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      “Rowena Summerfield, you look incredible!” my boyfriend, Chuck Dawson, said as soon as I arrived at his house in the car he’d sent for me. “Too good for a dinner party.” It was one of those rare August nights in Central Florida when the temperature dipped into the mid-seventies, the humidity along with it. Chuck pulled me into his powerful arms and crushed me against his granite chest.

      For a few moments, I wondered why we couldn’t stay like this the rest of the evening. The more time I spent with this man, the more I wanted to just enjoy each other and shut off the rest of the world. But his other two guests would soon be here. I had to enjoy this brief time together before the spell was broken.

      Though Chuck frequently complimented me on my appearance, it was still great to hear his admiring words. I’d taken special care selecting the rose-colored sundress for tonight’s soiree. It went well with my graying shoulder-length dark hair and showed off what curves still existed on my mature body.

      “You look pretty good yourself,” I replied, appreciating how fit my former athlete looked in his navy knit shirt and khaki pants, offset by his brown eyes and graying sandy-brown hair. His short shirtsleeves didn’t quite cover the biceps that flexed with every move he made. Ah, Ro, too early in the evening for such lusty thoughts.

      His admiration helped assuage the mixed feelings I had about this gathering. Although I’d been his guest here many times now that we’d been dating for a while, this was the first time I was here as part of a small dinner party. I was looking forward to it, actually, but the other guests were my daughter and her new guy, Captain James Watkins, top man at the Shasta, Florida, police department.

      Weird. A family-type get-together with the daughter bringing her new beau home for the folks to meet was one thing, but this was a couples thing. I was still having trouble seeing the four of us from that perspective. I didn’t want to feel this way. I was delighted my daughter had found someone I considered one of the good guys. Jim Watkins was all that and more. Honest, a good boss, athletic, handsome and very good to my daughter, who’d finally emerged from the funk created by her cheating ex-husband.

      But Jim was also my sometime boss, when he prevailed upon me to help my former homicide partner, Hercules “Herc” Morgan, investigate murder cases. A while back, I took a disability retirement from the department when I was seriously injured in a job-related car accident. Now I spent most of my time in home renovation. In the last three-plus years, I’d partnered up with my daughter, Valerie Kowalski, in Nailed It Home Renos.

      Socializing with my work partner and daughter and her new boyfriend, who was also my boss, would force me to select different hats throughout the evening and know when to wear each. I hoped I was up to the challenge.

      My hunk removed the white chef’s apron he’d been wearing. He leaned into me so I could take in his essence. “I bought new cologne just for you, although the onions and garlic I’ve been chopping for the tomato sauce probably have overridden it.”

      I sniffed. More than once. This certainly was a new scent, rich, masculine and compelling while at the same time disarming. “Onions and garlic don’t overpower my senses like that stuff.” I actually fluttered my eyes a few times. “Thanks for the warning. I’ll need to be on the alert tonight.”

      “I intended just the opposite, to get your olfactory zone working overtime before it takes in our meal.”

      “Onions and garlic? Does that mean we’re having spaghetti?”

      He caressed a few strands of my hair. “Spaghetti is too basic for the masterpiece I’ve been putting together. It’s a special pasta Bolognese, which is milk-based and meat rich.”

      Funny how the mention of food could be such a turn-on. “I should’ve known you’d go all out to impress us with your culinary skills. Need any help?”

      He held up his hand. “No. As much as it pains me to leave you even for a few minutes, you stay here. Get comfortable. Pick some music. I’ll be back soon with something to drink.”

      He dashed off and, per his instructions, I tried to make myself comfortable in his living room, which wasn’t easy. After that great reception, I resented the meal that lured him away from me, even for a few minutes.

      Chuck’s decorating taste was a lot like the man himself: classy, understated and expensive, especially the long and low slate-colored sectional. I liked it, but it took some getting used to. As an interior designer, I worked with a multitude of styles, but I preferred more traditional furnishings and less stark colors.

      Unlike many Florida homes, this one had a fireplace, above which hung a painting of a pastoral scene that I assumed to be somewhere in France, since Chuck had spent time there years ago. That’s where he learned about the famous cheeses he imported for his deli.

      He was back a minute later with a basket of English water crackers accompanied with a small round of brie, several cut slices of cheddar, a jar of Swedish lingonberry jam and sliced celery. “I still need to get the wine.”

      I waited. It didn’t seem right to sample these appetizers until there was wine to go with them. And the host to share them with.

      He didn’t take long. It must’ve been decanting. It was a white. I didn’t know any more than that about the offering. I’d have to bone up on wines so I’d be ready once The Piper, Chuck’s new wine bar being constructed by Nailed It, was finished and open. The wine bar had been Chuck’s brainstorm while we’d been rehabbing The Sandpiper restaurant, his first venture into the world of fine dining. I’d tried unsuccessfully to talk him out of it, hoping the wine consultant I’d suggested he bring on board would be more successful. That consultant, Lorna Varney, a forty-something blonde, had at least convinced him to define his aspirations for the enterprise. In the end, he’d convinced her to stay on as he stocked and staffed the venture. The opening was now just weeks away.

      “Thought we’d start with a sauvignon blanc,” he said as he poured the clear liquid into my glass. “This one’s from New Zealand. They say some of the world’s best come from there.”

      As I took my first sip, I realized this was just the beginning of his journey into the land of the vine. And he expected me to go along with him. Fortunately, this initial exposure, at least as part of Chuck’s new passion, was a huge success. A hint of apple juice flavored my palate.

      “Well?” he asked, his interest palpable.

      “I like it, Chuck. This is a keeper. So far, one for one.” I said that because I assumed the evening would feature several more wines to sample. Hence the car he’d sent for me.

      “Great, because my objective tonight is to make not only you but also Val and Jim certified oenophiles.” He offered a proud smile. “I just learned that term from Lorna the other day. It means a connoisseur of wines.”

      “Wow. And I thought the term wine connoisseur was fancy.”

      He said the same to Val and Jim after they arrived and had been served their first drink. They were equally impressed with his newfound knowledge.

      Valerie looked particularly becoming tonight, wearing a sapphire-blue jumpsuit that complemented her dark hair, which she wore down instead of in its usual ponytail. Jim showed off his tan with a light yellow golf shirt and tan dress pants. I wondered when he’d had time to work on that tan, because he’d been glued to his desk chair at the office all summer.

      “I ordered a ride share for you all tonight and will do so again at the close of the evening,” Chuck said as he poured more of the sauvignon blanc. “I intend for you to drink up throughout our meal. I have several more samples to offer you.”

      Jim offered a mock disappointed expression. “I thought we were here for dinner.”

      Chuck put on the chef’s apron he’d discarded earlier. “That will also happen. I took the afternoon off to make my own pasta and sauce.”

      “You actually made pasta dough and then ran it through one of those machines?” Val asked, impressed.

      “Yeah? Why?”

      “I’ve never eaten homemade pasta.”

      “Not true,” I said, more defensively than was probably warranted. “You gave me one of those machines for my birthday a few years back. We tried it out shortly after.”

      Val nodded knowingly. “Uh-huh. I remember how you were able to roll out three varying shapes of dough and ordering takeout after we spent two hours cleaning up the kitchen.”

      “But we had fun that night, didn’t we?” I returned.

      “A real bonding experience, Mom. I’ll bet you didn’t even keep the pasta maker.”

      “Not true. It’s tucked away in the kitchen.” Somewhere. When was the last time I’d seen it?

      “Is your machine still out?” Jim asked Chuck. “I’ve never seen one in operation. Sounds so artisanal.”

      Val shot him a dirty look. “Artisanal? Are you deliberately trying to upstage your buddy here’s oenophiles?”

      Jim looked offended. “That’s the word for it, isn’t it?”

      “Homemade will do,” I told him.

      “Or bespoke,” Chuck added.

      Val threw up her hands. “Enough, everyone! Let’s drop the word debate and get on with this demonstration. The wine’s great, but I want to eat sometime tonight.”

      “Great idea,” Chuck told her. “Everything’s ready, and I can’t wait to get your reactions.”

      We spent the next few minutes with Chuck demonstrating how he would take a blob of dough, insert it through the open slot at the top of the gizmo and turn the side handle so it passed through the rollers and emerged from the front in the shape of a flat band. “After several passes where I’ve increasingly reduced the space between the rollers to make the band thinner, I attach this additional gadget to the front, insert the rolled dough again and let the gadget cut it into thin strips. I have a couple more accessories that will cut the pasta in other shapes.”

      “Fascinating,” Jim replied.

      Chuck’s mini lecture wasn’t over yet. “Of course there are more modern versions of this thing that don’t require hand-turning, but I enjoy doing that part myself.”

      Where did this man find the time to pursue his hands-on appreciation of pasta? As much as I cared for him, wasn’t it enough he couldn’t seem to turn the management of his new restaurant over to Shane Bolton, the capable manager he’d lured to town from Serendipity Springs? Add to that his micromanagement of the construction and stocking of the wine bar. He was taking the concept of Renaissance Man to new heights.

      “I would’ve liked to have been here to see the actual process even though you did a great job demonstrating,” Val said.

      “Add me to the list of pasta-making admirers,” I added. Couldn’t let my daughter outdo me in the praise department. Especially when the praise was directed at my guy. “I had no idea such efforts were required to produce our meal.”

      Chuck cocked his head and looked at me. “Thought Val said you had your own pasta maker?”

      “I don’t usually have the time or energy to tackle that machine after a long day at work. The bulk of my pasta knowledge is limited to the boxes I find at the grocery store, which I’ll never appreciate the same way again.” What I meant was how much more I’d appreciate their time-saving convenience, but Chuck didn’t need to know that.

      “Then we’ll make it a point to schedule a lesson for you soon, although I’d hoped this evening would focus more on wine.”

      Now I’d done it. I’d overcompensated complimenting his expertise with pasta and unwittingly offended his growing obsession with wine. I held out the wineglass for a refill in a weak attempt to get back in his good graces. “Then by all means, let’s get on with our wine lesson.”

      “And dinner,” Val said. “What can we do to help?”

      Chuck waved away her offer. “Simply charge up your appetites. Dinner will be served shortly. Jim, if you wouldn’t mind seating the ladies, I’ll be right there with the first course.” Then he turned to me and touched my forearm. “And Rowena, I’d appreciate it if you’d light the candles.”

      Maybe I wasn’t as far into the doghouse as I thought. That was the first indication I had a part in these festivities instead of simply being a guest. After the time we’d been dating, I wanted to play a larger role in his entertaining life. I still didn’t feel comfortable double-dating with my daughter and my sometime boss, but I was getting there. A couple more glasses of wine should do it.

      Lighting the candles might not have been the most important task, but it gave me something to show I was part of things in the Dawson hospitality sphere.

      The table setting was impeccable. True Chuck. Simple and elegant. Just right for an informal dinner party among friends. Chuck would sit at the head of the table with me at the other end and Val and Jim flanking each side. He’d chosen a set of blue and yellow dinnerware to keep things casual but had added a white linen tablecloth for a touch of formality. Two brass candlesticks took place of honor in the center. A lighter had been set next to my place setting, waiting for me to ignite the candles.

      I made quick work of bringing a flame to the candle nearest me, but I couldn’t reach the one farther away from where I stood, so I slid over behind where Jim had just seated Val. Just as I leaned forward, Val flipped open her napkin, her arm jostling mine. I lost my balance and fell face forward into the table and knocked over the lighted candle. In less than a second, the candle ignited the tablecloth.

      Thanks to my clumsiness, Chuck’s lovely dinner party was going up in flames.
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      Jim, who hadn’t made it around the table yet to his own chair, quickly grabbed my dinner napkin and swatted at the flames spreading from the tipped candle. He doused them in a few seconds, although a scorched trail of charred fabric remained behind on the tablecloth.

      “Oh, Mom, I’m so sorry,” Val cried.

      “My fault,” I replied, feeling like a world-class idiot as I pushed myself off the table. “Thanks for the rescue, Jim. You’re quite the firefighter.”

      “No problem. Guess my emergency training kicked in by rote.”

      Chuck arrived at that moment. “Uh …”

      Words spilled from my mouth. “Oh, Chuck, it was an accident. I hope this tablecloth wasn’t an heirloom. I’ll be happy to replace it.”

      Holding a large platter of pasta, Chuck stood there frozen for all of a nanosecond before his genial host persona swung into action. “Hey, no big deal. I’ve got several other table linens. I’ll just grab one and we’ll be back in action.”

      He was so gallant. I, on the other hand, struggled to recover my dignity. I couldn’t think of anything to say other than to apologize over and over. After the first three times, I had to bite my tongue to stop.

      Jim wasn’t about to let a little fire ruin his meal. “Don’t go to the trouble, man. Let’s just move to the kitchen. There should be enough room around the island.”

      Thanks to Jim and Val, the transfer of the dinner things to the kitchen was accomplished smoothly within minutes. Chuck joined in the effort. I continued to stare at the ruined tablecloth until Jim removed it and Val gently steered me toward the kitchen.

      Chuck busied himself in the kitchen preparing a tray of crudités and pouring the Bolognese sauce into a medium-size serving bowl. Jim and Val filled in the silence with their chatter, mainly questions for each other about their day. I settled myself on a stool and tried desperately to think of something I could add to the conversation, but all that came to mind was a stream of meaningless apologies for nearly incinerating the table. It could’ve been the house.

      Chuck continued to occupy himself attending to two new bottles of wine that had been breathing on the sideboard, awaiting their turn to be sampled. “Let’s start with the Riesling,” he said when he finally returned to the island. His tone remained genial, but it sounded like he was trying too hard. “I’m told it goes well with pasta dishes, although more with mushroom-based fare, but let’s start with it anyhow. It’s a light way to begin.” He made his way around the island, pouring the new vintage into our glasses.

      Once the Riesling had been poured for all four of us, he stood behind his stool and began a toast. “To good friends and good times, even those shared around a kitchen counter.”

      “Especially around a kitchen counter,” Jim added, continuing his attempt to lighten the mood.

      I desperately hoped the Riesling would soon take over in that department for Chuck. He’d been looking forward to this evening more than I realized, and I’d done my best to ruin it for him. Unintentionally, of course, but that didn’t seem to matter much at the moment. I took several large sips from my own glass, trying to get past this moment, finishing long before the rest of them.

      “I take it you liked the Riesling?” Chuck asked.

      “The …? Oh, right, very good.” Truth be told, I’d barely tasted it, although now I began to feel a certain buzz. Nonetheless, I accepted a second glass. Since I couldn’t come up with any interesting dialogue, drinking gave me something to do.

      “Tonight’s wine selections are just the tip of the iceberg as far as the inventory I’ve been considering with my consultant, Lorna Varney.”

      Jim chuckled. “Sounds like a fun task. I assume that involves a lot of sampling?”

      Chuck nodded. “True, but picking just the right wines to offer is more complicated than I ever anticipated. I have Ro to thank for setting me straight on that one.” He gazed at me fondly.

      I stopped midair with my glass. He was thanking me for something? I hadn’t completely fallen out of his good graces.

      Jim appeared to consider Chuck’s reply. “Complicated? How so?”

      Chuck passed the crudités before answering. “I went into this venture thinking all I had to do was pick a few good white and red and I’d be fixed. Ro and Val tried to tell me it wasn’t that easy. As I’ve gotten more familiar with the varieties and what goes best with what, I’ve realized how difficult it will be to decide which to offer in my bar. Do I care if the Riesling and pinot grigio I have tonight go well with pasta? Do I care if I don’t serve pasta at the bar? If I just want to serve snacks or small dishes, do I care if I have more expensive wines on my list?”

      I couldn’t help being amused as I listened to his litany of questions. These were the very kinds of concerns I’d had from the start.

      “That’s some list,” Jim said.

      Chuck rose and began serving each of us the pasta. Only after he’d finished that task and sat back on his stool did he reply to Jim’s last comment. “Then there’s the most difficult question of all: Who do I please, myself, the customer base I want to attract or the customers I do attract?”

      “Never thought of it that way,” Jim said. “What have you decided?”

      I leaned in to hear the answer to this one, since Chuck hadn’t shared his thoughts on the topic with me yet.

      “Lorna suggested that since this was my wine bar, I begin by offering the kinds of wine I like but at the same time keep scrupulous—her word—records of what’s being ordered, what’s getting left behind and what’s being requested that we don’t have. That’s our living database, because it will change as we modify the menu. Up until the last few days, she’s been an enormous help.”

      “What happened in the last few days?” I asked. I liked Lorna, although at times I’d worried about the amount of time Chuck was spending with her. She was a very attractive blonde in her forties. Chuck and I were still very early in our relationship. Although he wanted to move things along faster, I’d been dragging my feet, not quite ready after thirteen years on my own following my husband Ben’s death to become a permanent couple again. Even perceived competition from other women hadn’t yet sped me along.

      He shrugged. “Wish I knew. I haven’t worked with her long but long enough to sense when her mind is elsewhere. The other day, I almost ordered a case of the wrong kind of merlot when she was slow to catch my mistake.”

      “Did you ask her what was on her mind?” Val asked.

      “Yeah, I did. Couldn’t afford to make any mistakes like I almost did. She didn’t deny being preoccupied with something else, but the most she’d say was ‘family matters,’ which could mean anything.” A brief lull followed this statement. There wasn’t much any of us could do about Lorna’s situation. “Let’s talk about something else,” he said finally. He turned to Val. “Have you and your mom decided on your next project once the wine bar is finished?”

      Interesting. He hadn’t asked me that question yet. He’d been too focused on his own project.

      Val shot me a quick glance. We’d been discussing various opportunities but hadn’t decided on any one project in particular. “Not yet. After renovating your restaurant and constructing the totally new wine bar, we can’t decide if we want to return to home renos, since that was our original purpose, or if we’d like to continue with projects like these last two.”

      “Pity I’ve run out of ideas for new enterprises,” Chuck said. “At the moment at least.”

      I breathed a silent sigh of relief. It was time for Val and me to strike out on our own again and give ourselves some breathing space from Chuck. As far as reno projects, that was.

      “How are things at the Shasta Police Department?” Chuck asked Jim, turning the questions back on his friend.

      “Quiet at the moment,” Jim replied, attempting to shoot an inconspicuous glance my direction. “I prefer things that way. Gives us all a breather, time to catch up on paperwork and training. Things like that.” He turned to me. “In fact, Al Buford is currently off taking a special training course.”

      “Really?” I replied. I hadn’t heard from Herc since we’d squared away the reports wrapping up a recent homicide he and Al and I had worked on. “What kind of training, if you can say?”

      “Forensic accounting. He got a charge from that background work he did for you and Herc on that last case and approached me about doing more of the same in the future. Although I liked the idea, he was concerned he’d not been able to dig as deep as he wanted because his knowledge was limited. So I suggested this training course.”

      “Doesn’t he need a special degree in forensic accounting to do what he proposed? At least a degree in accounting?” I asked.

      “True, but since there aren’t that many forensic accountants who want to work in the public sector when they can earn more as private consultants, law enforcement gurus have begun to develop these specialized, short-term courses for police investigators, especially those like Al who have taken some accounting as undergrads.”

      I gave this development some thought. Why hadn’t Herc shared this information with me? Surely he was aware of Al’s latest project. I resolved to call him tomorrow.

      Jim must’ve been watching my reaction, because he wasn’t ready to drop the subject just yet. “Apparently you haven’t heard anything about this from your buddy, Morgan.”

      “Uh, no.”

      “Morgan has been remarkably close-mouthed about his partner’s absence.”

      Recently, Herc had been talking about retiring and opening his own PI agency. I’d dismissed his words as simply grumblings, perhaps just hearing himself say the words out loud, testing out his reaction to the idea. Mine also. But now that Al was taking the first steps away from what might result in the end of their partnership, maybe Herc was rethinking his own plans. Jim seemed to expect some kind of response from me. “I’ll have to check with him.”

      Chuck didn’t have anything to add to this discussion, but I could sense him watching me for my reaction. He still hadn’t gotten past Herc taking me away from work on his restaurant and wine bar to participate in a murder investigation, even though Jim was fine with it.

      We needed to move on to another topic, but I was momentarily at a loss, still surprised to learn of Buford’s new training. Jim came through again. “Valerie tells me she’s been doing double duty the last few days because your construction chief suddenly decided to take a trip. She said it’s real hush-hush.”

      Leave it to Val to have Jim attempt to pry that information from me. She’d been bugging me to know more since she learned Ryder Tompkins had taken off mysteriously a few days back. I’d been consulting with Ryder on a private family matter for some time, locating a sibling he never knew existed until his Alzheimer’s-afflicted mother let the information slip in one of her periods of clarity. There was no holding him back when he learned my independent detective work had uncovered a name.

      I wouldn’t rise to the bait. “It’s only hush-hush in her mind because she’s been unable to make me part with any details. Whatever Ryder is doing is his own business.”

      Apparently getting the message, Val waved off my comment. “We’re just teasing, Mom. We both know there are parts of your former life as a cop you can’t talk about. Details you’re not always at liberty to share. That’s the phrase you use, isn’t it? I’m surprised you didn’t pull it out now.”

      In her lopsided way, she was apologizing for putting me on the spot. I would let her off. This time. “Ryder should be back in a couple of days. Maybe he’ll share the reason for his trip with you then.” To put a period on this subject, I picked up my glass and finished off the Riesling but not before I caught a quizzical look from Chuck. He must not have known about Ryder’s absence until Val mentioned it now. I didn’t like keeping things from him any more than I liked keeping secrets from my daughter. But I had to respect Ryder’s desire for privacy.

      I wanted the rest of this dinner party to go well for my guy. So I simply sent him a smile meant just for him and waited to sample his next offering.
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      “I hope you don’t mind sticking around a bit longer?” Chuck asked after Val and Jim’s ride share departed with two very satiated and slightly inebriated diners.

      Since the meal had been cleared and all the dishes stuck in the dishwasher, he apparently didn’t need my help with those tasks. “No, of course not, although I hope it’s not to chastise me for nearly incinerating your dining table? I’ll be happy to buy you another tablecloth … and new candles?”

      He blinked. “That still on your mind? Don’t worry about them.” He reached for my hand. “I’m more concerned about you. You’re usually so in control. What happened?”

      I tried to laugh it off. “I guess I zigged when I should’ve zagged at the same time Val chose to flip her cloth napkin open in a rather pronounced manner.”

      He stared me down. “Is that all?”

      “Yes. I guess. Well …”

      He squeezed my hand. “Well what?”

      “Truth be told, I had reservations about tonight.”

      “You didn’t think I could cook?”

      I laughed. “That was the last thing on my mind. No, I’ve accepted the idea, more or less, that my daughter is dating my sometime boss. But double dating? It felt … funny.”

      “Funny?”

      “Wrong word. I meant awkward. When the evening began, I felt like I was living outside my skin as soon as I walked in the front door. I’ve been here a few times but not enough to feel familiar and comfortable with my surroundings. Your taste in decor is so much different than mine, it’s a miracle we ever agreed about how to decorate the restaurant. I wasn’t exactly sure what my role was tonight.”

      He scrunched up his forehead. “Why do you say that?”

      “You set the menu, you cooked the food, you selected the wine, and the event was held here on your turf. I didn’t even know we were having pasta, let alone was I asked to help you make it. I was surprised and relieved when you requested I light the candles. A small task, but I was reassured you still considered me a part of things.”

      “Good. Because I did.” He stared me down. “I still do. I’m sorry if I made you feel otherwise.”

      “I should’ve said something to you long before now. I would have, too, except you were so preoccupied with your wine and the meal, I didn’t want to spoil your night.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “If you think opening up and sharing your feelings with me could spoil things, then we’re not as much a couple yet as I thought.” His tone was low, sad.

      I was close to giving the man my heart but not quite there. “I’m sharing now. I hope that helps. I’ll make every effort to be more straightforward in the future.”

      “And I will too.” Spoken lovingly. Once again, he ran his fingers through a strand of my hair and gently placed it behind my ear.

      In a blip in time, the world turned on its axis. It was like I’d been holding back with Chuck, waiting for just the right signal. The hair thing did it.

      I didn’t wait for him to initiate the next part. I buried myself in his arms and held on tight. Chuck took it from there.

      An hour or so later, I found myself in the back seat of my ride share allowing my system to settle down after my evening of wine, pasta and the most spectacular of parting exchanges with the man in my life. Whatever uneasiness I felt earlier in the evening gone.
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      I slept a half hour later than usual the next morning. That’s all the extra time I gave myself to snap back from the night before. A couple of painkillers, a glass of orange juice and I was on the road to recovery.

      “I didn’t expect to see you until this afternoon,” a clear-eyed Val said from the back door.

      I narrowed my eyes at this picture of health. “How did you do that? You drank as much or more than I did last night, yet you’re perky and I’m …”

      “Not.” She offered a smile that somehow managed to combine her sympathy with being a smart-ass. “Hi, again, boy,” she said, leaning down to pet the man of the house, Jason, our tuxedo cat. He resided with me, but Val considered him part hers, which worked for me, because it meant she kept him fed at times when I was otherwise engaged, like still in bed fending off a hangover. Jason humored her because he liked eating on a regular schedule.

      “He’s in a good mood this morning. You must’ve stopped by earlier and given him his breakfast?”

      “I went out for a short run and noticed him staring out your back window. You’d think he hadn’t been fed in weeks, the way he pounced on me when I came in,” she said. “Anyway, yes, I was here. Don’t fall for any of his ‘poor me’ act if he goes into it. Are you going to the site or your office this morning?”

      “Thought I’d drop by the wine bar for a bit and see if I pick up on any of the anxiety Chuck said he’d detected in Lorna Varney of late. Maybe she’ll be more likely to talk to a woman so we can figure out what’s going on.”

      She studied me after she’d poured herself a glass of orange juice. “Since when have you been so interested in Chuck’s wine consultant?”

      “Just good business. If she’s acting a bit off, it’s bound to affect Chuck, and what affects him affects the project. If I can head off any problems, I want to try.”

      “This is your daughter and confidante you’re speaking to. You’re just protecting your vested interest in Chuck. No telling what could happen if he gets too invested in the woman.”

      She’d pegged my reason immediately, but she didn’t need to know. “If you recall, I’m the one who recommended he hire a wine consultant.”

      “I recall all right. But at the time, you didn’t know said wine consultant would turn out to be model cool.”

      “You’re too smart for your own good sometimes, my dear daughter. But by the way, thanks for jumping in and saving me from disgracing myself further last night. I appreciate how you and Jim carried more than your share of the conversation while I regained my aplomb.”

      “You’re welcome. What was with you, anyway?”

      “Still testing the waters of my relationship with Chuck, I guess. Not for you to worry about.” I wasn’t ready to share what happened after she and Jim left. I finished my piece of toast. “Time for both of us to head in to work.”

      I didn’t see Val the rest of the short time I spent at the wine bar work site. I wasn’t there long because no one had seen Lorna yet that morning and Chuck was at the deli.

      I returned to my office in the building Val and I shared with a storeroom of the various items we used to stage our homes. I had details to finish on plans to renovate a two-story house in the older, more gentrified part of town. I knew the owner from a case Herc and I had worked many years ago, a woman in her fifties who, like me, was starting a second career as a fashion designer from her own home. She’d asked me to draw up a preliminary proposal for how she could expand the first floor into commercial space and live above it on the second floor.

      This was all on the down-low because she was paranoid about anyone in the neighborhood getting wind of her plans before we’d figured out if it was possible to make her idea happen. If her more conservative neighbors learned her intent to go commercial too soon, she’d never get the proper approvals from the city council.

      With details so sketchy, I hadn’t even brought Val in on this possible project yet. But I didn’t like not sharing with her, especially because I’d reamed her good a while back when she bought a property without my knowledge. Well, I should have, too, because that property turned out to be a former brothel. Fortunately, we’d gotten lucky that time. Our buyer not only loved what we’d done but was welcomed by the rest of that neighborhood.

      Since I didn’t lock my office door because that would only raise eyebrows and prompt more questions, I only brought out a few work documents for the project that I could

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/nailedit-cover-homicidebyhammer-front.jpg
BARBARA
BARRETT






OEBPS/images/nail-ornamental-break.jpg







