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Chapter 1


I sat outside the Baymeadow Hotel parking lot with binoculars and a cold cup of coffee from Kate’s Café. Ted Parker, the husband of Lynn Parker, had checked in earlier in the day. But it was my belief that although Ted had checked in alone, he wasn’t alone in his room. 
I looked at my watch. Ten fifteen. Ted hadn’t left the hotel. And I didn’t see any females enter the building after him. Not any who were alone at least.
Lynn Parker had hired me to watch her husband and bring her proof he was cheating on her with another woman. Ted had told Lynn he was going to be out of town on business for the night. A road trip, he told her. Yet here he was, not ten minutes from their home in downtown Jacksonville.
I was getting antsy. And hungry.
I walked into the lobby of the hotel and eyed the attractive woman behind the desk. I gave her a nod when she looked up at me and smiled.
I grabbed a newspaper from a coffee table and sat down. Ted didn’t know who I was—at least I didn’t think he did—but I held the paper up, like they’d do in the movies, and peered over it. 
It was a slow night in the hotel, to say the least. I thought about how the place was dead. But it was a Tuesday night, so what could I expect?
I glanced back at the woman behind the counter. She must’ve wondered if I was a guest. I’d catch her eye and she’d look away. Like we were playing some sort of a game.
But that’s when I heard a crash that caused me to jump to my feet. A deafening scream came from the woman behind the desk. I followed her eyes toward the back of the lobby and through the windowed wall between the inside and the outdoor pool area, with blue and white lights reflecting off the water. 
I moved toward the door and looked outside. Broken and mangled lounge chairs were upside down covering what looked to be a body, nearly naked, covered in only a white bathrobe. I stood at the door, my hands ready to push on the handle. I turned to the woman behind the desk and pushed open the door. “Call nine-one-one.”
Outside, I moved closer to the body. It was a male, bloodied and broken. I reached for his wrist. No pulse.
I moved the chairs and glanced up above, along the building. Twelve stories with rows of windows—some dark, some with lights on inside—and a balcony with each.
The body had come from one of them. The sound of crashing waves could be heard from off in the distance. 
I kneeled down, pulled the robe back from his face and covered the rest of him as best I could. A lump grew in my throat when I realized who it was.
Ted Parker was dead.
[image: image-placeholder]Emergency Medical Services had arrived within minutes along with a dozen officers from the sheriff's office and onlookers from within the hotel. TV news media began to appear.
I stood off to the side, away from the body and the investigators standing over it. Witnesses were being questioned. I wondered where they came from, considering it was me and the woman behind the desk. Nobody was in the pool. 
Some were in their rooms and heard the crash. A few were said to be out on their balconies. I thought about leaving before being questioned myself, especially since the law might find it odd I was one of the few in the hotel who wasn’t actually a guest. And I didn’t want to have to go into why I was there. 
I knew it was only a matter of time, and sure enough Detective Mike Stone of the Jacksonville Sheriff's Office breathed his cigarette and coffee breath in my face.
“You going to tell me you just happened to be hanging out in a hotel lobby at ten o’clock at night when a man dropped ten stories?”
“How do you know it was ten,” I said. I knew he didn’t have that answer.
He pulled a cigarette from a pack in his pocket and stuck it in his mouth. He held it between his teeth—too white for a smoker, I thought—and held the lighter in his hand, his thumb on top. “You out here panhandling?” He lit his cigarette.
“Was that supposed to be funny?”
He kept his eyes on me for a moment, then turned to the body, still lying in the same spot, surrounded by broken lounge chairs. “Can you just do me a favor and tell me you don’t know the victim?”
I hesitated to answer any of his questions, turning back to look at the woman who was behind the desk, now standing in the middle of the lobby talking to a couple of deputies.
“I’ll tell you what you’d like. But I was here when it happened. I was hired to follow him.”
He took a deep drag from the cigarette, his forefinger wrapped around it as if he’d watched the tough guys smoke on TV and practiced it at home. “You know him?”
“I was hired by his wife,” I said. “He told her he was out of town, came here instead.”
“You mean, he’s got a girlfriend?”
“I don’t know. That’s why I was here.”
“But you didn’t talk to him, before he jumped?”
I shook my head. “No, it’s called undercover for a reason.” I looked away, my eyes on the girl at the desk again, still trying to gain some composure. “What makes you so sure he jumped.”
Mike dropped his cigarette on the concrete, stepped on it with his foot, and bent down to pick it up. He spit on his finger, tapped the end where the ash had been and tossed it into a can near the doorway. “Witnesses saw it.”
“Saw him jump?” I looked up at the building. “All that concrete around the sides of the balcony. Can’t imagine anyone here really knows if he jumped.”
Mike looked at my chest. “Where’s your badge?” 
“My badge?”
He stared back at me. “That’s my point.” He started to walk away. “You don’t have a badge. So stay out of this, Henry.”
I walked back into the lobby and pulled my phone from my pocket. I called Alex, my partner at Walsh Investigations. Alex was the brains behind the operation. Maybe even the brawn, too, if I were being honest with myself. 
Although my name was on the door, she liked to take charge. The only reason her name wasn’t on the door was that’s how she wanted it. 
“How’d you make out? You see the woman I sent you?”
“What woman?”
“In the text.”
I looked down at my phone, put it back up to my ear. “Oh, I missed it. When did you send this?”
“Half hour ago,” she said.
“You called too?”
“Yes, a couple of times.”
I waited a moment, turned, and looked back through the lobby, the place busy now that there was a little action.
I said, “Ted Parker’s dead.”
“Dead?”
“Yes. Dead. Very dead. He landed on top of a row of lounge chairs out by the pool.”
I could hear music coming through the phone. “Are you having a party?”
“What? No…”
The music was gone.
“So what happened?” she said.
I walked back through the lobby, the yellow police tape across the door now, on the inside. “I’m looking at him right now. Poor guy had nothing on but the hotel robe when he hit the ground.”
“What’d Mike say?”
“Said he jumped, but...”
“Suicide?”
“His body’s twenty feet from the edge of the pool.” I leaned over the police tape, my face against the glass. I said, “Well, I don’t think he was making a dive.”
“You said ‘but.’"
“But?”
“You said, ‘He jumped, but…'”
“Oh. I was saying, I don’t know how anybody can say for sure what happened.”
Alex said, “Why not?”
“The balconies are fairly private,” I said. “Concrete walls on three sides. It’s impossible to see what anybody’s doing. I’m just saying, wouldn’t surprise me they wrap it up, call it a suicide, and hit the coffee shop.”
Alex was quiet for a moment. “You gotta give him a little more credit.”
“Really? I asked why he thought it was suicide; he told me to mind my own business. If I’d said I thought it was suicide, he’d have a full-blown murder investigation out there.”
I thought I heard Alex let out a little snort. Maybe not.
“You look at that photo?”
“Oh, right. Hang on.” I looked at my phone and clicked on the text Alex had sent me. The photo was of an attractive woman, nicely dressed, standing next to Ted. I put the phone back up to my ear. “Who is she?”
“I thought maybe you would’ve seen her tonight. That’s why I sent it earlier. When he was still alive.”
I looked at the photo again. She looked like a model, although on the older side. “Where’s this photo from?”
“An event Ted’s company was involved with. Charity event, for the children's hospital.”
“But why’s she with him?”
“I don’t know. I found them online, on the Facebook page.” 
“Lynn in any of them?”
“No.”
“Does she have a name?”
“Olivia Peckham.”
One of the deputies gestured for me to back away from the windows, and shooed me toward the front of the lobby, away from the scene.
“I didn’t see anybody at all tonight,” I said. “Hard to tell. I was here when he checked in, and nobody came in after. Some couples, a couple of other men. No women at all, other than one I wouldn’t expect anyone to have an affair with.”
I walked out the front of the hotel again. “I wish I could go up in the room. They’re crawling all over the place now. Won’t even let anyone on the elevator. I’ll call you back.”
Outside, I looked past the EMS vehicles, a fire engine, and six cruisers from the sheriff's office. Various uniformed men and women coming and going.
I walked along the sidewalk in front of the building on my way to the parking garage off to the side. A Mercedes with a woman behind the wheel drove out of the garage and onto the street. I pulled out my phone and looked at the photo Alex had sent me. I didn’t get a good enough look at the driver, and when I took my eyes off the photo, the car was gone.
I called Alex. She answered on the first ring.
“I could be wrong,” I said, “but I’m pretty sure I just saw the woman from the photo.”




Chapter 2


I was at my desk when Lynn Parker returned my call.  
Her voice was quiet and soft. “Why would Ted take his own life like that? I… I always thought he was too intelligent to do such a thing.”
I looked up and watched Alex walk in the door with a to-go coffee in her hand. She walked toward me and placed the cup down in front of me. I gave her a nod and mouthed “Thank you,” then said into the phone, “Lynn, I don’t know how much this helps. But I believe Ted was alone in his room. I’d been there for a few hours and…”
“No, it doesn’t matter right now,” she said. “Ted’s dead.” Lynn cried on the other end.
“I’m so sorry about what happened,” I said. I looked over at Alex with a cup of tea in her hand, seated behind her desk watching me.
“I’m sorry,” Lynn said. “It’s just so upsetting when something comes to such an abrupt end. Even though we had a rocky marriage for a lot of years, it wasn’t always bad. At least before he became so distant, and became a man I’m not sure I knew anymore.”
“I was thinking I’d come by,” I said. “I can at least share everything I know.”
“You mean you’d like to get paid for your time?”
I hesitated a moment before I answered. “Maybe it’s not the right time for you, but I don’t believe there’s enough evidence to say he was having an affair.” I sipped my coffee. “You can just let me know when it’s a good time for us to get together. I’m sure you’ll want more time before we—”
“How about you just send me what I owe you. There’s really no need to wait any longer.”
“Whatever you’re comfortable with.”
She was quiet on the other end. 
“Listen,” I said. “I don’t know how much the officers from the sheriff's office shared with you, but…”
“To be honest, I was quite upset when they were here. Or at least in shock. I didn’t really ask the officer, who was here, many questions.”
I glanced over at Alex, hesitant to even bring up what was on my mind. “Lynn, do you truly believe Ted would have jumped from that balcony?”
“Are you asking if I think it was something accidental? Or… perhaps criminal?”
She didn’t respond. “I think I’d like to just move on from here, Henry. I hope you understand.” 
I held my tongue for a moment, of course surprised by her cold response. “Okay, I understand. I’ll process the invoice and bring it over tomorrow.”
“That sounds good to me, Henry. And thank you for trying.” 
She hung up, and I sat still for a moment, caught up in my own thoughts. Her words stayed in my head. "Thank you for trying." 
Alex had her eyes on me. “What’d she say?”
“She thanked me for trying. And hung up.”
“That’s all she said? Thank you for trying?”
I picked up my coffee and held it in front of me before I took a sip. “She cried for a few seconds, but not much else. Showed little emotion. Didn’t seem to care in the least.”
“About his death?”
I nodded, then finally sipped my coffee. 
Alex stood up from her desk. “Maybe she’s dealing with it in her own way. Everyone handles these things differently.”
I sat and thought about it all, from the first time she called until now. I had questions, to say the least.
“What was her response when you mentioned the possibility it may not’ve been suicide?”
I shrugged. “She just wants to move on.”
“Oh.”
“She was an odd client from the beginning,” I said. “Like she never really believed he was cheating, but maybe just hoped to catch him.”
“It couldn’t have been about money,” Alex said. “She has plenty of her own.”
I stood from my desk, walked over to the window, and stared out at the St. Johns River. 
[image: image-placeholder]Alex and I were at the bar at Billy’s Place, my friend’s restaurant downstairs from our office. In fact, Billy wasn’t just a friend. He was also our landlord. We had a nice office overlooking the St. Johns River he built for us over his restaurant. And the best part was it was less than a mile from the marina where I lived on a boat.
Billy was behind the bar as he always was. He put a beer in front of Alex and poured a shot of Jack Daniels and dropped in two ice cubes. He slid the glass in front of me and leaned down with his hands on the bar. “How’s your client handling the news?”
“I was glad I didn’t have to tell her myself. A couple of officers went to see her first. So she’d already gone through the shock.” I shrugged, held my glass of Jack in front of me. “It was hard to tell how she’s handling it.”
Billy pulled a towel from his shoulder and wiped his hands. “Can’t imagine what it’s like having to hear your husband jumped from a hotel balcony.”
Alex looked up at Billy. “I wasn’t on the call with her, but it sounded like she’s doing better than you’d expect.” She gave me a quick glance.
Billy cracked a slight smile and leaned over to wipe the space on the bar next to me. “Maybe she did it?” He laughed and walked away, toward the other end of the bar.
Alex turned to me. “Don’t even think about it.”
“About what?”
“Don’t start overthinking this. Let’s just leave it up to the sheriff's office, okay? We did what we were supposed to for our client. So let’s just get paid and move on, the same way Lynn Parker would like to.” She kept her eyes on me and sipped from her bottle. “And maybe we can once again agree not to take any more cases with cheating spouses.” 
I looked up at the TV on the back of the bar, although I couldn’t even tell you what was on. My mind was already shifted into gear. I turned to Alex. “Don’t you think we should at least see who the woman is from the photos?”
Alex paused, then shook her head. “No. But how about this? I can tell Mike… and, like I said, we’ll let the sheriff's office handle it from here.”
I watched Billy talking with some customers down the other end of the bar. 
A well-dressed gentleman in a suit, but without a tie, stood and watched him. The man leaned forward and said something to Billy, but I couldn’t hear a word. I thought maybe he’d just ordered a drink. 
Both Billy and the man turned and looked down the bar toward me and Alex.
The man walked alongside the bar and stopped at the empty stool next to me. “Henry Walsh?” he said.
I put my glass down and looked at him. “Do I know you?”
He kept his eyes on me for a moment, glanced at Alex, then shifted his gaze back to me. “My name is Jack Parker.”
I straightened myself up in my seat. “Jack Parker?” I made the connection right away. “Are you Ted Parker’s—”
“Yes.” He nodded. “I’m Ted’s older brother.”
I glanced back at Alex, then stood and reached out my hand. “I’m sorry about your brother.”
Jack shook my hand and nodded. 
“This is Alex Jepson,” I said. “My partner.”
He reached in front of me and shook her hand. “Nice to meet you,” he said.
“So, is there something we can do for you?” I said.
He looked up. “I understand you were there the night Ted died?”
I felt a lump in my throat. But I tried not to swallow. “Who told you that?”
He shook his head. “That’s not important.” He glanced past me at Alex. “You were following him?”
I hesitated to answer. “If you can first tell me why you’re here, I’ll—”
“My brother was having trouble. I know his marriage wasn’t great, which I understand is why you were there, and I’m not exactly sure his business was doing as well as he’d hoped. I don’t know if he was depressed or not, but, I’m just afraid he might’ve been into something over his head.”
Alex and I both watched Jack Parker, waiting.
He gestured toward the seat next to me. “May I?”
I nodded. “Of course.”
Jack sat down on the stool as Billy walked over and asked him if he wanted a drink.
“Dewar's and soda, please.” He pointed toward me and Alex. “And whatever Henry and Alex would like.”
I sipped my drink. “So are you going to tell me how you knew I was watching your brother?”
“Actually, yes. I had somebody following Ted.”
I said, “Someone who was there at the hotel? When I was there?”
“This person’s a she. And, yes, she was there. But I haven’t heard from her since that night.”
“Why not?”
Billy put the glass down in front of him, and Jack took a sip, then shrugged. “I wish I knew. She hasn’t returned my calls.”
I sat back with my arms folded.
Jack said, “Is it true? That Lynn hired you?”
I wasn’t sure how much I should share or what I needed to tell him before he told me exactly why he showed up looking for me in the first place. I reached for my glass and took a sip. “I can’t talk about my client’s business with someone I don’t even know. And you haven’t exactly told me why you came here looking for me.” I finished my first drink and reached for the one Jack had ordered for me.
“I just wanted to make sure I had the story straight… that Lynn had really hired you. I just… I find it a little, I don’t know, suspicious, I guess? That a private investigator she hired just happened to be there when my brother jumped to his death?”
I glanced at Alex, then turned back to Jack and straightened out on the stool. “Are you implying I might’ve had something to do with what happened?”
Jack held his gaze on me, then shifted his eyes to his glass. He shook his head. “No. No, I’m not. I just wanted to be sure. I mean, I wanted to confirm why you were there.” He kept his eyes down. I saw a tear come down his cheek. “I miss him. I… I just wish there was something more I could have done.”




Chapter 3


Lynn Parker stood outside in her driveway when Alex and I pulled up and parked a few feet from a stack of at least a dozen cardboard boxes and overstuffed garbage bags. Lynn was dressed in jeans and a long white T-shirt that looked like it belonged to a man. 
We stepped out from the Jeep.
“What’s all this?” I said.
She removed a pair of work gloves from her hands and pushed her hair from her face. “I’m not one for holding on to material things just for the sake of memories.” 
Alex stepped toward Lynn and put her hand on her back. “Are you doing all right?”
Lynn held her hands out wide and looked along the boxes and bags in the driveway. “I’m told this is the first step.” She shrugged. “I thought I’d take care of it now; get rid of some of his things before I changed my mind.”
It’d only been a day since Ted’s funeral, and Lynn appeared to be moving forward, just as she’d suggested she’d wanted to. 
I turned and walked back to my Jeep, leaned in, and grabbed an envelope from the glove box. I walked over and handed it to Lynn. “I didn’t bill you for the final night.”
She looked down at the envelope but didn’t look inside. “Why not?”
“We just thought, well…”
“I didn’t ask you to do me any favors, Henry. I appreciate what you did.” She turned and started inside. “Tell me what the additional amount should be… I’ll write you a check.” She stopped at the door and waved for us to follow. “Come on inside.”
We followed her in and down the hall toward the back of the house. She turned into a room, set up like an office, on the left, just before the kitchen. Alex and I waited outside the door and looked in at Lynn seated behind the desk. She pulled a checkbook from the middle drawer and opened the envelope. She removed the invoice and flattened it out, picked up a pair of reading glasses from the desk and slipped them over her eyes. She looked toward me and Alex in the doorway. “I’ll add an extra two thousand to this.”
“Two thousand? But our daily fee is only—”
“It’s only fair, Henry. I don’t understand why you’re supposed to take less because Ted threw himself off the balcony. If he hadn’t, you’d probably have at least another few weeks on your plate. Am I right?” She leaned her head down over the check and finished writing it out. She tore it from the leather case and stood from the desk, walked to the doorway, and handed it to me.
Alex and I turned and started down the hall toward the front door. 
“I assume you’ve been in touch with the sheriff's office?” I said.
We stopped at the front door. 
“No. Am I supposed to be?” she said.
Alex said, “Just that they confirmed it was suicide. Or at least didn’t find any evidence of foul play.”
“Oh,” Lynn said. “As far as I know they haven’t made it official… or whatever the word is. I guess that means it’s still an open case?”
Alex nodded. “It shouldn’t be long, from what a friend of mine over there told me. Maybe another day or two.”
Lynn held her hand on the doorknob and smiled, tight-lipped.
I stopped before I walked outside. “I’m just curious,” I said. Will there be any issues with his life insurance policy, because of the suicide?”
She shifted her eyes to the floor for a moment. “No, not because of the suicide. But, come to find out Ted had made some changes to his policy a couple of months ago. So I may have some things I’ll need to deal with.” She shrugged. “It’s nothing I’m worried about right now. It was a small policy Ted had through the business.”
Alex and I stepped outside and turned to her from the driveway. “But what do you mean he made changes? Why wouldn’t you know about it?” I said.
Lynn stared down at me from the doorway. “I really can’t answer that,” she said. “And, clearly, neither can Ted. But I have a feeling he’d been planning this—or thinking about it—for quite some time.”
“What were the changes?” Alex said.
“He decreased the amount. He actually cut it in half, to lower the premium.” She sighed and stepped out into the driveway. “I appreciate you coming by. But I have to get back to my cleaning.” She slipped the gloves back on her hands.
“One other thing,” I said. “Ted’s brother came by to see us.”
“Jack?”
“Does he have another brother?” I said.
Lynn shook her head. “No. Just Jack. But what did he want?”
“He just wanted to get our take on what happened,” I said.
“How did he know who you were?” Lynn said.
I didn’t tell her about this so-called private investigator he’d hired to watch his brother. I wasn’t even sure it was true.
Lynn kept her eyes on me for a moment. “Jack’s got one of those minds… always thinks there’s more to a story than what everyone else can see. He’s one of those people, has trouble seeing the forest for the trees.”
I stared back at her for a moment, and she turned, looked back into her house. “Do you know anything about Ted being in some kind of trouble with the business?”
She looked down at the boxes and bags in the driveway. “Ted was a complicated man. He was a thinker… and I guess he just couldn’t take his own thoughts any longer.” She looked up at me. “Thank you again. If I know anyone else who needs a private investigator, I’ll make sure they call you.” She turned to her steps and pulled open the door. She walked inside and closed it behind her. 
We took 90 East toward the beaches and turned north on First Street. I looked to my right toward Jacksonville Beach. I thought about how much I wouldn’t mind a break, kick back in the sand for a day or two. The truth was, we’d had a lot of lulls in our business. But it was hard to relax when you didn’t know where your next check would be coming from. And I found myself being pulled deeper into investigating Ted Parker’s death. Even if it meant it wasn’t something that would put more money into the bank account.
The truth was, Alex and I had gone back and forth on where we wanted the business to go. Some of the work we’d taken was for local defense attorneys. So a lot of our days were spent going up against the sheriff's office. We’d built our reputation, and both Alex and I had gotten known for going above and beyond to ensure we’d find the truth. Sometimes that meant going on our own, without a client. 
We couldn’t help it. 
I parked just outside the front of the Baymeadow Hotel and walked through the revolving door. I wondered if the same woman who was behind the desk when Ted fell
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