
  
    [image: Death by Drywall]
  


  
    
      DEATH BY DRYWALL

      NAILED IT HOME RENO MYSTERIES, BOOK 3

    

    
      
        BARBARA BARRETT

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        About the Book

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Sneak Peek: Homicide by Hammer

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Books by Barbara Barrett

      

      
        A little about Barbara Barrett

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © Barbara Barrett 2022

      

      

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted to any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage or retrieval system, without the written permission of the publisher, except where permitted by law.

      

      Ebook ISBN: 978-1-948532-44-0

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Renovating a restaurant is hard enough. Renovating it for your boyfriend who thinks his million-dollar smile will make up for his ever-changing whims is even harder. But running the job when a woman is murdered in a house your colleague is renovating? It’s almost more than Rowena Summerfield can handle—especially when she’s once again pulled into her old role of homicide detective to find the killer.

      Ro dives in to clear her friend so she can go back to her real job, especially since the rocky renovation threatens to wreck her relationship with charming Chuck. But this mystery is anything but straightforward. The victim wore drywall stilts. Her nearest relatives are either uncooperative or dead. And everybody’s lying to Ro and her old partner, Herc.

      With support from her daughter and her finicky cat, Jason, Ro puts her new love and young company on the line to crack the case—even when the only solution seems to be a dangerous plot to entrap the murderer before the devious killer eliminates them.

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to a small group of construction daredevils: drywallers on stilts. I marvel at their skill and bravery. I’ve seen them in action a few times, when we finished our basement and when we built our new home. They may be a dying breed, oops, no pun intended, because there is now equipment homebuilders can use to lift a sheet of drywall up to a wall or to the ceiling and hold it in place long enough to be installed. But these remaining stalwarts are my heroes.
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      “He doesn’t look so bad,” I told my daughter and partner in Nailed It Home Renos, Valerie Kowalski. We were gazing across the dimly lit patio of Carlito’s bistro. “Amanda could do a lot worse.”

      “The evening’s young, Mom. Enjoy your wine but not too much. We need to remain alert in case she signals us to intervene and get her out of this date.”

      Amanda Casey was Val’s friend from high school and our go-to real estate agent when we put our restored houses on the market. Unlike Val, who married shortly after she graduated from college, Amanda remained single, although you couldn’t say she hadn’t tried. Meeting guys through this dating service was her latest attempt to meet Mr. Right.

      Could that be the dude now seated with her on the patio? I hadn’t caught his occupation, but whatever it was, he cleaned up well. Broad forehead, wide-set dark eyes—I couldn’t tell what color from where we sat in the semi-darkness—and short, light brown or dark blond hair. He wore a light-colored golf shirt, tight enough to reveal an okay physique beneath but not too tight.

      “I hope she doesn’t expect us to be on rescue duty for every new name she agrees to go out with,” I said. “I was able to get away from our latest project tonight”—which I’d been happy to set aside for a bit—“but I can’t make a habit of chaperoning Amanda.” She was in her mid-thirties, for Pete’s sake.

      “How upset was Chuck when you told him you had other plans tonight?”

      Chuck Dawson, the dreamiest fiftysomething hunk in the universe, and I had been seeing each other for several months. We’d progressed beyond casual in our relationship but hadn’t made it to serious yet. If we ever would. Chuck had enjoyed his single life for years before he met me. We’d been having a great time getting to know each other, but I had no idea if he’d be ready to settle down. Or even want to. Or if I would ever consider it. “He wasn’t happy about my change of plans. He’d been looking forward to dinner with you and Jim.”

      Jim Watkins, Captain James Watkins, headed up the homicide unit in our town of Shasta, Florida. I’d known him as an up-and-coming police officer when I was a homicide detective in another life, before the car wreck that injured my back. I’d never pictured him as a possible love interest for Val. She was married to that cheating jerk Larry Kowalski until a few years back, and Jim had also been married. His wife had since passed. I’d lost my own love, Ben, thirteen years ago.

      I’m Rowena Summerfield. Ro to friends. Fifty-seven. I’ve already given you the rest of my bio except that after a lengthy recuperation from my accident and discovering that department policy would no longer allow me to investigate in the field full-time, I took my workers’ comp money and went back to school. I studied construction engineering first, at least to get the basics, and then decided I preferred designing interiors instead. Fortunately, Val bounced back from her divorce and, seeking new challenges, left her job as a bank loan manager and took up residential construction to add that skill to our business portfolio. We’ve been partners in Nailed It Home Renos going on four years.

      Val leaned over to reply. “Jim wasn’t particularly thrilled either when I gave him the news.”

      “I hope Amanda appreciates the sacrifice we’ve all made tonight.” I continued to observe the couple, looking for some indication of how the evening was going for them. Amanda wasn’t usually one to hide her feelings, but tonight I couldn’t tell. She was smiling and would occasionally laugh, but the fact she was sitting back from the table didn’t bode well for this relationship making it to a second date. However, we still hadn’t seen the gesture signaling it was time to rescue her. It was getting darker. Would we even be able to detect it if she did summon us?

      “Were you serious when you asked that older hottie if you could buy him a drink?” a female voice behind me asked.

      “Forget the older part. He really was hot. So distinguished with just that touch of gray at the sides of his hair,” a second female voice replied. “If he’d agreed to the drink, he would’ve been my man of the evening.”

      “The other one wasn’t so bad either, even though his buzz cut had gone to salt and pepper. But that tee? No doubt whether he works out. I could hardly keep my hands to myself,” the first one said. “How old do you think they were? Forty? Forty-five?”

      “Do you think they were, you know? A couple?”

      “Maybe that’s why he didn’t seem interested. They weren’t holding hands or anything, but you’d think they would’ve been flattered by our attention. They didn’t even flirt back. Both just kept staring out here on the patio. Looking to pick up someone? I don’t see anyone out here who looks like he’s in that camp.”

      I couldn’t resist. I took a brief peek over my shoulder to check out who these comments belonged to. Two twentysomethings, made up to the hilt, wearing strapless mini dresses. Obviously on the prowl. I tried to picture the two guys they’d been discussing. I didn’t recall seeing two good-looking dudes at the bar when Val and I arrived. Then the way the first woman had described the friend of the guy to whom she’d offered a drink struck me. Salt-and-pepper buzz cut. Tight-fitting tee.

      I attempted another over-the-shoulder glance toward the bar, but I couldn’t see much of it from where we were seated. I leaned over to Val again. “Did you mention tonight’s mission to Jim?”

      Val leaned even closer to me, since the background music had grown louder. “No. He hasn’t been all that crazy about Amanda the few times they’ve seen each other. I think he’s picked up on her resentment of my having someone in my life at the moment.”

      All I’d told Chuck was that Val and I were having a girls’ night out. “Did you tell Jim where we’d be?” I asked, her earlier response not having satisfied my mounting suspicions.

      She swung her head to the side, thinking, her long, dark ponytail swishing across my shoulder. “Maybe. Okay, yes, I did. I’d never been here, and I asked if he’d ever heard of the place.”

      Only now did I remember having begged off my date with Chuck by explaining that Val and I had been recruited by one of her friends to rescue her from a first date if things went awry. He’d snorted and called our venture silly, that a thirtysomething single woman needed her friends to extricate her from a difficult social situation. But he hadn’t complained further. Now I thought I knew why. “Don’t look now—you can’t see them from here anyhow—but I think our men are stalking us.”

      The ponytail lurched again as, of course, she tried to scope out the room. “I don’t see them.”

      “Not out here. I think they’re at the bar. Didn’t you hear those two women behind us talking about the older hotties at the bar?”

      “No. I’ve been too focused on Amanda, trying to interpret her body language. Surely they’re not trailing us?”

      “I’m not even sure it’s them, but I intend to find out,” I said, sliding my chair out from the table.

      Val gripped my arm. “What about Amanda?”

      “Amanda’s a big girl, which I’ve told you all along after she recruited you to be her wingman. She’s fine. I want to know for sure what those two are up to.”

      “If it’s even them.” Still, she slid out of her seat also.

      We reached the open doorway leading into the bar area and turned to enter. “It really was the two of you!” I cried before thinking.

      The two men exchanged sheepish looks. “Of course it’s us,” Chuck replied. “At least it’s me. Are you still you, Jim?”

      Captain James Watkins returned a doe-eyed expression. “It was when I checked my mirror after shaving.”

      “We heard there were two older hotties sitting in here at the bar and told ourselves the pair couldn’t possibly be the two of you since you’d never lower yourselves to spy on us,” I said.

      Jim ran a hand through his hair, and Chuck puffed out his chest. Had the word “hotties” prompted this kind of reaction? “That all you heard?” Jim asked.

      I scrunched up my face as if trying to recall the exact words. “There was also something about the offer of a drink to one of you.”

      Jim clenched his chin. “Declined.”

      “Lower your defenses, Captain. We already knew that,” I said.

      They both appeared to unobtrusively release their breath. “You should’ve never doubted us,” Chuck told me, placing his hand on my forearm.

      “Doubt? Who followed who tonight?” I replied.

      He offered a grudging smile. “Yeah, well, I wanted to see for myself how this rescue mission worked.”

      “From the bar?” I asked, not quite buying this line.

      He shot a glance at Jim. “My police buddy here was showing me the ropes of surveillance.”

      Now I gazed at Jim. “Is that so? Why aren’t you both out on the street in a car downing doughnuts instead of downing drafts here?”

      “That whole doughnut thing is an urban legend, Ro,” Jim answered. “You should know that better than me after all the murder cases you’ve worked.”

      “Okay, I’ll grant you that. But it still doesn’t explain why the two of you felt you had to hang out in here. Why didn’t you join us?”

      “Good question, Mom,” Val said. “But instead of waiting for the answer, why don’t you join us now? We don’t want to miss Amanda’s signal if the date isn’t going well.”

      Val pivoted and started back to our table. I followed suit. We’d issued the invitation. Now it was up to the guys to come along … or not.

      A minute later, Chuck and Jim pulled out the two empty seats at our table. “I see Amanda,” Chuck said. “That the guy in question? The one pouring her a glass of wine?”

      “Same one that was there two minutes ago,” Val replied. “Still can’t tell how this is going with Amanda.”

      Jim leaned over to her. “What’s the signal?”

      “She’ll remove that scarf around her neck,” Val told him.

      “Then what do you do?” Chuck asked, becoming more intrigued.

      “I go over to their table and pretend after sitting here all this time it dawned on me that I know her from high school.”

      “And what? Say, ‘Don’t mind me interrupting your date, but let’s go off and catch up. Your date won’t mind, will you, guy?’ What guy’s gonna understand that other than to know he’s flunked the First Date Test?” Jim said.

      “Isn’t that part of the code?” I asked. “The guy knows what’s happening, but it’s better than the girl saying, ‘Sorry, this isn’t working out’?”

      Chuck turned to Jim. “Is that what you’d want, man? A show instead of the plain truth?”

      “It’s the thought that counts, I guess,” Jim replied. “You know, not wanting to hurt my feelings.”

      Chuck hugged himself and performed a dramatic shiver. “Feelings, right. Gotta consider the guy’s feelings.”

      “Shush, you guys,” Val whispered. “You’re drawing attention to us.”

      “Which is the last thing we want right now,” I added.

      Sure enough, Amanda and her date as well as the rest of the patrons on the patio were all staring our direction. While she glanced at us, Amanda removed her scarf.

      “There’s the signal,” I said, spotting the gesture before the others. “Should we still intervene, since they’ve already noticed us?”

      Val took an instant to consider the situation. “Yes. Right now. This is even better than we planned.”

      I followed in her wake as she rose and made her way to the first-time daters’ table.

      “Amanda Casey? Is that you?” Val asked, playing her part to the hilt.

      Amanda’s reaction was just as surprised, although she was squinting and shaking her head. “Uh, hi?”

      “I can’t believe I’ve been sitting here all this time and didn’t see you until now, until my date’s actions called attention to our table,” Val continued.

      “Uh, right. It’s good to see you again. Perhaps we can get together some time other than tonight. I’m here with a date.” She nodded at the guy across the table from her.

      “Oh, sorry to interrupt. It’s just that, uh, I’m in town just for tonight. This is the only time I’ve got to renew old acquaintances.”

      “I’m sorry, but my date and I are just getting to know each other.” She handed Val a paper napkin. “Why don’t you give me your phone number and I’ll call you soon so we can reconnect?”

      The script hadn’t called for Amanda to be so recalcitrant. Val stood there, struggling for her next words.

      The date came to her rescue. “I’d hate to be the reason why you can’t get together with your old friend, Amanda.” He rose. “We can do this again. I’ll call you.” He reached for the check and slipped away before Amanda could stop him.

      “Why are you here?” Amanda whispered as soon as the date was gone.

      Val took a step back. “You signaled.”

      Amanda screwed up her eyes. “No, I didn’t.”

      “Yes, you did,” I said, backing up my daughter. “You removed your scarf.”

      “I …?” She touched her naked neck and then glanced down to see the scarf on her lap. “Uh-oh. Sorry, guys. I didn’t realize. When whatever was going on at your table caught everyone’s attention, I guess I must have automatically taken it off.”

      “So you were having a good time?” Val asked.

      “It wasn’t bad as first dates go. I certainly wasn’t ready to end it.”

      “At least he took the check and didn’t stick you with the bill,” I said.

      “Thank goodness for small miracles,” Amanda replied. She collected her scarf and purse and made ready to go. “Thanks for trying, guys.” Since she’d come in her own car, she took off on her own.

      Val and I returned to our table. “False alarm,” I told the men. “She didn’t mean to signal.”

      Val continued staring at the door through which Amanda had escaped. “You don’t think it was a subconscious action?”

      “Perhaps, but I don’t think so. She appeared genuinely surprised when we showed up,” I said. “What do you think about the date’s response to our arrival?”

      She considered. “He seemed okay with it. He didn’t have to suggest Amanda come with me and they could get together another time.”

      Chuck and Jim exchanged looks.

      I caught the exchange. “What?”

      “Maybe the guy will call back, maybe he won’t. Who’s to say he wasn’t ready to give his own signal. Your interruption gave him the very out he needed,” Chuck said.
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      Val and I agreed not to share the guys’ theory with Amanda. It was only a guess anyhow. Time would tell whether the guy got back to Amanda for another date. But after our bungled attempt to rescue her, I “resigned” from my role of co-rescuer. I didn’t need this kind of drama in my life right now. I had more than I needed with our current reno project.

      Up until recently, Val and I had renovated small residences. With the exception of one project where we barely broke even, we’d been doing pretty well, steadily building the business and our reputation. The only commercial property we’d worked on was our own headquarters, an old cement-block warehouse, which we’d partially converted to spacious offices for each of us and a design studio for me. The rest of the building remained untouched, although I had plans of someday turning that space into a boutique where we’d sell some of our staging materials.

      Then Chuck, my budding entrepreneur, besides owning and managing Dawson’s Deli, got this brilliant idea to purchase an older restaurant, The Sandpiper, that had run out of funds barely into the makeover stage. Without carefully considering the ramifications of heading outside our comfort zone, I volunteered to spearhead the rest of the face-lift. Val’s jaw dropped when I first told her of my plans, but after I explained the construction phase would be minimal, maybe moving a wall or two, and that the rest of the job would be interior design and decoration, she quickly agreed to accept the project.

      Both of us believed the renovation could be a real coup for our portfolio. That was before Chuck the boyfriend became Chuck the client. Within days, I gained a new appreciation of how his hands-on management style and determination had made a success of the deli. At the same time, I also learned to put off his numerous texts about additions and changes to the scope of work we’d agreed upon until he’d had a couple hours to think them through. More often than not, he’d drop one idea and come up with two more.

      “You’ve got to say something to him, Mom,” Val had told me the day before we scoped out Amanda’s new love interest. “Does he have any idea how much he’s fouling up our project?”

      “It’s his project too. But you’re right. My patience with his constant suggestions is growing thin. I need a break from the man.”

      “Until you confront him about his role in this project, why don’t you take a night off? I have the perfect solution.”

      That’s how it came about that I agreed to sitting in on Amanda’s big date. Since the idea had been to give myself a break from that darling man who was making my life crazy, discovering that he and Jim had tracked us to that bistro had not gone over well, although I think I did a pretty good job of covering my disappointment.

      My acting career was over the next day when Chuck waltzed into my office with his new plan, an addition to the current building that would increase the footprint by a third. Yes, there was enough land and yes, he already owned it, but what I had originally envisioned and then scheduled as a revamp of the interior had now become a major construction project as well.

      “You can take credit for this one, Rowena,” he said, beaming.

      “Me? I never mentioned new construction.” I was already raising my voice. I could feel it in my ears.

      “Well, no. But if you hadn’t been so cagey about your plans last night, I never would’ve gone to that bistro.”

      “What? What does last night have to do with this? And I was never cagey about my plans. I told you I was having a girls’ night out, which was exactly what I did.”

      “While Jim and I sat there observing you observing Val’s friend, I studied my surroundings. At first, I was just taking notes for the deli and the restaurant, but then I noted how many of the patrons were drinking wine. Beer seemed to be the beverage of choice at the bar, but the vino definitely claimed that title out on the patio. That’s when I got to wondering how I could take advantage of that at The Sandpiper. Then it came to me. Why not include a wine bar?”

      “A wine bar? Separate from the restaurant where you already serve wine?” The voice was still up there several levels.

      He rubbed his hands together. “Great idea, no?”

      I struggled to find some way to respond positively and yet halt what to me seemed to be a runaway train. At least slow it down. “Have you, uh, done your feasibility research?” I already knew the answer to that. Of course not; he’d only thought of it the night before.

      “The restaurant already has the liquor license. I’ll call my lawyer and see if it needs to be amended to include a new facility that will focus almost solely on wine, except for appetizers and small plates.”

      My mind raced to come up with a rejoinder. “I was getting at competition. What about Carlito’s, where you got the idea for this? How can you be sure there is a market for more wine drinking?”

      He raised his brows like how could I even ask such a question? “Carlito’s is on the other side of town. And offhand, I can’t think of any other wine bars in town.”

      “Offhand? That doesn’t sound very businesslike, especially for you. And if you’re right, that you don’t know of any other wine bars around here, maybe there’s a reason for that.”

      “Details,” he said dismissively. “Which I will address in due time. Meanwhile, isn’t this the greatest idea? How often do you and Val get the opportunity to deal with new construction? Since you’d be in charge of the entire design and layout, I thought you’d jump at the opportunity.”

      Despite my misgivings, I didn’t want to burst his bubble entirely. “It’s a great opportunity, Chuck. And I’m pleased you’re offering it to me. It’s just, uh … overwhelming. This project, even without the wine bar, is huge for me. And …” Was this the right time to voice my concerns about his constant changes?

      I didn’t pause to consider. “And whether you realize it or not, you’ve been making it more difficult for me lately.”

      “Huh?”

      Had I actually caught him off guard? “I’ve lost count of the number of changes you’ve made to the plans since we started. A certain number of modifications are typical, expected, as the renovation proceeds. But what you’ve generated so far is … excessive.”

      “Excessive?”

      “Every time you want to add something to the original plans or change something, I have to stop my work, sketch out the change or the addition and compare it to the original plan to determine its impact, including whether it will save money or cost more. So far, almost all have cost more. I’ve managed to finagle other items in the budget to keep the bottom line within reason, but I can’t keep doing that.”

      “I, uh—”

      I didn’t let him finish. I had more to say. “But the cost has included more than money. There’s also been a cost in time lost. And since I’m on a roll, there’s also been a mental and emotional cost to me.”

      He reached for my hand. I let him take it.

      “Rowena, I don’t know what to say. I had no idea.”

      “That’s the emotional cost I mentioned. You had no idea how much more difficult you were making my job.”

      “You never said …”

      “No, I didn’t. And that’s on me. At first I thought I could deal with it without making a big deal of it. If nothing else, joke a bit, hoping you’d pick up on my feelings.”

      He blew out a sigh. “But I didn’t. Guess I thought the construction/renovation business operated the same way it did for me at the deli. Change is the name of the game. You should’ve said something sooner. I didn’t realize—”

      “Perhaps you’re right. I’m the contractor here; you’re the client. If things weren’t going as they should, it was my responsibility to do something about it. Which I’ve done now.”

      I stopped there and waited for his response because I wasn’t sure what to expect. To my surprise, he didn’t say anything for several beats. That was so unlike Chuck, who usually had everything under control and rarely was at a loss for words. Instead, this Chuck ran a hand through his hair, then smoothed his pants legs with his palms. He bit a lip, looked around the room. Finally, he said something. “What do you want me to do?”

      I expected him to respond with a course of action. But instead, he’d pitched the ball in my court. What did I want him to do? I’d been so intent on venting, I hadn’t given much thought to where I wanted to go from here. But I gave it a try. “As I see it, we have two goals at the moment. First, we need to come to an agreement about how to deal with whatever future changes or additions you need to make. Second, we have to carefully study your wine bar idea before just jumping into it.” I gazed at him. “What do you think? Can you agree to those terms?”

      “Terms? Rowena, you’re making this all sound so formal. We’re friends. More than that. Can’t we just agree to disagree and move on?”

      Who was this version of Chuck? I’d never met this one before. “Move on to what?”

      He blinked, like he couldn’t believe my question. “The project, of course.”

      “Chuck! Have you heard anything I’ve said?”

      He scrunched up his eyes. “Yes, of course I have. I’m not supposed to change anything more and no wine bar.”

      “Chuck! That’s not what I said at all. When you want to change something more or have something to add, I want us to discuss it before you assume it will happen. In particular, that’s how I want to treat the wine bar. We just need more input before we can proceed.”

      He sat back, placed one ankle over the other. “Is this how it’s going to be as we work together?”

      “What do you mean by this?”

      “You’re so certain of yourself. Firm.”

      “You didn’t say stubborn,” I replied.

      “Because you’re not. If I’m honest with myself, I’m the stubborn one, expecting to be able to handle this project any way I want and for you to just follow through.” He paused, appeared to think through his last words. “I guess I’m too accustomed to using my boyish good looks and charming smile to get my way.”

      That disarming admission would’ve had me except it ended with the very same charming smile he’d just referred to. Oh, Chuck.

      He continued to smile at me, waiting for my reply. I let him stew a little longer. “You’re not talking. Are we not okay yet?” he finally asked.

      I wanted to be okay. I wanted to pretend the last few minutes hadn’t happened. But there was no going back. If my relationship with Chuck was to continue, we had to confront this stalemate. “No. I wish that were the case, but it isn’t.”

      His forehead furrowed. “No? I don’t understand.”

      “I think you did, because you paraphrased the issue. What you didn’t do was agree to the solution I proposed. Instead, and this is the part that really frosts me, even after you admitted you were used to trading on your looks and charm to get your own way, you tried to use them on me. That was not only dismissive, it was insulting because you ended with the same smile you admitted using on everyone else to get your way. It’s become so much a part of who you are, you didn’t realize you were using it on me.”

      He sat forward. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      Yet another insult he appeared to be totally unaware he’d made. But telling him what he’d done wouldn’t help things. In fact, I didn’t know what would help. I counted to ten in my head. “Yes, Chuck, I am serious.”

      He swallowed the smile he’d been flashing the last several minutes. “Okay, Rowena. I hear you.” He rose and was gone before I had a chance to reply.

      Goodbye to a beautiful relationship. Chuck’s attentions had been great for the ego, but I didn’t want to be the latest member of the Chuck Dawson Fan Club. I wanted The Real Chuck Dawson. The sad part was, after our exchange just ended, I didn’t think he knew who that was or if such a person even existed.
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      Though my mind and heart were in freefall after my confrontation with Chuck, I didn’t have much time to dwell on what had just happened because Ryder Tompkins showed up at my door. “Got a few minutes?”

      “Do we have another problem at The Sandpiper?” I asked, hoping we weren’t dealing with another one of Chuck’s great ideas already.

      “We’ve got lots of problems there,” he replied, “but I’m here for another reason.”

      “Have a seat.”

      He settled his lanky form into the visitor chair just occupied by my former boyfriend. “I’ve tried to be patient while you worked that last murder case and then since we’ve been so busy getting this restaurant renovation off the ground. But I can’t hold back any longer. Any news on finding my sibling?”

      A while back, Ryder had asked me to help him locate the sibling that had been the product of an affair his father had when Ryder was a teen. His father had since passed without ever mentioning the child. His mother, now suffering from Alzheimer’s, was lucid long enough to tell him about the existence of this person but very little more.

      “Actually, I have narrowed our search somewhat, although I still don’t have a name to give you.”

      He leaned forward, palms on knees. “Great! What more do we know?”

      “There were five babies born in and around Atlanta in the time period in question, all with a mother whose name starts with N, like your mother thought. If she remembered wrong, we’re back to Square One, but for now, we’ll search under that premise.”

      “Five, huh?”

      “That may sound like a lot, but we’ve narrowed the search considerably from where we started. Two are men; three are women. They’d all be about twenty-eight.”

      “Guess the next step is to talk to each of them. See if any of them had a single mother. Do you have addresses for them or other contact information?”

      I shook my head. “Sorry, I’m not there yet. I’ve had my hands full with Sandpiper.”

      He snorted. “And keeping up with your boyfriend’s latest change to the plans.”

      I wasn’t ready to update him about Chuck and me yet, but I could at least let him know I attempted to stave off all the amendments to our work.

      “That’s great,” he replied. “Thanks for trying.”

      “Trying is the operative word. I can’t promise that he’ll change, but I plan to be much less accommodating when he asks for more modifications.”

      “Good luck. The guy’s kinda hard to say no to. True confession, I’ve kept my distance as much as I could and let you handle his changes. But I also had other irons in the fire that have been keeping me occupied.”

      “You mean the old Taylor house?” Ryder wasn’t just my superintendent. He owned his own reno company and had been managing to keep his hand in both concerns the past few years. Val and I took terrible advantage of him, expecting him to spend the bulk of his time on our projects. Ryder never complained, and when his own business needed him, he somehow managed to take care of it without our even realizing he was gone.

      Chuck had originally mentioned asking Ryder to take on Sandpiper, although that had been a ploy to get me to offer our services, even though we had very little experience with commercial properties. I didn’t know if Chuck had ever said anything to Ryder, and I’d decided it best not to ask.

      “That’s the one. Taylor was the original owner years and years ago. I got a great deal on it. Bought it from a guy who bought it from another guy who got it for a song when the former owner couldn’t afford to keep it when her husband went to prison. This guy’s been trying to get the place fixed up without much success.”

      “Why?” I asked, deciding I didn’t need to know the house’s history. “Something wrong with it?”

      “I suppose some might say it’s cursed with the one owner going to jail, but that was three owners ago. Bad things happen to people. I can’t let their history spook me, but the guy I bought it from seemed to latch onto the previous owners’ troubles and use them
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