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DEDICATION

			This book is dedicated to my husband, James Oliver. Thank you for being so loving and patient with me while writing this book. It was your inspirational words that kept me motivated every day. I can't imagine life without you. 





Chapter One

			TWO-YEAR PLAN

			It wasn’t enough for Alphonso’s four siblings to tease him about finding a wife, but the bosses at Soco & Soco were doing it, too. They didn’t understand that it was difficult for him. In this age of social media, there was a plethora of dating apps and independent women to choose from. He had been running nonstop in the past and didn’t have time to find a soulmate. But since he’d finished working on his most recent case and was back at home, he could take time out and make plans.

			Alphonso loved snow, and it fell a minimum of sixty-one days from September to April in Alaska. But he woke up this morning to his alarm and a fantastic view of rising sunshine beaming through the curtains after weeks on the road.

			He lived at a community catered to singles. At thirty-seven years old, it’s time for Alphonso to box up this single life and settle down with his soulmate and children.

			His two-year plan to find a soulmate started today on this Monday morning. The first step was putting a calendar on the wall near his bedroom to be visible every day as a reminder.

			The second step involved calling Jocelyn and setting up their first date. For the last three years, she’d been the Delta Airlines attendant who’d always did his reservation check-in whenever departing Fairbanks International. She’d flirted with him every time. Sometimes he’d acknowledged her gesture, but he didn’t need to give a false impression. He’d often wondered how she was there every time that he flew.

			She’d surprised him with a phone call while he was wrapping up a situation in Washington, DC. He’d managed not to give out his contact information to her. But guessed that she’d viewed it from his travel profile with the Airlines—and he suspected that was illegal. It flattered him that she’d go to that extent to connect with him, but on their initial date, he’d intended to ask how she’d retrieved it.

			His third step was falling in love, and the timeframe has to be cut short. This was his favorite and perhaps the most challenging rung on the settling down ladder. It meant he had to find his future wife sooner rather than later. Otherwise, it could take longer to find the right person, extending for weeks and months for different reasons. The Soco brothers could put him on a case that took him out of the city for an extended period, or he could meet several women and not be able to decide between them. There was so much to consider.

			His fourth step meant looking for housing that his soulmate would have to approve. He saw them living in a four-bedroom house, with an office for two, a large family room, a small formal dining room, a big eat-in kitchen for family time, and a massive backyard to entertain several growing children. He didn’t need to move fast with this one because he could find somebody who didn’t want children—or maybe just the one. Having an enormous yard might be wasteful in that case.

			The smell of coffee drifting through to his bedroom reminded him of being in a Starbucks coffee shop. Alphonso had to shelve his soulmate planning for now and get out of bed, get a shower, and have some breakfast. While finishing up breakfast, he’d searched through emails on his phone and found no updates for the meeting at nine a.m. with the firm. Neither of the brothers had sent him an agenda for the morning meeting. The only information given was that it was a potential new client, and the session wouldn’t last longer than an hour.

			His employer, the Soco & Soco law firm, was owned by four brothers. Thirty years ago, their father opened the first office at his home in Fairbanks. Since his death, the four brothers had launched new branches in Alaska, Washington, DC, and Atlanta, Georgia. Jason and Jermaine were the two that employed Alphonso.

			He loved the firm’s family environment, which had kept them in business for a long while. Neither brother decided anything involving the firm without the other’s consent. He wouldn’t work any place except there, but that could all change if he found a soulmate living outside the state of Alaska.

			Alphonso had mentioned to Jason about asking Jocelyn out on a date. He thought Jason would be excited for him, but he was silent and didn’t give an opinion. Alphonso wondered if Jocelyn had something on Jason that could damage the firm. His lack of reaction made Alphonso paranoid because he was so out of practice, and dating had not been on his radar for years.

			Some would say he was a strategic person, but he disagreed, even though his actions and planning appeared that way. Before going to bed at night, he decided what he would wear for work the following day. If that was being strategic, he could be guilty. It was a habit he’d established over his career. But he was never late for work, and the thought horrified him. His favorite socks are Bombas. They were his good luck charm, and he had several pairs. He gave the same socks to the brothers at Christmas. Maybe some of his luck could rub off on them because they had no clue about current styles in men’s fashion, and Alphonso felt he must educate them, even if it was only from toe to calf.

			Back in his bedroom, getting dressed, he’d looked at himself in the mirror. Man, he was still in the game and always looked his best because you’d never knew when ladies may be scouting.

			He was excited about going into the office because he’d enjoyed his work. It was always exhilarating taking on a new case. Before walking to the garage to get in his navy blue 1947 Mercedes 170 V given to him by his father, he picked up his car keys, briefcase, laptop, and cellphone from the dining room table. It was the first car his father owned, and he hoped to pass it down to one of his children someday. His nieces called it an older man’s car, but what did they know? She was a beauty. A classic collector’s item assembled in 1936 in Germany, and she was still in good shape. He wasn’t sure what value it held, but he would find out when the occasion presented itself. If he followed through with his four-step plan, he and his wife would ride in this car together for Sunday afternoon joy rides. He had to put a step in his stride; otherwise, today would be his first day ever late for work.





Chapter Two

			THREAT IS REAL

			Monday was Alphonso’s favorite day of the week. He saw it as a new beginning to his life after the weekend. Most people dreaded going to work on this day, but not him. His arrival time of 8:45 a.m., five days a week, was the same since being employed by Soco & Soco. He could drive there in his sleep, and anybody watching could predict his arrival.

			He had worked as an investigator at the firm for fifteen years, and his tenure gave him certain privileges. One of which was a parking place next to the owners and the administrator. Each time he pulled into his space, he got a sparkle in his eyes and a smile on his face from seeing his name displayed in gold lettering. It gave him a sense of importance to the firm. The parking lot was elaborate, and the building exterior was also breathtaking. They’d constructed it with gray stone and mortar, with lots of windows and high ceilings. It felt like you were walking into a corporate headquarters as you reached the front door entrance.

			Getting in the building without greeting Joan, the administrator, in the mornings was impossible because she sat ten feet from the door. She was the first employee to be hired by the brothers; therefore, she knew everybody’s business at work and home. But she was the glue that kept the firm running every day. If everyone did what she suggested, their days would go a lot smoother, and she was not frightened to tell them so. Alphonso had been out of the office for several weeks. It gave him a new appreciation of his job. He could rely on Joan to bring him back to reality as soon as he stepped in the front door.

			“Good morning, Joan. How is the temperature at Soco & Soco?”

			“Right now, it’s okay, but that could change any minute. Ask me after the 9 o’clock meeting.”

			“Are there any urgent messages for the most eligible bachelor in the firm?”

			“No, nothing yet, but it’s still early. Are the vacation plans completed?”

			“Yes, and I can’t wait to walk on the beach, lay out in the sun, get a tan, and just relax.”

			“Is the bachelor going alone?”

			“Not sure.”

			“What does that mean? It seems like you’ve been holding out on some information that I should be privy to.”

			“Let’s continue this conversation later. I can’t be late for the meeting.”

			“See you there. The bachelor was always running away when there was a serious conversation about human situations and his personal life.”

			There was just enough time for Alphonso to put his things on his desk and grab a pad. Whenever they interviewed potential clients, he was always the first to arrive, and he liked that. It gave him a few minutes to breathe and think about his day before speaking to anybody except Joan. Jason was the man in charge during meetings and for any potential new business. He did all the introductions and gathering of information.

			The conference table in the room was massive and was only used for interviews, office parties, and staff meetings. Alphonso felt the table was something you would expect in a boardroom of fifteen or more people. He supposed when you were rolling in money; you could afford the best. The two brothers came in, interrupting his thoughts.

			“You appear to be deep in thought, Alphonso.” Jason looked at Jermaine and grinned. As annoying as his precise manner was, Jason was used to his odd ways. His mannerisms were not what made him marketable in his field, but the results he got from every case they assign him.

			“No, I was thinking why had we kept this big conference room table, except for its beauty.”

			“It’s coincidental that you mentioned the table. Jermaine and I discussed getting rid of it and putting a smaller one in. We would need to add more furniture because the table takes up most of the room. That’s a topic for another day.” As soon as he’d finished talking, Joan came in with the client.

			To Alphonso’s surprise, it was somebody he knew as a teenager in high school. Seeing her again brought back memories. And he was taken aback. He hadn’t forgotten many things about her since high school.

			Today, she had a soft, smelling fragrance that was just enough, and it was a significant thing about her that he couldn’t recall.

			She had great work ethics even back then. Her parents owned a business, and she worked long hours every weekend. The students whispered around campus that her parents didn’t have a life, so they didn’t allow her to have one, either. She missed out on most of the social gatherings that he and their classmates had attended.

			He wondered if she had gotten married or had children. Jason interrupted his thoughts with introductions.

			“Good morning. For the benefit of our potential client, I will introduce everyone. I am Jason Soco, and this is my brother Jermaine Soco. We are the owners of this branch of Soco & Soco. Alphonso Lott, our lead investigator at this branch, has a team of four working with him. Each of which you will meet later. He and his team are the best you will find in any law firm. You have already met the boss and the CEO of this firm, Joan Hasting.” Everybody laughed.

			“Seriously, if Joan wasn’t here, we’d be off-course. She works harder than all of us put together.”

			“With us today is Amelia Haley. She is the Co-owner with her brother William Haley and CEO of Hotel International-Anchorage. Welcome, Amelia, and thank you for choosing our firm; at least, after our meeting today, we hope you will choose us to represent you.”

			“Good morning, and I’m glad to meet each of you.”

			“Amelia comes to us because she has received several threats from a real estate developer,” Jason explained.

			“No evidence has surfaced to determine if multiple companies are involved. They want Amelia to sell her hotel and the land it’s built on. Then replace it with live work and play townhome community. Amelia, can you give us more details regarding the situation?”

			“Thank you, Jason. As most people call it, Hotel International-A has been in my family for over thirty years and has had a five-star rating for most of those years. This rating was given for excellence in  24-hour reception, daily housekeeping, and multilingual staff. For the last ten years, our occupancy rate has been at 80 percent, and sometimes higher depending on the season. The industry puts hotels into types rather than just having standard ratings such as deluxe, first-class, tourist class, and standard. Our hotel is a deluxe luxury.”

			“Over the past five years, the hotel had a facelift and upgraded to the current standards. My brother wanted me to sell the hotel but did not put any pressure on me. I believe someone might have influenced him. I refused because our parents worked all their lives to make this hotel a successful and profitable business. They left it to us to carry on their legacy. Eventually, he gave up trying to get me to sell. William reaps the benefits of quarterly dividends and had no problems with my management style.”

			Alphonso’s attention had drifted while she was speaking. When she’d walked in with Joan, he noticed she had on an above-knee dress that exposed her beautiful and shapely legs. He had to pull himself back to focus as she continued.

			“I can understand why someone would want our hotel. It’s in the heart of downtown, where businesses are thriving, shopping options with no state sales tax, and entertainment galore centered on millennials.

			We are close to parks, several ski resorts, and the largest museums in the state. Anchorage is the starting point for rails, and anyone can visit beluga whales about 6 miles south. All three species of black, brown, and polar bears are found here.

			The cost of living in the area is not expensive, and where else except Anchorage can you get the best reindeer sausage. Our elected officials continue to pass laws and ordinances to assist the local police department deter the increase in crime. But none of this explains why these people are trying to force me to sell, which will never happen.”

			“Thank you, Amelia. How long have these threats been going on?” asked Jason.

			“About three months. I thought by now the police would’ve figured out who’s behind the threats—the first ones were messages to my cell phone from what the police called a burner or prepaid phone. My technical skills are not at the level of these people; so, I couldn’t identify their software. The police think the phone is a jailbreaking model that is not traceable. This type of phone has some legal and federal limitations.”

			“I see,” Jason said, making notes.

			“After that, I received encrypted email threats. I knew these people had my home address after receiving postal warnings. The police have been doing what they can, but it was time to get legal representation. With not knowing where the criminals were located, I was skeptical about getting help in Anchorage. Therefore, here I am, and that is my reason for the visit today.”

			“If you have the paper threats that came in the mail, we’ll need to see them.”

			“Yes, I do. I’ve also saved voicemails and text messages on my phone.”

			“Alphonso’s team will coordinate with you to get those copies when you meet with them. Well done for not deleting anything; many people in your position do.”

			“Amelia, these clowns know where you live, so is there anywhere else you can stay while the investigation is ongoing?”

			“I live in my parent’s home in Anchorage and have lived there since they died. However, we have a vacation home in Fairbanks, where I’m staying for a few days before returning to the hotel. It’s a seven-hour drive from Fairbanks to the hotel and living in my parents’ home is too dangerous. I thought about staying at our holiday home, but I don’t feel safe there, even though it’s gated. Starting tomorrow, I’ll be staying in a hotel guest room until your firm and the police catch these criminals. I need to be around other people.”

			“That’s a great idea and very sensible. We will need the addresses of both of your homes.”

			“Of course.”

			“You said, ‘until our firm brings these criminals to justice.’ I’m hoping that we have satisfied you with what we’ve discussed and that you will become our client?”

			“I did some research before coming here, and I’m impressed with your firm’s credentials and the reputation you have in the community. Hopefully, I can afford you.” There was laughter throughout the room.

			“We are reasonable, and I’m sure you can afford us. A contract will be drafted that lists our fees, and we’ll send it electronically by tomorrow for your signature. If you disagree, please call us, and we will make it work for you.”

			“I like the sound of that.”

			Jason turned to his colleagues, “Amelia has provided the firm with a copy of the harassment complaint she filed with the Anchorage Police Department. Two officers were assigned to work on this case. They think one or more companies have harassed other businesses in the area similarly and have succeeded. Alphonso and his team will start work immediately on discovery.”

			“Is your brother aware of what’s going on?”

			“No. But we haven’t communicated in several months. I can handle this without his input. From our discussion today, the fewer people that know, the better.”

			“We are all in agreement with that.”

			Alphonso made a mental note that still waters run deep. There was more going on between Amelia and her brother than she’d let on. Her brother was the first person she should want to confide in.

			“Amelia, you’ve done more than most people would under the circumstances. You have given us enough information and documentation to get started, so we’ll do our best and work with the Anchorage police to stop these threats of a takeover. We’ll come up with a strategy on how best to work the case. As soon as we have any evidence of who is behind these threats, we will contact you with an update. So, for now, that’s it. Thank you for taking the time to come to our office and for putting your trust in us.”

			“We won’t let you down. Joan will provide you with relevant contact information. You can give her the addresses of your two residences and the hotel. You are welcome to call anytime. We are on call 24 hours a day.”

			“Thank you, and I look forward to hearing from you soon.”

			“Joan, please escort Amelia to Alphonso’s team, so they can extract the information from her phone. Ask them to bag the postal mail so that they can work on the technical forensics. Alphonso, I need you to hang around for a few more minutes.”

			They waited until Joan had escorted Amelia out before Jason spoke again.

			“Now that it’s just the three of us here, Alphonso, we want you to proceed with your vacation to Florida next week, but we would like you and your team to start on this case before you leave. Let’s see if we can get it wrapped up by the time you return or soon after. I believe this case is going to be like no other that we’ve taken on before. Amelia’s brother lives in Pensacola. If you can get an interview with him while you’re in the area, it will help solve this case. It would also save the firm from spending additional resources for someone else to travel there.”

			“I see what you are trying to do. Save a few pennies on travel but spend a lot more on this conference room.” The three of them laughed.

			“Alphonso, I don’t think your calling is a comedian, so why don’t you stick to investigating. Putting jokes aside, you might get some historical information about the brother to ensure he is not part of these threats and find out why he wanted to sell the hotel.” Jason made notes as he gave Alphonso his instructions.

			“I haven’t been on vacation in two years, and now you two want me to work this case from the first day of my break.”

			“Don’t get upset. When cases come to the firm, we have to put the best on them, and that’s you.”

			“If you say so. Since I must beat my head on the pavement before getting to enjoy the beach, I’d better start work on the case with my team. I will see you both later.”

			After the meeting, everybody returned to their offices. While Jason was sitting at his desk, he thought about what Amelia said about the encrypted emails and text messages she received. It came as a shock, and he had pretended to scribble some notes to hide his lack of composure. It seemed a massive coincidence, but he had been getting encrypted threat messages on his cell phone, too. Each one was the same. ‘We will reveal your secret. Stay tuned.’

			He thought the first one was a hoax and ignored it. But he had received four of the same messages a couple of days apart, and he wondered if it was a genuine threat and where it was coming from. Could it be related to Amelia’s case? And should he inform his colleagues?





Chapter Three

			SHE SAID YES

			The nerve of those brothers wanting him to work while he was on vacation next week is unbelievable. Alphonso wondered how often they worked while they were away with their families.

			One thing he couldn’t complain about, though, was his office. He’d often complimented the brothers to keep them sweet, but it was another privilege of longevity with this firm. He had a conference room in the corner of his office suite to meet with his team and an extra workspace for when it was needed. His snack area had a microwave, an office-sized refrigerator, and a Keurig K-Supreme coffee brewer. A beautiful window view of the landscape outside made the day go faster. All he was lacking was a comfy bed, and he could live in his office. Who’d ask for more?

			He’d wondered what the firm was worth. Having visited their homes, he assumed they were not worried about bills at night when they sat down to have dinner with their families. They paid him and his team well. Their salaries were comparable to industry standards, so they weren’t complaining. However, there was no doubt about it; his entire team’s salary wouldn’t equate to one of theirs.

			Before he started the second step of his plan to find a soulmate, which was to call Jocelyn, he emailed his team for a meeting at 1:30 p.m. It was to discuss team strategy for their recent case. For the generous salary he was paid, he had to put in a few hours of work today.

			It was 11:30 a.m. Alphonso closed the door to his office, so there’d be no interruptions while he talked to Jocelyn. Her number was fresh in his memory, even though he’d never called it.

			“Hello Jocelyn, this is Alphonso your favorite Delta customer.”

			“Hi Alphonso, such a shock to hear from you. Are you back in town?”

			“Yes. In the office doing my normal day-to-day routine. How are you, and is this a good time to talk?”

			“Yes. I’m doing great, and your timing is perfect. We’ve just finished our 11:00 a.m. departure flights and didn’t have another one until 3:30 p.m. What could I have done to deserve this special call?”

			“Since you put it like that. Would you have dinner with me tomorrow or Wednesday?”

			“Yes, I’d love to, but Wednesday would be better. There are some people off sick at work, so I’ll be working twelve hours tomorrow to cover their shift.”

			“Wednesday is good for me as well. Would 6:30 p.m. be a good time to pick you up?”

			“Yes. I’d like that.”

			“One small thing. I need your address.”

			“I’ll text you.”

			“Are there any food allergies or preferences for dinner?”

			“I had a nasty banana allergy when I was younger. I’ll spare you the details, but I grew out of it, so whatever you choose will be fine.”

			“Okay, see you then. Have a great rest of the day.”

			“Thank you, and you do the same.”

			Alphonso grinned as he hung up the phone. For a guy looking for his soulmate, that was easier than he’d expected. He felt that no matter what happened for the rest of the day, he could handle it. His excitement was running full speed in anticipation of his date on Wednesday evening. Was that too much excitement for a man his age? No. It was about time.

			Since he’d pulled that off for their first date, maybe he’d ask Jocelyn about going on vacation with him next week. That could push his luck.

			All that thinking and congratulating himself made him hungry, and he wondered what he’d do for lunch. Then his office phone rang.

			“Alphonso, this is Joan. The brothers asked me to pick up lunch for them at Roma’s deli. Would you like something, or are you going out?”

			“What a coincidence; My stomach was just asking me what we are eating before his team meeting. A sandwich would be excellent.”

			“It’s true what the brothers say. You aren’t a comedian.”

			“Come on, Joan; I thought I’d at least one person in my corner who would come and see me perform at the Comedy Club?”

			“Right now, you are 0 for 3.”

			“Okay. Let’s get back to lunch conversation. I will pre-order, and it should be ready when I arrive. It’s
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