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My husband, my soulmate, my best friend.
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Preface and Acknowledgments
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Embarking on the first book in a new series is at once both exhilarating and daunting. Will I be able to weave a whole new story arc across several books? Will I fall in love with the characters?

More importantly, will my readers fall in love with them?

I certainly hope so!

After completing the sixth book in the Damien Dickens series, I found myself at a loss as to where to go with Damien’s story. I loved his character, but felt that he had evolved as far as he could. Instead, I realized that Millie, his wife and partner, needed to have her story told.

Millie Dickens, Private Investigator picks up where The Silver Star Caper left off. In it, we share Millie’s journey as she adapts to a world without Damien.

In telling this story, I have taken a few minor liberties with the timing and events associated with the annual Monterey Peninsula Car Week. Certain of the events mentioned in the book were not held in 1988, the year in which this story is set.

I am immensely grateful to my loyal, patient team of beta-readers, Barbara Bloomfield, Alison Henderson, Erin McIntyre, Krystyna Miedzybrodzka, and Victoria Schwimley. Their observations, comments, and suggestions were helpful beyond words. As always, my long-suffering husband, Michael Entis, did yeoman service as my beta-listener, pointing out several problem areas and inconsistencies.

An extra-special tip of the hat to Alison Henderson for serving as my copy-editor and to my sister, Barbara Bloomfield, for proofreading the final manuscript.

Once again, my very talented cousin, Hilary Quint, pitched in to guide me on the cover design. I’m tickled pink with the way the cover turned out.

For those readers who are about to encounter Millie Dickens for the first time, thank you for sharing her journey.

And for the Gentle Readers who are already familiar with the Damien Dickens series, a hearty “welcome back.”

I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I did writing it.
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Chapter One
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Friday, July 29, 1988

She stood motionless. Alert. All her senses exquisitely aware of his presence. Aware of his eyes on her back.

He had followed her to the airport, and now he was watching her. And waiting.

She tried to ignore his presence as she scanned the sky, straining her eyes to spot the twin-prop commuter plane whose iconic rhythmic thrum was growing louder with each beat of her heart. At the instant the plane flew overhead on the downwind leg of its landing approach, a familiar voice called out to her, “Millie. Millie Dickens.”

With a sigh, she turned to greet James Holmes, Monterey County’s sheriff.

“You followed me here,” she said, foregoing a conventional greeting. “Why?”

“Because you haven’t returned my phone calls. Haven’t answered my letters. How else am I supposed to talk to you?”

Raising a hand to shield her eyes, she watched the plane as it turned onto the base leg of the approach pattern. “Not now, James. I’m meeting someone on that flight. I have to go inside.”

“Millie, you can’t continue avoiding people—avoiding your friends—forever.”

She lowered her head, started to turn away.

Holmes reached out his hand, claiming her attention with a gentle touch. “Look at me. We’ve been friends for a long time, and I have some idea of what you’ve been going through. Dick wouldn’t have wanted you to live like a hermit.”

She felt tears forming in her eyes and brushed them away with an angry swipe of her hand. “You of all people should know better than to tell me how to live my life,” she snapped.

Stung by her reaction, he jerked his hand away with a muttered apology and turned to go.

Chastened, Millie reached out, touching him on the arm to stop him. “I’m sorry, James. That was uncalled for.” She took a deep breath and plunged ahead before she could change her mind. “I’m here to meet Barbara Lafleur. She’s visiting me from Montreal for a few days before joining an Alaska cruise. Would you care to have dinner with us Sunday evening? Six-ish? Nothing fancy—I was planning to throw some steaks on the grill.”

“Be happy to,” he said with a gruff nod. “Thanks.”

Millie strode briskly across the parking lot and into the airport terminal, reaching Gate 3 in time to see the plane roll to a smooth stop on the parking apron. Avoiding the crowd converging on the gate, she took up a position against the far wall and wrapped her arms around herself for comfort.

In the six months since her husband, Damien, had died in a freak accident while attempting to rescue a hiker along the Cabrillo Highway in Big Sur, Millie had barricaded herself behind an invisible wall. She had built it brick by brick: phone calls not returned, condolence cards not acknowledged. Invitations from neighbors for coffee, for lunch, for a walk on the beach, ignored. Eventually, the calls, the cards, and the invitations had stopped.

Outwardly, nothing had changed. The Dickens Detective Agency remained open for business, at least in theory. She went to her office daily, checked messages and mail, carried out an occasional assignment for a public records search or a personnel background check.

Mostly, she sat at her desk for the requisite number of hours, staring into space, secure behind the fortifications of her fortress of solitude.

Only Hershey, her oversized chocolate labradoodle, was allowed inside her defenses. To him, Millie poured out her grief, her anger, and her guilt.

For six months, she had done her best to avoid any social interactions. Yet here she was, waiting with some trepidation to greet a friend she had invited into her home. And now she had asked Sheriff Holmes to join them for dinner to boot. What was she thinking? Barbara Lafleur was an investigative journalist. A trained observer. How long would it take her friend to penetrate her carefully constructed defenses?

The announcement that Flight 3785 from San Francisco had arrived at the gate was followed almost immediately by a cacophony of excited greetings as passengers entering the terminal were met by family and friends.

From her place against the wall, she stood on tiptoes, trying to catch a glimpse of her friend. Spotting her signature bronze curls, Millie waved as she called out, “Barb. Over here.”

Barbara Lafleur broke away from the crowd and ran over to Millie, dragging her wheeled carry-on bag in her wake. Releasing the handle, she enveloped her in an enthusiastic bear hug, which was impossible to resist.

Disengaging herself from the hug, Millie put her arm around her friend’s waist. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said, realizing as the words left her mouth that she truly meant it. “Do you have any other luggage?”

“Left it in San Francisco with the cruise line. I like to travel light.”

“Then let’s get out of here.”

Once in the car, Millie fell silent, responding in monosyllables to Barbara’s attempts to start a conversation.

After turning onto Ocean Avenue, Carmel-by-the-Sea’s commercial main drag, and slowing to signal a left turn onto Casanova Street, Millie finally broke the silence. “Almost there. Just a few more blocks.”

Five minutes later, she turned into a short, narrow driveway and shut off the engine. As they emerged from the car, the sound of Hershey’s excited barking greeted them.

“I was wondering where he was,” Barbara said.

“I figured it was better to leave him at home. I can’t take him inside the airport building, and I don’t like to leave him alone in the car, especially on warm days.”

Millie led the way up the short flagstone path, unlatched a gate, and ushered her guest into a private courtyard bordered on two sides by an L-shaped board-and-batten house. A matching stand-alone garage and grape-stake fence formed the remaining boundaries of the courtyard. A random mix of ivy and bougainvillea tumbled over the fence top, creating an illusion of privacy.

A Dutch door was tucked at an angle into the bend in the L, and the short wall to the left of the door was accented by a window. A planter box hanging below the window sill overflowed with riotous red geraniums in full flower. A series of French doors formed the greater part of the long wall of the house.

She unlocked the front door and invited Barbara inside. Hershey was sitting in the small entrance foyer, his large tail sweeping back and forth across the floor, his eyes sparkling in anticipation. Millie patted herself high on the chest with both hands, then held out her arms. Springing to his feet, Hershey rested his front paws on her shoulders, and licked her on both cheeks.

After exchanging hugs with the dog and telling him to sit, Millie introduced him to their guest. Solemnly, he raised his right front leg. Barbara took his paw in her hand, shook it with equal ceremony, and gave him a pat on the head with her free hand.

“Will he jump up on me?” she asked.

“Only if you give him permission. If you want him to, just do what I did.”

Barbara laughed with glee as she received her own set of enthusiastic hugs and kisses from the big dog. “I’ve finally met someone who is as exuberant a hugger as I am.”

Millie smiled at her friend’s response to Hershey’s greeting. “I’m sure you’d like to freshen up a bit after that welcome. Your room is directly across the hall, and the bathroom is just here to the left. The staircase leads to the loft. When you’re ready, come on up, and I’ll give you the top-to-bottom tour.”

Millie had just finished sorting through a few papers on her desk when Barbara’s head appeared above the floor level of the loft.

The room was long and narrow. A desk-height polished Jerusalem-stone countertop ran along most of the long wall. Beneath the countertop, sets of drawers punctuated by two knee spaces formed a pair of built-in desks. Cabinets fitted with mullioned glass doors hung on the wall above the desks, providing ample storage space for books and office supplies. A daybed draped with multi-colored afghans stood beneath the window facing the top of the stairs, and a French door opened onto a small balcony at the opposite end of the loft.

“What a great place to work,” Barbara exclaimed. “So bright and airy, especially with that French door propped open.”

Millie pushed back her desk chair and rose at the sound of her friend’s voice. “That little balcony is one of my favorite parts of the house. Let me show you.”

She led the way out onto the balcony, which held a small, wrought-iron glass-topped table and matching chairs with cushioned seats. “Look straight ahead and tell me what you see.”

“The other side of the street?”

“No, silly. Look straight out between the houses.”

“Is that the ocean I can see beyond the trees? I didn’t realize you were so close to the water.”

“It’s Carmel Bay, and only a few blocks from here. When the wind and the tides are right, I can actually smell the salt air and hear the waves from this balcony. I can even watch the sunset.”

“That’s amazing!”

Millie glanced at her friend, whose broad smile was telegraphing her appreciation of the view. “I thought we might take a walk on the beach this afternoon, after we’ve had a bite to eat.”

“That would be great. I had a big breakfast, but a cup of tea and something to go with it would hit the spot. I can’t wait to see what the rest of the house is like.”

“It will be a bit of an anticlimax, I’m afraid. But follow me.” Once back inside, Millie secured the lock on the French door and led the way downstairs.

“You’ve already discovered your bedroom and bathroom. This is my bedroom.” She walked straight across the hall and opened a door, inviting Barbara to look inside.

“A fireplace in the bedroom? Very cool.”

“I rarely use it. Hershey sleeps in here with me, and he has a tendency to get too close to it, even with the screen. There’s an en-suite bathroom with a shower, and that door at the far end opens onto a small deck.”

She backed out of the room, closing the door behind her, walked a couple of paces to her right, and flung open a pair of narrow doors to reveal a long, open-plan room that housed the living room, dining area, and kitchen.

The living room was almost square, and wider than the rest of the space. Two sets of double French doors offered a clear view of the courtyard and its flagstone patio. A pair of decorative beams topped with a matching lintel accented the point where the room narrowed, marking the transition into the dining room, which also boasted a pair of French doors. The kitchen was at the front of the house, and there was a clear view of the street from the large window above the oversized stainless steel sink.

The entire space exuded a cheerful, bright, welcoming warmth.

The tour completed, Millie filled the kettle and set out a lunch snack on the round, copper-topped table in the dining room. The women seated themselves facing each other, and sipped their tea while nibbling on home-made cherry-chocolate chip scones.

An awkward silence stretched between them. Millie looked up from her teacup to discover Barbara’s eyes searching her.

“What?” she asked.

Barbara set down her cup with care before speaking. “You’ve been blowing hot and cold ever since I arrived. First you tell me you’re glad I’m here; then you give me the silent treatment on the drive home. Next, you play the ‘gracious hostess’ while showing me around the house, and then I get the silent treatment again. I’m starting to feel unwelcome. Are you upset with me for having invited myself here? Would you rather I leave?”

Millie peered into her teacup, as though trying to read something in its contents. “Of course I’m not upset. Of course I want you to stay. I...it’s been so long since I’ve entertained anyone. Guess I’m out of practice.” She pushed her chair back from the table. “Are you ready for that walk?”

Hearing the magic word, Hershey fetched his leash from its place near the front door, trotted over to Millie, and sat with it dangling from his mouth, his tail wagging furiously.

In unison, the women looked at him, and burst into laughter.

In response, Hershey dropped the leash in Millie’s lap, barked once, and nudged her arm.

Still laughing, Millie said, “I guess we have our marching orders. I’m sure Hershey would enjoy a good run.”

Barbara chuckled. “I don’t know about a run, but I’d love to stroll the beach. Just give me a sec to change my shoes.”

A few minutes later, the trio were trooping down 13th Avenue, Hershey leading the way. Once they reached the sand, Millie unclipped his leash, allowing him to run free on the dog-friendly beach. As she and Barbara strolled, discussing plans for the next few days, he ran ahead to sniff seaweed, chase shore birds, and mark a large driftwood log. From time to time, he trotted back to check in with Millie before turning his attention to the next compelling scent.

After they covered a distance equivalent to a couple of city blocks, Millie stopped and pointed out into the bay. “We’re in luck today. The dolphins are visiting.”

Barbara’s eyes widened as she watched the sleek creatures gamboling in the choppy water, periodically leaping in giant arched trajectories across each other. “This is better than Sea World! And look at that flock of pelicans skimming along just above the waves.”

“They’ve come for their afternoon snack. I love to watch them dive,” Millie said.

As though inspired by her words, the lead pelican soared into the air, folded its wings, and dove head-first into the water, coming up an instant later with a fish in its beak. One by one, the other members of the flock followed suit before continuing their patrol of the bay.

The impromptu show over, the two friends resumed their stroll northward along the full length of the crescent-shaped beach to the base of a cliff. Millie pointed straight up. “That’s the famous Pebble Beach golf course above us. Once we climb off the beach, you’ll be able to see part of it from the overlook.”

Calling Hershey to her, Millie clipped the leash back onto his collar and led the way to a long wooden staircase. They climbed the steps and followed a path to the cliff-top overlook, stopping for a few minutes to marvel at the spectacular view of Carmel Bay and the golf course.

“I thought we could walk back along Scenic Road,” Millie suggested, after they had ceded their place in the overlook to a group of tourists. “The view is beautiful, and it will give Hershey’s coat a chance to air out. He should be clean and dry by the time we get home.”

As they strolled along the pathway bordering the cliff, Millie spied an empty bench and suggested they stop for a rest. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you,” she said, once they had made themselves comfortable.

“What’s that?”

“You’ve worked hard these last few years to earn more demanding assignments, and you’ve been off the travel beat for quite a while. Why are you back on the travel desk, writing about an Alaska cruise? What are you really doing here?”

Barbara took a moment to reply, her eyes holding Millie’s gaze as she spoke. “I should have known you’d see through my ruse. I’m here because I was worried about you. You weren’t answering my letters or returning my calls. I was about to track down James Holmes and ask him what was going on when he saved me the trouble by contacting me instead.”

“James phoned you? Why?”

“Because he cares about you. As do I. When he told me how you had crawled into a shell, how you were shutting everyone out, I knew I had to come down here. It was just a coincidence that the reporter who was scheduled to do the cruise story broke her leg. I offered to fill in for her. It gave me a perfect excuse to finagle an invitation to visit you and see what was going on.”

“Did Holmes know about your plans?”

Looking sheepish, Barbara nodded.

“So that explains why he followed me to the airport. I might have known.”

“He followed you to the airport?”

“Yes, I suppose he wanted to make sure you wouldn’t be stranded, in case I chickened out.” Millie reached over and squeezed her friend’s hand. “I’m ashamed to admit it, but the thought of canceling your visit did cross my mind. I was so afraid...”

“Afraid I would figure out just how badly you’re still hurting?”

Millie stared out across the bay as she absent-mindedly twisted Hershey’s leash in her hands. “I’ve spent so much energy reining in my emotions. Keeping people at arm’s length in order to hang onto my composure. I was afraid of letting anyone—especially you—get too close.”

Barbara reached over and rested her hand on Millie’s. “I know you’ve never been one to wear your heart on your sleeve. But it’s not healthy to keep everything locked inside. I’ll wager that you haven’t been sleeping well or eating properly since Damien died.”

“What makes you think—”

“Even with the best make-up, it’s impossible to completely hide those dark circles under your eyes. And judging by the way your clothes are fitting you, it’s clear you’ve lost at least ten pounds. Maybe more.”

“And talking about it will help?”  Millie shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“Have you tried?”

“Well—”

“That’s what I thought.”

Abruptly, Millie pushed herself to her feet. “It’s time to go.”
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Chapter Two
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Millie set a brisk pace up the hill from Scenic Drive, and both she and Barbara were slightly winded when they reached her front gate.

After running her hands through Hershey’s coat to check for residual sand from the beach, she unlocked the door. “The lasagna will take about an hour to bake, so make yourself comfortable. After that vigorous walk, I need to take a shower.”

“Likewise, if there’s enough hot water.”

“It’s an on-demand tankless system. There’s always enough.”

Feeling refreshed after her shower, Millie prepared a salad to go with the lasagna, opened a bottle of wine, and set the table. That done, she fed Hershey and settled into a corner of the living room sofa with Sue Grafton’s latest mystery, ‘E’ Is For Evidence. It felt good to be able to escape from her own troubles and lose herself in one of Kinsey Millhone’s quirky cases.

Almost as if planned, the oven timer sounded just as Barbara entered the living room, looking scrubbed and fresh.

Millie dog-eared the page she was reading and set her book on the lamp table next to the sofa. “Your timing is perfect. The lasagna is ready to come out of the oven. Are you hungry?”

“Starving! That walk used up all my surplus calories. What can I do to help?”

“Pour us some wine and have a seat. Everything is done.”

By unspoken agreement, she and Barbara kept the conversation light as they ate, firming up their plans to drive the coast highway to Big Sur the next day.

After dinner was cleared away, Millie suggested they take their dessert and coffee into the living room.

Settling into the corner of the sofa that Millie had vacated earlier, Barbara picked up the book and examined its back cover. “A mystery series featuring a female private investigator? Isn’t this rather like a busman’s holiday for you?”

Millie looked up from the new issue of Carmel’s free weekly newspaper, The Pine Cone, which she had picked up at the airport. “Maybe that’s why I’m drawn to the series. Go ahead and read it if you like. You might enjoy it.”

Holding her tea cup in one hand, Millie continued to leaf through the pages of the newspaper as it rested on her lap. Abruptly, she put the cup down with a clatter. “The bastards! Those bloody SOB’s!”

Startled, Barbara looked up. “What? What are you—?”

Millie thrust the paper at her friend, jabbing her finger at the offending headline on an inside page. “That! Read that.”

“City investigating former senior officer,” Barbara read aloud. “Questions have arisen over the conduct of a former senior member of the Carmel Police Department.” She looked up from the paper. “Are they referring to Damien?”

Millie nodded. “Someone started a whispering campaign a couple of weeks ago. You know as well as I do that Dick was a straight arrow. He rubbed a few people the wrong way, refusing to go along with some questionable decisions. Now they’re trying to besmirch his memory—probably in an attempt to deflect attention from their own misdeeds. This is the first time I’ve seen their insinuations in print, though.”

“What are you going to do about it?”

“What can I do? The article doesn’t mention any names, so I have no grounds to sue for libel or anything like that. I’ll just have to ignore it.”

Millie leaned back against the sofa cushions with a sigh, rubbing her hands over her face. “After months of sidelining him and trying to force him out, the gang of hypocrites that calls itself a City Council voted to award Dick a posthumous medal for bravery. They organized a ceremony.” Millie leaned forward in her seat, her hands clenched into tight fists. “It was awful, Barb. Just awful. My friends all insisted that I had to participate. To receive the medal and Certificate of Bravery from the mayor on Dick’s behalf. I had to sit there and listen to Chief Iverson eulogize my husband. Eulogize the man whose career and reputation he did everything in his power to destroy”

Millie swallowed hard, taking several deep breaths, unclenched her fists and looked down, staring blindly at the half-moon impressions her fingernails had made in the palms of her hands, and continued in a calmer voice. “Somehow, I managed to hold myself together through the ceremony. I wasn’t going to give Iverson, or anyone else, the satisfaction of seeing me break down in front of them. Afterwards, there was a small reception. Everyone came up to me, telling me how proud I should be that my husband died a hero’s death.”

Millie turned to face Barbara with an anguished cry. “I was proud of the way Dick lived. Proud to have him as a husband. A partner. I didn’t need him to die bravely in order to be proud of him. I need a live husband, not a dead hero.” She hid her face in her hands, struggling to regain her composure, eventually looking up with tear-streaked cheeks. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to dump that on you.”

“Never apologize for grieving. You’ve been trying to live up to everyone else’s expectations of your behavior. Trying to be the ‘brave widow.’ Keeping everything inside. You were bound to erupt sooner or later.” She rested her hand gently on Millie’s. “If you want to talk, I’m here to listen.”

Millie enveloped Barbara in a fierce hug, her voice choked with emotion. “Thank you. Thank you for being here. For being my friend.”

****
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SATURDAY, JULY 30, 1988

By 9:00 am, with Hershey stretched out across the back seat of Millie’s Corolla, they were heading south on the Cabrillo Highway. After driving a few miles, they reached the spot where the road began to hug the coast. Barbara gasped audibly at her first sight of the famous Bixby Creek Bridge, and Millie pulled into the parking area so that they could take their time enjoying the spectacular view of the iconic structure.

“I’m glad I brought my good camera,” Barbara said, as she snapped picture after picture. “Is there any way to climb down to that beach at the base of the cliff? I’d love to get some shots of the underside of the bridge.”

“There’s no easy way down. The occasional tourist has tried it, but most of the ones who do end up having to be rescued. During high tides, that strip of beach can disappear completely.”

“Is this where Damien—?”

Millie shook her head. “According to what I was told, the incident took place a few miles farther south, somewhere in the vicinity of Little Sur Creek. We’ll be driving through that area.”

They walked south across Bixby Bridge, Hershey on leash at Millie’s side, as Barbara continued to photograph the breathtaking views. Once on the other side, she took a few more pictures, pronounced herself satisfied, and led the way back to the car. “I see what you mean about the beach access,” she commented as she stowed her camera in the trunk of the car. “You’d almost need to rappel down, and it would definitely require ropes and some decent climbing gear to get back up safely.”

Millie loaded Hershey into the back seat and busied herself securing his harness. Her voice muffled by the dog’s thick coat, she replied, “Dick always carried rescue equipment with him in the trunk of his car for emergencies. It came in handy on several occasions.”

Once back on the highway, they continued without additional stops and with very little conversation as Millie focused on navigating the numerous curves of the Cabrillo Highway, leaving her friend to enjoy the scenery. After about a half hour, she slowed down before making a hard right turn onto a paved secondary road that soon deteriorated into a dirt road. “Whew, I almost missed the turn-off.”

“Where are we?”

“Pfeiffer Beach is at the end of this road. It’s not a good swimming beach, but there are some special rock formations you might want to photograph. It’s off the beaten track, so I can let Hershey run loose on the beach.”

Parking at the west end of the paved lot, Millie retrieved a blanket and a tote bag from the trunk of the car. She handed both items to Barbara, and reached into the back passenger area, to attach Hershey’s leash onto his collar ring.

Holding Hershey’s leash in one hand, Millie reached for the blanket with the other. “Let me take that from you. I hope you don’t mind carrying the bag in addition to your camera gear. It’s a bit of a walk from here, but the path is well-maintained. Follow me.”

After several minutes, they emerged onto a deserted sandy beach.

“Oh, wow! You weren’t kidding about the rock formation.” Placing the tote bag on a rocky ledge at the edge of the sand, Barbara reached for her camera. “Does that rock with the hole in it have a name?”

“That’s Big Sur’s famous Keyhole Rock.”

“Amazing. It reminds me a bit of Percé Rock at the tip of the Gaspé Peninsula in Québec.”

Millie spread the blanket over the surface of the sand and unclipped Hershey’s leash, allowing him to run free.

“I’m going to run out of film if I keep this up,” Barbara exclaimed as she continued to snap pictures. “But everything is so beautiful, and I can’t resist taking some action shots of Hershey romping along the edge of the surf.”

“There’s a 1-Hr Photo kiosk in The Barnyard. It’s a shopping area just across the highway from town, and not far from my office. If you like, we can drop off your film and have a bite of dinner at one of the outdoor restaurants while they develop the pictures. They also carry a wide selection of 35mm film, so you should be able to replenish your supply.”

They walked the length of the beach, which was far less expansive than Carmel’s, then returned to the blanket. Millie reached into the tote bag, taking out a bowl and a bottle of fresh water for Hershey, who lapped up the water with great gusto. Once Barbara finally tired of taking photos and had stowed her camera safely in its carrying case, they poured themselves coffee from the thermos and snacked on chocolatines.

“Sitting here, it feels as though we’re the only people left on Earth.” Barbara tilted her face back to catch the sun after polishing off her pastry. “It’s incredibly restful.”

“I thought you’d like it. Dick and I used to come here from time to time, when life got too frantic. I haven’t been back since he died.” Suddenly, unbidden, Millie’s eyes filled with tears. “I feel very close to him here.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“I guess, subconsciously, that’s why I brought you here. What you said yesterday? I’ve been thinking about it. Maybe if I tell you what happened, I’ll be able to forgive myself.”

“Forgive yourself? For what?”

Millie curled her arms around her legs and rested her chin on her knees. Avoiding her friend’s eyes, she looked out over the sea in the direction of Keyhole Rock. “This is so hard,” she whispered.

“I know. Take your time.”

Millie said nothing for a while. Finally, she began to speak. “When Dick joined the Carmel Police Department a couple of years ago as second-in-command, we expected that he would eventually succeed James Holmes as chief. At least, that was the plan. But some members of the City Council had other ideas.

“James took early retirement when his wife suffered a fatal fall from her horse during a jumping competition. The City passed Dick over, bringing back the previous deputy chief, Trevor Iverson, instead. Iverson knew Dick was Holmes’s man, and did everything he could to push him out.”

Millie took a deep breath, blowing it out with an audible huff. “Dick was so frustrated. He wanted to quit, but we both felt an obligation to Holmes, who had given us a lot of support when we first moved here. We agreed that he should stay on a while, but the stress of the situation was taking its toll on him. The last couple of months, especially, he would stay out all night once or twice a week, claiming that the job took him out of town, and he would cancel plans at the last minute with no explanation.

“We were supposed to drive to San Diego in January for our granddaughter, Rita’s, birthday. She doted on Dick, and we hadn’t seen her since Thanksgiving, when we had both taken a couple of weeks off. The morning we were to leave, Dick told me something had come up at work and he couldn’t go.

“You never met my daughter-in-law, Sonya. After my son, Colin, died, leaving her to raise their daughter on her own, Sonya and I became very close—more like mother and daughter than in-laws. And you know that Bruno looked upon Dick as a father figure. We were thrilled when Sonya and Bruno fell in love and married. The only downside for us was that Bruno’s law practice was in San Diego, which meant that we didn’t get to see them very often.”

Millie turned to look at Barb. “I was beyond upset. Furious with Dick for canceling at the last minute. We had a terrible argument, and I said some hateful, nasty things to him. He tried to calm me down, but I refused to listen. I just stormed out of the house and drove away.”

Suddenly drained of all energy, she rested her forehead on her knees. “I received the phone call telling me about his death four days later, while I was still in San Diego. If we hadn’t parted in anger, or if I had stayed behind...”

“You believe that the way you parted made him careless of his own safety. You believe his death is your fault, that he would be alive today if you had acted differently. I understand—”

Wide-eyed, Millie stared at Barbara. “How can you understand? You’ve never ‘lost’ a husband. Oh, I hate that expression! It sounds as though I mislaid him. Why must people use euphemisms? Dick is dead. He hasn’t ‘passed,’ he isn’t ‘lost.’ He’s dead.” Millie lowered her face onto her knees and rocked back and forth, sobbing. “My husband is dead, and it’s all my fault.”

Moving from her place on the blanket, Barbara sat down next to Millie and embraced her friend, holding her until the grief storm passed.

Exhausted by the wave of uncontrollable emotion that had crested and finally burst over her, Millie searched her friend’s face through eyes blurred with tears. “How did you know what to say? What to do? How is it you’re able to understand so well, when others—?”

“Because I’ve been there. I’ve walked in your shoes.”

“You walked...I don’t understand.”

Barbara squeezed her eyes shut, took a deep breath, and met Millie’s troubled gaze. “Pierre-Paul and I fell in love when I was in my final year at university. I was interning for the summer at the newspaper where he was a junior reporter. We married a year later, shortly after I graduated.”

“I never knew you were married. What happened?”

“Pierre-Paul died in a car crash just six months after we married. He was killed by a drunk driver on his way home from a party. I should have been with him, but I hadn’t been feeling well that day and I insisted he go without me. Had I accompanied him, we probably would have left the party early, and he would never have encountered that drunk driver. I blamed myself for his death for a very long time.”

Stunned by her friend’s unexpected revelation, Millie whispered, “Oh, Barb! How did you cope?”

“I didn’t, at first. I withdrew into myself. Shut people out, like you’ve done. When that didn’t work, I went to the other extreme, barhopping, partying until the wee hours, indulging in serial flings.” Barbara shook her head with a rueful grimace. “I woke up one morning next to a man I didn’t even remember having met the night before. That finally shook some sense into me. I sobered up, found a job writing travel stories for Pierre-Paul’s old employer, the Star-Gazette, and lost myself in my work instead of in a bottle.”

“I’m...I’m astounded. I had no idea. When Dick and I met you on the cruise, you were so carefree and light-hearted...” Millie’s voice trailed off mid-sentence. “I can’t imagine...”

“You can’t imagine ever being that way again?” Barbara patted her friend’s hand. “Trust me. It will happen. But before it does, you have to come to realize that you deserve happiness. You have to figure out what you need to do in order to forgive yourself. To give yourself permission to be happy once again.”
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Chapter Three
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Sunday, July 31, 1988

Like a submarine feeling its way up to periscope depth, Millie slowly awakened from a deep, dreamless sleep. Eyes closed against the bright sunlight streaming in through a pair of east-facing awning windows, she stretched out her arms and was rewarded with the sensation of a wet tongue exploring her cheek.

Her eyes flew open and she found herself staring at Hershey’s nose, hovering not more than six inches from her own. “Ew! Good thing I wasn’t yawning. And you have morning doggie breath, too.” She gave him a playful shove and pushed back the covers to get out of bed.

Heading for the bathroom, she paused to open the door leading directly outside so that Hershey could take care of his morning business. By the time she emerged, face and hands washed and an oversized terrycloth bathrobe wrapped around her, Hershey was ready to come back indoors.

Better see if Barb is up and about yet, she told herself. Opening the bedroom door, she detected the distinctive aroma of fresh-dripped coffee. She followed her nose and found her friend, fully dressed and seated at the dining room table with a mug of coffee in her hand, mumbling to herself as she surveyed an array of photographs.

Alerted by the sound of Hershey’s toenails clicking against the hardwood floor, Barbara looked up as Millie approached. “Hello, sleepyhead. I hope you don’t mind my helping myself to coffee.”

“Not at all. I can’t believe I slept so late. How long have you been up? Have you had any breakfast?”

“Oh, I’m an early riser, especially when I’m away from home. I wanted to have a look at these photographs from yesterday. Some of them turned out really well, and I’m trying to figure out what to do with them.”

“So you haven’t eaten? In that case, what would you say to walking into town? There’s a cute little breakfast restaurant I think you’ll enjoy. It has a patio where we can sit with Hershey. Give me fifteen minutes to shower and dress, and we can be on our way.”

****
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MILLIE SMILED AT BARBARA’S reaction to the English Tea Room.

“It looks like a cross between a hobbit house and the gingerbread cottage from Hansel and Gretel.” Barbara shook her head slowly in disbelief. “Are you putting me on? Is that tiny building large enough to house a kitchen, much less a whole restaurant?”

“The interior can be a little claustrophobic. That’s why I prefer the patio, even when Hershey isn’t with me. Go ahead and take a look inside, if you like. I’ll grab a table and wait for you out here.”

A few minutes later, Barbara joined Millie on the patio and reached for a menu. After giving her friend a couple of minutes to study the choices, Millie caught their server’s eye and waved her over. “I think we’re ready, Dorena.”

Dorena took an order pad from her apron pocket and retrieved a pencil from behind her ear. “Nice to see you again, Millie. It’s been a while, hasn’t it? And I see that Hershey is as handsome as ever.” Holding pad and pencil in one hand, she leaned down and patted his head with the other. “Would he like some water?”

“Yes, please, and he’ll have his usual breakfast, too.”

“So, a four-egg plain omelette for Hershey. Any bacon on the side?”

“Woof.” Hershey raised his paw to give Dorena a high-five.

“Right. Now what would you ladies like?”

After some back-and-forth discussion about sharing tasters, Barbara ordered an omelette and Millie opted for the restaurant’s signature decadent waffle, topped with whipped cream, butter, and syrup. Once Dorena was out of earshot, Millie asked what her friend had meant earlier when she talked about figuring out what to do with the photographs.

“I’m still working out the details, but I’m thinking of pitching a series of articles on the Monterey Peninsula and the Big Sur area to my editor. If my photos are good enough, he might submit the idea to the publisher of the rotogravure magazine that is included in the paper every weekend. The magazine is distributed right across Canada.”

“That would be quite a feather in your cap.”

“It would have to be a special assignment with a longer stay, and I’d need to research the background behind each series of photos. The downside is that this would land me back in the ‘soft news’ category.”

“Is it something you would enjoy doing?”

Barbara responded with a laugh. “Have you ever known me to turn down the chance to travel? Or to explore new places?”

“Then, go for it.” Millie reached out and squeezed her friend’s hand. “I’m being selfish, too. I’d love to have the opportunity to spend more time with you. You’re welcome to stay with me while you do your research. There’s a spare desk in the loft where you can work.”

“You make it sound very tempting, but I don’t want to wear out my welcome.”

“Trust me. You won’t. I’m tired of cooking for one.” She looked down at Hershey. “Well, for one and a half, anyway.”

They fell silent as Dorena approached with a bowl of water for Hershey and an insulated carafe of freshly brewed coffee. After pouring a generous portion into their cups, she left the carafe on the table, and told them breakfast would be along in a couple of minutes.

After Dorena walked away, Millie asked, “What’s your next step?”

“I’ve been considering that. I should probably outline a prospective first story in some detail, choose the photos to go with it, and submit the package to my editor. I was thinking that the history of Bixby Bridge might be a good place to start, since it’s such an icon of the Big Sur area.”

“Sounds logical. I can introduce you to Letitia Chan, the town’s reference librarian. Our library has an excellent collection on local history, and she likes nothing better than to delve into it.”

“That would be a big help. If I’m going to focus on the bridge, though, I’ll need more photos. Especially of the underside, and views from the water. Do you know anyone with a boat?”

“I do.” The women looked up at the sound of Dorena’s voice. The server placed her food-laden tray on a nearby table before elaborating. “Sorry, didn’t mean to butt in. I have a friend who does boat tours. He operates out of Monterey.”

“Would he be willing to take us to Bixby Bridge?”

“You’ll have to ask him. I’ll give you his name and phone number.” She tore a page out of her order pad, turned it over, and scribbled something on the back before handing it to Barbara. “He’s out on the water most days, but you should be able to reach him in the evening.”

Following a leisurely breakfast, Millie took Barbara on a roundabout walking tour that covered the length and breadth of Carmel’s downtown commercial district. They browsed through art galleries, ogled jewelry displays, and salivated over pastries arrayed in coffee shop windows.

As they reached the corner of Ocean and Lincoln, Millie pointed out a handsome two-story white stucco building with a Spanish clay
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