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Chapter 1

Agnes Trout, PI, sat at her kitchen counter sipping black coffee reflectively and staring at her new toaster expectantly. She had purchased one that popped the toasted bread up high enough to avoid burning one’s fingers during extraction. A small detail, really, but it dispensed with poking a fingernail into the crust to pull the toast out.

Plus, it had accurate toasting numbers producing the perfect slice of toast—sourdough in this case—ready for buttering. Today, she wanted butter instead of her usual dry toast. Not only that, but she would be adding Frank Cooper’s Vintage Marmalade as well, in liberal quantities, the latter being a relic of her recent trip to England on her last case, which turned out to be two cases.

That trip had added a couple of unwanted pounds to her trim frame, in spite of frequent physical activity; at some point soon, those pounds would be coming off in spades. She had been accompanied on that trip by Jonathan Black, now a close friend since meeting him on a case some while ago.

Aggie marveled at the way in which their friendship had flourished and developed at a comfortable and almost inexorable rate during that time. Over the past year or so, they had regularly cooked dinners for each other and spent long periods in enjoyable conversation on those occasions. Aggie occasionally stayed over in Jonathan’s spare bedroom and shared breakfast with him in front of the beautiful views of the Hudson River presented by the floor to ceiling window in the dining area.

During that period, Jonathan had volunteered critical and valuable insight, as well as important research, in helping her to look for resolutions to her cases. When her latest case had emerged, involving a trip to England to help an old friend, he had suggested that he join her on the trip, which, after some careful consideration, she had agreed to.

As it happened, they had discovered several levels and interfaces in their relationship, including a working professional partnership of shared responsibility and workload. In fact, that arrangement had been instrumental in the eventual solution of her cases.

At the same time, they had enjoyed several cultural and fun timeouts together, which had balanced the workload admirably and comfortably. The inevitable outcome of the trip had been the realization for both of them that they needed to consider what the next steps were, if any, in their relationship. They decided to take a week or so after returning home before having that discussion.

Returning home had a comforting ring to it, but the reality was different. Aggie shifted from near hyperactivity and excitement to quiet reflection, adjusting as a mental list of chores surfaced—laundry, sorting mail, shopping, cooking—while thoughts of her attraction to Jonathan moved quietly in the background.

She also had to call Jack, her close friend with benefits, already knowing that the call was much overdue. In all of her excitement and case activity, she had not kept him up to date as promised.

Now, a couple of days into that adjustment week, Aggie gazed hopefully at the toast, as it obligingly popped up, as if the answers were written on the bread. None the wiser, she took it out and reached for the butter.





Chapter 2

After some irresolute pottering about her apartment with a duster and some liberal use of furniture polish, Aggie decided to do nothing more until she had been to the gym. There were emails and telephone messages to be addressed, more shopping to be done and further cleaning and laundry to get through, as well as personal phone calls to be made.

At the gym, she completed her personally devised program of kickboxing and limbering exercises, as well as over half an hour of meditation in the quiet room, a local innovation. Whole Foods shopping completed her morning as she headed home.

After a spare lunch of blue cheese and flatbread crackers, she decided to call Jack and head for the couch. He picked up on the second ring.

“Hi, Ag. How are things? Tell me you’re back.”

“Hi, Jack. I am. A couple of days now, been a bit busy.”

“Back into the swing then. Nice to hear your voice again. Everything going alright?”

“Yes. It all worked out quite well. Long story, though.”

“That’s okay. Tell me when you see me.”

“Yes, I will. We should do that sometime soon.”

“Ah. Well, can’t be soon enough. You have to settle in a bit first, I expect.”

“Yes. I’m getting there. It’s quite an adjustment. A couple more days, perhaps. How’s work?”

“Oh, the usual. Nothing exciting at the moment, but plenty to do. Did you see much of England?”

Aggie paused.

“Yes, as a matter of fact. We got to see several counties going west from London. Some of South Wales, too.”

“Sounds great. I’m glad it all worked out. So, see you soon, then.”

“Yes. I’ll call you in a day or two. It’ll be nice to see you and catch up. Hasn’t been long, but it seems like several weeks.”

Jack laughed.

“It certainly does. See you soon, then.”

They hung up.

Aggie flopped back on the couch, her hand holding the phone, dropping to the seat as she stared at her apartment door, the locks cheerfully reflecting rays of sunlight. That call had felt unexpectedly awkward, which, in itself, bothered Aggie. She liked dead ahead, on the table with as little reading between the lines as possible.

She hadn’t really done that, hadn’t sounded positive about seeing Jack until the end of the conversation. She should have. They had shared many personal moments, both fun and difficult or challenging, helping and supporting each other in times of need and, of course, more than satisfying each other’s lovemaking needs.

She would address or rectify that the next time they spoke. In truth, she had had such a fulfilling, fun and productive trip with Jonathan, all other thoughts and commitments had fallen by the wayside. She decided that she would come back to that stack of thoughts later in the day or evening. Meanwhile, she had messages winking at her on her landline telephone.

It was time to go through them and see what was up. Suddenly, there seemed to be a lot of things to be taken care of. As one task or thought was resolved, it seemed that more were generated quite easily and even randomly. She pushed all of that aside in her mind and pressed the messages button.

There were seventeen messages, some of which she deleted immediately as spam or requests for donations. She did donate regularly to several charities, mostly associated with children or animals, but that could come later.

Finally, she was left with two messages from friends for catch up time, one from her mother, which was a little mysterious and one that was distinctly business. First, she played the message from her mother again.

“Hi, Agnes, love, it’s Mom. Well, of course, you know it’s me.”

There was a lengthy pause.

“Love, I know you’ve been very busy and probably haven’t been back long. Well, I hope you are back. Anyway, if you’re not, you probably soon will be. Oh dear, perhaps I shouldn’t…look, when you are back, give your father and me a call. Things have happened. And, you know, you may be interested. Sorry about all this. Talk to you soon, love. Bye.”

That was it. Aggie thought that she should have called her parents as soon as she was back. They worried about her as if she still lived at home. Nice in a way, but sometimes a little irritating. Even that thought made her feel guilty. They were her parents and loved her.

She would call today. Next, she played the last message, the business one. The voice was educated, mid-range with strong diction. The accent was southern. Aggie guessed Virginia, but was not too sure.

“Hi. My name is Edward, or Ed. My number should be on your screen. This is not spam.”

Edward, or Ed, gave the number anyway.

“I’m concerned because I’m being followed. Followed all the time by either a man or a woman. Wherever I go, whatever I do. They think I don’t know, but I do. I know what to look for. They take it in turns. I think that they want to kill me or do something bad. It just feels bad. I’ve done nothing wrong. Well, no more than the next person. Nothing that deserves this situation anyway. Thing is, I need you. I could deal with it. In fact, I have considered dealing with it. But I want to know more. Why is this happening now? Heard of you through a friend a couple of years back. Something like that. Looks like you are still at it. Investigating, that is. As I said, I’m concerned. Call me.”

The time was 2.00 pm three days ago. Aggie absentmindedly rubbed her nose where a nose stud used to be as she played the message back twice more, taking in the words, the inflections, pauses and breathing. She wondered who the friend was. She didn’t advertise. Had to be somebody she knew or had some association with. The voice sounded mature, perhaps middle aged.

There was a tinge of anxiety, certainly not relaxed. That could be due to anything, not necessarily the perceived problem this guy had. He had some experience of detecting someone following him, felt able to take them down or intercept them, but clearly didn’t know what it was all about. Interesting. Worth a call back to figure out what was going on and whether it was worth her time.

Aggie checked the time. She would be able to catch her mother before the early bird dinner that she often touted. Not that her parents ate out every night. Her mother liked to cook, but she enjoyed going out for dinner often these days.

The restaurant atmosphere and social intercourse associated with those meals, especially with a friend or two, seemed very satisfying and appealing to her. The food was, according to her mother, better than anything in New York, particularly fish dishes. Aggie thought that a little excessive. The call went through quickly, her mother answering almost straight away.

“Hi, Agnes.”

She had actually checked the ID.

“Hi, Mom. Just returning your call. Everything okay?”

“Yes, love. Well, more or less. I called because I think your father and I think that strange things are going on. Here, that is. Our friends think so, too. We think that there might be a strange person here, but we haven’t come across him yet.”

Aggie was momentarily stuck for words.

“Well, Mom, I obviously have a lot of questions. Could you be more specific? First, though, what do you mean by come across? You mean that he is living in your community? If it is a he, that is.”

“It’s not a community. Not in the sense that we all live together, you know. I don’t like that word.”

“I do know, Mom. You are independent. I get that, of course.” Aggie took a deep breath, then added, “Okay. You’ve got some kind of weirdo, then. Par for the course, I would think.”

She paused and continued, attempting to smooth her comments down, “What I meant was that you cannot have several dozen just nice people living around you. There is going to be an odd person somewhere.”

After a short silence, her mother responded, “Agnes. I’d forgotten how cynical you could be.”

“Not really, Mom. Just practical. Okay, perhaps you’re right. I do get into cynical moods sometimes. It’s part of who I am.”

“Nothing wrong is there?”

Aggie trod carefully. There was nothing wrong. She just had plenty to think about.

“No. Of course not. I’m just catching up on the everyday since I’ve been back. There’s quite a lot of it.”

Her mother perked up.

“Oh. Not much fun in that. Got to be done though.”

There was a pause before her mother continued, “How is that friend of yours? The one you took on the trip.”

“Mom, I didn’t take him. We work together. We have a good rapport and relationship.”

That felt good to say. In fact, very good.

“Relationship?”

Aggie sighed loudly.

“Yes. We get on very well together. Now, what’s up with your strange person? Why is he, or she, strange? How do you even know this if you do not know that person?”

“Oh dear, Agnes. You make it sound as if I am paranoid. I’m not.”

“Okay, Mom. Let’s go back a little. Something has obviously happened, which is why you called me. Either you have heard about it from someone, you have experienced it first hand, or you have become aware of something happening. Or, perhaps, a series of circumstances has led you to some kind of conclusion or assessment. How’s that for a start?”

There was a long silence before there was an answer.

“You’re not laughing at me, are you?”

“Of course not. I’m taking this very seriously. I’m hoping to get a good picture of what’s bothering you. I really don’t like to hear you upset, and you obviously are.”

“Yes, I am. Thank you for listening.”

Aggie heard a deep breath, followed by, “Two people have died here recently.”

“Oh. Just died? At the same time? You mean normally? I mean, of natural causes?”

“Not at the same time, no. But that was the official outcome. Of natural causes.”

Aggie glanced around her living area, settling on the view of a building opposite her window as she absorbed her mother’s statement and concocted a reply.

“So, in a way, to be expected, then. Tragic and disturbing perhaps, but not unexpected. Inevitable.”

Aggie immediately felt that she was not putting this very well.

“Sorry, Mom. But people do get ill. It cannot be avoided.”

“Yes, I am well aware of that. Your father and I keep on our toes and hope for the best. You know, enjoy our time together.”

Aggie agreed immediately.

“Perfect. That’s the way it should be.”

Aggie thought that she had begun to handle the conversation a little better.

“What’s bothering you, Mom? About these two people?”

“Well, their deaths were both recent. In the last two months or so. And, in case you wondered, the only two in the last year. In a way, that’s why they stood out. We, that is, your father and I, heard through our friends that both of them were not the greatest. It seemed that a consensus of opinion was saying, well, good riddance. Not my, our view, I might add. It’s not nice to speak ill of the dead. I suppose that’s it really.”

Aggie took in all of this quietly and carefully. She always thought that her parents were down to earth, not at all into flirtations with fanciful ideas. So, this was serious in terms of their outlook on life. Something is not quite right, but what could it be?

“Mom, when you say not the greatest, what are you referring to?”

“Oh. I’m glad that you are giving this some thought, love. It makes me feel better. The woman had fleeced a lot of people out of their savings. You know, Ponzi like stuff. That’s all I know. The man was a doctor of some kind. I heard that he was involved in a bad car crash where people were hurt. I don’t know if he was at fault. That’s about it, I suppose. What do you think?”

“Well, of course, just because they are, perhaps, unethical or amoral people and they have died doesn’t mean anything was done to them, if that was what you were thinking. I mean, who would do that? They weren’t connected in any way, were they?”

“No. I don’t think so. They may have met in the clubhouse, but I haven’t heard about that. So, you think I’m overreacting then?”

“No, I don’t. I just don’t know enough about all of this to form an opinion. How old were they?”

“The woman was 82 years old, and the man was 78 years old.”

“Right. Well, perhaps both on the older side and nothing unusual about their deaths, you said.”

“I didn’t quite say that. I don’t recall exactly. I’m not one hundred per cent.”

“Yes. Well, it probably means that a qualified medical examiner presumably formed an educated opinion based on the evidence provided.”

“That’s true, love. It still feels odd, though.”

Aggie couldn’t get a sense of what was bothering her mother, so she tried again.

“Was there anything strange about how or where they died? Something like that?”

Something like relief flickered through her mother’s voice.

“Well, the woman was found floating in our pool at the clubhouse with a bump on the back of her head, and the man took some kind of tumble down the stairs in his duplex.”

“Oh. The verdicts could have been accidental death, then?”

“I suppose so. I’m not sure now that we have been talking about it.”

Things were getting clearer.

“I see. So, two accidental deaths among people that you know. That’s what’s troubling you?”

“Yes. Agnes. That’s it.”

Aggie sighed as thoughts began to gel in her head. She had an idea where all this was going.

“Right. Well, what do you want me to do, Mom? About all of this.”

“I did think that you might like to pop down and see us and, at the same time, poke around a little. You know, like you do.”

Aggie smiled to herself. Poke around a little. She supposed that that was how it seemed. A bit of poking here and there.

Her mother continued, “Of course, you’ve only just got back from a long trip away, so I’m sure it would be a while before you could do something like that.”

Aggie replied, “Okay, Mom. Leave it with me for a bit, and I’ll see what I can do. I do have some pressing things to take care of. Can I call you in a couple of days?”

“Oh. That sounds wonderful. Speak to you soon, love.”

They disconnected, and Aggie slumped back on the couch. The words never a dull moment sprang to mind. She did want to see her parents. It had been a while now since she had visited them. A bit of poking around did not sound so bad.





Chapter 3

Dinner was frozen spaghetti and meatballs with half a glass of Shiraz. Nothing fancy tonight. Aggie decided to give this guy Ed a call to see what was what.

After three rings, she got the usual stepping away from the phone message and so put the call on hold until tomorrow. Meanwhile, she began to think through her relationships. She still held the distant thought that she wished that life had not become complicated, having been rather nicely organized.

Nothing was forever, and there were, she had to admit, some prospectively enjoyable and exciting times ahead. She already knew that, for the time being at least, she could not continue her relationship with Jack in its current form. Sometimes, absolutely necessary and sometimes, quite spectacular though it had been, it did not feel right at this time.

She would have to convey that to Jack, although they had both subscribed to the knowledge that one day something like this would occur. She was fairly sure that Jack could see this coming, even if she hadn’t fully expected it. This, being her newly formed relationship with Jonathan Black, admittedly in its infancy but, she felt, blossoming.

She thoroughly enjoyed and looked forward to her time with Jack. They had both provided for each other’s needs with ease and understanding for a long time now. That was probably about to change for good, but who knew? Such were the vagaries of relationships. She would call him tomorrow.

A quiet evening of Law and Order Criminal Intent on TV, followed by an hour in bed with Cynthia Harrod-Eagles’ Bill Slider, completed the evening. The next day, after a two-yoghurt breakfast with black coffee, Aggie called Ed again with the same response. So, he was away or incommunicado. Either way, there was not much that she could do. She would keep trying.

She put in a call to Jack, but just got his machine message. He was probably in a meeting, so she left a brief message of her own. She turned her mind to her parents’ concerns. On the face of it, one would expect people to pass away, on occasion, in developments catering for the over 55’s, as was their setup. It seemed like a very uncharitable thought, but a sensible one. As she recalled, there were over six hundred residences of various basic designs where they lived.

That covered a lot of people, maybe over fifteen hundred souls. The fact that there had been two accidental deaths in what appeared to be a short period of time was, perhaps, unusual but not necessarily unexpected. Without further information, there was not much that she could apply her mind to or do research on. That was it. She had two possible avenues of future work.

Well, she would not, of course, get paid for poking around on behalf of her parents. She would go to see them and try to allay their worries. She certainly would not stay with them, spare room or not. That just felt weird. Would Jonathan come? There was a thought, and a very pleasant one at that. She would see. She was still in a momentary reverie when Jack called back.

“Hi, Ag. How are things?”

“Good, Jack. I was thinking about a get-together. Perhaps this evening or tomorrow evening? It will be good to see you.”

“It will be good to see you too. It’s been a while. Look, I understand if there are complications. You don’t sound quite the same. I mean, get together and evening instead of ‘night’. Is something up?”

Aggie was a little taken aback at Jack’s acute observation, something she had always been aware of but not this close at hand.

“Something is up, Jack. I need time to see where my mind is, to really understand my feelings. That doesn’t change the fact that I want to see you.”

“Me too. No benefits then. Sorry, that was rather crass. You know what I mean.”

“Yes, of course I do. I’d like to put that on hold. For the time being, anyway.” Jack emitted a long sigh of acknowledgement.

“Okay. Understood. Would tonight work? This evening? I could bring pizza.”

“That would be great. I’ll get wine and ice cream. Around 7?”

“Great. See you then.”

They disconnected. Aggie sat deep in thought for a while, eventually setting off to get the ice cream, Malbec and a Sauternes. Situations were changing, and she didn’t know if she was wholly on board with the changes. That remained to be seen.

Jack showed up with a huge smile just before 7.00 pm, carrying a pizza that was still hot. They hugged warmly in the doorway before he could fully enter the apartment, and then went to the kitchen together to put slices of pizza on paper plates and to pour generous glasses of Malbec. Back on the couch, they munched companionably for a few minutes before speaking.

While mopping his fingers on a napkin, Jack asked, “Good trip, then?”

“It was. Everything worked out.”

Aggie summarized tracking down the missing aunt and the resolution of the canal killing.

Jack responded, “So, the aunt didn’t want to be found in the end. Not surprising really, after all that time.”

They finished up all of the pizza, most of the Malbec and cleared away all the remnants before dishing up some Cherry Garcia in bowls and returning to the couch.

“So, you guys travelled a fair bit then?”

“Yes, mostly to the west of London and then quite a lot of South Wales too. We dropped by Stonehenge as well. Jonathan did a bit of teaching at a military college there.”

Jack paused with a spoonful of ice cream in the air.

“Sounds good.”

He paused for a moment as he demolished the ice cream.

“So, you guys are an item now, then?”

Aggie looked directly at Jack. Their usual protocol had been no questions asked, but this felt a little different.

“Not exactly. Our relationship is only professional at the moment. It could develop further. We just haven’t got there yet.”

“I see. You need time. Well, of course, you need to be sure. I understand that.”

Jack opened the Sauternes, and they sipped silently from their glasses for a couple of minutes.

Then Jack continued, “You sound like you are in a good place. I suppose we knew this could happen, but it doesn’t make it any easier.”

“It doesn’t. We’ve had really good times for a long time now. It’s been special, and I wouldn’t have missed any of it. All I need is some time to work through where I am.”

Jack nodded along with mixed feelings etched in his face.

Aggie continued, “Anything on the horizon for you?”

“Well, not really. As you know, I didn’t date for a long time. Work has been too much. I met up with someone recently. You remember you called about a weekend just before you left on this trip?”

“Yes. I had wanted company, but you were busy.”

“Well, I’ve been seeing someone for about a couple of months, including that particular weekend. A bit on and off. Not too heavy at the moment. A paralegal.”

Aggie refilled the glasses.

“That’s good. Did you mention us?”

“No. Not serious enough. A bit fragile, too. The relationship, I mean.”

“Right. Well, maybe it will work out.”

Jack nodded, and they sipped the wine quietly again.

He said, “Any new cases?”

“Possibly. I had an odd call from a guy who thinks he’s being followed. Haven’t got back to him yet. And my parents are worried about a couple of deaths in their community.”

“That’s a bit strange. Anything official yet?”

“Officially, they are probably categorized as accidental. That’s all I know.”

“They probably are, then. M.E.’s don’t usually make mistakes, and not two of them.”

“Yes, that’s what I thought. I need to know more.”

Jack smiled, which hadn’t happened too much this evening.

“So, you’ll be off to see your parents then.”

Aggie laughed. “Yes, you’re right. Haven’t seen them in a while, so it’s a good opportunity.”

She continued, “How’s work with you?”

Jack just shook his head and sighed.

They usually discussed their work at length, but he just said, “The usual. Nothing too exciting.”

He turned earnest blue eyes on Aggie, put down his empty glass and added, “I suppose I’ll be off, then. I’m sorry, I’m feeling it more than I should. It’s something of an adjustment for me.”

“Me too. It’s not easy. Can we keep it this way for a bit and see how it all works out?”

Jack’s face crinkled down familiar lines as he smiled wanly.

“Of course.”

He stood slowly, grabbed his jacket and hugged Aggie before a final lingering kiss, and then he was gone.

Aggie sat on her couch, sipping the last of the wine while watching MSNBC, but found it too depressing. She read in bed for a while and then fell asleep.





Chapter 4

The next morning, after a breakfast of two flip-over yoghurts and black coffee, she called the Ed number again with no reply, just the message. She wondered about finding his address from the telephone number and checking on him. Too soon for that. She was beginning to find the situation intriguing and holding her attention. Meanwhile, a few days had passed since her return from England, and so she decided to call Jonathan. He picked up quickly.

“Aggie. How nice to hear from you. Settled in already?”

She felt excited at hearing his voice.

“Not exactly, but catching up. How about you?”

“The same. A couple of things to take care of, but good. I heard from Blink.”

Blink was a close friend of Jonathan’s who had fallen on hard times in Seattle. Jonathan and another close friend, Cedric, whom Aggie knew, had gone to Seattle and gotten Blink back on his feet.

“Oh, good. How’s he doing?”

“Really well. He’s teaching art at a high school and working part-time for a gallery and auctioneer.”

“That’s great. Worth all the effort.”

“Indeed. Anything new going on?”

“Possibly.”

Aggie described the phone message and her mother’s dilemma.

“Ah. I wouldn’t mind hearing the message when you have time. As for the other, you’ll need to allay your mother’s feelings, no doubt. I’m sorry she’s worried. We should be able to look into it?”

Aggie liked the sound of ‘we’.

“I was thinking along those lines. I’m going to call her in a day or so.”

“Good. If you can obtain a few details, such as names, addresses, and the geography of the place, I might be able to pull up some information. I have a source or two in Florida.”

Aggie stopped herself from saying, of course you do.

“That would be great. Thank you.”

“I imagine that a trip to Florida is in the offing for you. Especially, as you haven’t been for a while.”

“You remembered that? Yes, actually, I am thinking of going.”

She paused and then threw it out there.

“Fancy a trip? Another trip?”

Jonathan laughed.

“I do. Haven’t been there for a long time. Sounds wonderful to me.”

“Great. So, we’ll give it some thought later this week, if that’s okay.”

“Excellent. When you get the information, I’ll give it an initial go.”

They hung up.

Aggie thought that it all felt so comfortable and enjoyable. She would call her mother later today and see about making some arrangements. She was beginning to look forward to the trip already. Family time and probably a quick investigation to settle her parents’ feelings, along with more time with Jonathan. What could go wrong?





Chapter 5

Aggie called her mother in the early afternoon, told her that she would be coming to Florida towards the end of the week and that she would be accompanied by Jonathan. The only information that she was given by her mother was that the two people who died lived on the same development as her parents did, and that their names were Margaret Helen Haberman and Dr. John Arthur Norris.

Aggie texted those names to Jonathan, deciding to leave any research entirely to him. That felt neat and grateful at the same time. She also called the Ed number with no luck. She thought that she might try to call in another day or so and then decide what to do. She recorded his message on her iPhone and sent it to Jonathan, too.

All in all, not much has been done, but some progress has been made. Since Jonathan was committing his time to research, she said that she would organize flight reservations to Florida and look for hotel accommodation, all for the day after tomorrow, which, they agreed, worked for both of them.

They did not know how long the trip was likely to be, and so Aggie would look for a preliminary ten-day turnaround. They agreed to discuss their future relationship in Florida when time allowed. A day or two on the beach sounded like a good place to start with that.

As it happened, flights were near capacity at such short notice, and so she ended up making reservations for a flight to Tampa and organizing a car rental for the drive to Siesta Key, where her parents were living. Without hesitation, she reserved business class flights, her experience on the recent trip to England dictating no economy seats in the future.

That trip had been so comfortable and enjoyable that her previous traveling routine had been permanently changed. She reserved adjoining rooms, actually small one-bedroom cottages right on the beach, with restaurant and pool facilities completing the complex behind the cottages. She wondered idly how long the adjoining room situation would prevail.

Normally, she could make very quick and fundamentally sound decisions where relationships were concerned. She had never shied away from them or been thwarted.

This decision was taking a little longer, and she concluded that she did not want future moves to damage or change what she and Jonathan currently had. It was exciting, enjoyable, refreshing, professional and mutual. What could beat that? She put those thoughts aside as decisions would probably be made in the coming couple of weeks.

Meanwhile, she decided to take a trip to the gym, having had no lunch at all except for some Smart Water so that her system could feel cleansed. She heard once that eating nothing but green grapes for three days did the trick, but she was not about to try that out.

Back home in the late afternoon after an intense hour at the gym, followed by a short meditation session, she showered and curled up on the couch with Bill Slider for company, along with a plate of St. Agur cheese, crackers and pickles. Later in the evening—while watching a new series on TV that she had come across called Longmire: The Adventures of a Wyoming Sheriff—Jonathan called.

“Hi, Jonathan. How are things?”

“Hi, Aggie. Well, so far, I’ve determined some substantial facts, some of which are illuminating and interesting. That is, concerning the Florida situation. I haven’t got to the other guy yet. If we are off soon, it might be helpful to discuss it all while we travel. How do you feel about that?”

“An excellent idea. We should do that. I have reserved flights to Tampa at 1.30 pm on Friday, the day after tomorrow. A lot of flights were taken, but this works well as long as it works for you. I’ve also rented a Highlander for the trip.”

“Great for me. Where are we actually going?”

“Oh no. I forgot to tell you that my parents live in Siesta Key. Very nice there.”

“Ah. So, I understand. I haven’t been there, so it will be a new experience.”

“Good. I’ve also got us places right on the beach.”

“Perfect. Well, we’ll just keep in touch for the next day or so, then, and I’ll arrange to pick you up at 10 on Friday.”

“Great.”

They closed the call. Aggie sat back reflectively. Soon she would be off on a trip again with Jonathan. Suddenly, things seemed to be moving apace.





Chapter 6

After toast with gooseberry preserve and black coffee the next morning, Aggie packed a suitcase ready for the trip and put a carry-on together. There would be enough space in it for her iPad, notepad and reading materials to be added tomorrow.

She laid out comfortable clothing for the flight and then felt industrious enough to clean her apartment, which took just over an hour and, although somewhat superficial in her estimation, looked in good shape.

While relaxing on the couch at lunchtime and listening to some reggae, which she felt in the mood for, her home telephone rang. She turned down Toots and the Maytals and, although the number did not look familiar, she picked up with just a single word.

“Hi.”

There was silence for a beat, and then she heard the voice that had left the message while she had been away, the voice of Ed.

“Hi there. Ms. Trout, I presume. This is Ed. I left you a message a few days ago.”

“Yes, Ed. This is she. I tried to reach you several times. Well, at least a couple of times.”

“I’ve been away for a few days. I was trying to get away from these people. You know, the ones that have been following me.”

Aggie did not reply immediately. She waited to see if anything further emerged. Nothing did.

“And so, what happened? Did someone follow you?”

There was a slight pause before Ed continued.

“Yes. But I only saw one person, the man, twice.”

Aggie paused again for a few seconds.

“Okay, Ed. Let’s go back and start over. I need some information. I am not involved in your problem at all at the moment and, in fact, I might never be. Tell me again what the problem is and what you need me for. Begin with your name and background first.”

Ed sighed. “Okay. My name is Edward Willoughby. I live in the village. I can give you my address if you need it. As I said in my message, I’m being followed. It’s been going on for a couple of months now. It’s a man and a woman. They take it in turns. They are not very good at it, but it feels threatening to me. Just having it happen. It’s unnerving. I don’t think that they know that I know. I thought, perhaps, that you could find out who they are, and then I could see if I know them. Then we could take it from there.”

“I see. So, they have done nothing but follow you at a distance?”

“Yes. I’ve done shopping, sat in Starbucks, gone to play racquetball, that sort of thing, one of them is always there.”

“In Starbucks or in the racquetball club?”

“No. whoever is on waits outside.”

“Have you tried to lose them?”

“Yes. Once. No point really. I lost the woman, but one of them picked me up the next day.”

“And you do not recognize either of them?”

“No. Not at a distance, anyway.”

“And this has been going on for two months?”

“Yes.”

“If you stay home all day, have you seen them outside your building?”

“No. I only see them if I go out.”

Aggie wondered how anyone would find the time. Surely most young people have jobs.

She asked, “Are you saying that on every single occasion that you have been out of your building, someone has followed you?”

There was a substantial pause.

“Ah. When you put it like that, I suppose not. Let’s say most of the time.”

Aggie thought about taking that with a pinch of salt. It made much more sense for any observers to have some kind of schedule that they could fit in with other needs, especially if two people were sharing the chores.

“You have spotted only two people? Could there be more?”

“I’ve only seen two. I mean, I suppose there could be more, but I would doubt it.”

“Why? Why would you doubt it?”

“Because I thought that I would notice. If there were any more.”

“You have experience then? Some sort of training or expertise?”

“Well, not exactly. I served in the military, and I am, although I say it myself, very observant.”

Aggie smiled to herself.

“Fair enough. So, we might assume two people. And, we might also assume that they are not professional. No reflection on you, but if they were professional, you would be lucky to see one of them. You certainly wouldn’t see both.”

Ed absorbed this reasoning before replying.

“I don’t know if that’s good or bad. A professional might be serious, so might a non-professional. You know, nutters. Something like that.”

“Right. We just don’t know at this point. No inferences can be drawn. Ed, what exactly do you want from me?”

“Well, if your services include some way of finding out who these people are, then I would like to hire you for that purpose. If, of course, you are interested in doing so.”

“I see. Well, I have a slight complication. I will be away as of tomorrow for a few days, or perhaps more, on another case. Let me think it through and call you back this evening. Does that work for you?”

Disappointment and hope lingered in Ed’s reply. “Okay. That will work. I hope that you can find a way.”

Aggie paused as a thought ran through her mind.

“By the way, who told you about me?”

“Oh. A guy I knew way back from the military. Dekker. Peach Dekker.”

Aggie was shocked. Peach Dekker was the name of a guy who had threatened her on a case a while back. He had torched her car.

“What? Dekker? Really? Does he live in New York then?”

“No. He’s in Texas. He once told me that he is never returning to New York. Some trouble he had, which meant that there
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