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      Heather rubbed her temples as she turned to Steve and lamented, “Work on the project is on hold until the police tape comes down.”

      The former Houston homicide detective gave his head a single nod. “That should come as no surprise, and you’re exaggerating. They won’t shut down the entire project, only the street where they found the woman’s body.”

      Steve pulled the wooden lever on the side of his recliner and lowered his feet. He rose and moved toward the kitchen.

      “Where are you going?” asked Heather.

      “Didn’t you hear the flap on the cat door? Max finally woke up and he’ll raise the roof if I don’t feed him. He’s getting more and more demanding the older he gets.” He paused. “Now that I think about it, I am, too.”

      “I know what you mean,” said Heather. “I’m a decade and a half behind you and caught myself snapping at the new attorney I hired.”

      “Did she deserve it?”

      “I thought so. She asked for half a day off because she and her boyfriend have tickets to a concert in Houston. She said I might as well let her off because she’ll likely be too tired and hung over the next morning.”

      Steve’s chuckle bounced off the hard surfaces of the kitchen. He spoke loud enough for his voice to travel into the living room of his two-bedroom condo. “Give her the time off. A truthful attorney is hard to find these days.” He chuckled again. “Present company excluded.”

      She rose and followed his path into the kitchen. “That was the most backhanded compliment I’ve received in quite a while.”

      Steve opened the door to a small pantry. His voice echoed as he asked, “Can you help me? I don’t feel any cans of cat food.”

      Heather moved to look. “That’s because you put them on the floor.”

      Steve spoke under his breath. “That’s just great. I’m not only blind, but my memory is fading.”

      She knew that wasn’t the case. Steve’s mind was sharp as a surgeon’s scalpel. He could remember the most minute details unless something important distracted him. The challenge was getting him to talk about it before he was ready.

      Heather waited for his normal change of subject after a self-deprecating statement.

      Right on cue, he said, “Tell me about the body they found. The report on the six o’clock news was vague.”

      Heather arranged her thoughts as Steve moved out of her way and she unloaded a case of cat food tins onto the proper shelf. “I met Jack for lunch and was halfway through my salad when Lee Cockrell called me. You remember my general contractor, don’t you? He asked us to help him find out what happened to his dog and cat at Christmas.”

      “Ah, yes. It started as a simple case of discerning whether one of the guests could have stolen his retriever and his wife’s cat. It morphed into a murder investigation when one of the guests turned up dead. I believe you’re now reaping the reward of ten percent off his contractor’s fee for finding his animals.”

      Defensiveness tinged her words. “That should have been a simple night of getting to know the other guests to see if one of them was an animal-napper. How was I to know someone in that group had murder on their mind?”

      Steve spoke with emphasis. “We’re back to our agreement of no animal cases and I’m adding no Christmas parties for me.”

      “Anyway, back to what happened today. By the time I arrived, deputies and state police had the street leading into the subdivision blocked off. I talked my way into the area, but not onto the street where they found the body.”

      “Not surprising,” said Steve.

      “Lee met me and said detectives had already questioned him. It seems Lee’s son, Clay, was running an excavator when he uncovered the body.”

      “Did they take Clay in for questioning?”

      “They’d hauled him away by the time I got there.”

      “Did you tell Lee to get his son an attorney?”

      “I told him to call Jack.”

      “Why was Clay digging there?”

      “Concrete drainage lines. They didn’t bury a short section deep enough. As construction mistakes go, it wasn’t a big deal, and it wasn’t Clay’s fault. His father told him where to dig the trench and how deep, so that’s what he did.”

      “When did he put in the line?”

      “Almost two months ago.”

      “That would make it the end of January.” He added, “It may take a while to establish the victim’s identity if they didn’t wrap the body in a tarp or something similar.”

      An insistent meow came from the giant ball of black fur at their feet. Max, Heather’s chubby Maine Coon cat, looked up with eyes that telegraphed impatience.

      Heather moved to the cabinet and took down a clean bowl for his food. “I’m sorry, Max. Steve fell down on his job tonight. Don’t worry, your momma will feed you.”

      Steve said something unintelligible under his breath. He followed it with, “Don’t blame me if he missed lunch. He’s been next door in your condo all afternoon and evening. All he had to do was come through the pet door and ask.”

      “It’s good that he didn’t. You wouldn’t have found his food.”

      Steve mumbled again, which was out of character and confirmed that something else was on his mind.

      Before she could explore what was bothering him, he asked, “Have you talked to Jack since lunch?”

      Heather opened the tin of cat food and scooped it into a bowl. She spoke as Max rubbed his face against her leg. “I called him this afternoon. He’s been interviewing candidates to replace his mother. It’s going to take a full-time receptionist and a paralegal to fill her shoes. Another attorney would also be a good idea, but I haven’t mentioned that yet.”

      “I thought he had a receptionist.”

      Heather placed the bowl on the floor and gave Max a stroke down his arched back. “She didn’t work out. It seems she had designs on Jack, not the job.”

      “Ah. Not good.” Steve quickly changed the subject. “How’s Briann adjusting to her new life?”

      “Not great. I can’t imagine how tough it’s been for her to lose her mother and having to move in with a father she didn’t know existed. If it weren’t for Cora taking her grandmother role seriously, I’m not sure what Briann would do.”

      “Add to that the rejection she must feel because none of her relatives in Louisiana would take her in.”

      Heather lamented, “I was so careful to never date a man who’d been married or had a child. That hasn’t worked out so well, has it?”

      Steve ran a hand down his face. “We make our plans, then life comes along and changes them.”

      Heather considered the man in front of her who spoke from experience. His career as a homicide detective and going home to his wife every night ended in a Houston parking lot when drug-addled thieves jumped them. The attack ended Maggie's life, and left Steve for dead. He survived but lost his sight and so much more.

      Compared to what Steve had lost, a delay in her relationship with Jack seemed trivial. She shook off the introspection.

      Steve’s next question helped her to refocus. “How is Briann adjusting to her new school?”

      “That’s one of those good news, bad news stories. Her mom was a talented attorney and Briann’s role model. She’s coping with her mother’s death through perfectionism. Not only does she make top grades, she does so to the exclusion of everything else. Absolutely no social life.”

      “Give her time,” said Steve. “She’s only twelve.” He lifted his chin. “Are you sure she wants to become a lawyer like her mother?”

      “According to Jack, it’s an obsession.”

      Heather knew it wasn’t an idle question. He’d been thinking about Briann and Jack’s situation. Even though he didn’t have children of his own, Steve had a knack for helping families find win-win solutions.

      His next question verified her suspicions. “What’s your plan?”

      She tilted her head. “I don’t have one, but you obviously do. What is it?”

      “Right now, you’re a role model for Briann, but you’re dating her father. That means she admires you and resents you at the same time. Give her another role model.”

      Heather let out a huff. “Sometimes you’re so obtuse I can’t follow.”

      Steve lifted his chin. “What does Jack need most in his practice, a paralegal or another attorney?”

      “Both. He’s the best defense attorney in the county and turns away a ton of potential clients.”

      Steve rubbed his hands together like a mad scientist. “Here’s a plan you can take to him. Any or all of those you mentioned would free him to spend time with his daughter, plus increase profits. If Briann wants to hang out in a law office, let her. She can start as a helper to the secretary and paralegal. If she’s as smart as you say, she’ll soon be an asset to Jack’s practice.”

      Heather looked for holes in Steve’s plan as he kept talking.

      “If you help him hire those three, you can choose women who’ll be good role models for Briann. You’re used to hiring and firing people. Jack isn’t.”

      “That’s true. He’s always been a one-man shop, except for his mother.”

      Steve spoke with confidence. “Everything changed when he found out he had a child. He might as well go all the way and expand his practice. It’s the only way he’ll have time to be a dad.”

      Heather whispered, “Consequences.”

      “What?”

      She raised her voice. “Consequences of our actions bring about changes.”

      He nodded in agreement.

      Heather ran the plan through her mind, looking for flaws. There were several, but the benefits outweighed the potential deficits. “I’ll take your plan under advisement and sleep on it tonight.”

      “Smart move,” said Steve. “I hate to admit it, but my plans for other people’s lives don’t always work out. That also applies to some of my own plans.”

      This was the opening Heather had waited for. “Does that include whatever has you distracted tonight?”

      He lowered his voice. “Was it that obvious?”

      Heather didn’t want to sound too condescending. “The misplaced cat food gave you away.” She added, “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Might as well.” His pause told her he was collecting his thoughts. “I received a phone call from Kate today.”

      Heather’s mind shifted to Miami, Florida, which was the home of Steve’s former writing coach and editor, Kate Bridges. She was also the closest thing to a romantic interest Steve had had since his wife died.

      Steve continued, “Kate called to congratulate me on publishing my short stories under a pen name.”

      The information stung Heather like a wasp. “Why didn’t you tell me you were publishing your stories? You and your secrets will be the death of me.”

      Steve held up his hands for her to stop. “I didn’t tell you because I never considered using a pen name.”

      Heather was glad he couldn’t see her lower jaw drop. “Are you telling me someone stole your work?”

      “It appears so.”

      “Don’t say another word,” said Heather. “I’m making us each a mug of tea and we’re going into the living room, where you’ll give me the details.”
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      Heather filled two mugs with water and placed them in the microwave. She then retrieved two tea bags from the cabinet. Her goal was to take some time doing a mundane task in order to bring her anger under control. She failed. The more she thought about someone pirating Steve’s stories of his days as a homicide detective, the more her blood boiled.

      While she stewed, Steve went into the living room. She called out, “I’m going next door for a legal pad.”

      Steve didn’t reply, which meant he was arranging his thoughts to give her his version of the events leading up to the theft. She looked down at Max, whose wide head was still in his bowl. “Stay here, Max. I’ll be right back.”

      A phone call from Jack showed on her phone as she opened the door to her condo. “Can I call you back?” she said before he could utter a word.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’ll tell you when I know more.”

      “It sounds like we both have problems.”

      She promised to call him back. With the door thrown open, she made quick steps to the kitchen bar and retrieved a legal pad from her valise.

      In mere seconds, she returned and lowered herself onto Steve’s couch with pen and paper in hand. Steve sat in his recliner with feet flat on the floor.

      “I’m ready. How did this happen?” said Heather.

      “After Kate and I realized we needed to take a break from our friendship, as well as our author/editor relationship, I found a guy who was publishing books for other people to be my coach.”

      “I remember you telling me about him. Isn’t his name Buck?”

      “Bucky. Bucky Franklin. I chose him because he’s nearby, knows Houston, and is a former cop.”

      Heather looked over at Max as he entered the room, settled onto the carpet, and began the post-supper ritual of licking his paws and washing his face.

      “Bath time?” asked Steve.

      Steve’s hearing was a constant amazement to her. He always seemed to know what was going on around him. “Don’t worry about Max. Tell me about Bucky.”

      “When I hired him, he asked me to email all my stories to him. He wanted to study my level of competency as a writer.”

      “When was this?”

      “I’ll need to check the exact date, but it’s on my computer.”

      “Do you have a contract with him?”

      “No.”

      Heather allowed a huff of exasperation to escape, but didn’t chide him. She’d save that for a time when she wasn’t so angry.

      “Tell me about your phone call with Kate.”

      Steve pulled the lever on the side of his chair and his feet rose. “She called this afternoon about two. Someone told her about a new book of short stories from a Houston cop. The person who contacted Kate knew about me and told her to check it out. She did and immediately recognized the stories. After all, she taught me how to write them.”

      Heather jotted down notes and practiced breathing techniques to release stress.

      Steve folded his hands in his lap. “That’s the short version. What can I do about it?”

      She tapped her Mont Blanc pen on the legal pad. “My initial thought is to find a hit man and put Bucky in the Houston ship channel wearing concrete boots.”

      Steve’s belly jiggled. “That might be a little extreme.”

      “How about I make him regret the day he was born?”

      “I can live with that.”

      “Let’s call Kate,” said Heather.

      Steve held up a hand. “Do that without me. I didn’t know she had such an extensive vocabulary until I told her Bucky published my work without my permission.” He heaved a sigh. “She blamed herself for not helping me publish them and started crying. If you would, tell her I don’t blame her. This is my fault for not insisting on a contract.”

      Heather had heard enough. “Listen to me, Detective Smiley. The only one to blame is Mr. Bucky Franklin. He’s a thief who broke all kinds of copyright and possibly criminal laws.”

      Heather reviewed her notes as Steve took another drink of tea. He asked, “Do you have a plan?”

      “Not yet, but that’s something you don’t need to worry about. The wheels of justice are going to grind Bucky into a fine powder.”

      “More consequences?” asked Steve.

      “That seems to be the theme for the day. Someone will have to pay for committing a murder, Jack is paying for fathering a child, and Bucky will have to pay for being a thief.” Heather rose. “Where’s your computer?”

      “In my bedroom.”

      “I’ll bring it back to you in the morning.”

      “Leave it on your dining room table and I’ll get it. Max and I don’t get up as early as you.”

      Heather thought about Steve and Kate’s relationship as she shut the door to her condo. She had been so happy to see a friendship develop between them as they worked on Steve’s stories. After the encounter with Kate’s abusive ex-husband and her subsequent arrest for his murder, their relationship wasn’t the same. Even though the real killer was found, Steve and Kate decided to go their separate ways. Apparently, neither one of them were ready to commit to someone new.

      Heather sighed and placed a call to Kate. The distraught author began the conversation by saying, “I was hoping you’d call. I’m alternating between explosions of anger and self-loathing.”

      “No need for the second. The first is optional if it makes you feel better. I called to let you know Steve told me about Bucky Franklin. He said he only had a verbal agreement with Bucky to coach him and edit his works.”

      Kate spoke in quick sentences. “I did some snooping on my own. Bucky is a small, independent publisher. Steve’s stories are only available in eBook format and print on demand. That could change if it proves to be a money maker.”

      Heather added to her notes, then asked, “What else could it become?”

      “Large print, hardcover, and audio book are next. After that, you’re looking at television or movie rights. The odds of that are more than a million to one, but it could happen.”

      Heather scribbled more notes and said, “Tomorrow morning I’ll find the best intellectual property attorney in the state and get the ball rolling on teaching Bucky not to steal another author’s work.”

      “I’m so glad to hear it. Please tell Steve his former coach and editor wants him back.”

      Heather wondered if there was a double meaning to her words. She put that thought on hold. “Thanks for the information. I miss seeing you.”

      “You, too.” Kate paused. “I’m serious about helping Steve with his writing again.”

      “I’ll tell him he has a friend, and he’d be a fool not to accept your offer.”

      The call ended on a positive note. Heather put the legal pad aside after making notes of action steps she’d take.

      Then she stepped into her bathroom and turned on the bathtub faucets. She needed to unwind before she talked with anyone else.

      Twenty-five minutes later, she donned loose-flowing pajamas and dialed Jack’s number. He answered with his usual greeting of, “Hello, beautiful.”

      She responded with, “Hello, handsome.”

      The terms of endearment were their way of telling each other it was safe to have a private conversation. If either of them used any other words to open a conversation, they’d know someone else could hear.

      Jack followed the salutation with, “You go first.”

      Heather sat cross-legged on her bed with two pillows supporting her back and Max beside her. “Sorry I took so long to get back to you. I had to take a hot bath and light three candles to get the mad off of me.”

      “Three candles? This is serious.”

      Heather launched into what sounded like an opening statement by a prosecuting attorney. “The accused man is Bucky Franklin, and the victim is Steve Smiley.”

      Jack remained silent until she finished pouring out the story then asked, “Does this Bucky character have a death wish? Is he aware that you and Steve are business partners?”

      “Steve has a habit of compartmentalizing his life. I pressed him about how much Bucky knows about him. You know Steve. Unless he’s known someone for a long time and trusts them, you’ll get a lot of questions but few answers. Twenty years as a cop taught him to extract information from others and keep his mouth shut concerning his personal life.”

      Heather then threw out two names of attorneys she knew who specialized in copyright litigation. “Do you have a recommendation?”

      Jack didn’t hesitate. “Constance Banks. Her office is in Houston. She looks like a harmless grandmother, but she’s a cross between a barracuda and a piranha. Politicians ask her advice when drafting new intellectual property laws.”

      “I’ll call her first thing in the morning.”

      She added the name to her legal pad and moved on. “Your turn. Were you able to get to Clay Cockrell before the detectives grilled him?”

      “Afraid not. The good news is, they didn’t read his rights to him until they got him into an interview room. The bad news is, they had him for two hours before I got there and put an end to their questions.”

      “Why so long?”

      “I told you at lunch about the job interviews I had scheduled. What a waste of time.”

      “Two hours being grilled by the cops,” mumbled Heather. “That’s a long time. Did they use the standard tactics to trap him with his own words?”

      “Of course. Not enough to arrest him yet, but plenty if they can make a connection between Clay and the victim.”

      Heather thought about how the police could legally use deception and intimidation to twist a suspect’s words to fit a narrative of their own making. The courts may assume a person is innocent until proven guilty, but that isn’t the case with the police.

      She then asked, “What evidence do they have?”

      “He dug the original trench with an excavator, put in the concrete drainage pipes, and covered it up. Today, he discovered the body when he had to correct the mistake.”

      “Who did he call first?”

      “9-1-1. The sheriff’s department responded immediately. After he made the initial call, he called his dad.”

      Heather shook her head. “That’s one suspect for the police to start with. I wonder how many more there will be?”

      “None, if the police have their way.”

      The sound of a girl’s voice came through the phone’s speaker, but not loud enough for Heather to make out the words. She assumed it was Briann.

      Jack ended the conversation with, “Got to go. I promised Briann that I’d look over her algebra homework before she moved on to Latin. She’s on her own with that one.”

      “Lunch tomorrow?” asked Heather.

      “Sounds good. See you at the same place, same time.”

      The call clicked off. It had been almost four months since Jack learned he had a daughter and his life turned upside down. After that, the engagement ring he’d given her took up residence in her jewelry box. They’d agreed to put a permanent relationship on hold for the foreseeable future. The new arrangement suited Heather fine, and Jack seemed satisfied—sort of.

      Heather’s thoughts turned back to the murder and how it might affect the biggest housing development project she’d ever undertaken. Having the son of her general contractor on the verge of being arrested for murder didn’t bode well. If the police weren’t interested in looking for other possible suspects, perhaps she and Steve could lend a helping hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      It was one of those nights that Steve hated. The Earl Gray tea that Heather fixed tasted so good he had a second cup. Whether it was the double dose of caffeine, hearing of a murder, or the unauthorized publication of his stories, it didn’t matter. Sleep eluded him. He awoke in the recliner with a stiff neck and needing a shower.

      Hot water pounded on his head. It felt good but ushered in thoughts of the woman’s body found by Clay Cockrell. In an imagined scene, he saw the nineteen-year-old operating an excavator as the bucket pierced the ground. Metal clanked and bumped as the claw extended. It continued downward, taking out full scoops of rich soil and casting them aside. Next, a helper affixed a chain on the concrete pipe with a loop of chain hooked over the excavator’s bucket. The bucket lifted the pipe and the helper guided it to a resting place beside the trench.

      The young man was looking into the trench as the claws of the bucket sank deeper into the sandy soil. As the bucket full of dirt rose from the trench, he saw more than dirt.

      Steve dismissed the scene from his thoughts and felt in the shower caddy until his hand found the bottle of shampoo. He lathered up his hair and moved on to a fresh scene of the sheriff’s deputies’ arrival and calling for backup. It was natural for suspicion to fall on Clay. He remembered many homicides he’d worked where the person reporting the crime turned out to be the killer. The adage that a guilty dog barks first came to his mind.

      Those cases, however, were the exception. He’d arrested many more suspects who’d killed in fits of passion. Mind-numbing alcohol or drugs were common to those crimes.

      He then thought of the unusual cases, the ones involving premeditation and planning. Some schemes were elaborate and pointed to multiple suspects. Others involved deception, lies, false alibis, and planted evidence. Memories of old cases swam laps in his mind as the water beat against the suds on his head. He wondered which category this case would fall into.

      As quickly as he asked himself the question, his mind shifted to his purloined stories. A smile crossed his face as he took a fluffy towel and dried. Heather would handle it and show no mercy. He’d offer to pay the attorney fees, but she’d scoff at him. Having a multi-millionaire next-door neighbor and business partner came in handy.

      Thoughts of breakfast rose to the forefront after shaving and selecting clothes for the day. He knew they would match if he selected the first pair of pants on the left side of his closet and the first shirt on the right. Heather had made sure the woman she hired to clean and wash clothes for them knew the system. Before Heather came along, he had no system other than feel and smell. She’d accused him of dressing like a gypsy.

      On his way to the kitchen, his phone rang. He had to retrace his steps to the bedroom and retrieve it. It was announcing, “Call from Bella.” He told it to answer.

      “How’s married life?” he asked instead of issuing a standard greeting.

      “Totally awesome. Adam and I found the cutest house to rent in Puerto Rico. Mom and Dad are still in St. Croix. After they close on the sale of their resort this week, they’ll pack and join us.”

      Bella was the closest thing to a daughter Steve was likely to have. It was always good to hear from her, but he had a feeling this wasn’t strictly a social call. He waited for her to tell him what else was on her mind. It didn’t take long.

      “I was wondering if you know what Heather’s schedule is next week. I’d like to come and spend a few nights.”

      “I’m sure it wouldn’t matter what her schedule is. She’d never turn you down.”

      “If she’s busy or traveling, I can get a hotel. Do you know if she has any business trips planned?”

      “She’s focused on a huge project at Lake Conroe. I thought she told you about it.”

      “I think she did, but what was going on at my parents’ resort had me distracted.”

      Steve couldn’t help but respond in a tongue-in-cheek way. “I don’t know why. All you had to think about were your wedding, a murder, and people trying to cheat your parents out of their life’s work.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know why I can’t remember what Heather’s schedule is eight months later,” she teased.

      He took a breath and continued, “If I remember right, you and Adam have a plan of living half the year in Puerto Rico and half the year in Texas. Is that why you want a place to stay for a few days?”

      Bella’s laugh sounded like liquid joy. “You’re still way too good at reading my mind. The only thing that’s changed is, Mom and Dad think it’s such a good idea they’re considering the same plan. They want us to scout out some possibilities in Texas.”

      Steve wondered why Bella didn’t call Heather. There was one way to find out. “There’s a reason you didn’t call Heather. What is it?”

      Bella hesitated before her answer stuttered out. “I… uh… I wasn’t sure how she’s doing emotionally. You know, since she and Jack called off their engagement. I’m so happy I could bust, but I wanted to talk to you and see if it’s too soon for her to be around a newlywed.”

      “You don’t need to worry about Heather’s mental state. In fact, both she and Jack seem relieved. He has his hands full caring for Briann. As usual, Heather’s consumed with projects. The latest is an enormous investment on her part.”

      “It makes me feel better to know they’re adjusting. Tell me about the new project.”

      “You’ll need to see it to believe it. I’ll tell Heather to expect you. If she can’t put you up, plan on staying with me.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to intrude.”

      “There you go again, making foolish statements. There will always be a place for you and Adam. Of course, I’ll need to get a larger place if you and Adam have children.”

      “Don’t rush us on that, but we agree on having two, a boy and a girl.”

      The thought of Bella as a young mother pushing a stroller made him smile. He shifted his thoughts back to the conversation. He had a feeling there was more. “There’s something you’re not telling me about this spur-of-the-moment trip to come see us.” He took a stab. “Do you know yet where you’d like to put down the Texas half of your roots?”

      Bella let out a coy giggle. “We have the first part of the plan in place—living part-time in Puerto Rico to take advantage of the lower taxes. That may change when a baby comes along. My parents can’t wait to be Gramps and Mimi.”

      “You didn’t exactly answer my question. What about the second part of the plan, living in Texas? It’s a big state. Have you narrowed down the location?”

      “Well.” Bella started slowly, “We’d both like to be near you and Heather. If that’s all right with you?”

      He had to clear his throat before he said, “I’d like that.”

      “Oh, good. It would be so awesome to be near the two of you. If we can get Mom and Dad close by, we’ll be all set.”

      “Do you want to rent or buy?”

      “We’d like to have something similar to what you and Heather have, but bigger. Something we can grow into, with Mom and Dad next door.”

      Steve could see a scene of the future in his imagination. “I assume you want a room each for the two children you’re planning, a guest room, a home office, and a double garage. I’m sure your folks could get by with one less bedroom.”

      She giggled. “Yeah, that’s pretty much what we were thinking. It would be so nice to have them close and to have built-in babysitters.”

      “You could design and build something custom if you can’t find what you want.” He paused. “Heather’s new development might be a good option.”

      Excitement filled her voice. “Okay. Now you have to tell me about it. How did she start a local project? Most of the ones I know about have been outside of the Houston area.”

      Steve took a breath. “A long time ago, when Heather was a child, her father bought an old trailer park on Lake Conroe. It was an entire subdivision designed for single-wide mobile homes. The original owner had no idea the land would appreciate like it has, or I’m sure he would have done something a little classier. It’s some of the most sought-after property in the state. To make a long story short, the county condemned the last trailer last year. After Heather had it hauled away, she approached the county to rezone the property for single-family residences with a few condos. She’s putting in paved and curbed streets, underground utilities, and all the amenities that go with a high-end housing development.”

      “That sounds wonderful. My mind is racing.”

      “I’m sure Heather will be glad to show you around when you come.”

      “It could be perfect,” said Bella.

      “Perhaps not as perfect as you might think.”

      “Why not?”

      “A worker discovered a woman’s body buried under a drainage line yesterday.”

      After a long pause, Bella asked, “Are you and Heather solving another murder?”

      “Not yet.” His voice carried a hint of hesitation.

      “You will,” said Bella with absolute confidence.

      Steve laughed. “What makes you so sure?”

      “It’s what you do.”

      “I could say the same about the police.”

      “They’re all right for the simple cases. You and Heather get the tough ones. Do you have any details yet?”

      “Only that the son of Heather’s general contractor found the body when he was digging with an excavator. Also, the police are looking at him as their chief suspect, and Jack’s representing the young man.”

      Even more excitement filled Bella’s words. “Keep me posted. If you need a helping hand with the case, I’m in. It’s only a matter of time before Jack tells you and Heather he’s in need of top private investigators.”

      Steve didn’t argue. The same thought had crossed his mind. He tried to change the subject. “When do you think you might arrive?”

      “I was thinking in two weeks, but we may have to move that up.”

      “Oh? Are you in the middle of a project yourself?”

      “Not yet, but I may have good news soon.”

      Steve couldn’t help but tease her. “It must be top secret or you’d be gushing to tell me about it.”

      “Adam made me promise not to jinx it by blabbing about it.”

      “Fair enough,” said Steve. “Come whenever you can. If Heather’s swamped, I’ll be your tour guide. Just don’t ask me to be your driver.”

      “I’ll rent something at the airport,” said Bella. “By the time I arrive, you’ll be working on the case.”

      “I hope that’s all I have to work on.” Steve hadn’t intended to burden Bella with his other problem, but the words seemed to slip out before he could stop them.

      “What’s going on that you don’t sound excited about working a murder?”

      He imagined her taking all the slack out of her posture. There was no use trying to avoid telling her. “It’s a minor problem that Heather’s handling for me.”

      “Tell me,” her tone mixed concern with insistence.

      “It seems my new writing coach published a book containing my short stories under his name.”

      Her response was immediate. “He stole your stories?”

      “It appears so.”

      “That dirt-bag.”

      “Heather’s taking care of it.”

      “She may need help. I’m calling her as soon as I hang up. How did you find out?”

      “Kate called me.”

      “I’ll call her first.”
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      The next day, Heather breezed into Rubio’s Bistro and found Jack waiting for her in a booth. After the standard greetings, she slid into the booth opposite him. He always appeared handsome to her, but the scowl wasn’t his best look.

      She spoke the first thing that came to mind. “The creases on your forehead tell me you didn’t have a good morning.”

      He slid a finger down his glass, chasing a drop of water that had condensed on the side. “Are there any decent secretaries left in the world? This morning I interviewed two airheads. The first was an unemployed used car salesman searching for anything he could find.” He paused. “Did you notice the gender pronoun I used?”

      “I noticed. Did he have nice legs?”

      Jack played along. “The bib overalls blocked my view.”

      They traded grins. Hers lasted longer than his.

      “The second was a single woman with three children. She was at least seven months pregnant and didn’t know how to turn on a computer.”

      “Other than that?” asked Heather.

      “Briann wants to work in the office after school and on Saturdays. I’m tempted to let her.”

      Heather acknowledged the server and ordered a bottle of mineral water. With that chore taken care of, she turned back to Jack. “I can help with the secretary/receptionist position, and Steve has an idea that you might find interesting.”

      Jack tilted his head. “I’m open to anything that will get my practice running again. Start with how you can replace Mom.”

      “No one person can replace Cora Blackstock, but I have a file of applicants that my personal assistant can send your way. I tasked her with keeping updated files on people seeking employment for various jobs.”

      “Does that include secretaries and receptionists?”

      Heather nodded. “All positions, including attorneys. I talked to Steve last night about your practice. He suggested you hire a good secretary/receptionist, a paralegal, and another attorney. He’s right. You need all three.”

      “But I’m a small shop. I like it that way.”

      Heather reached across the table and covered his hand with hers. “It’s a new season of life for you. Changes need to take place. Do what’s necessary to free up time to be with Briann and keep the money flowing.”

      He grumbled under his breath but kept his gaze fixed on her. “I’m still listening. How do you and Steve recommend I rearrange my practice?”

      “I just told you.”

      “That’s too many employees.”

      “Not if you do it right.”

      He cut a sideways glance at her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Heather gripped his hand. “Please don’t get defensive. I’m trying to help you.”

      Jack closed his eyes for several seconds before opening them again. “Sorry. Give me details.”

      “Like I said, my PA has already interviewed applicants. I can have her call the best ones and see if they’re interested in interviewing for the open positions in your office.”

      “When did I agree to multiple positions?”

      “It’s necessary if you want your practice to survive, thrive, and give you time to spend with Briann. Your mother was really filling three positions: secretary, receptionist, and paralegal.”

      “Are you sure I need another attorney?”

      The server interrupted with order pad in hand. Heather made a quick decision. Lunch would be comprised of a strawberry-pecan salad and a dinner roll. Jack followed her lead but added grilled salmon.

      “Back to your question,” said Heather. “You need another attorney to bring in the extra income to fund the clerical and paralegal help we’re going to hire.”

      “We?”

      Instead of responding to his comment, she teased him about something else. “What does Briann want most?”

      He didn’t need to think about the answer. “To become an attorney like her mother.”

      Heather gave her head a firm nod. “You and I both want her to succeed, but how can we do that?”

      Jack leaned forward with elbows on the table. “You seem to know the answer. Enlighten me.”

      “Steve gave me the idea. You need role models. Briann’s too young to do the work of a paralegal, but she could watch and learn the duties of a receptionist and a secretary. She can type, can’t she?”

      “Of course. She’s a wizard on the computer.”

      “All it takes is the right person teaching her and she’ll look forward to coming to your office every
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