
Chapter One

			“Remember that time we stole your dad’s Suburban and drove it all the way to Galveston to meet up with Ricky and the guys?”

			Laughter filled the room and glasses clanked together in celebration. This was the third tequila shot, if she was counting correctly. “How could I forget? I got grounded for two months,” Nina said before knocking back the shot.

			Amy laughed nearly hysterically. “And you were the only one who didn’t like boys and you were scared to tell us!”

			“Like we didn’t already know,” Jones teased. “Your infatuation with Misty Greller gave it away.”

			They were sitting on the floor in her hotel room. Some were leaning against the bed, others against the lone sofa. Smiles lit every face and Nina looked at each of them, these lifelong friends of hers.

			They’d all grown up in Sugar Land, back before it had been swallowed up by Houston. They’d gone through grade school, middle school, and high school—all still fast friends. They’d made a pact when they’d graduated and before they went their separate ways for college. They’d get together for a long weekend each summer, just the girls. In the last fifteen years, they hadn’t missed a single summer. Through marriages and childbirth, they still managed to find a weekend where they could all get together.

			At first, they would make the rounds. Amy lived in Dallas, so they gathered there one summer. Jones used to live in Austin, and they’d gone there a couple of times. Now, though, since Jones had moved to the Corpus area too, Nina—the only one single and childless—made the plans and reservations and booked them at a beach hotel here on the island each summer. 

			“If we have any more tequila, I won’t be able to stumble down for dinner,” Beth warned. 

			“Me too. I promised Jeff I wouldn’t drink too much this year. God, last year I was hung over for a week,” Tammy complained.

			“Don’t be such lightweights,” Jones said as she leaned over to pour more tequila into Beth’s glass. “You should hang out with my friend Ingrid. She can knock back tequila like nobody’s business.”

			“Who is Ingrid?” Tammy asked.

			“Ingrid Cloudcroft.” Jones smiled in a coy, yet silly grin. “She’s very naughty. And very fun.”

			“Naughty?”

			She laughed. “She does things even I wouldn’t dare do.”

			“Wow! That’s saying a lot,” Beth teased her. She handed her shot glass back to Jones. “I can’t drink this. Seriously, I’ll fall down.”

			Nina watched in amazement as Jones knocked it back, then held her glass up in the air triumphantly. “To Ingrid! May I have as much fun as you tonight!” 

			Nina smiled back at her as did the others. Yeah, Jones appeared to be having fun. And whoever Ingrid Cloudcroft was, she apparently was the life of the party.

			“Let’s walk down the beach to Pelican’s Bar and Grill,” Amy suggested. “Do they still have that massive seafood platter like last year?”

			Nina nodded. “I think so.” She got to her feet, then helped Beth to hers. “Didn’t we say last year that we weren’t going to do tequila shots anymore?”

			Jones held up the bottle and laughed. “I did not agree to that. This is my elixir, as you know.”

			Nina waited patiently as the other women all primped and reapplied lipstick until they deemed themselves presentable for dinner. Tequila giggles followed them into the elevator and, as usual, she felt like the mother hen as she tried to quiet them down when they hit the lobby.

			Sheri, who now lived in Scottsdale, linked arms with her as they crossed the dunes on the boardwalk. “Why haven’t you ever married? You’re the best looking one out of all of us.”

			Nina rolled her eyes. No, Sheri was the best looking one and she knew it. “Just lucky I guess.”

			“What about that woman you’d been dating? Allison or something?”

			Nina sighed. “That didn’t work out. We broke up right after our girls’ trip last year.”

			Jones came up beside her and took her other arm. “I think we need to set you up with someone. Someone wild and fun, like my Ingrid. Why don’t we go to a bar after dinner?”

			“Yes! Let’s do!” Amy chimed in. “I haven’t been dancing in ages.”

			“Last night didn’t count?”

			“Did we dance?” Amy asked and they all laughed.

			Nina shook her head. Maybe she was getting too old for this. While she did enjoy seeing them each year, she didn’t necessarily enjoy the wild partying that the others insisted on. Of course, they were all married with kids. This was their only time to shirk their responsibilities and let their hair down. It wasn’t their fault that she seemed to be the only one who had outgrown these long weekends.

			“Let’s go to that disco place again,” Tammy suggested. “That was fun last night.”

			“Okay. I’m game,” Sheri said.

			“Me, too,” Amy and Jones said together.

			Nina looked over at Beth. “Okay with you?”

			“Sure. Even though you all know I have no rhythm and can’t dance worth a damn!”

			Nina kept the sigh that was threatening inside. She would rather be at her own house watching TV. Good god, when had she gotten to be so boring?

			




Chapter Ten

			Quinn and Willie ran along the beach, heading south, away from her beach house and toward the state park. She still couldn’t believe she’d taken up jogging. At first, it was only a walk and a slow one at that. She had never been a runner. After she’d moved here and got Willie, it was only natural that they take daily walks. It didn’t take long for the walking to evolve into a leisurely jog. As Willie grew, their pace increased. Still, it wasn’t anything to brag about. Three miles on a good day but normally only a mile out and then a mile back.

			Dawn was fully upon them, but the sun was still below the horizon. Didn’t matter. There were clouds blocking any sunrise views. The beach was still fairly empty except for the constant cries of the gulls and terns as they started their day. She kept an eye on the dunes. Sometimes, if she was lucky, she’d catch a coyote or two making their way to their daytime hiding place. No coyotes this morning, but a very lovely heron stood high on a perch, the breeze rustling its feathers. Far up ahead on the beach she could see someone walking. Whether toward her or away, she couldn’t tell from this distance. Other than that, she’d only passed a man and woman out early for shell hunting. 

			It was three weeks now since the murder of Sharon Jones Downey. The newness of it had worn off around town, but it was still talked about at the station. Jones had been wearing one of those fitness trackers. They had been able to download the information and were able to tell exactly when it stopped registering a pulse. It went dead at 11:46 p.m., exactly fourteen minutes after Sharon Downey and Wayne Hoffmann had left the club together. Luckily for Wayne, the timestamp at The Lagoon showed him entering there at 11:52. The Lagoon was a good fifteen minutes away, so there was no way he could have committed the murder and gotten there in six minutes. Not that she thought he had, even though Sergeant Fields continued to suspect him.

			Other than that, they had nothing. No stray fibers, no unusual bruising. No witness had come forward. Toxicology had been interesting. Besides the alcohol, she also had cocaine in her system. Quinn wondered if the others in her group knew that. Or her husband. That, too, was strange. She hadn’t heard a word from Josh Downey since he’d given her the feed from his home’s security cameras. It was like he’d washed his hands of the whole thing and wasn’t concerned if his wife’s murderer was brought to justice or not. 

			And that, of course, led her to suspect that perhaps he had been the killer. Of course, the security camera said otherwise. And a quick track of his cell phone showed it at his home address up until the time Sergeant Fields had called him. His statement to her had been that he’d stayed home with their two young children while his wife took off for the weekend. His security camera and phone corroborated that.

			Considering that they had no leads—or evidence—whatsoever, there would probably be no conviction in the case. No. Sharon Jones Downey would most likely go down in the Port A police annals as Murder Mystery Number Two, a crime never to be solved.

			She was tiring and so was Willie, so she slowed her jog, finally stopping and bending over to catch her breath. They were close enough to the mile-and-a-half mark to claim it, she thought. Willie immediately went into the surf and lay down, letting the waves wash over her long, golden coat. It would be a wet, sandy mess by the time they got back home. Quinn took the water bottle from her waist belt and took a drink. The dog came over then, looking at her expectantly. She cupped her hand and poured some in for her, letting her lap it up.

			She glanced up, seeing a woman walking toward them along the surf. She didn’t seem to be paying them any attention, but nonetheless, Quinn dutifully clipped the leash on Willie’s collar. She was a cop. She should at least obey the leash laws she tried to enforce.

			She was about to turn around and head back when the woman stopped walking. Quinn met her gaze, recognition setting in.

			“Detective Stewart,” the woman greeted.

			Quinn nodded. “Good morning, Ms. Evans.”

			“Nina,” she corrected.

			Christina “Nina” Evans came toward her, reaching down to touch Willie’s head. How could she not? The dog was practically dancing beside her, her tail wagging wildly.

			“Willie,” Quinn introduced.

			“He’s beautiful.”

			“She.”

			Nina raised her eyebrows. “Why Willie then?”

			“Actually, her name is Willow. Somewhere along the way, it became Willie.”

			Nina smiled at her, then sighed. “I don’t suppose there’s any news.”

			“No. Nothing. I’m sorry.” She turned and started walking back toward her house. 

			Nina fell into step beside her. “I’ve seen you out here before. Well, I mostly recognize Willie.”

			“Yes.” She pointed up ahead. “I have a beach house about halfway between here and the Port A beaches.”

			“A beach house? Must be nice.”

			“It’s old. One of the original ones.” She raised her eyebrows and smiled. “You’ve seen me and Willie, but I haven’t seen you out here before. I’m sure I would have remembered.” She smiled broader. “My hobby.”

			“Your hobby?”

			“Watching beautiful women. I’m on Beach Patrol so I see my share.”

			Nina stared at her. “Are you flirting with me?”

			Quinn laughed. “I must be horrible at it if you have to ask.”

			Nina continued to stare at her. “I guess I haven’t been flirted with in a while.”

			“No?”

			“No. And I usually take my walks on Padre Island—the Seashore. I have a yearly pass there. I come here to the state park a couple of times a week, though, just for something different.” She hesitated, looking out into the Gulf before speaking. “Have you talked to anyone?”

			“You mean your group? No. I interviewed the husband. Beth was there waiting for him, but I didn’t speak to her.”

			“I haven’t heard from anyone. Well, Beth called me that Sunday, but nothing since then. I mean, other than the funeral. They were all there, but it was quite subdued, and everyone left right away.”

			“Beth and Jones were best friends, you said. How was she when she called?”

			“Still upset. And questioning Josh’s reactions.”

			Quinn nodded. “Yes. He didn’t seem too distraught, if that’s a good word to use.” She shrugged. “Maybe he was in shock.”

			“Yes. Probably.”

			They were quiet as they walked in the wet sand, just out of reach of the racing waves. They were both barefoot and Willie walked between them, her tongue hanging out as she smiled.

			“You didn’t know him?”

			“Josh?” Nina shook her head. “No. I only met him the one time at their wedding.”

			“And how well did you still know Jones?”

			Nina smiled at her. “Is this part of your investigation or a genuine question?”

			Quinn smiled too. “Both.”

			Nina sighed. “Jones had changed a lot. Yet, sometimes, not at all. In high school, she had quite a reputation and not in a good way. She used to say she was sleeping her way through the senior class. I have no idea how she was in college. Probably the same.” She bent down to pick up a shell. “Despite her wild side, she was very smart and studious.”

			“Did you all see each other in college? I mean, like this. Grab a weekend here and there.”

			“Yes. Not everyone made it the first couple of years, but we got together. After college is when it became a little easier to organize a weekend where we could all make it.”

			“So, she changed?” Quinn prompted.

			“Yes. Her friends in ‘real life,’” she said, making quotations in the air, “were very different than us. Not to mention Josh came from a wealthy family. We all grew up in an older, middle-class neighborhood in Sugar Land. That was suddenly beneath her, and she shunned her family. Pretended they didn’t exist, I think.”

			“She became better than the rest of you?”

			Nina laughed. “She thought she was. I think that’s because no one else bragged about their own life as much as Jones did. Sheri owns a very successful real estate company in Scottsdale. So successful, in fact, that she’s opening an office in Tucson. Tammy owns three childcare centers in Houston. Amy works in the tech industry and is in a management position. Beth is the only one who doesn’t work. Stay-at-home mom with three kids.”

			Quinn raised an eyebrow. “You failed to list your own accolades.”

			Nina waved a hand dismissively. “I have a small business in Corpus. But my point was, Jones put herself on this pedestal and none of us ever tried to knock her down.”

			“Why not?”

			Nina again waved her hand in the air. “When we were in middle school, Jonesy’s father got sick and could no longer work. Her mother had never had a job—was always a housewife. They were living on his disability and barely making ends meet.” She shook her head. “No. They weren’t making ends meet. They became a charity case for their church and received food stamps. Jones was embarrassed by it and compensated by sleeping with any willing boy in school, of which there were plenty.”

			“So, you all let her elevate herself above the rest of you now?”

			“Something like that, I guess. But the last couple of years, it was like she’d reverted back to that old person she used to be. Not as haughty. She let her hair down.” She shrugged. “And apparently she’d been having affairs behind Josh’s back.”

			“Really? I guess he didn’t know, huh?”

			Nina glanced at her. “Beth told me that Josh had caught her not even a month before she died. Said he was going to file for divorce.”

			Quinn kept her comment to herself. She’d asked Josh Downey point-blank if his wife had been sleeping with anyone and he’d said not that he was aware of. 

			“Did she know that? I mean about the divorce?”

			“I don’t know. Beth didn’t say.”

			She stopped walking, surprised that they’d made it almost to her house. Willie knew where they were and was tugging on the leash. Quinn unsnapped it from the collar. 

			“I live up there. The blue one.” Then she smiled. “The shabby blue one. Not the fancy one two past it.”

			Nina laughed. “It doesn’t look so shabby. And you have decent space between your neighbors. I bought a house on Oso Bay last year where the homes are crammed together like sardines. And I’m not quite sure my view is worth the close neighbors.”

			Quinn hesitated, her head tilted. “You want to come up for coffee?”

			Nina seemed to hesitate too, then she shook her head. “I better get back. But thanks.”

			“Sure. Well, maybe I’ll see you around.”

			Nina nodded, then turned to go. But she stopped and looked back at her. “Are there…well, any leads? Any investigation?” She held a hand up. “I’m sorry. I guess you can’t divulge stuff like that.”

			No, normally not. But—

			“There’s not much, to be honest. I went through all of her social media accounts, but it was all pretty tame. Mostly just family and kids’ stuff. No red flags. Josh offered me nothing, so I had no idea about her affair or the impending divorce.” She shrugged. “No evidence at the scene. That’s where we stand.”

			Nina nodded. “I understand.”

			“If I broached the subject of the affair with Josh, do you think he’d cooperate? Perhaps give us the name of the guy? Maybe it was a friend of theirs or something.”

			“Oh, I have no idea.”

			“Sure. Okay. Well, enjoy your walk.”

			“Thanks, Detective.”

			“It’s Quinn.”

			Nina nodded, then rubbed Willie’s head a few times before heading back down the beach. Quinn stood there watching her, feeling Willie leaning against her leg. She reached down to ruffle her head much like Nina had just done, then trudged through the sand up to her house. At the bottom of the stairs, she looked back. Nina was bending down, picking up another shell, no doubt. The wind blew her dark hair around her face and Nina tried to tame it before walking on. For some reason, that brought a smile to her face. 

			“She’s cute,” she murmured to Willie.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Nina took her time walking back to her car. It was too pleasant a morning to rush, and it was Lisa’s turn to pick up breakfast for the crew. She was in no hurry. She did think it a little odd that she had run into Detective Stewart—Quinn. She had seen the woman and dog running before but had paid them no mind. Now that she’d seen her up close again—and those dazzling blue eyes—she was reminded of how attractive the detective was. The shorts and skimpy tank top only added to the allure.

			She normally took the S.P.I.D.—South Padre Island Drive—across the causeway to Padre Island and over to Whitecap Beach or even farther down at Malaquite Beach if she had the time. On other days she would cross Packery Channel to Mustang Island and park by the jetty and walk from there. Today, however, she’d driven farther north on Mustang to Newport Pass and parked on the beach by the wooden posts—bollards—that were used to prevent vehicles from driving on that section of beach. It was a nice, long walk to the state park, and she seldom ventured very far past it. She rarely had the time. Today, though, she’d started out earlier than usual and hadn’t been concerned with the clock. Her staff usually got there around eight-thirty and by nine were heading out on their assignments. Lisa could handle things if she was late.

			Before she ran into Quinn and Willie, she’d been mindlessly walking, her head still filled with thoughts of Jones and the others. They had hardly talked at all at the funeral. There had been tears and there had been tight hugs, but they hadn’t talked. She’d picked up the phone a handful of times to call Beth, but she’d convinced herself that if Beth had something to share, she would have called. And since she hadn’t heard anything from the police, she figured she wasn’t needed for anything there. Apparently, their investigation had turned up nothing.

			She did wonder why Josh hadn’t told Detective Stewart about Jones’s affair. She also wondered if Josh knew about the three or four others that Beth had mentioned. Beth didn’t seem to think so. My god, she still couldn’t believe that Jones was dead. Couldn’t believe that she’d seen her like that, lying on the beach.

			Yes, that was what haunted her the most and what she couldn’t seem to get out of her mind—the image of Jones lying up against the dunes, her beautiful blond hair caked with blood and sand, her eyes open and staring up at her in a silent plea for help.

			She shook her head as she ran back along the beach, trying to chase Jones from her mind. Her vision was blurred by tears, and she stumbled in the sand. She stopped running, walking instead into the surf. She turned her face toward the Gulf, letting the breeze dry her tears.

			She needed to snap out of this. Maybe she would call Beth after all. Maybe Beth was having a hard time too. Of course, Beth had a husband to turn to for comfort. She wrapped her arms around herself and closed her eyes. Was that it? She had no consolation? No support? No one to bare her soul to? Was that why she felt so out of sorts?

			She let out a deep breath, then continued toward the small four-wheel-drive SUV that she’d bought specifically for beach driving. She would call Beth this afternoon, she decided. Just to talk. And maybe she’d call the others too and see how they were all getting on.

			




Chapter Twelve

			“What makes you think she was having an affair?”

			“Mr. Downey, I mean no disrespect here,” Quinn said. “I’ve spoken to the women your wife was with here in Port Aransas that weekend. All lifelong friends. I believe the consensus was that she’d had an affair and you found out.”

			“That’s what they say?”

			“Yes. Now, my question to you is, do you know the man’s name? I’d like to interview him.”

			“Whatever for?”

			“We don’t think her killing was random. We think she knew her assailant.”

			“She doesn’t have any friends on the island. She wouldn’t know anyone there. I told you that already.”

			Quinn sighed. “I just need his name.”

			“Fine. It’s Patrick Engleton.”

			Quinn scribbled down the name. “Did you know him?”

			“No. She met him at some gym.”

			“What gym was that?”

			“The Island Gym.”

			She nodded. “That’s the one off the S.P.I.D.? The one with the big lighted palm tree?”

			“Yes. And she’d been acting very strange for the last several months. More than that—six or eight months. Maybe even longer. So, I got curious.”

			“You hired a private investigator?”

			“I did. A man in my position, I can’t afford to let my wife make a mockery of our marriage. I followed her to the gym. Caught them exactly where I was told they’d be.”

			Quinn tapped her desk with her fingers. “When I asked you, you said you had no knowledge of an affair,” she reminded him.

			“I was embarrassed, Detective Stewart. Can you blame me? I’ve given my wife everything. Anything she ever asked for, she got. This is how I get repaid?”

			“I’m not judging you or your wife, Mr. Downey. Or your relationship. I’m trying to find her killer. Now, do you know how long this affair was going on?”

			“According to him, only a few weeks. She was rather noncommittal. Like she didn’t really care that I’d found out.”

			“A couple of weeks only? And that prompted you to consider divorce?”

			There was a long pause before he spoke. “How do you know about that?”

			“Like I said, I interviewed her friends.”

			“Beth, no doubt. She would have been the only one Sharon would have told.” She heard him sigh rather loudly. “Yes. As you know, I’m an attorney. I spoke with one of my colleagues to begin divorce proceedings. This affair may have been going on for only a few weeks, but based on her demeanor for, like I said, the last six or eight months, I knew he hadn’t been the only one.”

			“Did you discuss it with her?”

			“Divorce? Of course. I caught her having sex with another man,” he said loudly. “And yeah, I asked her if there’d been others. She just smiled at me. That was it. That was pretty much our discussion. I moved into one of the spare bedrooms, and we basically didn’t talk for the last month. And she didn’t seem to care. Even with our children, she had little interaction. It was like she was in her own separate world. One that didn’t include me and the kids.”

			“I’m sorry. I know this is painful for you to talk about. I get it. But I’m trying to cover all the bases.”

			“I understand. And I’m sorry I wasn’t truthful with you. But this guy, Patrick Engleton, he’s young. Maybe twenty-one, if that. He almost shit in his pants when I caught them.” A humorless laugh followed. “Had he been wearing any, that is. He was just happy to get the hell out of there. I seriously doubt he’s your guy.”

			“Thank you for the information, Mr. Downey. If anything turns up, I’ll be sure to let you know.”

			“Sure. Thanks.”

			She stared at the phone long after the call ended. Her first assumption appeared to have been correct. Josh Downey didn’t seem to care whether they found his wife’s killer or not. Apparently, the love in that family had disappeared not only for Sharon Downey, but her husband as well.

			




Chapter Thirteen

			Nina sat at the bar, still nursing the rum and Coke she’d ordered forty-five minutes ago. The ice had melted, and it was watered down, but she had no interest in another. In fact, she had no interest in even being there.

			“You’re sure quiet tonight,” Jennifer said. “You want to get out of here? We can go to my place and watch a movie or something.” Then she grinned and wiggled her eyebrows. “I’ve got a good bottle of dark rum.”

			“I’m sorry. I just—” She lifted a hand. “I don’t know what’s wrong. Long week.” That was a lie. She knew exactly what was wrong.

			“So? You want to leave?”

			Nina reached over and squeezed Jennifer’s arm. “I’m not up for it tonight, Jenn. I think I’m going to head home.”

			The disappointment was evident on Jennifer’s face. “I can come with you, keep you company.” Then she leaned closer. “Make you breakfast,” she said in a near purr.

			Casual dating is what she would call what she and Jennifer did and even that was a stretch. They both went out with other women. While she hadn’t been interested in sleeping with any of them, she knew that Jennifer did. Jennifer had been up front with her about that. It wasn’t an issue and there was no jealousy involved. There was no jealousy because there was no emotional attachment. She never would have thought that she’d end up like this—someone with a fuck buddy.

			But after she and Allison had ended things—well over a year now—she’d been in no hurry to jump back into a serious relationship. She’d met Jennifer on the beach one Sunday morning, two weeks before she and Allison officially called it quits. She’d enjoyed Jennifer’s company, and she was a distraction from the breakup even though Jennifer hadn’t made it a secret she was trying to get her into bed. A month later, she succeeded. Nina had made it clear that she wasn’t looking for anything more than that and Jennifer had been agreeable. They’d been seeing each other on and off since then. 

			It was no longer very enjoyable for her, however, and she’d declined the last few times Jennifer had asked her out. She should have declined this one too. She needed a friend. Someone to talk to. Jennifer wasn’t that person. Whenever they got together, it was only for sex. There was little talking between them—before or after bed.

			She stood up and pulled some cash from her pocket and placed it on the bar. “There’s a cute brunette over there watching you. You should stay.”

			Jennifer turned to look, then smiled. “Yeah. Maybe I will.” She quickly downed the rest of her drink. “See you around, Nina.”

			“Sure. See you around,” she repeated, but Jennifer had already walked away.

			She turned and headed to the door. She felt restless, and despite her assertion that she would go home, she really didn’t want to. She sat in her car, watching the traffic speed by on the S.P.I.D. She glanced to the north, seeing the lights of the city twinkling over the bay. Instead of turning left and crossing the causeway to head home, she turned right and stayed on Padre Island. A short time later, she turned left to Mustang Island and Port Aransas. She drove past the state park, then took one of the beach access roads to the right. It was fifteen minutes past ten. After what had happened to Jones, she knew she had no business being on the beach alone, not at this hour. But she parked anyway. There was a half-moon, already far in the western sky. Its light reflected off the water and she stared out into the Gulf, listening to the waves as they rippled the moon’s glow. The breeze felt nice against her face, and she started walking.

			She knew where she was going, she just didn’t know why. This section of beach wasn’t accessible to vehicles and some of the beach houses that lined the dunes had lights on. Her eyes adjusted to the darkness, and she had no problem seeing. The blue house came into view, but there was no welcoming light on the deck. A Jeep was parked under the stilted beach house, but that didn’t necessarily mean Detective Stewart was home. She walked toward the stairs, hearing the soft strumming of a guitar. She stopped and listened. It was quiet and soothing, and she smiled.

			Instead of going up the stairs, she sat down on the lower step and leaned against the railing. She closed her eyes, letting the sound of the guitar lull her into a peaceful daze. It was a minute or two before the music stopped, yet she didn’t move. She felt too content to move. A voice above startled her, though.

			“You gonna come up or stay down there?”

			She leaned her head back, seeing Quinn Stewart looking down at her. “How did you know I was here?”

			“Security camera. You scared the crap out of me. For a minute there, I thought you were my ex.”

			Nina stood. “I need to talk. Do you mind?”

			“Come on up. Want a drink?”

			She was about to decline but nodded. Quinn disappeared then, and she hesitated only a moment before climbing the stairs to the top deck. Despite no porch light, the wall of windows on the deck let out enough light from inside to hide the shadows. Willie was there to greet her, and she smiled at the exuberant welcome she received. 

			“Hey, girl,” she cooed, rubbing briskly on Willie’s head.

			“She loves having company.”

			Nina turned. “She’s very sweet.”

			Quinn was holding two cocktail glasses with a lime wedge on each. She handed one to her before going to sit down. There was no sign of a guitar. Quinn motioned to the other chair. It was only then that she realized they were both old-fashioned rocking chairs.

			“I haven’t been in a rocker since I last visited my grandmother.”

			“Yeah, they’re nice. Cedar. Handmade.” Quinn motioned to the chair again. “Have a seat.”

			Nina sat down then and leaned back, trying to relax. She took a sip of the drink. Rum. The lime made it unexpectedly crisp and refreshing.

			“Nice.”

			Quinn smiled. “I guessed rum for you.” She held her own glass. “I prefer bourbon. Not that I drink much anymore.”

			Nina nodded. “I hope I’m not intruding.”

			“Not at all. I was just—” She shrugged. “Relaxing.”

			“Have you played the guitar long?”

			“No. About two years. I’m pretty raw. In fact, I think you’re probably the first person who has heard me play.”

			“It was…soothing. Peaceful,” she said, thinking back to how she felt earlier.

			Willie was lying next to her chair, her tail wagging against the deck boards. Nina automatically reached down to touch her. 

			“Is everything okay?”

			Nina looked over at Quinn and sighed. “No. I’m having a really hard time with Jones’s death. For one thing, I can’t get the image of her out of my mind.”

			“That’s right. I forgot you saw her out on the beach.”

			“Yeah. And it’s something that I can’t unsee, you know.” She sighed. “I don’t have anyone to talk to about it.”

			“Family?”

			She shook her head, thinking of the brief conversation with her mother. “I don’t have a close relationship with my parents, especially at the moment. And they weren’t friends with Jones’s parents, so…” She turned to her. “I hope you don’t mind that I barged in on you.”

			“Not at all.”

			Nina sighed. “I feel like I’ve lost a part of me…a part of my life.” She put the rocker in motion. “I told you that we didn’t see each other or talk during the year, but at least I knew they were there. I’ve known these women my whole life. I don’t remember a time when we weren’t all friends.”

			“Who were you closest to?”

			“Right now, not anyone more than the others.” Nina took another sip of the drink. “Our relationships shifted over the years. When we were kids, Amy and I were close. The older we got, the more we veered apart. Senior year of high school, I was best friends with Tammy. We were both a little more reserved than the others. Tammy had very strict parents and she didn’t dare do anything wrong. And I was hiding, trying not to bring attention to myself.”

			“Because?”

			“Because I was gay and was terrified to tell any of them. But the six of us were always together in some form or fashion. Our houses were all within two blocks of each other. Anyway, I feel kinda disoriented now. I don’t know why, exactly. I feel like I’ve probably lost lifelong friends. Forever.” She wiped at a tear that leaked out of the corner of her eye. “I needed someone to talk to and, well, there’s not anybody.”

			“Okay,” Quinn said easily. “I’ll be that person.”

			“Besides, you’ve met all these women. You know about—”

			“Sure. You don’t have to explain.”

			“Thank you.”

			Quinn nodded. “Do you really think that’s what’s going to happen? That you won’t see them anymore.”

			“Yes. And truthfully, when I was around them, I felt like we’d changed so much, all we had left were our childhood memories. Those memories still bound us. But now? I feel a responsibility to keep us together and I don’t think I can anymore.”

			“Why you? Why not the others?”

			“Because they all have lives, and I don’t.” She laughed quietly. “I didn’t mean to insinuate that because I don’t have a husband and kids I don’t have a life. Other than Beth, they all juggle a career, a husband, and kids. I always felt like, if I didn’t organize these weekends, who would?”

			“When next year comes around, organize another one, see who shows up.”

			Nina shook her head. “I don’t think so.” She pushed the chair into a slow rock again. “I spoke with Amy this week. And Beth too. Just to see how they were getting on. Amy is totally over it and basically blames Jones for what happened. And Beth is still grieving, and now she seems to be going through some kind of an identity crisis.”

			“How so?”

			“She said she feels old and frumpy, and she thinks life is passing her by. She doesn’t have a job, she’s a mother to three kids—the oldest one is eight—and her husband got promoted to regional sales manager at the beginning of the year. Since then, he travels during the week.” She glanced over at Quinn. “She said he’s been different since his promotion. She only sees him on the weekends, and he’s like a stranger to her. To top that off, he hasn’t been interested in sex.”

			“Ah.”

			“Yeah. So, she’s convinced he’s got a woman on the side and it’s because she’s now old and frumpy.”

			“You’re all what? Thirty-two? I certainly wouldn’t call that old. But yeah, she did look a little…well, I don’t even know if I would say frumpy really. She just looked…kinda normal. Nothing splashy.”

			“Beth and Jones were the complete opposite, yet the best of friends. Jones was always up on the latest fashion. Always chic. Making up for the hand-me-downs she wore as a kid, I think. And Beth? No.” She shook her head and smiled, remembering Beth’s drab style. “Beth couldn’t care less about what was in style. She’s still that way.” She pointed at herself—baggy shorts and a simple blouse. “I’m much the same. I dress for comfort, not fashion.”

			Quinn laughed lightly. “Are you saying you think you’re frumpy too? Because I beg to differ.”

			Nina matched her smile. “No.” Then her smile disappeared. “Beth is troubled now, and even though we’ve always gotten along, I’m not a good sounding board for her. Jones was her person. I can’t relate to what she’s going through. Apparently, her husband has been home more since the thing with Jones, but she said he’s still acting very weird. And she’s terrified that he’s having an affair and is going to leave her. The opposite of Jones, to hear Beth tell it. When Josh said he was going to file for divorce, it hardly fazed Jones, like she just didn’t care one way or the other.”

			“Right. That’s what he told me.”

			Nina glanced quickly at her. “You called him?” 

			“Yes. Told him I knew that his wife was having an affair. He finally came clean with me. Gave me the guy’s name.”

			“Oh, wow. He knew who it was?”

			“No, he didn’t know the guy.” Quinn stood up and went to the deck railing. “I shouldn’t really be discussing the case with you, you know.”

			“I’m sorry. Of course.”

			Quinn remained at the railing, where a beam of moonlight seemed to illuminate her face. She had a rugged attractiveness to her. More handsome than pretty. Her dark hair was cut nearly brutally short. So short that the wind from the Gulf didn’t even move it. The style looked sensational on her and even in the darkness, she could imagine her brilliant blue eyes. When they’d met the other day on the beach, she’d tried so hard not to stare at them. Not sky blue, no. More of a crystal blue. When Quinn turned toward her, she found herself looking into those eyes, hoping to catch a glimpse of the color.

			“I guess it doesn’t matter. It’s not like we have a suspect or anything. The guy she was having an affair with—Patrick Engleton—is twenty-two years old. I ran him through the system. He’s never had so much as a speeding ticket. Did a little background check on him. Normal guy, works two jobs. Pretty much lives at the gym when he’s not at work. That’s where they met.”

			Nina nodded. “Yes. Jones used to say the only reason she went to the gym every day was to stare at the young men and their buff bodies. It doesn’t surprise me that she was sleeping with one of them.”

			“Yes. And affair is too strong a word, I think. According to Patrick, it was more of a fling that was only two weeks old. Which leads me to believe that there were others before that. According to Josh, Jones had been acting strange—his word—for the last six to eight months.”

			“Does it matter who she was sleeping with?” Then her eyes widened. “Or do you think one of them is the killer?”

			Quinn came back and sat down again. “I believe she knew her killer, yes. That’s based on what Wayne Hoffmann said.”

			“Who’s Wayne Hoffmann?”

			“He’s the guy she was dancing with. The one she was going to take to the hotel with her. He said one minute they were kissing and the next she told him to beat it. He said she was looking at someone behind them, someone she recognized. Someone she was afraid of.”

			“Afraid of?”

			“He said she had a scared look on her face. He thought maybe her husband was there and had caught them. So he left.”

			“If she was afraid, then why didn’t she go back inside the club? Come find us?”

			Quinn shrugged. “We’ll never know.”

			“How do you find out who all she was having an affair with?”

			“I guess I’m going to have to dig deeper into her past. Our department here isn’t large, and we don’t have the resources that others have, like CCPD, for instance. I’ll probably have to hire out for that.”

			“Hire out?”

			“Private investigator. Using one is not uncommon for a department our size.” Quinn
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