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      Are you over being mad?” asked Heather.

      Former homicide detective Steve Smiley waited for the boarding announcement to end before he answered. “I’m surprised, not mad. It’s not every day a washed-up cop gets asked to speak at a mystery writers’ conference. I’m glad you gave me a few days to gather my thoughts.”

      “No problem, partner. Put your hand on my shoulder, we’ll be the first to board.”

      A white cane with a plastic tip led their way down a long gangway to a Miami-bound Boeing 737. Steve mumbled as they escaped the terminal, “At least I can get away from that stupid Christmas music.”

      Heather scooted into a first-class seat by the window, leaving Steve to ease into the aisle seat. He folded his collapsible cane into one-foot sections and stuffed it in the seat pocket.

      “You never told me the name of the group we’ll amaze with our brilliance.” said Steve in his tongue-in-cheek tone.

      “Perhaps I should wait until the cabin door is closed.”

      “Uh-oh. This sounds like a trap. Why couldn’t you have found me a nice murder to solve? You did such an outstanding job last year; I almost forgot it was Christmas.”

      Heather ignored the comment. “We’re conducting workshops at the Women’s Mystery Writers Association, or WMWA.”

      Steve dragged a thumbnail over his clean-shaven chin. “No men?”

      “A few tokens.”

      “Great. You’re throwing me into an estrogen-enriched environment with women writing about suspicious deaths in bookstores and tearooms.”

      Heather cut her emerald eyes to look at him. “Was that a sexist remark, Mr. Smiley?”

      He continued with a deadpan expression and switched to a 1940s film noir gangster voice. “Take it any way you want, Toots. I’m partial to dames, as long as they keep the seams on the back of their hose straight.”

      Heather had picked that moment to take a sip from her Starbucks cup. Coffee almost came out of her nose.

      Passengers continued to file down the aisle. The bump on the back of her seat told Heather the two women who passed had taken their places behind them.

      A voice laced with sarcasm sliced through the din. It came from the woman seated behind Steve. “There she is, our illustrious president. Not flying first class, Hazel?”

      Heather had to look around Steve to see the reaction of the elderly woman in the aisle. She stopped as the line to the back of the plane jammed like cattle in a chute. The silver-haired woman corrected her posture the best she could while leaning on a silver-handled wooden cane. Casting her gaze to the source of the question, hooded eyes flashed as she spoke. “If you find it necessary to address me, use my name. It’s Mrs. Smallgrass, and I’ll address you as Miss Lutz.”

      “Make that Ms. Lutz. Miss is so outdated.” She paused. “Although, I suppose I should make allowances for your advanced age.”

      The elderly woman’s chin raised. Her voice held the edge of a rusty steel knife, old but still capable of serious injury. “Ms.? I read recently that Ms. came into vogue for women incapable of attracting a husband.”

      The next words came like cold honey, slow and sugary-sweet. “No, Hazel. Your memory is slipping again. Ms. is what we call women who aren’t living in the nineteenth century.”

      “My memory is good enough to remember what you were before you attempted to become a writer.”

      The reply came quick and hard. “I hope you can remember what you or your people did with Kira Kelly’s body.”

      The line moved, but not fast enough. The younger of the two women added, “You’d best run along to the cheap seats. Perhaps your next book will sell enough that you can afford an upgrade.”

      Heather peeked and covered her mouth with her hand. The aroma of coffee drifted through first class as brown liquid dripped from the nose and chin of the woman sitting behind Steve.

      Accusations and counter-claims flew like colored confetti.

      The elderly lady answered the last comment with a saccharine-sweet denial of any intentional wrongdoing and resumed her trek toward the back of the plane. Ms. Lutz, sitting behind Steve, asked an attendant to bring her a rag.

      A sigh of satisfaction came from Heather’s right. Steve leaned into her and whispered, “After four months without a case, it’s good to hear a cat fight. If those women are going to the writers’ convention, this trip has potential.”

      It didn’t take long before the pilot throttled up. The plane splashed its way down the runway of Houston’s George Bush International Airport, gained speed and tilted skyward. The mood among the passengers rose with the aircraft. Cold, wet, early December weather gave way to bright sunshine as soon as the plane bumped and shoved its way through the blanket of steel-gray clouds.

      Heather leaned her head back. Steve had joked about the conference having potential, his way of sensing trouble and making light of it. Could this be the beginning of a reprise of last Christmas’s murder investigation? Not likely.

      She accepted a flute of champagne and went back to her musings. The dispute between the elderly woman with the unusual name of Smallgrass and Ms. Lutz had the markings of mutual disdain. No. It went deeper. She took a sip and dismissed her thoughts. After all, how much trouble could a group of introverted writers get into?
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      A red light flashed. A buzzer gave off a rude triplet of alerts. Bags, suitcases and various types of steerage spit out of an opening and onto a carousel. Heather joined the throng waiting to claim luggage as Steve stood a safe distance away from the scrum.

      The recipient of the coffee shower, Ms. Lutz, pushed a large hard-sided suitcase toward Steve. Heather almost missed their bags, but snagged all three before they made another lap. She wrestled them from the merry-go-round and maneuvered her way through the mass of humanity. Whoever thought to put wheels on suitcases would have her eternal thanks.

      Steve stood like a rock amid a rushing stream of people. He wasn’t a large or exceptionally handsome man, but he could charm when necessary and exuded a quiet confidence. At five feet ten and a few ounces shy of a hundred and ninety pounds, he could stand to spend more time on the treadmill. His brown hair hadn’t received a decent haircut for as long as she’d known him. He steadfastly refused to patronize any place but Tim’s Barber Shop, a bastion of manhood where the flags of the armed services hung proudly on the wall. She went with him once and felt as welcome as the first female reporter allowed in a pro football team’s locker room.

      By the time Heather braved her way through the fast-moving crowd with their luggage, Ms. Lutz’s suitcase lay open at Steve’s feet, where she sifted through neatly packed clothes. A searching hand retrieved a flowing, floral wrap-around skirt. She dug further and harvested a color-coordinated aqua-marine knit top. Holding them up for inspection, she said, “These will do.”

      Fashion-model looks stretched from Ms. Lutz’s raven hair to her pedicured toes. Violet eyes shone through lashes that defied natural length. The lightness of her complexion showed she wasn’t a sun-worshiper, which played to her advantage. The contrast between her ebony hair and milk-white complexion gave the woman an air of mystery. Chest-length waves fell over her left eye, giving her a sultry peek-a-boo look.

      “Be a dear and stand by your husband,” said Ms. Lutz. “I don’t like to show my wares unless I’m being paid for it, and that was some time ago when I modeled.” She paused and cut her eyes in Steve’s direction. “He’s blind, isn’t he?”

      “Blind but not deaf,” said Steve. “I take it you’re getting out of coffee-stained clothes before you take your followers to the writer’s convention.”

      “An observant blind man. How unique. I need to jot that down and use it in a future story.”

      Heather’s eyes opened wide when Ms. Lutz wrapped the floor-length skirt around her waist, then reached up from the bottom and unbuttoned her skinny jeans. Quick as a blink, she’d shrugged out of them.

      Ms. Lutz’s eyes narrowed. “You two were sitting in front of me, weren’t you?”

      “Guilty,” said Steve.

      “That means you eavesdropped on the little fracas I had with Witch Hazel. You naughty man.”

      Steve stuck out his hand. “I’m Steve Smiley,” he tilted his head to the left. “This is Heather McBlythe. We’re here for the writers’ conference, too.”

      Heather stuck out her hand and received a greeting from the woman who seemed oblivious to people staring at her.

      “I don’t recognize your names. Are you writers?”

      Brushing against Steve’s arm, Heather tried to provide a curtain of sorts as Ms. Lutz’s pencil-long fingers undid the buttons on a cream-colored blouse. Before Heather could do anything but gape, Ms. Lutz stood in her bra with a knit shirt in her hand. She made no move to put it on.

      Heather found her voice. “We’re not writers. We’re here to teach.”

      Keen eyes bore into Heather. “I didn’t see you on the schedule. What will you teach?”

      Heather glanced around to see how many people were staring and moved tight against Steve. “We’re last-minute additions. Mr. Smiley is a former Houston homicide detective and is now my partner in our private investigation firm. I’m an attorney and will give tax tips and answer questions about my time as a detective in Boston. Steve will give a demonstration on interrogations and extracting confessions. Together, we’ll hold a question-and-answer session on what it’s like to be private investigators specializing in murder cases.”

      Steve took up where Heather left off. “We team up from time to time to work on cases that interest us.”

      The woman’s eyes widened. “I knew I’d seen you two. You solved the Blake Brumley murder last Christmas and helped Bella find her birth parents. Isn’t that being made into a movie?”

      Heather nodded. “The only thing slower than the justice system is Hollywood. They’ve pushed back the release date.”

      Any further discussion would have to wait as three soldiers in camo uniforms slammed to a stop and stood frozen in full ogle. Aware of their attention, Ms. Lutz turned and issued a dazzling smile. “My top goes on in ten seconds. If you can’t get your phones out and take the picture by then, you’re out of luck.”

      After the allotted time, the deep-cut knit top slid over one of Frederick’s creations and she handed each man a business card. “Go online right now and download my first book. It’s free and I guarantee you’ll want to purchase the entire series.” She sealed the deal by giving each a kiss on the cheek and thanking them for their service.

      Her smile left as soon as the men turned to leave. By this time, a group of women had gathered around them. Ms. Lutz turned to them and barked out, “Always be looking for opportunities to sell your books, ladies. If each of those soldiers follows through and purchases my entire collection, I’ll sell sixty-six books.” She pointed toward the exit. “There’s a shuttle to take us to the hotel. Let’s be first to get checked in.”

      Her gaze fixed again on Heather. “Please join us. My name is Elissa. There are so many things I have to ask you and your husband.”

      “The only things we share are an occasional murder and Heather’s cat, Max,” said Steve. “I’m a widower and Heather is in a steamy relationship with a man she calls her stud-muffin.”

      Heather gave him a good-natured sock in the arm while Elissa flashed a smile brighter than the Miami sun. She scooped up her discarded clothes and pitched them in the trash. The wheels of dozens of suitcases and travel bags clickety-clicked as they rolled toward the door. Humidity and bone-warming sultriness hit them as soon as they left the terminal.
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      The sixteen-passenger people mover filled with voices and luggage. Elissa motioned for Heather to put Steve in the first of three seats that faced the bags. Heather took the next seat with her back to a window and Elissa sat next to her. A modern remake of The Twelve Days of Christmas streamed from overhead speakers. Steve let out a low, mournful groan. Elissa leaned over and whispered in Heather’s ear. “What’s wrong with him?”

      By cupping her hands, Heather formed a miniature sound barrier. “He hates Christmas. Carols, hymns and music set him off.”

      Heather looked over her shoulder and noticed a group of women gathered on the sidewalk as they pulled away from the curb. Hazel, the airline coffee thrower, stood in the middle of fifteen-or-so women, luggage gathered around their feet like chicks around mother hens. Smiles were few among the ladies left waiting for the next hotel shuttle.

      They hadn’t traveled far when Steve turned and spoke Ms. Lutz’s name.

      “Please, call me Elissa and I’ll call you Steve.”

      He nodded. “Elissa, I know nothing about writers’ groups or their national conventions, but isn’t the first weekend in December an odd time to be holding it?”

      A burst of disgust came forth. “We can thank our illustrious president for this. She claims the Gaylord Hotel in Nashville canceled our September convention. I don’t believe it.”

      “Why not?” asked Heather.

      “This writer’s group had its start in New York and spread from there. Many of the old guard still live in New England or have moved to retirement communities in Florida. By old guard, I mean traditionally published authors. Hazel wasn’t expecting the rise of independent writers to become so popular.”

      She caught her reflection in the window and smoothed her hair while not missing a beat. “Independent writers are spread all over the country, and Nashville would have been a more central location. We’re to have our big election of officers at this year’s convention, and Hazel will do anything to stay in power.”

      “I worked a case once that involved the murder of the president of a home-owner’s association,” said Steve. “It proved to be a hard case to crack because everyone hated her. I can see where writers would be passionate about their organization.” His tone remained constant. “When you were having the discussion on the airplane with Mrs. Smallgrass, you all but accused her of something. What did you mean?”

      Elissa dragged her teeth over her bottom lip and said, “I was looking for a reaction out of Hazel, and she didn’t disappoint me. I don’t want to discuss all the details here, but a woman who had an excellent shot at ending the reign of Hazel as president of our mystery writers’ organization went missing four months ago. I suspect Hazel and her cronies of, shall we say, eliminating the competition.”

      Steve didn’t react other than to say, “I believe I heard the name Kira Kelly on the airplane. Is she the missing woman?”

      Elissa nodded.

      Heather mouthed the words, “You need to speak. He can’t see you.”

      “That’s correct,” said Elissa. “Kira is the most successful indie author in our organization.”

      The shuttle hit a pothole. Suitcases shifted and the ladies on the back row of seats went airborne an inch or two. After the squeals and excited comments died down, Steve asked, “What have you done to locate Kira Kelly?”

      “I tried everything: phone calls, e-mails, text messages, you name it. It’s like she’s dropped off the face of the earth. Kira must have known something might happen. She gave me the name of a private investigator to call if she went missing.”

      Elissa turned her head, raised her eyebrows and stared. Heather waited for what she suspected would be next. “I was wondering, since you two are private investigators, would you look into Kira’s disappearance?”

      Steve nudged Heather. “Well, partner? What do you say?”

      Heather considered the request. “I say we need more information before we commit to anything.”

      “I agree,” said Steve. “Missing persons aren’t our strong suit.” He paused, “Unless they’ve been murdered.”

      Elissa’s determination shone through. “Let’s meet for dinner tonight after the happy hour. I’ll bring the report from the private eye who looked into her disappearance. Perhaps you can see something he missed.”

      Something about the conversation didn’t sit well with Heather. She shrugged and decided she needed to spend more time with Elissa to get a better read on her.

      Steve changed the tone of the conversation. “We already have plans for dinner tonight. Bring a copy of the report from the investigator to happy hour and we’ll study it. You’ll have our answer in the next day or two.”

      For a moment, a spark of entitlement-laced anger flashed from Elissa’s violet eyes. Heather concluded the willowy beauty wasn’t used to the words, “Not now” or “No.”

      The people mover pulled into the hotel’s driveway and Elissa brightened, showing two rows of perfect teeth. “I’ll see you at the happy hour mixer. I’m sure we can come to an agreement after you’ve examined the report.” She stood and addressed the women. “Here we are, ladies. Remember, the only way we’ll succeed is if we vote as a block. Stay strong.”
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      The hotel dazzled with class, sophistication, and Christmas decorations. An ice sculpture of a slender man with a beak-like nose wearing a deer slayer cap sat boldly on a table in the massive foyer. Another ice sculpture caught Heather’s eye. It portrayed a fisherman unhooking a lure from the mouth of what looked to be a trout. She scanned the length and breadth of the lobby and nodded her approval. Pots of poinsettias, so thick they looked like a carpet border, lined the walls.

      Elissa continued to pepper Steve with questions while the ladies from the shuttle checked in and scattered to their rooms. With hours to go before the happy hour planned for five o’clock, some made plans to rest while others chattered about sunning by the pool, finding a real Miami mojito, or both.

      A woman standing behind Steve had her head down reading a book. Not paying attention, she bumped into him.

      “I’m so sorry, please forgive me.”

      “No problem,” said Steve as he turned and faced the woman. He paused and sniffed, but not in a way anyone but Heather would notice. “How’s that old book you’re reading?”

      A mouse of a woman looked up with wide eyes staring through black-framed glasses, the lenses measuring two inches in diameter. She wore a blouse buttoned up to the neck, plain jeans and white tennis shoes. Her hair, the color of dirty sand, lay straight and flat around her face, while bangs brushed the top of her glasses.

      “I’m so sorry, sir. I’m such a klutz.”

      Elissa broke in. “Steve, let me introduce you to Lara Lovejoy. Lara is the vice president of WMWA.” She pronounced the acronym WUM-WAH.

      With handshakes exchanged, Elissa asked, “How did you know Lara was reading a book?”

      The line advanced and Heather had to reposition Steve before he continued. “I felt the V-shape of an open book on my back. I knew it was an older book by the unique smell, a little musty, but there’s something else about it. Do you mind if I examine it?”

      A worn copy of The Murders in the Rue Morgue pressed against the woman’s chest, with only Rue Morgue visible through her hands until she placed it in Steve’s outstretched hand.

      As if reading braille, Steve ran his fingers over the cover, down the spine, and along the exposed ragged-edged pages. He put it up to his nose and took in a slow breath.

      “Definitely an old book,” he said. “I’m also picking up a faint smell of salt water. You must live on or near the beach somewhere.”

      “That’s amazing,” said Lara. “My condo overlooks the ocean and I love to read and write on the balcony.”

      Elissa took over. “Lara is the most successful writer in WMWA. She’s won every award you can name, and you’ll find she has the respect of everyone here, even if she is a trad.”

      The two women exchanged a smile of mutual respect.

      Steve nodded but said, “I need an interpreter. What’s a trad?”

      “Don’t worry,” said Elissa. “You’ll catch on to our lingo. A traditional author, or trad, is one who goes through the hassle of finding an agent, submits countless proposals and drafts to publishers and hopes against hope they’re favored with a deal. Then, after they’ve been published, they realize the publishing companies take the lion’s share of the profits for all their hard work.”

      “It’s not as bleak as Elissa makes it sound,” said Lara. “There are things about traditional publishing that are very appealing.”

      Heather wanted to pursue the conversation, but the line moved and Elissa faced the desk clerk.

      “Reservation for Elissa Lutz.”

      Standing erect, but not tall, the man behind the counter nodded an affirmation that he had heard Elissa’s name. Manicured fingernails with clear polish danced across a computer keyboard. “I’m sorry, Ms. Lutz, our records show you canceled your reservation. Unfortunately, the hotel is booked to capacity. If you’d like, I can try to find you a room in a nearby hotel.”

      Elissa leaned into the counter and locked eyes on the man who wore a light coat of foundation over his whisker-free face. “You’ve made a mistake. I did not cancel my reservation.” She took in a deep breath and spoke through clenched teeth. “Get me the manager.”

      “Ma’am, I’m the assistant manager.”

      “Congratulations on being second best. Now, get me the manager.”

      “Before we bother Mr. LaPage, let me check the computer again.”

      An additional line opened next to Elissa, Steve, and Heather when another desk clerk arrived to speed up check-ins. A half-dozen ladies cued up.

      “Reservation for Hazel Smallgrass,” rang out a voice from the newly opened line.

      Hazel turned to face Elissa and spoke louder than necessary. “It appears the child is having trouble living in a world populated with adults.”

      “It’s nothing that concerns you.” Elissa shot her an accusatory glance. “Or does it? You wouldn’t know anything about my reservations being canceled, would you, Hazel?”

      “What a silly question. Are you sure you made one?”

      No response came other than a suspicious stare.

      “Was your credit card over the limit?” asked Hazel.

      “Hardly. Unlike some people, I have books that sell.”

      Hazel signed for her room, took her plastic key cards, and left.

      “That cow,” whispered Elissa through gritted teeth. “She’s behind this.”

      “I’m sorry Ms. Lutz, there are no rooms available and we do not record who calls to cancel reservations. This is the first time I’ve encountered something like this.”

      Elissa rested an elbow on the counter and leaned forward. “What are you going to do to rectify this? It’s imperative I stay at this hotel during the conference.”

      He typed into the computer. “Normally it would be no problem to put you in another room, but we’re completely booked.”

      Heather took a step forward and looked at the man’s name tag. “Mr. Cruz. Are you positive? Every room?”

      The man typed into the computer again. The look on his face told Heather what she needed to know.

      “There’s nothing I can give Ms. Lutz anywhere near the price range negotiated by the writers' group.”

      Heather had her credit card in hand. “How many bedrooms are in the Presidential Suite?”

      The assistant manager perked up. “Three bedrooms, each with an en suite bath, a fully stocked bar, living room, dining room, kitchen, a separate office and a view of Miami Beach that is second to none. Maid service and a personal chef are available upon request.”

      Heather handed him her credit card. “Cancel the rooms for Steve Smiley and Heather McBlythe. Give one of those rooms to Ms. Lutz. I’ll take the Presidential Suite for the next four nights.”

      The man bowed and took her credit card. “I’ll need to verify this charge. It should only take a minute. I’m sure you understand.”

      The conversation did not go unnoticed. Behind the assistant manager stood a middle-aged gentleman wearing the same suit worn by the assistant manager. Salt and pepper hair, parted on the left and cut close, contrasted against an ink-black thin mustache, a throw-back to 1950s movie stars.

      In a deft move, the second man snatched the card from the assistant manager and handed Heather’s card back. “The penthouse is yours, Ms. McBlythe, and let me express what a pleasure it is to serve you. I’m Brice LaPage, the hotel manager.”

      Steve turned toward Elissa. “Take me to the elevators. Things will move quickly from here on.”

      Heather and Mr. LaPage caught up with Steve and Elissa near a Christmas tree on the far side of a bank of elevators. “Don’t worry about your bags, Elissa. They’re being delivered to your room,” said Heather.

      With eyes narrowed, Elissa said, “I don’t understand what’s happening.”

      Steve responded in a deadpan voice, “This hotel is owned by McBlythe Enterprises. As a result, you have a room and I’m upgraded to the penthouse.”

      After rising several stories, Mr. LaPage handed Elissa a room key that looked like a credit card, bowed and wished her a pleasant stay. The ding of the elevator and the swish of the door preceded Elissa’s departure amidst several expressions of gratitude.

      Once the doors slid closed, the manager ran a plastic key card over a reader inside the elevator. “This elevator is the only one that services the penthouse. As you will soon see, it delivers you directly into the suite and not into a hallway. No one but you and approved hotel personnel have access.”

      As the elevator continued its ascent, Heather glanced down and noticed the manager’s footwear. “Mr. LaPage, are those Allbirds you’re wearing?”

      A touch of pink came to his face. “Please forgive the informality. I know they look like glorified tennis shoes, but I’m recovering from bunion surgery and my podiatrist recommended I not wear tight leather shoes for another week or two.”

      A wave of her hand dismissed his explanation. “I’ve been meaning to try a pair; I hear they’re comfortable, durable, and one of the most environmentally friendly shoes on the market. Do you like them?”

      “If I had my way, I’d wear nothing else.”

      The doors retracted and Mr. LaPage led the way into the penthouse. “I’ll have your maid unpack for you. She’ll have instructions to press any clothes that might need it. If you desire, I’ll send up a bartender.”

      “No need for the bartender,” said Heather.

      The man cast his gaze around the living room. “Oh, dear. I’m afraid the design crew hasn’t been here to put up Christmas decorations. I’ll send them right up.”

      “No!” shouted Steve and Heather at the same time.

      Heather changed the strident tone. “That won’t be necessary. Please wait until after we leave on Sunday.”

      “Very well,” said the manager. “If you need anything, anything at all, call me.”

      The elevator door closed behind the man who acted as if he was ready to bow and scrape to Heather as if she wore a crown.

      A bank of windows gave a view of Miami Beach and clear saltwater.

      Steve searched the surrounding area with his cane. “Where can I sit?”

      “Try the recliner two steps to your left. I’ll take you around the suite in a few minutes.”

      Leather squeaked when Steve settled in a puffy-armed chair. He folded his cane and placed it beside him. “What’s the chances of this fancy place having a bottle of cold water?”

      “I’d say excellent. There’s a fully stocked bar, and unless I’m mistaken, the door by the bar leads to the kitchen.”

      She didn’t have to travel far. “Glacier water, seltzer, mineral water or vitamin water?”

      Steve shook his head. “I grew up playing outside and drinking out of a garden hose.”

      “Sorry, no hose water. How about Perrier?”

      “Surprise me.”

      Heather raised her voice as she retrieved a bottle of glacier water from the refrigerator. “What did you think about Elissa’s proposition that we help her find the missing author? What was her name?”

      “Kira Kelly, and I’m having a hard time believing an elderly mystery writer like Mrs. Smallgrass is involved in anything like an abduction.”

      After wrapping the bottle in a paper napkin, Heather handed Steve his water. “Any other thoughts?”

      “Elissa likes to be in charge.”

      “Do you think she made sure Kira Kelly isn’t here?”

      A simple rise and fall of the shoulders did and didn’t answer her question. Steve let out a yawn, kicked off his shoes and raised his feet. “Let’s have a talk with Elissa’s nemesis at the mixer this afternoon.”

      “Hazel?”

      Steve mumbled an affirmative answer through another yawn. “Sorry. Didn’t sleep much last night.”

      “You never do from Thanksgiving until after the new year.” She took a lap blanket from the arm of the couch and spread it over him. “You won’t be worth a thing if you don’t rest. I’ll look around the hotel and be back in time to get ready for the happy hour mixer.”

      “Before you go,” said Steve, “was Lara Lovejoy as much of a wallflower as she sounded?”

      “Easily forgettable,” said Heather. “In fact, I’m not sure I could give you a good description of her.” Heather turned her head. “Why do you ask?”

      “No reason. Take your time looking around.”

      If Heather knew anything about Steve, it was that he always had a reason for asking a question. What had she missed about Lara Lovejoy?
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      It sounds like we’re walking into a gaggle of geese,” said Steve.

      Heather scowled as she nodded a greeting to a woman staring at Steve. A look of embarrassment passed over the mystery writer’s face. People stared at those with physical or mental impairments without meaning to, but it irked her all the same.

      Heather estimated the room, about the size of a football field without the end zones, easily held five hundred noisy souls. Many congregated near the entry doors, making it a chore to part the sea of bodies. Heather moved through the tangle of people with Steve’s hand on her shoulder. His cane made narrow sweeps in front of his next step.

      “We’re in one of the hotel ballrooms,” said Heather.

      “What do you see?”

      “Four to five hundred women are divided into two teams, with team A by the door and team B on the far side of the room. One by one, or in small groups, they break away and go to the bar in the middle. After they’re served, they scamper back to their flock. Elissa wasn’t kidding when she said the group was on the verge of civil war. It's dagger stares or gushy embraces for those coming to the cash bar.”

      “I’m always amazed at what people can find to fight over,” said Steve with a wag of his head.

      Walking into neutral ground, Heather said, “You look very smart in your new slacks and blazer. I need to make sure one of these ladies doesn’t kidnap you.”

      Steve tugged on his jacket. “That would be a waste of any woman’s time. As for the clothes, I had a perfectly good suit I could have worn. I think you forget I’m a poor widower on a pension.”

      Heather ignored his remark and guided him toward the most popular zone in the room. “Let’s get something from the bar and mix and mingle.” She stopped at the bar and asked him, “The usual?”

      “Yeah.”

      She ordered a glass of Pinot Grigio that came in a squatty plastic cup and a non-alcoholic beer for Steve. She’d never pressed him to explain his decision to live virtually alcohol-free, but this wasn’t the time to satisfy her curiosity. Eighteen dollars later, they left the bar.

      Heather scanned the room. “Do you want to start with Hazel?”

      “Sounds good. Let’s see if she’s half the witch Elissa says she is.”

      Weaving their way through the crowd, she navigated a path into the presence of the organization’s president. The assemblage reminded Heather of ladies-in-waiting surrounding royalty.

      Upon seeing them, Hazel raised her hand, and the gathering went silent. Each woman took a step back, then dispersed to an out-of-earshot distance where they reformed into smaller coveys.

      Hazel took Steve by the arm with a hand that shook with a tremor. “I noticed you two on the plane. Let’s have a seat and chat.”

      Heather noted the woman’s countenance. Her eyes sunk into a face lined with age, while drooping eyelids gave her the appearance of extreme fatigue. Blue-gray irises, although hooded, held the flickering fire of determination. She reminded Heather of an aging prize fighter—near the end, but determined to go ten more rounds, even if it killed her.

      They seated themselves almost knee to knee on chairs arranged in a triangle. With an air of aristocratic confidence, the president of the organization spoke. “I’m sure Ms. Lutz regaled you with tales of Witch Hazel. I hope you don’t believe everything that minx told you.”

      Steve leaned forward. “Mrs. Smallgrass, we use an expression in homicide investigations. When someone casts blame on someone else, throw away ninety-nine percent of what they say and be skeptical of the rest.”

      The grand dame nodded her approval. “Well put, Mr. Smiley.” She reached and put an age-speckled hand on his forearm. “Please call me Hazel. I loved my late husband, but I would have preferred his name to have been something a little less of a pastoral mouthful.”

      Steve placed his hand over Hazel’s. “We’ve heard one side of the story. Tell us yours.”

      Hazel drew her hand away, folded it into her other and placed them on her lap. “I am a charter member of this organization. I’ve watched it grow over the last forty years. We’ve always prided ourselves on helping skilled women mystery writers succeed, and we believe professional agents, editors and publishers are the gatekeepers to quality publications. It’s a question of the writer paying their dues and the cream rising to the top. We’re also dedicated to helping unknown writers polish their skills, so reputable publishing houses receive quality submissions.”

      Heather broke in. “And then the internet came along and independent publishing changed everything. Am I right?”

      Hazel issued a sigh. “Shoddy writers have flooded the market with millions of books that wouldn’t make it past a middle school English teacher, let alone a professional editor. Anyone with a laptop can call themselves a published author if they pump out a few lines of nonsense, slap on a cover, and put it on Amazon. It’s an industry that has gone from professional writers to hacks-with-Macs.”

      Steve leaned back. “Are you fighting windmills?”

      She gave Steve an approving look. “I appreciate the quixotic reference, but I’m passionate about my profession and I’m intent on defending this organization from a hostile takeover by the Philistines of the writing world.”

      Heather asked, “Isn’t there room for traditionally published writers and independents in this organization?”

      “We accept both,” said Hazel. Her gaze pleaded for understanding. “You can’t believe how brash this new breed of writer is. Fame and quick fortune are their motivations while entitlement is their mindset.”

      Steve interjected, “Do you mean writers like Elissa?”

      Hazel’s body stiffened. “Especially Elissa. If she and those indie minions of hers gain control, this organization will go the way of so many church denominations. We’ll split and form two impotent groups. One will strive to maintain high professional standards, while the other will abandon quality in favor of the modern version of pulp fiction.” Her head dipped and shook. “No, that’s not correct. Pulp fiction writers were much better.”

      Heather allowed a few seconds to pass while she digested what Hazel said. “What will happen this weekend?”

      Pointing to the room, Hazel said, “Look for yourself. On this end we have our traditional authors. On the other end stand the young Turks. The numbers are evenly divided.”

      Heather noticed a third group formed in the center of the room, away from the bar. “Who’s the group in the middle?”

      “Those are the hybrids. They have contracts to publish through traditional publishing houses but also publish independently.” She paused, looking tired and old. “You asked what will happen? We’ll have the election of a new president on Saturday. Normally, my reelection is a foregone conclusion, but I have health issues. With Kira out of the picture, they will nominate Lara to succeed me.” She looked around the room. “I don’t see her.” She brought her attention back to Steve with a forlorn look. “I’m not convinced she has the mettle to stay the course. If this organization is to flourish under Lara’s leadership, I’ll need to guide her.”

      Steve tipped his
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