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      This book is dedicated to people like Ryder Tompkins, a character in this series, who in their later years learn they have siblings they never knew existed. Whether they decide to follow up and meet them or not, my hat goes off to them, because whatever they do, their life has taken a new turn with which they’ll have to deal.

      

      Back in Book 1 of this series, Measure Twice, Murder Once, Ryder discovered he had a half sister and has been searching for her ever since. Now in Book 5, he is close to finding her thanks to the efforts of his friends Rowena Summerfield, Chuck Dawson, Herc, Morgan and Jim Watkins. As an only child up to now, he is anxious to meet this sibling, despite the cost of finding her, the cost being more than the time and money involved. In this case, the cost is also in emotional investment as he discovers his half sister has led a far different life than him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared at the computer screen debating whether to lay the seven of clubs over the six of hearts or place the eight of diamonds over the seven. Difficult decision. It had been months, maybe years, since I last succumbed to playing an online card game. Until today, there hadn’t been a minute to spare for such a diversion.

      There shouldn’t be time now. I should be trying to catch my breath in the midst of renovating one home or another, but here I was, idled by a stalled supply chain that couldn’t deliver the flooring critical to completion of our two current projects. Revenue wouldn’t be forthcoming until the logjam moved. And here I was attempting to block out my concerns about paying our crew and subs by playing a stupid card game. I’m Rowena Summerfield, Ro for short. With shoulder-length dark hair going gray, I’m about to celebrate my fifty-eighth birthday. Almost four years ago, I partnered with my daughter, Valerie Kowalski, to run a home renovation business here in Shasta, Florida, Nailed It Home Renos, when we were both at a crossroads in our lives and careers.

      As I pondered which card to move, there was a quick knock on my door and my boyfriend, Chuck Dawson, burst in. Boyfriend is a bit of a misnomer; Chuck is definitely no boy, although my former football player still demonstrates the energy of a teen, particularly lately, since I’d let down my defenses and gone for broke in our relationship. Not that I regretted a moment of the new level of intimacy we shared. I was in love again for the first time since I met my late husband. Until now, I’d been afraid to trust that I could feel this way again about another human being.

      Amazing he’d taken the time to knock, given how much he’d inserted himself in my life lately. He hadn’t moved in yet. We were dragging our feet in that regard because we’d both grown quite content with our single-person lifestyles. But he stayed over several nights a week and, at my suggestion, was storing some of his personal things in space I’d cleared for him.

      “Hi,” I said, getting up to kiss him after he’d closed the door. “Didn’t I just see you a few hours ago?”

      “Yes, you did,” he replied, setting me back on my feet, “but something has come up we need to discuss. The AC is out at the deli, and the new equipment can’t be installed for another week to ten days. Let’s take advantage of this break to head to Atlanta before the trail grows too cold.”

      I took a step back. I wasn’t expecting this suggestion. I needed to sit down to absorb this idea. “You were serious about helping me track down Ryder’s sister?” Ryder served as superintendent on our projects in addition to running his own company. Several months ago, he told me how he’d discovered he had a sister he’d never known about, the result of an affair of his late father nearly three decades ago. He’d asked for my help finding her. I’d tracked her down as far as Atlanta, then Ryder attempted his own legwork.

      The result had been some creep showing up at our work site telling Ryder to butt out after Ryder had gone there, only to learn she’d taken off for parts unknown. I considered my friend a very together kind of guy, but that visit freaked him out. Me, too, and also the crew that witnessed the confrontation. Until then, my search for the woman had been between Ryder and me, his request. But the fact that the guy had invaded Chuck’s space, the grounds of the wine bar, brought Chuck into the picture. Though he claimed he knew I could take care of myself, he wanted in on the search.

      “You bet I’m serious,” he said, leaning forward. “Ever since I learned about this quest of yours on behalf of Ryder, I’ve been trying to figure out how we approach it.” He held up his open hands. “Now is the perfect time to begin this odyssey. I have the time, because of the AC, and from what you’ve told me about your current projects, you’re also free right now.”

      He had me there, although the only partner I was used to was Hercules “Herc” Morgan, my old homicide investigator sidekick when I worked on the Shasta Florida police force. Lately, he’d convinced me to freelance on occasion to help him solve a few murders. Herc and I had developed a certain give and take in our work partnership over the years where I felt comfortable expressing my opinion and taking the lead as needed. I’d never worked with a civilian, even though this was a missing-persons case, not a homicide. Chuck’s infuriating interference during our work on his restaurant and wine bar suggested teaming up with him on this project might not be the best idea. As much as I was coming to care for Chuck, I wasn’t sure if we’d be able to work together.

      I used the amount of rescheduling and rearranging my life as my excuse not to jump on board this accelerating freight train. “Maybe you’ve made short work of planning to be away, but my list is a bit longer.”

      He stared at me as if daring me to put up more roadblocks. “Val can handle whatever needs to be done in your absence. And Ryder will be so delighted you’re actively following up what he learned in Atlanta, he’ll do whatever he can to help her.”

      “Everything I’ve done so far to help him find his sister has been done here in whatever spare moments came my way. If I—we—go to Atlanta, we’ll be on our own without the backup of the police force that’s always been there for me.”

      He sat back and folded his hands. “Don’t you want to do this, Ro?” He paused, letting his question rest in the air. “Or maybe it’s just me you don’t want to work with?”

      Oh, boy. Were those the reasons for my hesitancy or was there more to it, like I had no idea if I could ever find Ryder’s sister. Should I be successful, what would I do then? “I’m hesitating because until now, I haven’t taken the time to consider the kind of outcome Ryder wants. Does he just want her to know he exists, or does he want a relationship with her? If the latter, what if she doesn’t want the same?”

      “Why not talk to Ryder and find out?” Chuck said.

      Good idea. Maybe Ryder had lost interest in pursuing this venture since being intimidated by that stranger and no longer cared to move forward. Even if he still wanted to proceed, there was the little matter of financing. Chuck and I could probably manage the initial trip to Atlanta, but what if that was just the start of the search? Ryder had told me not to worry about the cost, but was he still prepared to underwrite this expanding task?

      “Okay, let’s talk to him,” I said, “but even if he’s ready to support us, he has to agree to let us share what we’re doing with Val and Herc. If they have concerns, we’ll need to work through those first.”
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        * * *

      

      We tracked Ryder down at one of his own projects, a new build on the southern edge of town. A tall man in his mid-forties, Ryder still had most of his red hair.

      Since the flooring on this project had been installed a month ago, construction here was still underway. Noting us on the sidelines, he gave a few orders to his crew, then joined us.

      “This is a surprise,” he said. “What brings you both here?”

      I jumped in before Chuck had a chance to reply. “We came to talk about the next phase of finding your sister, that is, if you’re still interested?”

      His whole tenor changed, and a wide smile lit up his face. “Yeah, you bet! What’ve you got in mind?”

      Chuck explained how we both found ourselves with time on our hands. “The next step is a trip to Atlanta. Ro will go this time, and I’m going with her.” He didn’t give Ryder a chance to argue that one.

      Nor did Ryder appear to object. “How soon will you go?”

      “Tomorrow, if we can get all the details arranged,” I said. “But before we go, it’s time to let both Val and Herc know what we’re doing. We will need their help back here while we’re gone.”

      His eyes narrowed while he apparently considered our proposition. “I guess it’s okay. It’s just not easy to talk about my dad’s affair, even though it was years ago and he’s been gone a long time.”

      “Both Val and Herc already know you’re looking for your sister. They want to support you and would never hold your father’s actions against you,” I told him.

      He nodded. “Sounds like you want to tell them as soon as possible.”

      “We’ve only got so much time we can be away from our businesses,” Chuck said, “which is why we have to act now.”

      Ryder looked to me. “What do you think your chances of finding her are?”

      “We can’t promise anything. You managed to uncover some possible clues during your visit. We’ll start there and hope we can move ahead. But Ryder, before we go and before we talk to Val and Herc, you need to decide what you want to happen if we do find her.”

      He scratched the area behind his ear. “I want to meet her in person, if she’s willing. The fact that guy showed up to warn me off looking for her has me concerned for her safety, so whatever you do, you have to be careful that you don’t stir that hornets’ nest more than I already did. If she needs help, I’m ready to give it, even if she finds herself on the other side of the law.”

      “We’ll keep you posted at each step along the way, in case circumstances change,” Chuck said.

      We made plans to meet up with Val and Herc for lunch at my place within the hour.

      “And Ro?” Ryder said. “I still plan to pay for all of this, no matter what it costs, so don’t be afraid to expand your search if that becomes necessary.”

      “Did you hear what you needed to hear from him?” Chuck asked me as we drove back to my duplex.

      “For now. I have this feeling that the more we dig into this, the more twists and turns await us. We’ll have to be ready to zig and zag with them.”
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      We stopped by Dawson’s Deli long enough for Chuck to retrieve premade sandwiches and cold drinks he’d stored in his cooler before shutting down. He busied himself spreading the goodies out on my dining room table while I worked on beverages in the kitchen before our “guests” arrived.

      “What’s going on, Mom?” Val asked as she slipped through the back door, her black ponytail swinging as usual. She stopped long enough to pay fealty to Jason, my black and white feline who let me share the home with him. Val was one of the few people Jason allowed near him. Chuck was making progress in that department after showering the tuxedo cat with several pet toys and treats. Herc had yet to achieve that status.

      “Hold on until Ryder and Herc get here. I prefer to share our news just once.”

      She slapped a hand across her mouth. “Omigod! The two of you are making it official?”

      “No!” I laughed. “Don’t rush things.”

      “But he has become a frequent overnight guest, right?”

      “We’re keeping that on the down low for now, but I guess his car parked outside all night is a giveaway.”

      “Does Herc know yet?” she asked.

      “I’m sure he suspects, but it’s not a topic I’ve discussed with him.” Once we broached our proposed trip, Herc should probably be well aware of the changed status in my relationship with Chuck.

      She didn’t let it rest there. “How’s he taking it?”

      “I haven’t seen Herc much in recent days, but I don’t think we’ll see much of his jealous side for a bit. There appears to be another woman on the horizon.”

      Val was all ears. “Really? When did this happen? He’s been such a puppy dog around you forever.”

      “Recent development. He only hinted his heart was elsewhere. Refused to share any details.”

      “Which wouldn’t have stopped you. You’re a detective. I’m disappointed you don’t already know.”

      I only suspected, and that was on account of the undue deference he paid a certain assistant fire chief in our last case. Herc wasn’t one to hang back when it came to the ladies, but this time he’d been all shy, not knowing how to take the first step. Until I knew more or there was something actually to tell, I wouldn’t share this tiny nugget with Val. It would be too difficult for her to resist hassling him.

      Val and I joined Chuck in the dining room to greet Ryder, who arrived next. He busied himself selecting a sandwich and chips, refusing to respond to Val’s questions.

      “Hope this won’t take long,” Herc told us once he got there. “I have a meeting coming up in an hour.” He wasn’t exactly as churlish as he’d been on other occasions when Chuck was around, but he wasn’t his usual good-natured self either.

      “Grab some lunch, then, so we can get started,” I said before Chuck had the chance to say anything more provocative.

      Herc mumbled something but immediately stacked his plate and began munching away.

      “We asked you here on such short notice because Chuck and I are about to embark on a trip we wanted you to know about,” I began.

      Herc’s features appeared to harden at the mention of Chuck’s name and the word trip.

      “Some of this you already know, but let’s start at the beginning. A while back, Ryder asked me to handle a special project for him. He recently learned from his mother in one of her more lucid periods during her Alzheimer’s that he has a sister somewhere, the result of a fling his father had outside of marriage years ago. Ryder wants to find her. We’ve tracked her down to Atlanta, but Ryder was unable to locate her when he went there recently. So Chuck and I are resuming his search. We plan to leave tomorrow and will be gone as long as the next week to ten days, depending on how successful we are.”

      We let that much sink in before proceeding.

      “So that was what you were doing on your mysterious trip,” Val said to Ryder.

      “I asked your mother not to share my story yet,” he replied. “I felt I owed Chuck an explanation only after that jerk showed up on his property while I was working there.”

      “That why you couldn’t tell me what was going on that day?” Herc asked.

      “We’re only sharing this with you now because we’ll be gone several days and may need your help back here.”

      “I could be a lot more help to you with my police credentials,” Herc said, not unexpectedly.

      I was afraid that would be his reaction. First hurt with sullenness to follow. “Chuck and I are only able to take off immediately because both our businesses are on down time. I didn’t think you’d be able to get away from work so soon. Besides, I thought your police connections could be better used behind the scenes here, if you were willing to help.”

      He scowled but didn’t reply.

      “Even though that thug threatened Ryder, he didn’t commit a crime. This is still a missing persons case. At this point, a police officer on the case might actually inhibit our gaining any useful information,” I said.

      “Can I tell Jim?” Val asked. Jim Watkins, Captain James Watkins, my sometime boss, was the new man in Val’s life.

      I looked to Ryder. “What do you think, Ro?” he returned.

      “Jim might be able to open some doors for us, too, if he’s so inclined,” I replied. “I probably should’ve applied for a PI license a long time ago, but since I’ve been considered a consultant for the Shasta police, it hasn’t been necessary. Now, if I had one, it might gain us more access to information as we pursue this case, but there’s no time to get one.”

      “I guess it’s okay to tell him,” Ryder said to Val. “But I don’t want anyone else to know on the off chance word would get back to my mom. She only understands about ten percent of what anyone tells her these days, but I don’t want to take any chances that she’d understand. It could send her completely over the edge.”

      “What’s your plan?” Herc asked, apparently beginning to accept what we’d told him.

      “Ryder learned that his sister had suddenly left town a short while before he arrived in Atlanta. He talked to the manager of her apartment building, a few residents there and the manager of a dry cleaners where the sister left an unclaimed item. We’ll start with them. We have to be careful, though, because someone else is looking for this woman, which is why that guy showed up here.”

      “Does this woman know Ryder is looking for her?” Val asked. “Is that why she took off suddenly?”

      Ryder answered this one. “I don’t think so. Only Ro knew I was headed for Atlanta. I didn’t call anyone before I went.”

      Herc joined in. “Then why did she take off?”

      “That’s one of the things we’re hoping to find out,” I replied. “Especially since her apartment is paid up for the next few months and she left stuff behind.”

      Herc raised a brow. “Sounds like she’s on the lam?”

      “Not as far as I could tell from my computer search,” I said.

      “Then maybe someone’s after her,” he said.

      Ryder set down the few bites left of his sandwich. “Which would explain the visit from that lowlife. Only he’s looking for someone named Melinda.”

      “Another lead we’ll check into,” Chuck added.

      “Did you do an internet search on that name to see if she’s wanted anywhere?” Herc added.

      Actually, that hadn’t occurred to me yet, but I didn’t want to appear the least bit unprepared where Herc was concerned. I shook my head rather than commit a lie to words.

      “Of course you did,” Herc said. “Could you at least text me whatever info you already have on this woman and let me take a crack at finding her from here?”

      I really didn’t want him to get involved. Not that his law enforcement contacts wouldn’t be helpful, but I didn’t want to feel beholden to him until necessary. “Sure.” I could at least send him her name and the address I’d found. We would probably need his assistance soon, which was one of the reasons I’d invited him to lunch, besides the fact I didn’t want him finding out about our trip on his own.

      Announcement ended and lunch consumed, we each set off in different directions for the afternoon. Herc returned to work. Chuck went off to make travel arrangements and check in with Shane Bolton, the manager of The Sandpiper, Chuck’s restaurant, and to ask Lorna Varney, his wine consultant, to take over planning the big opening of the wine bar. And Val and I checked in with our two clients.

      Bergitta Tornwald, for whom we were renovating an older two-story into a first-floor fashion boutique, bit a lip before offering a lukewarm smile upon hearing my news. “Val will still be here in case anything comes up before your new flooring arrives,” I told her with my most positive reassurances. “And I’ll be available by phone and computer.”

      “I understand you have to take your time off as you can between projects, Rowena. I’ve just come to rely on your encouragement as I’ve faced moving ahead with this venture,” Bergitta said. “My neighbors still aren’t thrilled that I’m going commercial in the middle of what was once their cozy residential hideaway.”

      “But you haven’t backed away when you’ve run into them, right?” I asked. “Instead, you’ve stood your ground and smiled, encouraging them to do the same.”

      “I’ve tried to follow your advice, even when they’ve turned away without saying anything.”

      “I’ll still be here if you want to talk about your neighbors,” Val told her, placing a hand on Bergitta’s forearm. “In fact, let’s go out for drinks tonight. You, me and my friend Amanda. You can tell us your story, and we’ll help you strategize beyond what my mom has advised.”

      Bergitta turned hopeful eyes toward Val. “I’d like that.”

      They made plans to meet at one of Val’s favorite bistros downtown, and then Val and I hit the road. “You eased right into the role of advisor without a blink of the eye, my dear,” I told her. “I’m leaving Bergitta in good hands.”

      “Thanks. Hopefully you’re also referring to her project?”

      “Of course! You shouldn’t have to ask. I have complete faith in your ability to run this whole show.”

      She sent me a shy glance. “You have no idea how much that means.”

      “Good, because this next stop could be a little more difficult.”

      I predicted correctly. Luke Jarvis, a local artist who’d made it big with his performance art and now owned a mini mansion imitating an English country house, greeted me at the door. “Glad you’re here. Hope it’s to tell us you’ve located flooring sooner than expected.”

      Coral Neely, an artist who worked in metal, most recently fashioning gold jewelry, was right behind him. “I’ll second that. Luke has put up with Nate and me working in his living room these past weeks, but it’s getting old for all of us.”

      Nathaniel Bligh was a weaver. Last I’d heard, he was creating a tapestry modeled after what he’d seen of Incan artisans.

      Although I’d witnessed their temporary studios more than once in recent weeks, a quick glance of the living room indicated how much they’d moved in. The furniture was still visible but barely.

      “Where’s Bligh?” I asked Jarvis, attempting to begin this visit on neutral terms.

      “Out. Said he needed to clear his head,” Jarvis answered.

      “We’re on the outs at the moment,” Neely said. “We have so much more room here with Luke than we had in that tiny garden apartment, and yet we seem to be on top of each other more than ever. We really need to be in our own spaces.”

      Funny how now that they’d moved uptown thanks to their college friend’s generosity and guilt, she seemed so much more demanding. “And you will be soon, Coral,” I said in my most self-assured voice. “Val and I are here to update you on a minor change in plans.”

      “Minor?” Luke’s voice rose. “I hate that word. People use it to disguise disaster.”

      “No disaster,” Val said, taking charge. “The flooring is still on schedule and will be here soon. My crew is ready to drop everything else and start installing it as soon as it arrives.”

      “Okay? Then what’s wrong?” Jarvis asked, apparently unconvinced the project was on track. At least the modified track thanks to the flooring.

      My turn. “As you know, Val and I took on your project even though we’d more or less committed to another one. We’ve been under a lot of pressure to please both you and our other client. The current hold while we wait for flooring has given me the opportunity to get some precious down time, so I’m leaving town for a few days. Val will be here in case anything comes up with your renovation in the meantime.”

      For a moment, both Jarvis and Neely just stared at me. Had they never heard of the concept of vacation? “But what if the flooring arrives sooner than you were told?” he asked, almost whining.

      “Then I’ll be here to see that it is laid properly,” Val said. “After all, I’m the construction half of our company, if you recall. My mother has provided us with very specific design plans, all approved by you.” Her smile even had me convinced all would be well.

      “But you’re the one who brought us together,” Neely said. “We’re all still feeling our way through this threesome. We may need your guidance.”

      I wasn’t their personal counselor. In fact, not so long ago, all three were suspects in a murder case. If I hadn’t taken pity on the near penniless state of Neely and Bligh after we discovered the real killer, it never would’ve occurred to their wealthier friend to invite them to be his housemates. That was all. Well not quite all, since then they asked me to renovate two spaces in this huge mausoleum so each could have his own studio. But that was supposedly the end of my personal involvement in their lives. I didn’t bother to tell them I was available by phone as I had with Bergitta. They’d figure that out on their own soon enough. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “Are you working on a new performance?” Val asked Jarvis.

      Jarvis’s expression changed at the question. “As a matter of fact, I am. Having housemates has given me several ideas. I haven’t picked one yet, but the brain is percolating.”

      “Be sure to let me know when it happens. I’d like to attend.”

      “Definitely.” He was almost purring.

      Having reached that point, we took our leave.

      “I’m glad we did that, stopped by both clients,” I said. “You were great. You were calm and reassuring and showed just the right personal touch when called for. Once I get packed, I’m ready to go.”

      Val turned to me and smiled. “I don’t get to say this to you very often, but you go, girl.”
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      The next morning, I opened my eyes wide awake. Today was the first day of the adventure I was sharing with Chuck. Adventure? Maybe not quite so romantic a quest, but since it was becoming increasingly clear we had a real challenge on our hands, I was trying to put a good spin on it.

      I rolled toward the inside of the bed only to find Chuck up on an elbow gazing at me. “Good morning, beautiful. Sleep well?”

      “Yeah, I did. After we finally concluded our bon voyage session.”

      “I thought bon voyage was what one person says to another when the one person is leaving on a trip. Not both.”

      “Technically, I suppose, but you get the idea.”

      His face assumed a wicked expression. “I sure did last night. I’m glad you were of the same mind.”

      I didn’t reply. I simply returned the same wicked look.

      “Does that mean you’d like a repeat? Now?”

      “Like, yes, but we’ve got to get going.”

      He pouted. “I was afraid you’d say that. Hope this doesn’t mean we’re going cold turkey while we’re on the road?”

      I hadn’t given our personal relations while on this expedition much thought, but it probably wouldn’t be smart to tell him. But I made a mental note to add my black silk nightie to my luggage. “Let’s just take it one step at a time.”

      “Why don’t I make breakfast while you shower?” he said.

      Who could turn down that offer? This semi-living-together thing did have its perks.
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        * * *

      

      To minimize the time we’d need to be away from our jobs, Chuck and I flew to Atlanta on an early morning flight and rented a car when we arrived. We had a plan. Of sorts. A lot depended on what kind of response we received from our first two stops: the manager at the apartment building where Meredith lived and the dry cleaning manager.

      We’d spent the night before discussing/arguing whether or not to contact them before we showed up. Chuck believed the creep who’d threatened Ryder had learned about him through one of those two and didn’t want to escalate matters further. On the other hand, I thought shaking one or both of those trees and seeing what fell out might not be such a bad thing. At least it might garner more substantial information than we currently possessed, which had turned into a dead end with Meredith’s apparent exit from Atlanta. In the end, I agreed with Chuck’s more conservative approach.

      While we waited for them to close the door of the plane, I texted Herc the info I’d promised. I ended by suggesting he send the assistant fire chief, Luann Corey, a note thanking her for giving us enough time in a burned-out condo to find more evidence on our killer. I was taking a huge leap, assuming she was his new love interest, since he’d refused to tell me. But I’d witnessed a nanosecond of hopeless desire in his eyes when we’d last seen her, and my detective sense took it from there.

      Since our flight was about to take off and my text sent, I decided to settle back in my seat and enjoy this short break before wheels down. We only had a little over an hour in the air, but since this was the first time Chuck and I had traveled together, we might as well treat these next few hours as a vacation.

      I took Chuck’s hand as we taxied down the runway. To my surprise, though he usually initiated contact, he pulled away. What? I thought we’d resolved the issue of whether to retrace Ryder’s steps or not.

      I attempted a surreptitious glance in his direction. Was he looking away? Frowning? Scowling? No. His eyes were closed, and both hands gripped his armrests. Gripped, yes. White knuckles. I knew what that meant, but Chuck? Nothing fazed him. Well, maybe my continued homicide investigations. But flying?

      “Chuck? Are you okay?”

      He didn’t reply.

      He was okay, wasn’t he? He hadn’t gone catatonic or something like that?

      “Don’ wor.”

      Don’t worry? Did I hear that correctly?

      “Okay, I won’t. But squeeze my hand as soon as you can let go of that armrest just to let me know you heard me.”

      I waited for what seemed like hours but was actually only a minute or two. Then the squeeze came. After a few beats, he shifted in his seat.

      Another minute passed. “Sorry ’bout that. Shoulda told you before takeoff.”

      “Told me what? That you turn into a zombie on occasion?”

      “Only when I fly. I’m okay once we reach cruising altitude and there’s no turbulence.”

      My superhero had just become a little more human. “Every time you fly?”

      “Yeah, although how many flights have I taken since you’ve known me?”

      We’d been seeing each other for almost a year, and he was right. He hadn’t flown anywhere in that time. “How long has this been going on?”

      He removed his hand from the other armrest to scratch his head. “I don’t know. Seems like it’s always been that way, although I don’t recall having the issue back in the days when I was flying to games with the team. There must’ve been some bad turbulence at one point. I tried to read up on my problem and discovered the greatest chances for disaster in the air were during the takeoff and the next three minutes and just before landing. Turbulence can still happen throughout the flight, and I’m not good at that either.” He twisted to face me. “But for now, I’m good. Time to enjoy the flight and my lovely travel companion.”

      Here I thought since we’d become intimate there was little I didn’t know about this man. It was a tad disillusioning to realize I’d only scratched the surface. On the other hand, the prospect of learning more was exciting.

      I’d hardly begun to enjoy the rest of the flight when it was time to land and the real reason for our trip was beginning. I wasn’t nervous. So I told myself. I’d faced a lot scarier investigations in the past. But Chuck had never been my partner. I wasn’t sure where his macho tendencies might take us if things got hairy.

      We picked up our rental car at the airport and drove first to the motel where we’d reserved a room, reasoning that we would be better prepared to approach our interviews without our luggage in tow.

      Checked in, we headed first to Meredith’s apartment building and went directly to the manager’s office.

      “Are you Barney Watts?” Chuck asked the scruffy-looking guy who came to the door.

      “Sorry, pal. Watts has moved on. And we’re fully booked right now.” He started to close the door.

      “Actually, that’s not why we’re here,” I replied, nudging Chuck to stick his foot in the door. I would’ve, but he was closer. “A friend of ours talked to Watts recently about one of your tenants. We’re following up.”

      He stepped back, allowing us to enter the small office. “He quit overnight and didn’t leave any notes behind.”

      Great. We’d run into our first obstacle before we’d barely started. I couldn’t leave it like this so soon. “Has he been in touch since? You know, like he left something behind?”

      He stared down his nose at me. “This isn’t the kind of job where you forget to take a suit of clothes with you.”

      “He didn’t even leave a forwarding address?” I asked, grasping at straws. “For his last check?”

      He narrowed his eyes, considered a moment, then shook his head.

      “Sorry to have bothered you,” Chuck said, placing a hand on my back and guiding me out.

      “Why did you do that?” I asked him as soon as we were outside the building. “I was just starting to make progress.”

      “Progress?” He laughed. “Another minute and he would’ve thrown you out.”

      “Probably, but we appear to be finished before we’ve even begun.” I was whining, but I was crushed. I felt like a deflated balloon.

      “Maybe not,” he said mysteriously.

      “Optimist. What do we do next?”

      “Write this down before I forget.” He repeated an unknown address to me.

      “What’s this?” I asked, entering the information on my phone.

      “While you were using your feminine wiles on that jerk, I checked out the contents of his desk, which was no easy task, given how cluttered it was. I had just enough time to spy an envelope addressed to Barney Watts at the address you just copied. You called it when you asked
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