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      This book is dedicated to the husbands, boyfriends and significant others of strong, empowered women with whose decisions they sometimes take issue. Part of this book revolves around Beau, Trip and Rick’s objections to the women’s investigation of the murder of Alice Erskine. Although their reasons for opposition revolve around their concern for the women’s safety and their lack of investigative training, deep down, they are also envious. Beau and Trip want in on the action. On the other hand, Rick struggles to reconcile his dedication to proper law enforcement procedure with his feelings for Kat. In other words, this story isn’t just about these four female sleuths; it is also about three very decent, caring men.
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      Marianne Putnam slammed into the remaining open spot in the parking lot of the Serendipity Springs Community Center and blew out a frustrated breath. Late again—this time it was to her weekly mah jongg session with her friends Sydney Bonner, Kat Faulkner and Micki Demetrius. Her new pastime writing one-act plays had begun to consume the rest of her life. An idea would strike her at all kinds of times, and she’d give her mind over to fleshing it out for hours without realizing where the time went.

      Couldn’t worry about that now. She emerged from her car, made sure her aqua-colored tunic covered her rear and trotted down the palm-lined sidewalk to the central Florida building.

      Her friends were waiting. As unofficial leader of their group and Marianne’s best friend, Syd would have already assembled the tiles and racks. Micki would be checking her watch and tapping her foot, when she wasn’t admiring her latest purchase of a costume jewelry ring or bracelet. Kat, the empathetic one, would be reassuring them Marianne would soon be there, all the while scanning her phone for a text from her.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Marianne told the trio as she slipped into the spot they’d kept for her at their table. Walls of two rows of nineteen stacked tiles fronted each of the four racks, including one for her.

      Sydney glanced up from perusing the card of mah jongg hands she’d spread out on her side of the rack and ran a hand through her shoulder-length silver locks. “This is getting to be a habit. You were late to the Women’s Club meeting last week and totally spaced out on the library auxiliary get-together yesterday. That’s not like you.”

      “It’s these plays. They’ve taken over my life.”

      “I thought you finished that second course on one-acts months ago,” Micki said.

      Marianne took her turn throwing the dice to determine who would start the game. “I did, and that might have been the end of it, except my instructor asked me to submit both my plays to a contest.”

      “You entered a contest?” Kat asked, her green eyes wide with interest.

      Marianne nodded. She left it at that.

      “Have you heard from them yet?” Syd wanted to know.

      Too late, she realized she shouldn’t have revealed so much. “Uh, yes.”

      “And you’ve neglected to mention this news why?” Micki pursued, her journalistic bent never far from the surface.

      “I didn’t win anything, nor did they want to put it on either. If that had been it, I would have gone on with my life and left one-act plays behind. But my entries were returned with comments. Very favorable comments, which indicated I’d come close to winning and encouraged me to keep submitting. They also said I had a real talent for playwriting.”

      Micki won the toss of the dice, so she threw again to determine how many tiles to move to the center, from which each would begin to draw her thirteen tiles. “Let me guess. That was all you needed to keep going?”

      “Sounds crazy, huh? A few kind words and I’m hooked. Well, not entirely. That came later, when my next play fared even better in another contest, although it still didn’t win.”

      They took turns drawing their tiles, four at a time. While each studied her take, Marianne continued. “I wrote another, entered it and received about the same results as before. As a result, I’m now a woman driven. Every spare minute as well as committed ones go to my writing.”

      “I think that’s great,” Kat said, patting her hand.

      Marianne screwed up her mouth. “Tell Beau. It’s starting to bug him.”

      “Dinner not on the table on time?” Micki asked. Micki’s marriage to an inveterate gambler ended years before, but it had soured her feelings about the male sex in general.

      “I’ve still been on top of that. Okay, maybe once … or twice. But mainly it’s because he says I’ve been distracted.”

      “Have you been?” Syd asked.

      What if, instead of a spin class, Lorelei takes up tap? That way, they can be getting ready for a recital, which will send her into a panic.

      “Marianne?”

      What was that? Oh, right, Syd. “Uh, sure. What?” Three pairs of eyes greeted her as she emerged from her fog.

      “Beau is right,” Micki said. “You were somewhere else for a few seconds.”

      “I was?” Of course, you were. They’d caught her red-handed. How was she going to get out of this one? No other option but to confess. Her imagination only worked on her plays. Her friends were too sharp. “Okay, you caught me. Sometimes the plot follows me around when there’s still an outstanding point needing to be resolved.”

      “Did you solve it?” Kat asked.

      “As a matter of fact, I did.”

      “Good. Then let’s get back to the game,” Syd replied.

      Micki’s hand was poised to discard the first tile, her slender fingers displaying a new manicure, a dark blue-red this time, apparently meant to show off her rose jumpsuit, but she paused midair. “How about we agree, for the rest of our game today, you stay here with us, and if your imagination takes you on another flight of fancy, we’re each charging you a quarter.”

      “Huh. Instead of a penny for my thoughts, you’re raising the penalty 250 percent?”

      “Would you rather we pinch you?” Micki responded.

      She couldn’t be serious. Best not to find out. “Okay, okay. I get the picture. I’ll stay in the here and now the rest of the afternoon.”

      “That’s settled,” Syd declared. “Micki, throw that tile before your arm goes to sleep. Let’s get started. The others have already been sending curious looks our way.”

      As if to prove she was in the moment, Marianne won the first game. “I’ll take your quarters now, my friends, instead of the reverse.” Couldn’t appear too smug, but she did feel vindicated. She wasn’t as addle-brained by her new passion as they thought.

      During their break for refreshments, Bitsy Melzer, who was almost as short as Marianne’s five feet one, cornered them. “I hope you’re all still coming to the fundraiser for the Tran Saturday night?”

      The Tran, or Center for Women in Transition, took in abused and destitute women. They’d been there to help several months ago when a young woman had shown up claiming to be pregnant with the child of the recently deceased son of a friend. This year, it was the featured recipient of funds raised by the Serendipity Springs Civic Affairs organization.

      “Trip’s tux is at the cleaners as we speak,” Syd replied, coming up to them, her nearly six-foot frame towering over all but Micki, who claimed the same height.

      Bitsy turned to the other three. “And you? Kat, are you bringing the sheriff?”

      Kat shook her head, her short silver hairdo hardly moving. “Sheriff Formero has to work Saturday night, so Micki will be my date.”

      Too bad. Marianne would have liked to see how the virile lawman filled out formal wear. Not that she wasn’t equally impressed with her own husband Beau’s appearance when he chose to get spiffed up.

      “I’m glad to hear the evening’s entertainment hasn’t scared you off,” Bitsy said. “A few people suddenly have schedule conflicts.”

      The evening’s entertainment? Marianne tried to recall what had been announced.

      “I thought it was a string quartet,” Syd answered, fingering the collar of her navy linen top. “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing,” Bitsy replied, “except when two of them come down with mono.”

      “Oh, dear,” Syd said. “I take it you’ve found a less than suitable substitute?”

      “I wouldn’t say that, but apparently some are, shall we say, intimidated by the idea of a hypnotist.”

      Micki lowered the cookie she’d been about to bite into. “A hypnotist? You have to admit, Bitsy, that’s a far cry from chamber music.”

      “You try finding someone at such late notice,” Bitsy said. “Besides, Alice has been gaining quite a reputation. She’s quite popular at high school graduation parties.”

      Micki snickered. “You’re kidding. You expect a group of the town’s most prominent people, our group of seniors aside, to participate in something teenagers get excited about?”

      “Don’t worry, Bitsy, we’ll still be there,” Syd said. “But none of you tell Trip,” she breathed as soon as Bitsy wandered off.

      “Trip loves stuff like that,” Marianne said.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of. If he hears about this in advance, he’ll spend the rest of the week planning what he’ll do under hypnosis.”

      “He’d do so well barking like a dog,” Marianne commented.

      “Do they really still ask participants to do that?” Kat asked.

      Micki shrugged. “I have no idea. I’ve never seen hypnosis done in person. And I don’t plan to volunteer. I’ll leave the barking to Trip.”
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      Marianne’s husband, Beau, slightly over six feet with graying brown hair, fiddled with the studs on his tuxedo shirt, then pulled at his collar. “I don’t see why my suit wouldn’t have sufficed for this deal tonight. Dressing up isn’t necessary.”

      Marianne placed a hand on his wrist, attempting to restrain the fidgeting, so other patrons at the fundraiser wouldn’t notice. “We do this maybe twice a year, Beau. One night shouldn’t kill you.”

      He leaned toward his pal Trip Bonner. “Don’t tell me you’re into such silliness?”

      “I’d rather be in my board shorts, but it doesn’t bother me. Besides, it goes with all this fancy, frou-frou food and place settings.”

      “Shush, you two,” Syd said in a lower voice. As always, she looked elegant and polished in a white crepe sheath, her square jaw and long neck column set off by a thin rhinestone collar. “There are some movers and shakers here tonight with whom we don’t typically associate. We need to be on our best behavior.”

      “And we’re chopped liver?” Trip returned. “I was a mini-mover in my banking days.” He cocked his head and grinned. “Or was I a mini-shaker?”

      Though privately she agreed with her husband about the formal-wear overkill, Marianne kept her opinion to herself. She owned two formal dresses. One she saved for weddings. The other, the navy silk crepe she wore tonight, got hauled out for these over-the-top social occasions. Though she bought it when her hair was still a coppery red, it still looked pretty good with her graying locks, now a pinkish gold. Probably because her eyes continued to retain their bright blue color.

      Recently, the gown had become a bit snug with the extra ten pounds she was carrying. If the fit got worse, she’d have to lose the weight rather than buy another one. She hated shopping. Clothing manufacturers seemed to think petite women like her should wear the same styles as preteens. Maybe if it came to that, she’d make Micki her personal shopper. The woman lived to shop.

      Said woman now entered the discussion of the evening wearing a tight, black-sequined number. Apparently Micki missed the announcement that no woman of their age should show so much cleavage, but maybe that was Marianne’s Midwestern thinking. Besides, it looked quite dramatic against the woman’s dark hair with the silver streak. Micki made a show of straining to see them from her seat across the table. “Although I’m all for the burgundy and navy décor, I wish the centerpieces weren’t so high. I can barely see you folks.

      “We’re here,” Cathy Broderick called.

      “We haven’t been out much since Cathy was cleared of murdering her boss,” Cathy’s husband, Art, said. “Supporting the idea of women in transition seemed an appropriate reason to be seen again.”

      Marianne was happy the couple were finally mixing socially. It had been months since Cathy had found herself in the dubious role of key suspect. The four mah jongg friends plus the two spouses had been instrumental in discovering the real murderer. But it had taken months for the Brodericks to feel comfortable being around others. The rumors that had circulated when Cathy had been locked up were hurtful and long-lasting.

      “We’re happy to share our table with you on this occasion,” Trip said.

      “I understand we’re in for quite the treat with the evening’s entertainment,” Art told the group.

      “You like chamber music?” Beau asked.

      Art gave him a curious stare. “That’s yesterday’s news, man. Half the quartet has mononucleosis, so they had to find something else at the last minute. Now we have a hypnotist.”

      Beau almost choked on his drink, which he quickly set back on the table. “A what?”

      “Her name’s Alice Erskine. She lives here in town and also runs a boutique catering service for dinner parties of up to twelve,” Cathy said.

      “I think I’ve heard of her,” Kat replied, tonight wearing a plain beige linen dress. Micki must be going nuts trying not to point out how, once again, their friend had missed an opportunity to use her newfound wealth from her lottery win to augment her wardrobe. “It’s called Dinner at Eight, right? I came close to hiring her until my guest list grew, and she is very firm, or at least her partner is, about limiting their jobs to twelve people.”

      Beau turned to Marianne. “Did you know about this change?”

      “I, uh, heard about it in passing.”

      “You knew I wouldn’t come if you told me.” He wasn’t exactly accusing nor making a scene, but he definitely wasn’t happy.

      She glanced at the others as she replied. “You’re not required to participate, Beau. Just sit here and watch.”

      “Sounds like fun,” Trip said. “I’ll volunteer.”

      Syd knew her man pretty well.

      “You’d get up there and make a fool of yourself?” Beau asked.

      “Who says I would? I’ve read that people under hypnosis won’t do anything they wouldn’t ordinarily do when not hypnotized,” Trip returned.

      “Better you than me then,” Beau said.
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      Trip was the first to raise his hand when Alice Erskine asked for volunteers. The rest took a little more encouragement from not only her but their dinner companions as well. In the end, he joined six others on the raised platform that served as her stage.

      Marianne had never seen the woman around town, probably because most of her crowd preferred to eat out rather than host dinner parties. She and Beau hired the services of a supposed personal chef when they were investigating one of the suspects involved in Cathy’s case. As it turned out, he proceeded to get drunk on the job, never finishing.

      Erskine didn’t strike her as the hypnotist type, whatever that was. She stood at medium height and looked to be around forty with long, platinum-blond hair. A gold pendant hung around her neck. She wore a black pantsuit, white blouse and short heels. For ease of escape if the crowd turned on her? No, that was silly. Though somewhat dramatic in appearance, she looked harmless enough. Marianne even considered volunteering herself … for a nanosecond.

      Besides Trip, she recognized two of the others. One was one of Beau’s golf buddies. The other participated in her group that clipped coupons for the military twice a month. Three men and one woman comprised the remainder of the group.

      The next several minutes were given over to audience participation, as Erskine had everyone in the room join in a simple relaxation exercise. “It’s important these brave souls feel they’re not alone in this venture, so before we get to them, I’d like all of us to try a brief experiment. Be forewarned, I’m not putting you under hypnosis. I’m simply guiding you through what your cohorts will be experiencing on a somewhat broader basis.” She had them close their eyes, focus inwardly and breathe deeply.

      Marianne had tried some of the same steps herself a few times when she couldn’t sleep, but Erskine’s method was more effective. By the time the performer moved into her main act, Marianne was ready to settle back and enjoy the show. A quick check of Beau revealed even his skepticism had turned into guarded attention.

      Erskine began by describing what she planned to do in the next few minutes. She had the volunteers take seats in a semicircle that faced the audience. Then she called for the lights to be dimmed, and a hush descended over the audience. The candles that still flickered on the tables cast an eerie glow over the room, adding to the drama.

      “You’ve all come up here of your own volition?” she asked.

      All seven nodded.

      “Good, because it’s important your free will be engaged. The first thing we’ll do is repeat the exercise the entire audience just completed, only with more intensity. Sit back in your chair and let your arms hang loose. Wiggle your fingers and let the relaxation travel from your hands to your shoulders.” She gave them time to respond. “Have you all done that?” More head nods.

      “Now breathe in. Deep. Now breathe out. Good, good. I can see you all relaxing. Keep it up. In. Out.”

      She paused, waited for the deep breathing technique to kick in. “Okay, we’re ready to proceed.” At this point, she turned her back on the audience and faced her participants. She kept her voice low and even, although everyone in the room could hear with the mic she wore. Then she undid the pendant from around her neck and asked them to follow its movement with their eyes. “Right. Left. Right. And so it goes.”

      She continued the procedure a bit longer. Marianne detected a spaced-out look in Trip’s eyes.

      “Now, close your eyes and bow your head.” The seven lowered their heads in unison.

      She went first to a woman on the end and placed her hand on the participant’s shoulder. “What is your first name?” The woman responded. “Open your eyes, Carol. And raise your head.” The woman complied. “Are you still relaxed, Carol?” The woman nodded. “Good. I’m going to ask you to do something for me, Carol. Are you okay with that?” Yet another nod. “Stand up, Carol. We’re going to do some reenactment. When I say ‘go,’ demonstrate for us one of your most embarrassing moments.”

      Erskine took a step to the side, giving Carol the spotlight. “Go!”

      Carol sat back in her seat and closed her eyes, appearing to be asleep. Next, she snored.

      “Tell me what you’re doing, Carol.”

      “I’m in a lecture. I haven’t slept well in days, but the speaker, my boss, is so boring, I can’t stay awake. Uh-oh. He’s spotted me. He’s pointing me out to the others in the audience and asks my neighbor to nudge me.” She blinked her eyes open. “So embarrassing. He won’t let me forget.”

      “Thank you, Carol. You may lower your head again.”

      She repeated the process with each of the remaining six. One had been picked up for speeding with his mother-in-law in the car. Another played a wrong note in a concert. A fourth walked into a house that wasn’t his, and just like Goldilocks, made herself at home. Her neighbor had gone water skiing minus his swim trunks, which had come off in the water. A sixth shared personal information unaware that a nearby mic was open. Trip demonstrated a golf swing that had gone so far off course it wound up in the rough of another fairway.

      The process took about fifteen minutes.

      Once the final participant had done his thing, Erskine moved center front again. “Thank you, everyone, for your participation. You all were great. I am now going to count to three. On the count of three, you will come out of your trance. Ready? One. Two. Three.”

      Each of the subjects opened their eyes.

      She turned around to the audience. “Weren’t they great, everyone? Let’s give them a round of applause.”

      Trip returned to their table. “Well? I seem to have survived. Did I embarrass myself?”

      “You don’t know?” Syd asked.

      “No idea. I heard her voice throughout, but I don’t remember what she said.”

      “You’re putting us on,” Beau said, folding his arms across his chest. “That was all you needed to go under?”

      “Must have been. I don’t remember a thing after she told us to relax. Tell me what I did.”

      Syd filled him in.

      “That’s what my mind considered my most embarrassing moment?”

      She chuckled. “Hard to pick one from your repertoire of goofs?”

      He seemed to consider. “That happened years ago. I didn’t realize it was still so close to my subconscious.”

      “I don’t know whether to be disappointed not to have been included in your most embarrassing moment, since there have been many, or relieved to have been skipped over,” Syd told him.

      “Relieved.” He laughed. “I am. How about the others’ revelations? Anything juicy?”

      Beau added his bit. “Maybe for them but pretty tame for us, the audience. No major confessions, no clucking like chickens and no stripping off clothing.”

      Marianne leaned into Beau. “Although, of course, my husband would have been mortified to witness the latter.”

      “Mortified. Absolutely mortified,” Beau replied, putting an arm around her as he offered his best impression of wide-eyed innocence.

      “Someone said she runs a private hypnotherapy practice besides doing it for entertainment,” Syd said. “I wonder how much deeper she plows into her clients’ psyches under those conditions.”

      “If tonight was any example,” Marianne replied, “I’d say her days as a hypnotherapist are limited.”
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      A couple of days after the fundraiser, Kat studied her image in the mirror. A magenta sequined number hugged her five-six body like a tight glove. What was she thinking, letting Mick select her new wardrobe? Though she was preoccupied these days with a story she was freelancing for the Orlando Gazette, Micki had carved out time in her busy schedule to accompany Kat on a shopping trip to purchase new gowns. Kat was resuming her cabaret act after months on the sidelines recuperating from breast cancer. Her friend had assured her and then reassured her she not only looked great, she looked sensational.

      Now Kat wasn’t so sure. When she pivoted, her back end was quite prominent. She wanted her audiences to look at her, not her derriere. “But I do look pretty damn good!” Involuntarily, she brought a hand to her mouth. She never said damn out loud, didn’t even think it. But in this situation, it seemed to work.

      “Ms. Kat, the sheriff is here,” her housekeeper, Greta, announced from the bedroom door.

      “Rick?” She checked the bedside clock, since she’d discarded her wristwatch before she slid into this outfit. He wasn’t due for several more hours. “Tell him I’ll be right down.”

      Greta remained where she was. “He, uh, said he was kinda in a hurry.”

      It had taken Kat several minutes to slip into this getup. She really didn’t want him to see her in these duds before her first show, but it appeared she didn’t have much choice.

      The usually formal sheriff, hat in hand, offered a wolf whistle upon seeing her. “Don’t tell me you dressed up that much for our date?”

      “No movie, unless it’s a Hollywood premiere, deserves this number,” she said with a laugh. “What’s up?”

      He offered an apologetic smile. “I have to postpone our time together tonight. I’m sorry, especially since I couldn’t accompany you to that fundraiser the other night. I know how much you were looking forward to seeing that film.”

      “A new case?”

      What little smile he’d shown a minute before disappeared into a firm line between his lips. “Unfortunately. There’s been a murder.”

      “Oh my gosh! Where? In town?”

      He nodded. “Can’t say much, since we’re still in the initial stages of investigation. But it means I’ll be tied up for however long it takes us to nail whoever did it.”

      Of course he would. That was his job. But it surprised her how disappointed she was by this turn of events, especially since she’d been the one dragging her feet in their relationship. Prodded by Rick to explain her hesitation, she’d finally told him how recently the grief she suffered upon losing her fiancé in a horrendous auto accident years before had returned. She thought she’d worked her way through that devastating period in her life, but those painful feelings of loss had come roaring back when she viewed a similar catastrophe. With his understanding and at his suggestion, she’d begun seeing a professional to help her cope with her emotions and move on with her life.

      Now, her conscience kicked in. “Don’t worry. There’ll be other chances to see that film. You have things to do. And I’m keeping you from doing them.”

      “Thanks. I’ll make it up to you. Sometime. Not sure how soon we’ll solve this one. Gotta go. I’ll call when I can.”

      He was almost at the door when her curiosity got the better of her. “Can you tell me who it was?”

      “Since the news people have already descended upon the scene, guess you’ll know sooner or later. It was a woman. An entertainer. Name was Alice Erskine.”
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      As soon as Rick left and she’d peeled out of her gown, Kat attempted to summon the foursome to the coffee shop. The significance of his announcement had escaped the sheriff, but this was big news. They’d only recently witnessed the woman’s act, and now she was dead. But Micki was over in Shasta working on a story for the Orlando Gazette. And probably stopping by Fromage, a boutique deli owned by a certain aging stud named Chuck Dawson whom they’d met on a few prior investigations. And Syd and Trip had gone to a new exhibit at an art gallery in Orlando.

      Still, they’d all want to know about Erskine as soon as possible. That left texting.

      
        
        Kat: Just learned from Rick there’s been another murder in town. Alice Erskine.

        Marianne: The hypnotist we saw the other night?

        Micki: Where? When? Any more details?

        Kat: No. I was surprised he even parted with her name. Rick said he’d be working long hours until they find the killer. When I know more, I’ll let you know.

        Syd: Thanks. Keep us posted. We’ll be back in a couple hours.

        Micki: Me, too.

        Marianne: I’m here, if you learn anything more.
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      The next day, Beau approached the breakfast table slowly, rubbing his back. Marianne glanced up from her oatmeal. “What’s going on? Did you work out at the fitness center again?”

      “No. I had a restless night. There’s something wrong with our mattress.”

      “Age maybe? Not ours, of course. We bought it years before we moved to Florida.”

      “Think it’s time for another? How long are mattresses supposed to last anyhow?”

      “Fifteen years, I think. Check the internet.”

      He pulled out his phone. “Nope, this says under ten. Guess it’s time to go mattress shopping.”

      “Today? I told Syd I’d go with her to the community center to sort the contributions for the book sale.”

      He raised a brow. “It’s that time again?”

      She chuckled. “Twice a year, rain or shine.”

      He considered. “I suppose I can do some checking without you, although it would be so much fun playing the princess and the pea again, like we did when we got our current mattress.”

      “Sorry I can’t play today. You’ll have to conduct the initial research on your own. Just don’t buy one before I’ve had a chance to test it for myself.”

      Beau finished his oatmeal, washed out the dish and placed it and the spoon in the dishwasher. “I’ll be in the study checking out local mattress vendors.”

      Twenty minutes later, he called goodbye as he left the house. Alone at last! Not that she minded her husband’s presence, but it was easier to envision her work in progress when it was just her.

      Back to Lorelei and her tap class. And the upcoming recital. She needed some conflict. Maybe a competitor in the class and they were both in line for the solo. The other woman would rig their tryout. Somehow. A viable scheme had yet to emerge.

      But before she could plan further, her doorbell rang. Had Kat come over to talk more about the Erskine murder?

      But it wasn’t Kat at the door. It was Guy Whitney, one of her playwriting classmates. “Hi, Guy. What brings you here?”

      “Sorry. Probably should’ve called first, but I was afraid you wouldn’t see me if I told you what I wanted. It’s important I talk to you in person.”

      “Come in.” She knew Guy and felt comfortable being alone with him. Still, she was curious why he couldn’t just phone or email. She led him to their living room and gestured for him to light on the couch while she took one of the easy chairs. Once seated, she began. “What’s up?”

      He clasped his hands and twisted them one way, then the other, until he appeared to realize what he was doing. Both hands immediately went to rest on his thighs. “There’s been another murder in town.”

      “I’ve heard.”

      “Alice Erskine.”

      “Right. The hypnotist. It was the top story on last on night’s news. Apparently she was found in her car somewhere in the woods around town. Strangled.” She’d been on the lookout after Kat texted the information.

      He nodded. “She also owned a catering concern that specialized in small dinner parties. My sister, Portia, was her partner. The authorities questioned her at length yesterday after they learned there’d recently been tension between them.”

      He stopped, as if expecting Marianne to probe further.

      “What kind of tension?” she asked.

      “I don’t know much about it except what she told me this morning before the sheriff and his people returned with more questions. More specific questions after having talked to people who supposedly had observed a couple intense arguments between her and Erskine. The media haven’t cottoned on to her yet, but if the sheriff’s sources keep talking, it won’t be long. She’s sure she’ll be arrested. Just a matter of time.”

      Shades of another murder several months ago involving one of her mah jongg friends struck her. The woman’s husband had been killed just off the walking path surrounding the town’s big lake. She was sure she’d be arrested too. Uh-oh. Guy was here for the same reason the widow had approached Syd back then. He wanted her to investigate on the down low to find the real culprit.

      How could she stop him from proceeding? She and the other three weren’t really in the investigation business. They’d just found themselves caught up in circumstances they had been powerless to control. Fortunately, things had worked out well. They’d been instrumental in bringing the real murderers to justice. But not until after they’d also been exposed to life-threatening danger.

      “Has she hired an attorney yet?”

      “She doesn’t want to do that unless they arrest her. For now, she’s hoping she can steer them away from her toward others who might have had a more compelling reason to kill the woman. That’s where you come in.”

      He was determined to lay this at her feet. Since she couldn’t stop him, she’d just have to let him have his say and then turn him down.

      “Word has it that you and some of your friends have solved a few other murder cases. Portia and I need you to do the same for her. Prove she didn’t do it by figuring out who really did.”

      He’d been like a runaway train. There was no way she could have stopped him without physically ejecting him from the house before he got to it. Even then, he might have blurted it out as he was leaving. What besides “absolutely no” could she tell him? She liked Guy, but she couldn’t give him any hope.

      “It’s true, my friends and I have been on the outskirts of some homicides, but not because we volunteered to help. We got pulled in. Sheriff Formero and his people are good at their jobs. I have faith they’ll find the real murderer.”

      “You didn’t hear them question her. They made it seem like they’d already decided she was the one.”

      “That’s part of the interrogation process. It’s intimidating, yes, but if your sister didn’t do it, she has nothing to worry about.” She rose, hoping he’d get the message.

      He stayed seated. “You won’t help?”

      “I can’t help, Guy. I’m a civilian. I have no investigative training. Nor do my friends.”

      “Didn’t you say in class you were a former pharmacist?”

      Huh? New tack. “Yes. But that’s a far cry from an investigator.”

      “But you’re a scientist. You deal with the facts. That’s all I’m asking you to do. Find the facts surrounding Erskine’s life and link them to someone who had a real motive for killing her.”

      “Hey, hon, I dashed off without telling you what I learned about mattresses,” Beau said from the door. He gazed at Guy, who rose and moved toward the man, hand extended. “I’m Beau Putnam, her husband. And you’re?”

      “Guy Whitney. We were in playwriting class together.”

      “That what you’re working on now?” Beau asked, his tone pointed.

      “I, uh, was asking for your wife’s help on another project. I should be going.”

      Marianne walked him to the door. “I’m sorry, Guy. Give your sister my suggestion about hiring professionals. If the authorities return again, at least an attorney could protect her rights.”

      “Okay, sure. Sorry to bother you.” He left immediately, not waiting for her response.

      “Was that what I think it was?” Beau asked her once the door shut behind Whitney and the two of them returned to the living room.

      “If you think it was him asking me to privately investigate Alice Erskine’s murder, you’re right.”

      “And that was you turning him down, I hope.”

      “You heard what I said,” she returned.

      “Yeah, but I’ve heard different versions of you and your trio saying no before, and each time you still got involved.”

      He was right. Beau and Trip had lectured her and Syd more than once about not getting involved again. And Rick Formero had warned all four of them to stay out of law enforcement business. Somehow, they’d still gotten sucked in. This time would be different.
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