owner bought it out from her partner and moved the business south to get out of the city. So far, she’d been a success on her own merits.

Not to prejudge, but perhaps that was part of the problem. Maybe the former owners were envious now that the business was a going concern and making plenty of money. It’s called jealousy. It isn’t limited to men and women and their personal relationships.

I wanted a look at the email headers. I followed Avery up the stairs toward the second floor office space. The scent of expensive perfume in just the right amount trailed after the woman. I was impressed. A little went along way—just the way I liked it.

“Did you tell your boss about involving me in this? If you didn’t, you should,” I told her.

“No. I thought I should get your opinion first and perhaps take it up with her after you’ve had a look.”

Avery led me into a spacious office. It was furnished in what I called very expensive IKEA modern. To me, that meant every piece was purposefully designed and probably ten times as costly as it needed to be. It all went to show the company had arrived. I didn’t care. It wasn’t my business. Hell, I could run my side business as a private investigator out of a phone booth—except there weren’t many of those left.

Avery sat behind her desk and slid the computer across to me.

“Is this your laptop?” I asked.

“Yes. I do all the email. Sending. Receiving. Texting, too. And replies. The laptop does double duty for the texting. Sometimes I have to check with Maria, but mostly, she allows me to proceed on my own. She tries to keep me as informed as possible. I accompany her to meetings and take the notes.”

I plugged in my key and ran search software to scan the emails and their headers. I ended up in a loop. So far, there was no way of identifying the sender. Not at all unusual if he knew what he was doing. I left the software running, just in case it came up with anything, before I headed off to my hotel.

“I’ll need copies of the emails. I need to take a look at the headers, just in case. Is there anything else I should know? What about the texts?”

She handed me the phone. I scrolled through the past several days. “It’s a busy account. No wonder you didn’t notice right away.” Outgoing and incoming were in equal numbers. Plenty of them.

“We use an auto-responder, mostly. It saves time when I don’t have to reply personally to every text we receive.”

The gist of the problematic texts was basically the same as the emails, only in fewer characters. “Who has your boss pissed off recently?” I asked.

A pained expression crossed Avery’s face. “No one that I know of. At least, none that would want to kill her.”

“And you? What about you?”

“Me? What do you mean?” Avery asked.

I think she must have thought I was putting her in the lineup as a possible guilty party. “Yes. You. As her representative. Who have you annoyed?”

She smiled warmly and exposed whitened teeth behind glossed lips. “No one. Unless turning down dates will do it. But then, I don’t use company phones for private business. Or private shenanigans, for that matter.”

I returned the smile, only my smile wasn’t as expensive. My teeth didn’t have the whitening. And I didn’t wear lip gloss. “Good to know. Now about those former owners she bought out when the company was doing the downswing. Tell me what you know about them.”

Avery sat back in her chair. I think she was about to swing her feet up onto the desk and cross her ankles when she remembered she was wearing a dress. She thought better of it, pulled her chair and her legs under it, and leaned forward on her elbows. She regarded me with wide eyes and blushing cheeks.

“I’m sorry. I’ve been so relaxed since meeting you—”

“Not a problem. I have that effect on some people. You were about to tell me—”

“Yes. The former owners. Three of them. Well, they were happy Avery attempted to pick up the pieces. I don’t think they were expecting her to come up with the cash. High fives all around after she cut the check and walked out of the boardroom.

“So that part was a surprise. Was there anyone else who might have wanted to buy it at a rock-bottom price? And why did she walk out of the boardroom? Didn’t she own it from that point in time?”

Avery thought for a moment. She pushed her chair back and moved to the window. Sunlight streamed into the office, causing her shadow to fall across me. When she turned, I didn’t have to squint. I had a clear view.

“I don’t know for certain, but I think perhaps at least one of the previous owners wanted to buy. I have no proof, so if you ask Maria, don’t mention my name. It’s what I heard via the grapevine. The rumor was that they were waiting for the bottom to fall even farther, so they could pick it up for next to nothing.”

“Maria beat them to it.”

She turned back to the window. “Do you have any plans for dinner, Jim?”

The invitation came completely out of the blue. I unplugged my key from her laptop. “None at all. Did you have something in mind?”

I learned my hotel had a trendy dining nook I shouldn’t overlook while I was in town. I thought I shouldn’t overlook Avery, either. She was an attractive woman, long and lean and a looker to boot. We settled on a time.

“I’ll expect you in the lobby,” I told her.

She showed me out and closed the door. Through the window, I could see her on her phone, talking animatedly. I wanted to be a fly on the wall listening in. She looked up, smiled warmly, and waved. I wondered if she was turning down some poor schmuck to go on an unplanned dinner with me.
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I made my way to my rental and the hotel. Before heading upstairs, I took a look at the restaurant. It was trendy. Pricey, too. It wasn’t open yet, but I waved over someone who looked important. I slipped him a twenty for a reservation at the table in the darkest corner of the room.

While I undressed and hung my clothes, I went over what Avery was able to tell me about the business. There were fifteen employees. That was down fifty from before she took over. Obviously, the woman made the cuts to survive. I wondered why the previous owners hadn’t done the same. It crossed my mind that perhaps they actually wanted to run the company into the ground, for whatever reason.

I checked my email and looked over what Avery had forwarded. I was just about to run the headers through a domain searcher when a knock on the door took me away from business. I was even more surprised when I opened it and Avery appeared, perfectly dressed and made up to look like a million.

“I don’t think we can get into the restaurant until much later,” I let her know.

She caught me looking her over. The look was hard to miss. I only hoped I wasn’t drooling, too.

“That’s all right. I thought we could go for a walk.”

I didn’t kick her out. I let her sit and watch as I readied myself for, for, well, whatever it was she was up to. I took a chance. “If you’d like to stay, we can order in.”

She cocked an eye and smiled. There was trouble if I ever saw it.

“I didn’t wear this just to take it off an hour after I put it on. At least let me show off first.”

Promises. We smiled and blushed, and I had to open my mouth. “In that case, come with me and I’ll show off everything about you.” I offered my arm, and she took it. I pressed it close. She didn’t appear to mind. Neither did I.

“Where would you like to go, Avery?”

“That’s for me to know and you to find out.”
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What I didn’t know was that Avery’s penthouse was only a couple of blocks distant. She was leading me in that direction when the drizzle began. By the time we reached the entrance to her building, it had turned into a hard rain. We squished into the elevator. The doors
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