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Chapter One
 
“Here’s to the Garcia girls, too much food, alcohol, and sleep deprivation for three whole days. What could possibly go wrong?” Lainey Winslow clinked her champagne glass with her three sisters and then held it out for a refill. “I’m so up for this weekend. Trying to keep the new grapevines healthy this winter has nearly killed me.” 
Deena Rodriguez smiled as she shifted on the limo seat and leaned forward to pour the bubbly first into Lainey’s glass, then her own. “You’ll definitely get a break from the vineyard. I was told there’ll be a full staff at the spa all weekend with nothing else to do but pamper us.” She stopped to take a sip. “And the best thing is, it’s all free.”
Madelyn Castillo leaned forward for more champagne. “And I for one can use something free for a change. The old Krieger house should be renamed the Money Pit after all the cash I’ve sunk into it.” The oldest of the Garcia sisters frowned. “Buying that fifty-year-old house at the end of my street seemed like such a great idea at the time.”
Oh, quit bellyaching, Maddy. You’re about to get fed, relaxed, massaged, and with a little luck, you may even get laid. Tessa plopped down on the leather seat between Maddy and Deena.
“Oh my God!” Deena exclaimed.
“What?” her sisters all asked in unison.
Deena blinked a few times, drained what was left of her champagne, and then closed her eyes completely. When she reopened them, she screamed.
“What?” they all repeated.
“You’re scaring us, Deena,” Kate Garcia said, scowling at her sister.
“Do any of you see her?”
“Oh Lord! Don’t tell me our dead sister’s back.” Kate glanced around the back of the limo. “Where is she?” 
Deena raised her hand to her face and discreetly pointed to her left where the ghost of her younger sister was now grinning like a Cheshire cat. “What are you doing here?” she asked.
Tessa arched her eyebrows. You know the drill, Deena. I’m sent back when one of my sisters is in trouble. Since you’re the only one who can see me, that must be you, girlfriend.
“Me?” Deena shot a pleading look for Tessa to laugh and say she was only kidding. When the ghost didn’t, she shook her head. “No way! For the first time in a very long while, everything’s going right.” She tried to sound convincing, but even as she protested, she couldn’t stop the fear creeping up her back, threatening to cut off her breath.
Tessa Moretti, the middle sister of the five Garcia girls, was three years younger than her and had been murdered several years back. At her funeral, she’d appeared to Lainey, demanding that her siblings find her killer. At first none of them believed Lainey was actually talking to a ghost, especially since the two sisters had been estranged for over nine years. But when she repeated things that only Tessa was privy to, they all knew that somehow, their sister had managed to come back from the dead.  
The following year, the ghost had made an appearance to Maddy, a rookie cop at the time in Vineyard, Texas. That was right before a prisoner was killed on her watch with her gun, and she was framed for the murder. Less than a year later, Kate was the lucky one graced with an exclusive Tessa appearance. After nearly going to jail herself, the youngest of the Garcia clan was lucky to be alive today.
So no, having Tessa show up and speak to her was definitely not a good thing, especially now that she was finally beginning to have fun again.
Deena took a deep breath and addressed the ghost. “This is going to be a fantastic weekend away from families and hectic lives. Why on earth would they send you here for me? It’s my weekend to shine.”
“Yeah, Tessa,” Kate added, looking around for a trace of her dead sister. “Deena spent the last six months decorating this place for the owner. This is her reward for doing such a good job. Hope you’re not here to spoil it for her, like you’re so famous for doing.”
Always the smart mouth, Kate. Tessa focused on Deena, her eyes softening. I don’t know yet why I’m here, but we both know I’ve never been sent back just for the hell of it. Something’s up. She gave her sister the onceover. You look fabulous, by the way. I love what you’ve done with your hair.
Deena, touched the soft black curls and grinned. She and Tessa had never really been close, and truth be told, her sister scared her a little, even from the grave. She could still cut you down with one look and slice you open with only a few words. “The hair is Antonio’s idea. After Mike was killed and I lost twenty pounds, he thought I needed a younger look to…” She stopped, thinking how ridiculous it was that she was making small talk with a ghost. “Everything’s fine, Tessa. Go back to your peaceful life and live out eternity, wherever that is.”
Peaceful life? Ha! If I wasn’t already dead, I would say my new living arrangement was boring me to death. I can’t get anyone up there—she pointed upward—to break the rules with me. Even Mary Magdalene is a fuddy-duddy now.
“What she’s saying, Deena?” Maddy asked. “Does she think you’re in trouble?”
Deena shrugged. “She has no idea why she was sent. Neither do I, for that matter. But I can’t focus on all that right now. I promise this is going to be a great weekend for all of us, even with Tessa hanging around.” She looked up, but the ghost was no longer there. She blew out a relieved breath. “She’s gone.”
“Sheesh! I love my sister, but I wish she wouldn’t pop out of nowhere and scare us like that.” Maddy gulped down the last of her champagne and held out her glass for more. “Now the whole time I’m supposed to be having fun I’ll be worried that something bad is about to happen.” 
“Like Lainey said—what could possibly go wrong? We need to chill.” Deena pulled another bottle from the ice bucket. “Speaking of chilling…” She popped the cork, causing them all to scream. Looking up, she gave the hot limo driver a thumbs up when he glanced into the rearview mirror. The Tessa sighting had definitely unnerved them all. “No more negative thoughts. This is going to be so awesome for us.”
“Hope so,” Kate said, leaning back in the seat with a full glass. “This month’s been a bear with sometimes delivering three and four babies a day. What’s up with that? Was there a full moon nine months ago?”
“Let me remind you, Doctor Kate, that when it came time to choose a career path after med school, you could have taken a much easier road than obstetrics. Bet the plastic surgeons don't get called in the middle of the night. Just sayin’.” Lainey laughed. “That said—I read somewhere that Valentine’s Day is the most popular day for weddings. Lots of honeymoon babies, maybe?”
Maddy tsked. “That might be true if we were in the fifties, but today’s couples have been sleeping together long before they say I do. I’ll bet some of them are so exhausted after the wedding celebration they don’t even have sex the first night.”
“That reminds me of something Tessa once said.” Kate paused to giggle. “God, she could make me laugh even when I was so mad I wanted to kill her.”
Maddy leaned forward, a mischievous grin on her face. “I know what you’re about to say, Katie. We were all sitting at Janie Delgado’s wedding, watching her stroll down the aisle grinning like she had a secret, and—”
“Yes! That’s it,” Kate interrupted. “Tessa leaned over and whispered—loud enough for the priest to give her the stink eye, I might add—that the reason Janie was smiling was because she knew she’d given her last blow job.”
“Oh dear God!” Lainey exclaimed. “How does she come up with stuff like that?”
After the laughter died down, Maddy turned to Deena. “We need to forget about Tessa for now and get in the eating and drinking mood. Tell us again who’s all going to be there this weekend?”
“I’m not one-hundred percent sure, but Haley’s invited a few of the possible investors and a couple of others. There’s even a journalist coming to write about the place. She sent limos for all of them.”
“Haley?”
“The owner,” Deena explained. “She hired me after seeing my work at the Vineyard courthouse last year. She’s also the one who graciously said yes when I asked if I could bring you all with me, gratis. So let’s quit talking about something bad happening and concentrate on all the drinking games we’re going to play in our jammies. We haven’t done that in years.”
“Good idea,” Lainey said. “It will be nice to be way out there in the boonies in the middle of Oklahoma with nothing to do all day but soak in the ‘healing waters’ and let trained professionals run their fingers up and down our bodies.” She closed her eyes and moaned. “I can feel the tension leaving my muscles already.”
“According to Haley the head masseuse trained in Europe with a master. She was lucky to snag the woman,” Deena said just as the limo turned off Interstate 35 and headed west. 
Thirty minutes later, they were coasting down a country road lined on both sides with acres and acres of unadulterated land, dotted with a welcoming tunnel of trees that must’ve been a hundred years old or more. 
“This is breathtaking,” Kate said. “I may never want to go back to the office again.”
The sisters were abnormally quiet, enthralled with the scenery, allowing Deena time to think back to when she’d first met Haley Rockford. She remembered that day like it was yesterday.
She’d just finished redecorating the Vineyard courthouse, a project that had taken over four months. She’d changed the drab gray walls into an eye pleasing array of earth tones and then decorated them with fabulous oils from local artists. When everyone in town talked about the great job she’d done, it had been a big step in getting her self-confidence back after Mike’s death.
Mike! She could finally think about him without getting angry. Mike, her high school sweetheart, who’d probably started cheating on her as soon as they’d returned from their honeymoon. Maybe even before then, she thought, remembering how he’d flirted with the waitress at the resort and disappeared for hours at a time, saying he was just walking the beach. They say love is blind. If so, she was definitely the poster child. When he’d gotten mixed up in a scheme that eventually got him killed and nearly took both she and Maddy out in the process, it had taken a long time to forgive him.
The second oldest of the Garcia girls, she’d always been the shy one—the sister who put her own needs at the bottom of any list. She was the one who’d left college to come home and help their mother care for their father before he died. Maddy had been pregnant with Abby and had just lost her husband in the Gulf war, and her younger sisters were only teenagers when she’d given up her dream of becoming a decorator. After marrying Mike, despite repeated warnings from all her sisters, she’d been forced to put a family of her own on hold because he thought a baby would ruin his chance to make it big.
Six months after his funeral, she’d had a come-to-Jesus moment. She’d quit her job as activities director at the local nursing home and gone back to Texas Tech, where she’d graduated with an interior designing degree. She wasn’t that scared, beaten-down, overweight girl anymore.
Now here she was, the talk of the town after the courthouse renovation and feeling pretty good about herself. She’d lost weight—something even Tessa had noticed—and was now spending more time on the things that mattered to her. She still hadn’t been brave enough to venture into dating, but she knew she’d have to tackle that one sooner rather than later. She missed watching old movies and cuddling with someone you cared about. Missed cooking meals for more than herself, but mostly, she longed for that feeling you get when you smiled across the room at someone special, and he smiled back with a look that said he couldn’t wait to get you home.
Yes, it was time for her to get back on that proverbial dating horse, but the thought of getting intimate with another man scared the heck out of her.
She was jarred from her thoughts when Kate touched her arm and nearly sent her out of her seat. “Earth to Deena.”
“Just thinking about Tessa,” she lied when her breathing slowed. No sense mentioning that she was contemplating joining the dating game again. Her sisters would all start campaigning to find the best potential suiter for her. As much as she tried to convince herself that it was time, she wasn’t ready to take the plunge just yet.
Kate’s eyebrows scrunched. “No more thinking about her. We haven’t had a sisters’ day in forever, and nothing is going to keep us from having a blast. Knowing Tessa, she probably pissed someone off up there and decided to pop in on us. She would’ve stayed if she really thought you were in trouble.”
“She’s right, Deena,” Lainey replied, leaning forward to be heard. “Forget about Tessa and tell us more about the spa.”
Deena rubbed her forehead. “I got lucky, I guess. When Haley inherited the property from her sister, she had to go to the courthouse to complete the paperwork.” She wiggled her eyebrows in a comical way. “Apparently, she saw how talented I was and asked about me.”
Maddy slapped her sister’s shoulder. “Now that’s the Deena I love—sassy and full of spunk. Of course she saw how talented you are. That’s why there’s a waiting list of rich, spoiled, trophy wives wanting you to magically change their overpriced houses into warm, welcoming homes.”
Deena couldn’t help blushing. “I don’t know about all that, but when Haley called and offered me the job, I nearly passed out. I can’t wait for you to see what we’ve done.”
“Me neither,” Kate said. “And Maddy, you’re being awfully snarky about Deena’s customers,” she admonished her older sister before turning back to Deena. “I’m really looking forward to spending three whole days with all of you without getting a phone call at three in the morning because little Johnny’s decided to make his entrance into the world.”
Deena laughed. “You won’t have to worry about that. The beauty of this place is that it’s so remote. Since it’s supposed to be a stress-free experience, they take mobile phones, laptops, and tablets away from everyone at check-in—not that they’d do you any good, anyway. The nearest cell tower is fifty miles away.”
“Oh my God! What if something happens to Abby, and Colt needs to reach me?” Maddy asked. “Or what if Abby just gets lonely and wants to talk to me?”
“Relax,” Deena said. “The only thing you’ll miss is playing solitaire on your iPad. There’s a satellite phone at the main desk for emergencies. The number was on the welcoming sheet I gave each of you.”
“My husband knows what to do in an emergency, Maddy,” Lainey assured her. “And I taped the spa’s number to the refrigerator. Besides, Abby will be having so much fun playing with her cousin Gracie all weekend, she won’t even miss you.”
“Nice of you to put it that way, Lainey.” Maddy made a face at her sister before continuing, “But you’re right. And it’s definitely a perk that my baby-sitting, brother-in-law is the sheriff of Vineyard. Of course, he’ll know what to do if Abby…” She paused and shook her head. “No more thinking about stuff like that. This weekend is for overeating, over-imbibing, and letting perfect strangers put their hands all over us. It will be worth giving up my electronics for.”
Kate raised her glass. “Here’s to perfect strangers with soothing hands.”
After clinking glasses they fell quiet, each in their own thoughts as the limo turned down a dirt road. Twenty minutes later, they approached Tranquility Rock Spa. At first glance, it didn’t appear to be very large, but as they got closer, they could see that the main lodge was surrounded by ten or more smaller rooms forming a circle behind it.
Kate reached across to squeeze Deena’s hand. “I’m proud of you, Sis.”
“Look at that huge rock in front with the arrow through it. Does that mean anything, or is it just for looks?” Maddy asked.
“You might be sorry you asked,” Deena said. “Like I told you before we left, this was an old hunting lodge up until a few years ago. Men would come from all over the United States to hunt everything under the sun. There’d been several credible reports of mountain lion sightings and even one mauling death was believed to be the work of a hungry bear.” She pointed to the rock. “This used to be Cherokee land before the original owners bought them out and turned it into a hunting lodge. Apparently, the rock with the arrow was already here, so they decided it added ambiance and left it in front.”
“Oh my God! There’s red paint where the arrow penetrated the rock. Is that supposed to be blood?” Kate pressed her face against the window for a better look.
Deena nodded. “According to Cherokee folklore, that symbolizes a monster named Nûñ'yunu'wï, which means dressed in stone or stone clad.”
“Now that’s a mouthful. So what did this rock guy do that got him speared like that?” Lainey asked.
“Apparently, the dude was a cannibal who roamed the woods looking for hunters to kill and eat.”
“Holy crap! Why would they put him in front of a lodge filled with hunters?” Maddy moved closer to her sister. “Isn’t that like putting a statue of a fox in front of a henhouse?”
“Never thought of it like that. According to legend, the monster carried a stick that guided him, and no one could kill him because his entire body was protected by stone.” Deena paused to take a final drink of her champagne before setting the glass in the holder.
“Dammit, Deena, finish the story. I have to know someone killed the SOB before I step foot out of this limo,” Kate said.
Deena smiled at her younger sister. “You always got the most freaked out of all of us when you heard stories like this, yet you were the first one to beg for them when we’d babysit you.”
“I know. I know. So don’t keep me in suspense. Did they kill him?”
“Of course they did, and Katie, you’re gonna love how they did it, given your chosen career path with women and fertility. Apparently, the stone monster was weakened in the presence of a menstruating woman—kind of like the way Superman was with kryptonite. So the men brought out all the women who were having their periods.”
“You’re kidding me, right?” Kate wrinkled her brow. “Tell me you’re pulling my leg.”
“Nope.” Deena laughed out loud. “With the monster in a weakened state, the men speared him with their arrows, pinned him to the ground, and lit a fire underneath him. When there was nothing left of him, they found a large lump of red paint and a magic stone in the ashes.”
“Is that why in the old West movies the Indians wore red paint on their faces when they went into battle?” Kate asked, excited now. 
“Probably. And also when they went hunting,” Deena added.
“Wow! So the owner left the rock in front because it symbolizes good hunting?” Lainey slapped her forehead. “That’s freakin’ brilliant but kinda weird now that it’s no longer a hunting lodge.”
“Like I said, Haley left it for the ambiance, plus the fact that her last name is Rockford. Since she was already planning on calling it Tranquility Rock, it seemed appropriate,” Deena quipped. “We only found out about the stone monster a few weeks ago when one of the contractors noticed it and commented. Haley even had me design a picture with the story. It’s hanging over the mantel with a black, stuffed bear head that was a leftover from the hunting lodge days.”
“Cool,” Kate said. “For a minute I thought you really were making this up like you used to do when I pleaded for scary stories.”
“Wish I was. I haven’t stopped thinking about it since the guy told us the story.” Deena frowned as she got out of the limo. “I hope we didn’t stir up the monster by turning this place into a spa…Hey look, there’s Haley.”
Everyone turned to get their first glimpse of the owner of Tranquility Rock. Haley Rockford was in her late thirties and still had the figure of a much younger woman. With her blonde curls stylishly falling to her shoulders and wearing a navy suit that definitely flattered her five-eightish frame, she could have easily been mistaken for a big time celebrity. Deena had warmed to her instantly during that first meeting, and after spending the better part of six months with the woman renovating the place, her opinion hadn’t changed.
After hugging the owner, Deena introduced her to her sisters before they moved inside to fill out the necessary registration papers. The entire lobby was dotted with ornate wall lights that projected a soft glow over the light blue walls. Matching blue leather sofas and chairs were strategically placed around the room to welcome clients. Surrounded by rock and white stone that nearly covered the entire back wall, an elaborate fireplace roared with a warming fire, a welcoming retreat from the chilly October air outside. Spread in front of it was a huge white bearskin rug, head and teeth included, a reminder of past hunting days, although anyone who ever studied geography knew that polar bears hadn’t inhabited the back woods of Oklahoma.
“Holy cow!” Lainey exclaimed. “This place is gorgeous.” She hugged her older sister. “Did you know that baby blue is associated with health, healing, tranquility, and softness?”
“Duh! What do you think your sister did in all those decorating classes, goofball?” Maddy punched Lainey’s shoulder playfully.
“Don’t mind her, kiddo.” Deena smiled at her younger sister and frowned at her older one. Then she pointed to the fireplace. “There’s the bear head and the picture explaining the meaning of the rock.”
Kate was the first to react and sprinted in that direction. “Geez! This bear looks real. I’m almost afraid to get too close.”
“He was stuffed by the best taxidermist in the area, or so I’ve been told,” Haley said, stepping up behind them. “People who knew him said that hunters would come from as far away as Montana just to have their kills preserved. After my sister bought this place and closed the lodge three years ago, his business went downhill. Rumor has it he holed up in his cabin about six miles east of here until he died. According to the local cops, he turned on the gas one day and went up in flames.”
“Somebody ought to be writing all this down. These are the kinds of stories people love hearing about,” Lainey said. “Maybe you and I can get together for a few minutes this weekend so I can interview you about all of it.”
“Interview me?”
“Lainey’s the weekend anchor at WKDL. She’s right about this making a great story,” Maddy offered.
“So, why’d your sister buy a hunting lodge and then close it down? Did the two of you have plans to turn it into a spa together?” Lainey asked.
Haley shook her head. “Truthfully, my sister and I hadn’t spoken in about ten years. She was always a wild child and focused on getting rich quickly. I sometimes didn’t like the way she used people. When I became one of her victims, I cut ties with her and lost all contact.”
“Sounds like someone we know and love, right?” Kate said, referring to their dead sister. Tessa had made it big as the owner of the largest vineyard in their area, but like Haley’s sister, had left a trail of enemies in the process.
“I was more surprised than anyone when I was contacted by the probate lawyer who informed me that as her only living heir, I had inherited everything she owned, which wasn’t much more besides this place. I was living in Alabama at the time, trying to figure out what my next move would be after the company where I’d worked for the past fifteen years was bought out by a large corporation that brought in all their own people. I was given a nice severance package and booted, but it wasn’t like the end of the world for me. The timing on this was rather serendipitous. Running a spa has always been my lifelong dream, but I just never had the time or the money to do it. This was a godsend.”
“How did your sister die?” Kate asked.
“She was murdered four months before the lawyer was able to locate me. Although she only had a couple hundred dollars in her bank account, somehow she’d managed to buy this place shortly before her death. I never could figure out why a hunting lodge in the middle of Nowhere, Oklahoma, interested her. She was always a card-carrying, city girl.”
“Did Deena ever mention that our sister Tessa owned a winery and also stepped on a lot of toes getting to the top?” Kate inched closer to the fire to warm her hands. “Another weird coincidence is that she was also murdered. One of the pitfalls of leaving a trail of enemies in your wake.”
Before Haley could respond, Deena interrupted. “We’ve got plenty of time to talk about all this later. We need to sign in and then freshen up in our rooms. There’s a huge dinner party tonight. The spa’s gourmet chef is another of Haley’s great finds.” She grabbed Maddy’s arm and gently nudged her toward the desk. “You and I will be in one room, and Lainey and Kate will be next door.”
“Let the fun begin,” Lainey said, following in line behind her two older sisters with Kate hustling to catch up.
Checking in took a little over ten minutes. Just as they finished, Deena twisted around and almost collided with the man behind her. “Excuse me,” she said before she looked up into the most gorgeous green eyes she’d ever seen.
“Entirely my fault,” the man replied. “My apologies. I was standing way too close.” His suggestive smile was wide enough to show off a perfect set of white teeth and a tiny dimple in the cleft of his chin. “But I can’t lie. I’m really not all that sorry. I was anticipating a boring weekend holed up in my room while everyone else checked this place out. I have to admit, this weekend just got a little more interesting.”
Her cheeks flushed warm under his intense gaze that seemed to chain her to the spot. The man with his sandy blonde hair, accenting those dreamy eyes was definitely flirting with her. She remembered her pep talk to herself in the car about jumping on the dating bandwagon and took a deep breath before smiling back at him. “You must have read my mind because that’s exactly what I was just thinking.”



Chapter Two
 
Deena heard Maddy gasp behind her and almost turned and bolted. What in the world was the matter with her? She had no clue how to flirt, yet she’d just blatantly attempted to do exactly that. She touched her right hand to her cheek and felt the beginning of heat spreading up her face.
“I’m Brent Kershaw,” the gorgeous creature said as he extended his hand.
Standing a little over six feet tall, the man wore khaki-colored slacks that accentuated his slim waist and a navy blue and green golf shirt that only made his brilliant green eyes pop even more. Guesstimating him to be in his late thirties or early forties, she allowed her eyes to dart to his left hand. It took every ounce of will power to hold back the sigh of relief—no ring and no telltale tan line on the ring finger where a wedding band might have been.
Good Lord! She was acting like a teenager with her first look at the new boy in town.
She was about to introduce herself when one of her sisters nudged her in the back, propelling her forward, directly toward his chest. She was able to recover her equilibrium in time to avoid the mortification of plowing into him. More than a little uneasy now, she grabbed his extended hand and smiled up at him. 
“Deena Rodriguez,” she muttered, amazed that she’d been able to find her voice. “And these are my sisters Lainey, Kate, and Maddy.” She tried to pull her hand away, but his grip held firm.
“Ah, the designer,” he said, finally releasing her hand. “Haley has nothing but high praise for you.” He glanced around the lobby. “And I have to say I agree with her. You did a great job with this place.”
“There you are, Brent.” Haley walked up and positioned herself between Deena and the man. “I see you’ve met the Garcia sisters.”
His eyes twinkled with amusement. “Indeed I have. And I can only imagine how breath-taking their mother must be. It should be illegal to have all this beauty in one family.”
Bullshit alert! Tessa appeared out of nowhere and was now standing behind Brent. This guy’s obviously had a lot of experience with blowing smoke. Hang on to your skirt, Deena. He seems to have zeroed in on you.
Deena couldn’t help it and grinned. Could Tessa be right? Could this man standing in front of her—now undressing her with his eyes—really be interested in her after seeing her siblings?
Growing up with four very outgoing sisters had never prepared her for this kind of male attention. They were the ones who were usually singled out by both men and women. Maddy’s appeal was her strong, independent personality. Although Lainey scared off some members of the opposite sex with her good looks coupled with a broad intellect, she’d always been a challenge to most men, more interested in books than boys. And Kate—she looked like an angel but had no idea how she affected men. Poor Danny Landers hadn’t stood a chance when she’d set her sights on him last year in Vineyard. Even though he was a cop and trained to be tough, he’d melted under her gaze like butter in a frying pan. 
Say something, Deena, or close your mouth, the ghost said. He’ll think this is the first time a man like him has ever paid attention to you.
“It is,” she blurted, before she remembered she was the only one who knew Tessa had reappeared.
“What is?” Haley asked, turning to her with a questioning look.
“She said, she is,” Lainey said, stepping forward to rescue her. “Mr. Kershaw made a comment about our mother being easy on the eyes, and Deena was agreeing. My sisters and I would thank our lucky stars if we were fortunate enough to inherit even a fraction of her beauty.” She made eye contact with Deena, wrinkled her brow in question, and then mouthed Tessa when no one else was looking.
Deena nodded before turning back to Haley and Brent. “We really should be going to our rooms to freshen up before we meet everyone tonight.”
Good one, Deena. Make him think you’re not interested, the ghost said. That will have him falling all over you, wondering why you’re not trying to jump his bones like every other female who lays eyes on him. 
“I’m looking forward to tonight as well,” Brent said. “But not because of the food.” His eyes sent a direct message Deena’s way, and when he took her hand in his and brought it to his lips, she heard Kate giggle behind her. 
“May I call you Deena?” When she nodded, he turned to the owner. “Haley, thank you for inviting me this weekend.” He pulled her aside but not far enough away for the conservation to be private. “I’ll need to find some time with you tonight to work out a few problems before it’s too late.” 
After an awkward silence Deena cleared her throat. “Well, we need to get going. I’m looking forward to talking with you again at dinner, Mr. Kershaw.”
“Please, call me Brent. I have a feeling we’re going to be more than friends.” Then he turned and walked away.
Deena’s eyes followed him all the way to the door before she questioned Haley. “Who is that man?”
For a second, Haley’s eyes flashed anger as they watched Kershaw from behind. Then she shrugged. “He’s from Dallas. A judge. His brother is the head of Guarantee National Bank in Oklahoma City. He was instrumental in my getting a loan for the renovations here.”
Something about the way he’d fired those last words at the owner—spoken with a look that was meant to be a smile yet appeared menacing—set off red flags in Deena’s brain. And why was Haley’s initial reaction one of anger? 
“What did he mean about working out the problems before it’s too late? Everything’s okay, right?” Deena asked, unable to hide her concern. Was there a problem with the financing? Mentally, she scolded herself for agreeing to wait until after the weekend for the final check for her services.
Haley nodded. “Everything’s fine. We just need to go over some of the details about the loan. Nothing to worry about.” She tried to smile but couldn’t hide the anxiety that settled across her face.
“Is he married?” Kate asked.
“Divorced,” Haley responded. “And he’s got a reputation as a womanizer, so be careful.” She spoke to Kate, but her eyes stayed on Deena. “Now, go settle in. We’re going to have a lot of fun tonight. Dinner will be served at seven. Come a little early to meet everyone and have a cocktail.” She whirled around and waved to a young couple who had just walked in. “I’ll see you all tonight.”
Did I detect a little jealousy right then? Tessa watched the owner greet the new arrivals with a hug, and continued. Looks like your friend might have already tasted the forbidden judge fruit and is now trying to make sure you don’t.
“No way,” Deena said. “She was only warning us all that the man is a player.”
“Are you talking to who I think you are?” Maddy asked.
“Yes. She thinks Haley may have had a thing with Brent.”
Maddy laughed. “Say what you want about our dead sister, but she has a nose for picking up on things like that. I totally agree with her on this one.” She waved to the empty spot to Deena’s right. “Hey, Sis. Welcome back.”
Deena pointed to her left. “She’s over here.”
Maddy has always had great observational skills. That’s why she’s such a top notch cop. Kershaw’s definitely a player, and without a doubt, your little Miss Rockford has been around the bases with him a time or two. Tessa fell in step behind the sisters as they made their way to the courtyard outside.
When they passed the fireplace Deena glanced up, wishing she’d been able to talk Haley into getting rid of the stuffed bear head. It looked so…scary with its mouth open in a growl, emphasizing the huge teeth. She’d lobbied for a large picture with a working waterfall to go along with the tranquility theme, but the owner had been insistent. She’d been sure the story of the stone clad monster and the hunters would intrigue her clients. Said the bear would be a great tribute to the many hunters who’d passed through.
Deena held the door for her sisters. The courtyard was twice the size of the lobby and the main dining room. Ten small rooms were situated in a perfect circle around a central, large brick pavilion. “This is where all the pampering takes place,” she said as she entered the building, which consisted of many smaller rooms decorated with brightly colored balloons and crepe paper. Stopping at the first room, she opened the door. “Here’s a place most of us will avoid like the plague.” She pointed to the rows of treadmills and elliptical machines next to a display of weights and mats. “The dreaded workout room.”
“Thought this was supposed to be a place where you relaxed and got pampered,” Kate remarked with a frown. “Why in the world would anyone want to ruin a good hangover with push-ups?” She poked her older sister in the rib. “Our idea of exercise is lifting a glass of wine to our lips repeatedly and then chewing on French bread with cheese. Right, Lainey?”
Lainey high-fived her sister. “You and I always did think alike, Katie. Throw in a little rough sex at the end of the night, and you have the perfect workout.”
Holy Mother of… Tessa inched toward Lainey. Kate has always been a little adventurous, but you, Lainey? Who are you and what did you do with my straight-laced sister?”
Deena couldn’t help it and laughed out loud. When her siblings turned in her direction, she threw up her hands. “I had no idea how entertaining it could be to have Tessa wisecracking in my ear. She just basically called Kate naughty and Lainey a goody two shoes.”
“I am not a goody two shoes.” Lainey scrunched her faced into a scowl before she grinned. “But
she was right about Kate being naughty.” She winked at her younger sister. “At least that’s what Danny told Colt.”
“What? I’m going to kill him,” Kate said, wrinkling her nose.
Lainey bit her lip to keep from laughing again. “Relax. I was only joking. Can you even imagine Danny telling my husband about what happens in your bedroom? Colt would flip out. The man gets uncomfortable when anyone tells him any kind of personal stuff.”
I remember when he had to deliver Sadie Jefferson’s kid in the back of his cruiser, Tessa said. The man’s face was bright red every time I asked him about it. She sighed. It’s not like he’d never seen a vagina before.
“Quit fooling around, you guys. I have a lot to show you.” Deena moved to the next area. “This is the massage room. There are four tables for the actual treatments, and over there is a Jacuzzi, a sauna, and a mud bath room.”
“Ooh! I can’t wait to try that,” Maddy said. “I’ve always had a secret desire to mud wrestle.”
Deena tsked, pointing to the door that opened onto a large swimming pool where puffs of steam floated off the top of the bubbling water. “And here’s where you let it all hang out.”
“Naked like we did at the one in Vineyard?” Kate asked.
“No, silly. This one is co-ed.” Deena leaned closer to whisper. “That doesn’t mean we can’t come down here after hours and skinny dip, though.” She reached in her purse and pulled out a key. “It pays to know people.”
“Yes!” Kate pumped her fist. “There’s something about being submerged in warm water with only your birthday suit on that I find totally exhilarating.” She leaned in and kissed her sister on the cheek. “Thanks for inviting us, Deena. I so needed a weekend away from babies and the female anatomy.”
“You’re welcome. Now let’s go find our rooms and get situated. Our luggage should have already been delivered.” She led them to the outer edge and stopped at Room 7. “Maddy and I will sleep here.” Once inside, she smiled as her sisters raved about how tastefully the place was decorated. She’d worked especially hard, making sure each room on this side had a great view out the large picture window that opened into a beautiful park-like area with a gazebo, designed for reading and meditating.
“I’m so impressed,” Maddy said, plopping down on the bed. 
“Thanks.” Deena handed a key to Lainey. “You and Kate are next door in Room 6. Now go so I can grab a shower….” Deena playfully shoved them out the door. “I suggest you all do the same.”
Did you bring condoms? Tessa asked, unable to hide her glee.
“Shut up,” Deena said. “I haven’t had sex since Mike died. I wouldn’t even know how to do it anymore.”
It’s like riding a bike, Tessa said, lying down beside Maddy on the king-sized bed. Let’s just hope the honorable Brent Kershaw knows how to use all ten speeds.
*****
Deena woke from her nap and yawned. Maddy was already out of bed and standing by the window gazing out into the sitting area.
“The gazebo was my idea,” Deena said, yawning one last time before throwing her legs over the side of the bed. “Haley thought it was too expensive and wouldn’t get much use. I had to practically beg her to spend the money on it.”
“Glad you did. And as for it not getting used, tell that to the four people sitting out there right now,” Mattie said with a smirk.
“Four? Really?” Deena got up and walked over to the window. 
What she saw made her smile. She’d known Haley had gone way over budget with the renovations, but the owner had assured her that money wasn’t a problem. Deena hadn’t worried too much about it until Brent Kershaw had insisted on a sit-down with her at some point tonight. She prayed he wasn’t thinking about withdrawing his financial support as an investor or talking his banker brother into calling in the loan, which she knew would be a disaster. Although Haley’s sister had left her the lodge, there hadn’t been any money to go with it. 
“You’ve got that look you always get when you worry,” Maddy said, moving behind her and enclosing her in a bear hug. “Everything’s going to be great, little sis. Fantastic, after we get some food and a couple of bottles of champagne on board.”
Deena forced a smile. “You’re right. I need to concentrate on having fun.” She pointed to the bathroom. “You want to go first?”
“No, you hop in. I’m going to sit by the window and enjoy the scenery for a little longer. I don’t get to see too many enchanting places like this on the job. Breaking up drunken brawls and settling neighborhood squabbles leave a lot to be desired in the tranquility department.” She pulled up a chair and sat down. “Besides, you take a lot longer than me to get ready.”
“I do not.” Deena didn’t argue too much as she headed for the bathroom. Maddy’s long hair was basically low maintenance compared to her own new ‘do.
If she was being honest with herself she’d have to admit that she was more than a little anxious to get the night started. Meeting the other guests and wondering what they’d say about the renovations was a little intimidating to her. She knew she’d done a great job, but accolades from the investors would validate her. 
Who was she kidding? The main reason she was so nervous was that she’d have a chance to talk to one particular guest again. Her heart raced at the thought of discovering just how far her attraction to the judge would take her before she chickened out and lost her newfound courage.
As the hot water washed over her body, she imagined his hands doing the same thing. Then she made a face. The little insecure voice in her head screamed that Brent Kershaw was only being nice back at the registration desk and probably flirted with everyone, while the adventurous, hell-be-damned voice countered that she’d only live once and would probably never see Brent again. 
But could she be that girl who threw away all her inhibitions for one night of serious flirting and…whatever? 
She smiled to herself as she realized whether she could be that girl or not, she was bound and determined to go for it if the “whatever” opportunity presented itself. It had been over two years since she’d buried Mike. And this was the twenty-first century, for God sakes. Of course, the first time would be hard—assuming she didn’t have a nervous breakdown and ruin everything—but a boatload of alcohol should give her the courage she needed to do the deed.
“Geez! How long are you going to stand there with that naughty smile all over your face?” Maddy asked as she walked into the bathroom. “If I didn’t know you so well, I might think you just had solitary sex.” 
Deena made a face. “Ha ha! Very funny.” Then she moved her eyebrows up and down as she opened the shower door. “But I am on a mission to get laid tonight.”
“That’s my girl. And I just happen to know a guy who’s made it perfectly clear that he’s willing to be your welcoming committee back into the dating scene.” Maddy threw her a towel. “Hurry up. I’ll just take a quick shower because I’m starving—and because I don’t have to get naked with a perfect stranger tonight.” 
“Oh, God!”
She winked at her sister. “Just to be on the safe side, I’ll make arrangements to sleep on the couch in Lainey and Kate’s room. That way it won’t get awkward.” 
“You don't have to do that. I want you all to get a good night’s sleep.” She grinned at her sister. “Besides, if anything should happen, the man has his own room.”
Maddy narrowed her eyebrows. “Holy cow! I’m so excited that you’re even thinking about moving on, Sis. You go, girl.” 
Twenty minutes later, all four sisters were on their way to the dining hall. Deena was glad she’d splurged on a black cocktail dress at the last minute. The ornate turquoise jewelry with matching earrings Mike had brought back from a business trip to Santa Fe accented the plain but elegant dress nicely. It didn’t matter that the jewelry was probably a mea culpa because he’d slept with someone that trip.
As soon as they entered the dining room, she searched for Brent, hoping he was there and yet also a bit nervous that he would be. Disappointed when she didn’t see him, she allowed one of the two waitresses to escort her and her sisters to a table near the front where Haley was already seated and waving at them.
“Hope you don’t mind that I’m joining you and your sisters, Deena. I’m so nervous about tonight and thought you would be a calming force for me.”
“Nervous? Everyone will rave about this place,” Kate reassured her, patting her hand. “It’s lovely. Really.”
Haley thanked her before blowing out a noisy breath. “Hope so. Dinner tonight is fresh lobster I had flown in from Maine just this morning, along with garlic mashed potatoes, grilled asparagus, and a spinach salad. For dessert, Sergio has baked a wonderful Crème Brule.”
“Sounds awesome,” Lainey said, settling in next to Maddy.
Haley motioned to the waitress to begin serving. “Even though there are still a few people missing, I’ve got a big night planned and need to get started.” She reached for the champagne from the standing ice bucket at her side and poured everyone a glass. Then she held hers up. “To my sister Chrissy for making all this possible.”
Glasses in the air, the Garcia sisters joined her in the toast.
“Mind if I join you ladies?”



Chapter Three
 
They all looked up as Brent Kershaw appeared out of nowhere and snatched a chair from the other table. 
With his eyes never leaving Deena’s, he placed it between her and Haley and sat down. 
“If the food is as delicious as you all look tonight, we’re in for a feast.” He accepted the champagne from Haley. “And what were we toasting?”
“My sister. But we should raise a glass to everyone who made all this possible, including you, Brent.”
Brent’s eyes narrowed as he joined in the toast. “There is one thing I’ve wondered about. Did your sister invest in the lodge because she was an avid hunter herself?”
Haley looked surprised by the question and shook her head. “She and I lost touch many years ago. I don’t know why my sister bought this place—no clue if she enjoyed the sport, although it seems unlikely since even as a child, she was a sucker for any wounded or abandoned animal she came across. In fact, she even made my dad stop in the middle of a horrific storm one night so she could rescue a baby duck that had somehow gotten separated from its family and was walking in the middle of the road. We were late for my grandfather’s birthday party while she carried that duckling to the lake with all the other ducks.”
Brent held Haley’s eyes for a moment before he raised his glass in the air. “Then here’s to your sister and to all the people who helped transform Tranquility Rock into the beautiful spa it is today.”
Everyone joined in the second toast just as the waitress arrived with a tray of salads. Brent reached for the champagne bottle and refilled Deena’s glass the second she’d emptied it.
Is he trying to get me drunk? She’d never really liked champagne, preferring margaritas over the bubbly stuff, but for some reason, this one tasted awesome. Maybe because it was an expensive brand. Or maybe because she’d already had three glasses and was sitting next to the best looking man in the room.
Throughout the rest of the dinner—which turned out to be as good as Haley had said it would be, although the butterflies in Deena’s stomach didn’t allow her to eat much—the conversation at their table was dominated by Haley’s stories of all the problems she’d encountered during the renovations. She had them all in stitches, recanting how Deena had nearly flipped out when she’d heard the story of Nûñ'yunu'wï, the stone clad monster.
“Deena has always been a little superstitious,” Maddy said. “Even as a young girl, she’d line up her dolls on the bed a certain way every time. Said it would be bad luck for them if she didn’t.”
“Oh, don’t get me started on some of the stories about you, Maddy,” Deena said, playfully. “We could be here all night.”
“As much as I’d love to hear those stories, it’s time to get this show on the road.” Haley stood and walked to the center of the room where one of the wait staff handed her a microphone.
“First of all,” her voice filled the room. “I’d like to thank each and every one of you for helping me celebrate the opening of Tranquility Rock. Some of you are considering putting your faith in me and investing in my dream with your hard-earned money. Others are here to get a first-hand look at how the spa can benefit them. As the weekend goes on, I hope to show all of you just how grateful I am for that.” She paused to take a sip of the champagne in her other hand. “So, drink up. There’s a lot more of this stuff to help us relax and get a good night’s rest. Tomorrow, the pampering begins.” 
Deena was so engrossed in Haley’s speech that she almost didn’t notice Brent’s knee touching hers. She knew she should change positions, but the champagne had made her so mellow, and God help her, she was enjoying the way the innocent touch sent chills racing through her body. 
She had to get a grip and stop acting like she knew what she was doing. She was a thirty-five year old widow who’d only made love with one man her entire life—basically still a virgin in the sex department. She had to quit acting like sitting next to a man she’d just met and fantasizing about what the night might bring was an everyday thing with her.
His knee was touching hers, for God’s sake. It wasn’t like he’d just propositioned her.  
When he inched closer, allowing his upper thigh to make contact with hers, she took a deep breath before turning his way and smiling as seductively as she could. She was so green at this flirting ritual and hoped the sweat she knew that had formed on her forehead was not too noticeable. She felt giddy that a man like Brent might be attracted to her, yet terrified of what the weekend could bring if she let go of her inhibitions and flirted back. 
She turned away from him to discreetly wipe her brow and then tried to focus back on Haley. But when she felt Brent’s hand on her knee, playfully massaging it with his fingers, she found that increasingly hard to do. When their eyes met, his told her exactly what he wanted to do with her, even though his facial expression never changed.
“Before you go to your rooms, I’d like to introduce the head chef and his lovely assistant. Give them a big round of applause for the awesome food they prepared tonight.” She waved toward the kitchen, and a man and a woman emerged.
“This is Sergio Rolando, world-renowned chef from the fantastic Dolce Basilico in New York City.” 
Deena was almost relieved when Brent’s hand left her thigh to applaud the chef. She didn’t know how much more of his teasing she could take, and she needed to concentrate on Haley. She forced herself to look at the man her boss has just introduced. Standing about five-six or seven at the most, he was dwarfed by his much taller assistant. With his curly black hair almost totally covered by a white chef’s hat and a smile that stretched from ear to ear, Sergio bowed to the crowd.
“And this is the talented Paulina Ortiz,” Haley said, pointing to the tall woman beside him. “Wait till you taste the filet mignon tomorrow night with her signature red wine cream sauce. You’ll think you died and went to culinary heaven.”
The tall woman, whose shoulder length dark hair was also covered by a white hat, smiled at the crowd before she and the chef took one final bow and retreated to the kitchen.
“Tomorrow, you’ll meet the rest of the staff. I’ve got a busy weekend planned.” Haley handed the microphone to the waitress. Just as she was walking back to the table, they heard a scream from the other side of the room.
“Help! Does anyone here know first aid?” A man’s frantic voice bellowed.
“I’m a doctor,” Kate said, standing and heading that way with the others from the table directly behind her.
Kate pushed her way through the circle of people who had formed around an attractive, middle–aged woman lying on the floor, her face scrunched in pain. 
“Annie tripped on the edge of the floor over there,” the man said, pointing to the place where the end of one of the planks of the wooden flooring was definitely raised. “She thinks she broke her ankle.”
Kate bent down and took the woman’s hand in hers, feeling for her pulse.  “I’m an OB doctor, Annie, but I did spend six months on an orthopedics rotation in med school. Can I have a look at your ankle?” When the woman nodded, Kate picked up the affected foot and gently removed the shoe. After examining the ankle in question, much to the woman’s discomfort, she reached for the first aid kit Haley had brought over. 
“I don’t think it’s broken, but a twisted ankle can hurt almost as much as a fractured one. I’m going to wrap it with this Ace bandage and ask that big strong man over there to carry you back to your room.” She pointed to the limo driver, who was standing in the corner. When he nodded, she focused back on the injured woman. “I’ll get the chef to prepare an icepack and send some ibuprofen along with you if you’re able to take it. You’ll need to stay off the foot as much as you can and keep it elevated. I’m sure Haley can arrange for the masseuse to come to your room when you feel better.”
“No need to carry her,” Haley said, suddenly appearing with a wheelchair. “Thanks to Deena and her great ideas, we have a room filled with basic medical supplies.” After the limo driver lifted the injured woman into a wheelchair, she instructed the waitress to push her back to her room.
Deena glanced up to see Brent standing over the area where the woman had fallen. After getting down on his knees for a better look, he stood up, his face red with anger. Then he marched over to a man who was on his way to the door. When he reached him, he grabbed his shoulder and whirled him around. “Hold on, Wharton,” he shouted. “What the hell kind of shoddy products did you use on this floor? I know for a fact you were instructed to purchase only the best, in lieu of what they’re finding out about asbestos in the cheaper brands.”
The man turned and glared at Brent. “What would you know about flooring? Obviously, the problem is with the glue, not the installation. You can’t blame that on me,” he countered.
“Glue, my ass. Anyone can tell the quality of this entire floor is subpar. I guarantee I’ll be poring over your invoices with Haley in the morning to find out why.”
“You do that,” Gary Wharton said, his eyes unable to hide the hatred. “And you can go to hell in the meantime.” He turned and walked through the door, slamming it hard behind him.
Brent stared at the closed door before he walked over to Deena and the others. “We’ll see who’s going to hell after we have a look at his paperwork.”
Haley hurried back to the center of the room, microphone in hand. “If everyone will take their seats,” she announced in an easy, calm voice, no doubt attempting to diffuse the situation. “I need a few more minutes, please. First of all, I’d like to say how unfortunate it is that Annie hurt her ankle tonight. Let’s all say a prayer that the injury will be better after ice and a little rest. Try to avoid the area where she fell until we can get it fixed tomorrow morning.” She attempted a smile, but it was obvious she was still shaken by the woman’s fall and subsequent injury.
“I know a contractor who only builds seven figure homes in Oklahoma City, and he owes me a favor. I’ll give him a call in the morning to see if he can head up this way and check out the flooring,” Brent hollered up to her before pulling the chair out for Deena. After sitting down next to her, he grabbed her hand under the table and massaged it suggestively. “No way, I’d trust that drunken idiot Wharton to take care of it.” His voice would never be mistaken for a whisper, and everyone in the room was now staring at him.
Haley shot him a look that begged for him to be quiet and not stir up the crowd. “Please be seated. There’s still so much I need to say before you all retire to your rooms. I’ll start by introducing everyone.” She walked over to their table and stood behind Deena. “This is the wonderful Deena Rodriguez, who is responsible for making this spa so gorgeous. She’s brought her three sisters with her, and thankfully, one of them is a doctor. Who knew we would need her expertise on the first night?”
When the crowd laughed, Haley seemed to loosen up a bit. “The gentleman sitting with Deena is the Honorable Judge Brent Kershaw of Dallas County. Brent came to me early on and was so interested in this spa, not only did he join me at the beginning stages himself, but he persuaded his brother to invest as well.
At the next table, she pointed to a young couple and a woman who looked like she was barely out of college. She introduced the single woman first. “A big welcome to Naomi Patterson, up and coming reporter for the Sooner Review, Oklahoma’s top magazine. She’s here to do a story on Tranquility Rock, so let’s be on our best behavior and give her some really good material to work with.”
Moving around the table, Haley put her hands on the shoulders of the young couple, before introducing the woman, who looked stunning in a bright yellow dress. “This is Olivia Mason, my new friend who heard about the spa and came to me with an idea that benefits both of us. She and her husband Sam—she pointed to the slightly overweight man next to Olivia—are looking to schedule investment seminars for their clients.” 
She moved over to the last table where the injured woman and her husband had been seated. Another young woman sat alone and smiled when Haley approached. Deena couldn’t help wondering how all these millennials were able to invest money into the spa. She was barely able to put away enough to build a nest egg with her earnings.
“This is Carlene Newman, who came to me just last week when she heard I was looking for investors. And you all met Annie Elliott. She and Theo decided to come this weekend to see if they wanted to invest in my dream of expanding the best spa north of the Red River. Hopefully, in another year, we will be able to double the capacity. All of you are part of my family now, and together, we can make Tranquility Rock a place where everyone can come to get away from all the stress of the big city. So, let’s celebrate what we’re building here.”
After her speech, she started toward Deena and the others when another waitress ran up and whispered something in her ear. Haley nodded, then turned again to speak to the diners. “Good news. India tells me that Annie is resting comfortably and hopefully will be able to participate in the activities tomorrow.” She waited until the applause died down before continuing, “Now, I have to make sure everything is set up for tomorrow. Stay as long as you want. The staff will keep the champagne flowing to anyone who wants to extend the party. This is your weekend, so make the best of it, and I’ll see you all in the morning.”
“Nothing like a little excitement on the first night,” Maddy said, taking the last drink of her champagne. When Brent picked up the bottle to refill her glass, she shook her head. “No thanks. I’m already way over my limit. I think I’ll just go up to the room and read myself to sleep. I’ve been looking forward to this weekend for so long, and I want to get an early start.”
“Me too,” Lainey said, standing. “Deena?”
Deena took a deep breath, knowing her resolve to try the dating thing again would fade fast without her sisters there as support. But it was now or never. “You guys go on. I’ll be along shortly. Maybe I’ll have one more drink.” She held her empty glass up to Brent and sent him a silent message with her eyes.
He lifted the champagne bottle, never taking his gaze off her as if needing further confirmation. When she smiled, he took a deep breath and refilled her glass. “Drink up, Deena. I want to learn everything I can about you, and if plying you with alcohol gets me that information, then so be it.”
Deena looked away from him just in time to see her sisters go through the door on their way to the rooms. Living with a man who’d cheated on her the entire marriage had destroyed her self confidence in a lot of ways but especially, in her dealings with potential male friends. Mike had done a pretty good job of convincing her that no other man would want her sexually. Her sisters had worked hard trying to dispel that notion, but she knew the lingering doubt would always be there—until it wasn’t.  
But first she needed more liquid courage.
By the time the champagne bottle was empty, she and Brent had been talking for over an hour. She’d found him to be funny, entertaining, and definitely attentive to her—something that was more potent to her libido than any aphrodisiac. Of course, she wasn’t naïve and knew the liquor had a lot to do with how easily they seemed to be together. But being able to flirt right back when he did was worth the hangover she knew would show up in the morning.
By this time, most of the other guests had already left, and they were getting the evil eye from the waitresses. “Looks like we may have worn out our welcome here. Would you like to come up to my room for a nightcap before we say goodnight?” When she nodded, he called one of the waitresses over. “Could you send a bottle of Scotch to my room?” he asked, slipping her a fifty dollar bill discreetly.
India, according to her name badge, looked surprised before she recovered and nodded. “Yes, Mr. Kershaw. I’ll get right on it.”
“I’m not sure I can handle much more alcohol tonight,” Deena said. The last thing she wanted was to get drunk and start puking—a consequence she’d suffered before when imbibing too much liquor. She stifled a giggle thinking how that would definitely put a damper on the romantic evening he obviously had planned—or at least what his body language implied he had planned. 
When he stood and offered his hand to help her up, she felt like an adolescent girl getting ready to cross the line in the back seat of a souped-up Chevy. Again, she held back a grin, thinking that was exactly how she’d lost her virginity in the first place. Mike had been so proud of that car when he’d picked her up for the prom their junior year. It had been their fifth or sixth date, and she’d known he wanted to go farther than second base. 
She hoped tonight’s race for home plate wouldn’t be as awkward as that time so many years ago, although the odds were not in her favor. Other than her husband, she hadn’t had sex—or even a serious make-out session—with any other man, even though Mike had been gone almost two years. She missed being with someone—someone who found her desirable. Remembering what Tessa had said earlier, she hoped she wasn’t the one who had forgotten how to shift the gears. 
Yes, she didn’t know Brent well enough to get a true read on him, but she didn’t intend on marrying the guy. She just wanted to get over the hump that kept her from going out with men—the getting naked in front of a man. Her head whispered that she would probably never see him again after this weekend, but the romantic part of her heart wondered what it would be like if she did. 
Walking to Brent’s room, he reached for her hand, as if to assure her that it would be okay. She chided herself for being such a baby. Hell, fourteen year-olds were having sex all the time. But that thought only brought on more anxiety. She wasn’t a teenager with a tight, adolescent figure anymore. Although she’d improved her body a lot since she’d been widowed, the fact remained, she was in her thirties, and gravity was definitely a bitch. 
As soon as they entered his room, he kissed her, lightly at first, then more demanding. She’d had just enough champagne to loosen her up, and she leaned into his embrace. Just as his hand circled around to her back and settled on her zipper, there was a knock at the door.
“Ignore that,” Brent mumbled, keeping his hands on her zipper. 
But it was all Deena needed to slither out of his embrace. She thought she was ready for this, but apparently, she needed more time. “Tell me about yourself,” she said, barely able to breathe now.
Although it was obvious that he was annoyed at being interrupted, he sat down on the edge of the bed and talked about living in downtown Dallas.  
Just when the conversation started to get awkward, there was another knock on the door. 
“Perfect timing,” he said, getting up and walking to the door. “That has to be the Scotch. We’ll have one more nightcap, and then I’ll show you how a woman like you should be treated.”
She swallowed hard. A woman like her? Good Lord, it was about to happen, and she still wasn’t quite ready yet. She looked around, wondering where her dead sister was when she needed her. She’d have to settle for that Scotch—maybe even more than just one to slow down her racing heart.
After tipping the waitress once again, Brent placed the tray on the dresser and poured two glasses of the amber-colored liquor before handing her one. She sipped the Scotch, ignoring the burning sensation that trickled all the way down to her stomach, knowing it was needed to squelch her inhibitions. In as matter of minutes, she had finished the entire glass and held it out for a refill. He seemed only too happy to oblige. A jolt of electricity shot through her when he handed her the glass and allowed his fingers to linger on hers a few minutes. With her lips tingling, she was almost ready— ready for what she’d come to his room to do. Bringing the drink to her lips, she threw back her head and drained it in one gulp. 
She’d done tequila shooters with her sisters before, but she was unprepared for the rush of warmth that now pulsed through her body. With all her fears about what was about to happen successfully drowned by too much alcohol and too little food, she was feeling no pain and ready to take this to the next level. It was time to say goodbye to being alone and rejoin the world as a vibrant, sexually-satisfied woman once again. 
This time when Brent reached for her zipper, she moved slightly to make it easier. The black dress slipped to her ankles. When she saw the appreciation in his eyes as he stared at her, she was grateful she’d splurged on the black lacy strapless bra and matching panties to go with the dress. 
“Oh my God! You’re gorgeous,” he said, kissing a trail from her neck slowly down the length of her body.
She moaned softly as the effect of his lips on her bare skin was making her dizzy. Reaching behind, she caught herself on the edge of the bed when she nearly fell. The room was now spinning like a pinwheel on a windy March day, and she sat down and stared at him. “Brent?” That was the last thing she remembered as she lay back on the pillow. 
When she opened her eyes again, the room was exploding with lights like the Fourth of July fireworks. Before she could get her bearings and figure out where she was, the door slowly creaked open, and she tried to sit up. Amidst a kaleidoscope of brilliant colors, all swirling around in a frenzied pattern, she made out a large creature entering the room and coming toward the bed. Despite her intense fear, she was mesmerized by the reds, blues, and purples forming a circle around the intruder. She tried to scream but nothing came out. The creature moved closer, its silver skin shimmering in the sliver of light escaping from the bathroom. It called her name, and in that moment she realized it was Nûñ'yunu'wï, the stone clad monster. 
Why was he coming for her? Was he angry because of what she’d done to the hunting lodge?
This time she was able to scream just as the monster put his hand over her mouth.  
And then she felt the prick in her arm.



Chapter Four
 
Slowly, Deena opened her eyes, immediately aware of the throbbing in her head. She attempted to sit up, but the pain intensified, and she fell back onto the pillows. Although the room was still dark, sunlight peeked through the half-opened drapes, signaling the beginning of another gorgeous fall day in Texas.
But she wasn’t in Texas. She and her sisters were in Oklahoma celebrating the opening of the spa she’d decorated. Bits and pieces of the night before began flooding her brain, and she remembered how much alcohol she’d consumed.
“Maddy?” She turned over carefully, moaning when another sharp pain stabbed at her forehead. 
She sucked in a surprised breath when she realized her sister wasn’t the one in bed with her. Staring at the back of Brent Kershaw’s head, a visual of him undressing her brought another audible gasp. She blushed, remembering how brazen she’d been the night before, flirting outrageously with him and coming back to his room with him for a nightcap with giddy thoughts of ending her two-year sabbatical from men and sex.
Quickly, she glanced under the covers. Clad only in her bra and panties, she turned back to Brent and realized he still had his suit on. What kind of sex could you have totally dressed? Had they gotten so drunk they’d both fallen asleep? She giggled, thinking how lame she was at this man/woman relationship thing. She’d finally gotten up the courage to move on with her life with a man as smart and good-looking as Brent, and then she’d failed to close the deal. The glee quickly turned into a frown when the pounding behind her eyes returned. How could she possibly have imagined that getting falling-down drunk was a wise decision? 
She decided there was nothing she could do about that, and right now, her main priority was to swallow a bottle of ibuprofen and kill that little dude with a hammer inside her head. She forced herself to sit up before swinging her legs over the side of the bed. Spying her new black dress in a heap in the middle of the floor, she stood, not prepared for the wave of dizziness that washed over her, forcing her to collapse back down onto the bed.
Glancing toward Brent, she was surprised to see that he hadn’t moved. Must be nice to be able to sleep that soundly, especially if his hangover headache is as bad as mine, she thought. But he’d had a lot to drink, too, and probably would appreciate a few more hours of sleep. She tried her best to be as quiet as she could when she was finally able to stand without rocking back and forth. Taking baby steps at first, she made her way to the center of the room, retrieved her dress, and quickly put it on, already anticipating the mountain of grief she’d take from her sisters when they saw what a wrinkled mess it was. Getting the zipper all the way up was a daunting task, especially since every move brought a new wave of pain in her head. 
After a quick trip to the restroom where she splashed cold water on her face, she felt a little better. Debating whether to leave Brent a note or not, she made her way to the desk on his side of the bed, sat down, and turned on the table lamp. In the end she decided that letting him know she was okay was the decent thing to do, although the little voice of self-doubt in her head wondered if he’d even remember bringing her to his room after the welcoming party.
Reaching for the hotel notepad, she scrolled a generic Thanks for a fun evening. Deena. That way, she covered all the bases, including sex or no sex.
Taking a deep breath, she grabbed her purse and glanced one final time at the sleeping judge before leaving when something shiny poking out from beneath the pastel blue sheet half-covering Brent caught her eye. As she inched closer, a metallic odor assailed her nostrils, causing her to wrinkle her nose and step back.
Even from this distance she could make out a large reddish-brown stain on the sheet, and she has to force herself to move closer. Being careful not to awaken him, she pulled the cover back a little, and the scene that greeted her was enough to make her nauseous. She ran back to the bathroom and hurled, staying crouched over the toilet bowl until the dry heaves subsided. Then she gargled with the complimentary bottle of mouthwash before once again splashing cold water on her face. 
Slowly making her way back to the bed, she carefully avoided looking at his face, focusing instead on the bloody sheet. With her breathing coming faster now, she yanked it all the way off his upper torso and was horrified to see that the shiny object she’d first noticed was a pair of her own scissors, deeply embedded into his chest.
Her breath caught in her throat. What the hell were the designing shears she’d lost the week before doing here? 
Sucking in what she hoped was a gulp of courage, she felt for a carotid pulse, but there was none, and his skin was stiff, cold, and a dusky shade of gray. Terrified now, she must have screamed but didn’t recognize the sound that came out of her mouth as her own.
A million thoughts ran through her mind about why her scissors were protruding from Brent’s body before reality hit her like an out-of-control wrecking ball. There was only one explanation. Brent was dead, and no one else was in the room with him but her. She had no memory of anything that happened after they’d come back to his room other than the wild dream she’d experienced at one point in the middle of the night. An involuntary shudder shook her as an image of the silver-clad monster from her dreams flashed across her mind. 
She took one final look at the body and then ran to the door. Flinging it open, she stepped onto the walkway connecting the rooms before glancing back. Unable to bear the sight, she slammed the door closed, doubled over, and then let out ripping, blood curdling scream for help. 
While she waited for help, she continued to scream until she saw a tall man she recognized as the limo driver who’d taken Annie Egan to her room when she’d been injured, rushing toward her.
“He’s dead,” was all she managed to say.
He stared blankly at her for a moment before pushing the door open and disappearing into the room.
The next few minutes were total confusion as the rest of the guests came running to see what the commotion was about. She burst into tears when she spied her sisters racing down the walkway toward her, towels covering their wet bathing suits. If ever she needed them, it was now.
“Deena, what’s the matter? Are you hurt?” Lainey asked, reaching her first and grabbing her by the shoulders.
She shook her head, no longer caring about the pain that resulted. “Brent’s dead.” She began to sob. “And I think I’m the one who killed him.”
Maddy stepped closer and turned Deena toward her. “Don’t say another word to anyone.” She pointed to her younger sister. “Kate, go in there and see if there’s anything you can do. Lainey, you take Deena in the grassy area and find a chair for her. Whatever you do, don’t let her talk to a soul, not even Haley. I’ll find out what’s going on.”  
*****
Maddy stood just inside the door and surveyed the room for any signs of a struggle or anything out of the ordinary. Nothing seemed unusual, unless you counted the obvious lump in the bed where a dead body lay. She’d seen enough deceased people on the job to know that the gray coloring on Brent’s face wasn’t a good sign.
Kate rushed to the bedside, and after a few minutes, looked up and shook her head. The only other person in the room was a tall gentleman in workout clothes who was standing next to Kate. Maddy knew he was someone she’d seen at the party the night before, but she couldn’t remember exactly who he was. 
“Sir, can you stand over here by me away from the bed?” she asked. “This room may very well be a crime scene, and we’ll need to preserve it until the police get here.”
Towering over Kate by about a foot, the man stared at Maddy for a moment before walking toward her as instructed. Extending his hand, he said, “Vince Hogan. I own Hogan Limo Service in downtown Oklahoma City. Maybe I can be of some assistance here since I have a little experience in police procedures.”
Maddy eyed him suspiciously, thinking that nobody got the upper arms and perfectly tapered waist that this guy had without working at it. She guessed his police experience was probably working security at a mall somewhere. Or better yet—given his dark hair and dark eyes that seemed to bore right through her, along with perfectly shaped lips that almost looked to be tipped in a slight smile—the guy was probably an actor who’d played a cop in a commercial at some point in his career.
After scolding herself for being so judgmental, she shook his hand. “Maddy Castillo. I’m a police officer in Vineyard, Texas.” Then to make up for her earlier snarky thoughts, she decided to play nice. Even if he was a mall cop, he would’ve had to have had some formal training in elementary law enforcement. “Between the two of us, I’m sure we can see that this room isn’t contaminated before the crime scene guys can process it.” Satisfied that she’d made it up to him, she walked to the bed to get her first up-close look at the dead guy. “Can you tell if the scissors killed him?” she asked her sister.
“Without an official autopsy I can’t know for sure, but from the entry point of the blades and the amount of blood that soaked the bed, my guess would be a ruptured aorta.” Kate backed up a few steps to allow Maddy to get closer. “Lividity puts the time of death around eight to ten hours ago. Again, that’s just a guess. When the medical examiner gets here, he’ll be able to give us a more accurate timeline.”
“The last time I saw Kershaw, he was leaving the party with the interior decorator,” Vince said. Somehow, he’d inched his way back to the bedside and was now standing directly behind Maddy. 
“That would be our sister Deena,” Kate said as Maddy flashed a look that instantly shut her up.
Maddy turned her attention to the limo driver. “Vince, can you go down to the registration desk and call the local police on the satellite phone to report this?” When he nodded, Maddy continued, “And make sure Haley is notified so she can decide how to handle the guests. With Deena screaming like she did, I’m sure everyone’s aware that something bad has happened. Haley will need to figure a way to keep them calm.”
Turning on his heels, he rushed out of the room. Before the door closed, Maddy caught a glimpse of her younger sister, who was standing outside the door and staring into the room. So much for Lainey taking Deena away from the crowd and any questions. The terror on Deena’s face brought more questions about what exactly had her sister gotten herself into. Had things gone so terribly wrong last night that Deena had felt compelled to drive the scissors into the man she’d been so obviously infatuated with only hours before? Had the creep tried to hurt her, and she’d lashed out to protect herself? 
She shook her head, trying to shove those thoughts out of her mind. If Colt were here, he’d know what to do—what to say. He’d definitely be her first call as soon as she could get to a phone. The defense lawyer from the neighboring city of Keller, who was feared by every cop in the county, would be the second. 
A glimpse at the dresser where two half-filled glasses of some kind of liquor was cause for concern. Deena had never been a big drinker, and she’d had more than her fair share of bubbly at the dinner. The few times she’d seen her more than tipsy, it hadn’t been pretty.
Just then the door burst open and Haley ran in, her face scrunched in horror. “Oh my God. Is he really dead?”
Maddy nodded. “We need to keep everyone out of this room until the police get here. You’ll have to talk to your guests without causing any more panic than there already is. Tell them the police are on their way, and they should be prepared to answer questions.”
“Did Deena kill him?”
Hearing someone verbalize what she had thought only moments before surprised Maddy, and she looked away. “Right now, we have no idea what happened. There’s no use speculating until the officers can sort things out.” 
Maddy lowered her head so that Haley couldn’t read her face. If Deena had indeed killed Kershaw, she wasn’t about to incriminate her any further by agreeing with the spa owner. She and her sisters would do whatever was necessary to help their sibling out of this jam no matter what had happened in this room. The Keller lawyer wouldn’t come cheap, but they’d do what had to be done—refinance houses, break into their 401Ks. It was what they always did when one of them was in trouble.
And right now, Deena was definitely in trouble.
*****
Vince Hogan made eye contact with Deena Rodriguez as he exited the room. He’d noticed the interior decorator last night at the party, wondering how a classy woman like her could fall for an SOB like Brent Kershaw. As long as he lived, he’d never understand the guy’s appeal. 
As the woman begged with her eyes for some good news, he could only shake his head. He forced himself to turn and walk away when he saw tears forming in her eyes. He wished he could comfort her somehow but knew there was nothing he could say that would make this all go away. She didn’t look like a killer, but that’s exactly what the Oklahoma cops would think when they arrived. After all, by her own sister’s medical opinion, it had been the scissors that had killed the man. It didn’t take a brain surgeon to figure out that they probably belonged to the woman who had spent many weeks designing the interior of the spa. Knowing Kershaw, the bastard had probably hurt her in some way, and if he hadn’t, he would’ve eventually. Once a snake, always a snake. Even Kershaw’s own brother, an easygoing banker in Oklahoma City, despised him.
When Vince rounded the corner, he picked up his pace. The sooner the local cops got there and questioned the guests, the faster they could all get back to their lives and forget about what had happened there today. His first call after notifying the police would be to his office to get the ball rolling on sending the other limos back to the spa. His employees wouldn’t be thrilled about that since they’d assumed their weekend was free until Sunday night.
At the registration desk he saw the curly-haired, middle-aged clerk bent over something, his eyebrows furrowed in deep concentration. Vince stood patiently while the man continued to work on the crossword puzzle, oblivious to the fact that someone was waiting. Tempted to jerk the guy out of the chair to get his attention, Vince gave him one last chance and cleared his throat.
The man looked up, obviously annoyed at being disturbed. “Can I help you?”
“I need to use the satellite phone.”
The clerk, whose name badge read WILIAM PEABODY shook his head. “You’ll need authorization from Ms. Rockford.”
“She’s the one who sent me down here. I need to call the Oklahoma City Police Department immediately.”
“I’ll still need to hear it from her.”
Vince bit his lower lip to keep from grabbing the man by the front of his shirt. “Look, Peabody, there’s a dead man in Room 3. Either you give me that phone now, or I’ll make sure the police charge you with obstruction of justice when they finally do get here.”
“Brent Kershaw’s dead?”
Vince nodded, taking a quick calming breath. Patience had never been his strongest suit, and this guy was getting on his last nerve. “Yes. The phone?”
Peabody jumped from the chair and raced to the back room. Vince could see him hunched over the floor safe and smiled to himself. Most people used a safe for things like money and jewelry. Obviously, Haley Rockford thought it was so important to keep her guests from outside distractions that she kept the satellite phone under lock and key.
After a few minutes, he couldn’t stand it any longer and hollered, “What’s the holdup, Peabody?”
The clerk stood and slowly sauntered back to the desk, a confused expression covering his face. “They’re gone.”
“What’s gone?” Vince nailed him with his best intimidation face, hoping to send a message that he wasn’t interested in playing guessing games.
“The phones. We keep two of them in the safe. Both are missing.”
“Are you sure? Go back and take another look,” he demanded. “And bring me all the cell phones and tablets you confiscated from the guests.” Even as he said it, he knew that probably wouldn’t be helpful since there was no signal this far away from the towers. His only hope was that he could try to send a text to his office and instruct them to call the cops. 
He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, something he always did when he was nervous. He was beginning to get an uncomfortable feeling in his gut about all this, as his eyes followed Peabody back to the desk. Even before the man opened his mouth, Vince knew he wasn’t going to like what the clerk had to say.
“They’re all missing.” He lowered his head. “I don’t understand it. Haley and I are the only ones who know the combination to the safe.”
Vince thought for a moment, his stomach now beginning to churn. This was definitely not good news. If the classy interior decorator had killed Kershaw, there was a good possibility it might not have been spur of the moment or self-defense like he’d imagined. But even as his mind went there, he knew that Deena Rodriguez probably wasn’t the cold-blooded killer who’d deep-sixed the scissors into Kershaw’s chest. 
After making a split decision, he addressed the clerk. “Run out to Room 3 and tell Ms. Rockford about the missing phones.” He started to walk toward the door before he remembered one last thing. “And make sure she’s the only one you talk to. Tell her I’m taking the limo to find a phone and call the police. Hopefully, it will only take forty minutes or so to the nearest town, so she can expect me back in two hours with help in tow.”
Vince waited until the clerk came out from behind the desk and was on his way to deliver the message before he walked out of the lobby and into the parking lot. His stretch limo was parked in the back row, and he hurried toward it.
Three quarters of the way there, the ball of fire in his gut exploded. Even from a distance, he could see that something was terribly wrong, and a sudden sense of foreboding crawled up his spine. He did a quick check of both sides of the vehicle. What the… All four of his tires were slashed. Whoever had killed Kershaw and stolen the phones had carried out a very detailed plan to make certain there would be no way for them to communicate with the outside world.
For the first time, he thought about the safety of all the guests, including himself, as the cold reality covered him with a blanket of fear. There was a killer walking among them who had meticulously isolated them from any chance of getting help. With no weapons to defend themselves, they were in for a long weekend.



Chapter Five
 
Gary Wharton bolted upright in bed when he heard what could only be described as an agonizing screech. His first thought was that there was an animal nearby, either hurt or in attack mode, and he cursed under his breath because he had nothing he could use to protect himself. The spa owner had adamantly forbidden any weapons at the resort, even while they were renovating. 
Though this place was no longer a hunting lodge, it sat in the middle of a dense woodland area, so it had to be surrounded by creatures large and small who now roamed free from predators with guns. He had no idea what had made the God-awful sound, but whatever it was would be a lot less menacing if he had his semi-automatic right now.
No longer hearing the noise, he stole a glance at the clock on the nightstand. Christ! It was already ten, but he wasn’t ready to take on the world just yet—or more specifically, to take on Brent Kershaw. Try as he might, he couldn’t quit thinking about the man’s warning that he fully intended to go over the invoices with a fine tooth comb today. Although Gary had gotten creative to hide the discrepancies as best he could, a smart man like Kershaw would have no problem seeing right through the bogus receipts. 
The good news was that he wouldn’t be able to prove anything while they were out here in the middle of nowhere, but as soon as they were back in the real world, AKA Oklahoma City, he knew the Dallas judge would stop at nothing to track down the supply vendors. Once he had a look at the invoices—or more to the point, the forgeries—there would be hell to pay. 
But he’d had no choice. When his bookie Digarmo and his sidekick had paid him a visit two months ago and threatened to do serious bodily harm if he didn’t cough up the money he owed by the end of the week, he’d been desperate. The wood deal for the spa flooring had just seemed to drop into his lap right when he thought life as he knew it would never be the same. How was he supposed to know the flooring was part of an illegal shipment smuggled in from China and contained more asbestos than legally allowed? The guy who’d sold it to him only said it was bargain-priced because it had been stolen from one of the containers on the dock when it arrived in Galveston and they had to get rid of it in a hurry. Nothing was ever mentioned about the level of asbestos or the degree of inferior quality.
If he were being honest, he’d have to take the blame for not sniffing out a set-up that day at the track when the two men approached and offered him the deal. It was too coincidental, now that he thought about it. They’d shown up less than thirty minutes after he’d lost over twenty-five K on a pony that was supposed to be the “surprise” of the day.
Some surprise! The filly had started out strong and then had faded back into the pack before the second turn. Since last place didn’t come with a pay-out, Gary had been royally screwed.
Knowing Digarmo and his thugs would be breathing down his neck the second he walked into his apartment, he hadn’t even hesitated accepting the offer. This was the first time he’d ever done anything like this in his life—unless you counted that one time in Oklahoma City when he’d jacked up the price of supplies on a big job after Digarmo let him know, in no uncertain terms, what would happen if he didn’t pay up. He’d nearly choked when he found out the bank holding the loan on that project was run by none other than Kershaw’s brother. After an audit uncovered the forgeries, the good judge had stepped in and was ready to throw the book at him if he didn’t make good. Gary had to hang his head, swallow his pride, and ask his dad for a loan, knowing the old man would never let him forget what a loser he was. 
This time, his choices were either to crawl back to his dad for another loan or take a trip to the hospital with too many broken bones to count—or worse. Neither one of those options appealed to him, and skimming off the top of the renovation budget seemed like the way to go.
He figured Haley Rockford would never suspect that the quality of the flooring was inferior, having worked in an office all her life with no knowledge of building codes or procedures. But as soon as the first box was opened and he’d gotten a look at the planks, he realized that only a miracle would prevent her from not noticing. The stuff was pure crap, but it had been too late to change it out, even if he could have. 
For now, all he had to do was stay out of Kershaw’s way until the weekend was over, and he’d never see the man again. And the good news was…after using the money he’d skimmed off Haley to pay off  Digarmo, he still had a couple thousand in his pocket. The minute the limo dropped him off at his apartment on Sunday night, he intended to jump in his car and head to Grand Prairie to catch the last few races. 
He smiled to himself, thinking about the tip he’d received from the man in charge of the stables at the track. He intended to put the two grand, along with another twenty thousand from the bookie, on Deep Dark Secret, who came with forty to one odds in the last race. According to the tipster, the three-year old stallion was predicted to win by a nose. If things went as planned, by the end of the weekend Gary would have more money than he knew what to do with. He’d be able to celebrate in style with some high dollar hooker in Mexico taking away all his stress and making him feel good about life again.
No more Brent Kershaw nipping at his heels, ready to take him down.
He slid out of bed and made his way to the bathroom where he got his first look at himself in the mirror. The dark circles under his eyes were a testament to the half-empty bottle of Crown Royal on the dresser. Fortunately, he still had the master key that Haley had given him three months ago when he’d started the renovations, and he’d been able to pilfer the liquor from the kitchen while everyone slept. 
After relieving himself, he walked over to the dresser and poured two fingers of the amber liquid into the glass. If he was about to face Brent Kershaw this morning, he’d need more than coffee. Knowing the honorable judge as he did, the day promised to be a challenge.
That asshole was no more honorable judge than the criminals he sent to jail. Kershaw had been a major pain in the butt ever since that episode with his brother’s bank. Gary suspected he’d even sabotaged a few of his bids on high dollar jobs in the city.
When he’d first spotted Kershaw across the room in the dining hall last night, Gary had hoped the man wouldn’t recognize him. He figured since the judge dealt with hundreds of cases every month, surely he wouldn’t remember that one little incident. But apparently, the guy had the memory of an elephant. At first Gary suspected he had something more going on with Haley Rockford than investing in a spa, but that notion was quickly dispelled when the good judge had blatantly pawed Deena Rodriguez right in front of Haley.
And who could blame him? Although up until last night he’d thought of the interior designer as being a little gun-shy when it came to men, she’d come out of her shell around Kershaw. Definitely sexy looking, she’d always been sweet to him, so he’d never made a serious move on her himself, although the thought had crossed his mind a time or two while they’d worked together. It seemed like such a mismatch seeing a woman like her flirting so openly with a snake like Brent Kershaw.  
Maybe I should just bide my time until the lawyer shows his true colors and she comes looking for a real man. 
He refilled his glass, thinking about his upcoming sit-down with Kershaw. Gary had no delusions about how hard the man would come down on him after he got a look at the books. Lucky for him, the only thing the judge could do without proof was make accusations. It would be at least Monday morning before he could follow up on those accusations with visits to the flooring vendors. Hopefully, by then, Deep Dark Secret would have crossed the finish line by that one nose, and Gary could disappear with a sinful amount of cash in his pocket until things blew over. 
He walked back into the bathroom to brush his teeth and gargle with the mouthwash. No sense giving Kershaw something else to get bent out of shape about—not that it was any of his business if he had a few drinks before lunch. Hell, it was supposed to be a relaxing weekend. The lawyer prick needed to mind his own business.
Still in his suit from last night, he took off his jacket and threw it back onto the bed. A quick shower would have to wait until after he had a little food in his stomach. All that liquor was rumbling down there, and he was thirsty enough to drink the water from the bathroom tap. As he leaned over to scoop up a handful, he stopped short when he noticed a huge wine stain on the front of his white dress shirt.
Shit! He’d borrowed the shirt from his neighbor in Dallas just for the party last night. Thank heavens there were no other dress-up dinners planned—at least not ones he intended to grace with his presence. After breakfast he’d have someone in housekeeping take a look at the stain and use whatever magic cleaner they had to make it disappear. The last thing he wanted to do with his winnings was to buy the guy a new shirt. 
Staring at the stain, a niggling thought ran through his mind. He hated wine, thought it was a sissy drink. So how had he ended up with it all over the front of his shirt? Touching the still damp spot, he brought his fingers to his nose and sniffed. Definitely a metallic odor. As realization hit him, he shoved his hand under the facet and turned it on full blast. 
The red stain was blood, not wine. Remembering the sound he’d heard earlier, he stripped off the shirt to see if a wild animal had somehow gotten into his room and attacked him while he slept. It was a long way back to civilization and a good emergency room, and he’d have to leave immediately if his injuries were really bad. Staring at his naked chest, he became even more baffled. Other than the fact that he was seriously in need of a little sunshine, there were no wounds or scratches.
Just then he heard another ear-piercing scream, but this time he recognized the unmistakable high pitch of a woman close-by. He opened his suitcase, plucked out a t-shirt and pulled it over his head, then grabbed the master key and stepped into the walkway.
The minute he was out of his room, he could see the commotion was coming from two doors down. Kershaw’s room. He picked up the pace and stopped right in front of the young couple who’d sat across from him at dinner the night before.
“What’s going on?”
Sam Mason shook his head. “One of the guests was murdered last night.”
“Kershaw?”
The younger man, who’d probably just rolled out of bed himself, nodded. “Looks like the designer did it.”
Gary was speechless, and for the first time since he’d gotten out of bed, he didn’t notice the volcano that had been building up in his stomach all morning anticipating his confrontation with Kershaw. There would be no meeting—no humiliation or accusations now. 
Kershaw was dead.
A slight smile tipped the corners of Gary’s lips, and he tried hard to look concerned. But today the gods were shining on him, and a major weight had been lifted off his shoulders.
Good news like this called for another trip to the kitchen to confiscate one more bottle of Crown Royal. 
*****
By the time Maddy and Kate came out of Brent’s room, Deena had calmed down a bit. Her respirations had slowed, and she could no longer feel her heart beating in her head. Although the headache was still there, it had dulled and now allowed her to open her eyes without pain. 
“Deena, do you want something to drink?” Kate asked as she approached. “I can fix you a cup of coffee just the way you like it.”
Deena tried to smile at the youngest of the Garcia clan. “I’d kill for…” She slammed her hand to her mouth and gasped. “Oh God! I didn’t mean that.”
Kate reached over and squeezed her hand. “I know, honey. I’ll be right back.” She turned to her other two sisters. “Do either of you want a cup?” When both of them declined, she headed off toward the kitchen. 
“Vince Hogan—he’s the limo driver—went down to the registration desk to call the local police. They should be here within the hour.” Maddy leaned closer to her sister to whisper. “You and I need to talk before they get here.”
“Shouldn’t you put her under arrest or something?” Theo Elliott asked, still breathing hard from rushing out of his room all the way on the other side of the building. His injured wife followed close behind, breathing heavy as well.
Maddy shot him a look that had him immediately closing his mouth before he could say anything else. “The police are on the way, Mr. Elliott.” Then she turned to his wife, who’d supposedly been in so much pain the night before after tripping on an edge of the flooring that had lifted up. “It’s good to see you running after your accident last night.”
The older woman colored, then frowned. “My ankle still hurts this morning, but not nearly as much. It’s amazing what a little adrenaline can do for you. When I heard all the noise, and someone mentioned murder, I hightailed it over here.” She glanced directly at the owner of the spa who was now off to the side by herself. “We’ll still need to fill out an incident report, Haley.”
Deena left the comfort of her sister’s arms and walked over to the owner who was staring at nothing in particular, her face ashen. “You have to believe that I didn’t kill Brent.” She lowered her eyes. “At least I don’t think I did.” She met Maddy’s glare, knowing her cop sister didn’t want her saying another word. But Haley was her friend, and right now, she needed prompting. “You should say something to your guests before mass hysteria erupts.”
The distraught woman finally looked at Deena. “What should I say?”
“Tell them Maddy and Kate have both examined the body, and right now, all we can do is wait for the police to arrive and take over. Let them know you have everything under control. You might also tell them to start packing so they can leave right after the police are through talking to them.”
“Did you kill him?”
Deena froze, wishing she could say without a doubt that she had not. But, she couldn’t. She didn’t remember anything about the night except for her strange dream. “No,” she lied, hoping she sounded convincing.
“Then who did?”
Maddy had been watching the conversation from a few feet away and now rushed over to grab her sister’s arm. “I’m taking Deena back to our room, Haley. When the police arrive, could you send someone to come and get me? I want to be involved in the investigation.”
“You didn’t see or hear anything last night?” Haley pressed, totally ignoring Maddy.
Even before she opened her mouth, Deena knew how ridiculous she was about to sound. “The room was lit up with colors,” she began, keeping her eyes on Maddy. “And I saw the stone clad monster coming toward me, calling my name.”
Maddy immediately nudged her sister away from the owner, whose eyes were now wide with disbelief. “That’s enough for now, Deena. We need to get some caffeine into you before the police arrive.”
As they made their way over to Kate, who had returned with the coffee and was now standing with Lainey, Deena’s attention was diverted to the sound of footsteps. When she glanced up, she saw the limo driver, running hard toward them, and from the look on his face, he wasn’t bringing good news. Her first thought was that the Oklahoma officer he’d spoken with had instructed him to lock her up somewhere until they arrived. Her heart sank at the thought of being separated from her sisters when she needed them the most.
“The phones are missing,” Hogan said when he skidded to a halt in front of Maddy.
“What? How could that happen?” Maddy twirled around to face the spa owner. “I thought you said you had them locked up.”
By now a little color had returned to Haley’s face. “They’re in the safe in the back office. William can get them for you.”
Hogan shook his head. “They’re gone, and so are the smart phones and tablets you took from the guests.”
Deena gasped. “You’re positive?”
He nodded again. “And there’s more bad news. Every tire on my limo, including the spare, has been slashed. I checked the garage.” He focused back on Haley. “The tires on your SUV have also been slashed.”
“Oh my God! They’re going to kill us all,” Annie Elliott shouted at Haley. “Do something. Surely, you have a gun somewhere in case a wild animal attacks.”
For an instant, a flicker of hope flashed in the spa owner’s eyes. 
“That’s gone, too,” Vince interrupted and dashed it out.
Deena made eye contact with each of the stunned guests standing outside Kershaw’s room. Without exception, the glares that stared back at her were accusatory—and fearful. In their eyes she was the killer, and she couldn’t even deny it. But there was an odd comfort in the fact that someone else had gone to all the trouble of slashing tires and stealing satellite phones. Although she still couldn’t remember anything from the night before, she had never been given the combination to the safe—had no reason to have it.  
But if she hadn’t killed Brent Kershaw, then who had?
For the first time, she thought about the safety of all the people in front of her, including herself, as a wave of fear gripped her. There was a killer walking among them who had obviously isolated them all from any chance of getting help. With no weapons to defend themselves, they were virtually helpless.



Chapter Six
 
Maddy positioned herself in front of Deena, protecting her from the condemning circle of faces that surrounded her. To them she was guilty, and the ridiculous story she’d just told about the stone clad monster only proved she’d committed the crime and was probably setting herself up for an insanity defense.
“The way I see it, we’re stuck here in the middle of nowhere without any means of communication. Whoever killed Brent Kershaw knew exactly what to do to isolate us from the rest of the world,” Maddy said, addressing the accusatory crowd. “I believe my sister was just a pawn, a way to shift suspicion from themselves. Anyone who has ever had any contact with Deena Rodriguez knows there’s no way she could’ve carried out this atrocious act.”
“She was so drunk she doesn’t remember killing the man,” Annie Elliott said. “No disrespect to you, but you can’t be sure of anything right now. I’m—”
“That’s true,” Maddy interrupted. “But even though I’m one hundred percent sure my sister isn’t our killer, I’ll see to it that she doesn’t get treated any differently than the rest of you.”
“What do you mean the rest of us? Surely, you don't think any of us killed Kershaw,” Annie said, nudging her husband to agree with her—which he did by nodding his head up and down almost comically. 
“Right now, I have no idea who killed the judge, but as the only law enforcement person among us, I guarantee I’ll do everything in my power to find out so that when the police finally do arrive, they can be that much closer to locking up the one responsible.”
“For all we know, you and your sister may have been in cahoots to kill the guy,” Naomi Patterson shouted above the crowd noise.
Maddy shot Naomi a look that should have made her shrink back into the crowd, but to her credit, the woman Haley had introduced as her youngest investor held her ground. 
After thinking for a minute while the buzz of whispered conversations escalated, Maddy finally held up a hand to silence them. “I suppose you’ll just have to trust me. For those of you who don't know, I’m a Texas police officer, and I’m officially putting myself in charge of the investigation into Brent Kershaw’s death. That means I’ll be speaking to each and every one of you about what you saw or heard since you arrived here. Sometimes, even the slightest detail can be important. ”
“You can’t be in charge when your sister is the one who killed him,” Gary Wharton hollered from the back of the crowd. “Isn’t that a little like asking OJ’s mother to lead the investigation into his ex-wife’s death?”
Maddy’s eyes flashed the anger she felt. “First of all, Wharton, no one else here knows the first thing about solving a crime.” She glared at him. “And right off the bat, one might ask where you were last night. Seems you may have had a pretty good reason to want Kershaw out of the way before he had a chance to rake you over the coals about the flooring in the dining room.”
Wharton opened his mouth, then closed it just as quickly, apparently deciding not to push the issue. “I’m just saying you might be a little prejudiced when it comes to your own sister. That’s all.”
“I took an oath when I signed on as a police officer to—”
“If it makes you feel any better, Wharton, I also have experience as a law enforcement officer. I’ll be glad to help Ms. Castillo out with the investigation.” The limo driver turned to Deena and gave her a half smile. ‘I’ll see to it that everyone is treated fairly.”
Maddy looked him in the eye for a second before nodding. “So there you have it. Mr. Hogan and I will lead this investigation.”
“Vince,” he interrupted.
She smiled up at him. “Only if you call me Maddy. If we’re going to be working together on this, we need to skip the formalities.” Her eyes scanned the crowd, noticing the way they’d relaxed somewhat, knowing that another person would be keeping an eye on her and the investigation. It didn’t matter that Vince’s experience might have come from walking the beat at a mall or from a television script. As long as he stayed out of her way, they’d get along. And right this minute, he seemed to be a crowd favorite.
“How will the police know we need help?” Annie asked, completely ignoring Maddy and focusing on Vince. Maddy could have sworn the older woman actually batted her eyelashes at the good-looking, younger man. “We have no phones or cars.”
“Or weapons to protect ourselves,” Theo chimed in and was rewarded with a smile from his wife, who finally tore her gaze from Vince.
Irritated at being ignored, Maddy responded to their question. “I agree. That presents a problem. However, most of us have loved ones who are expecting us to come home Sunday afternoon after lunch. When we don't show up, hopefully, they’ll get worried and try to find out why we haven’t made it home.” She pointed to her younger sister. “Lainey is married to the sheriff of Vineyard, Texas. He’ll know just what to do when he realizes something is wrong. Until then, we can only sit tight while I”—she caught herself and quickly corrected the statement—“while Vince and I do a little snooping around.  I can assure you that my sister won’t be given any special treatment in all this. While we wait, I would suggest that none of you venture out alone. Find a buddy.” She turned to Haley. “Exactly how many people are at the spa right now, including the employees?”
Haley rubbed her forehead as if that would help her think. “Counting myself, there are fourteen occupants in the main rooms”—her eyes widened—“Thirteen without Kershaw.” Inhaling deeply, she continued. “With the two chefs, Sergio and Paulina, two waitresses and the busboy, the masseuse, the housekeeper, and the desk clerk, that brings the total to twenty-one.”
“That gives us a starting point. I’ll need a layout of where everyone slept last night.” After Haley nodded, Maddy grabbed Deena’s arm and began to make her way through the crowd.
“Listen up, folks,” Haley shouted. “Since it’s almost lunch time, I’ve asked Sergio and Paulina to fix something light. Let’s relocate to the dining room in”—she checked her watch—“say, an hour. By then we’ll have a chance to calm down a little, and we’ll be ready for some nourishment.”
“Great idea,” Maddy said. She glanced up at Vince. “Can you make sure Kershaw’s room is secured so that we can preserve the evidence for the police?” 
She had two reasons for asking him to do that. One, it would show her just how much he knew about police procedures, and two, it would keep him busy while she and her sisters tried to formulate a plan before the cops got there. She’d been able to hold off the crowd so far, but fear always enticed people to do crazy things, and right now, they all were scared out of their minds and convinced Deena was the killer.
He met her stare, and the look on his face gave her the distinct impression that she wasn’t fooling anyone. “I’ll get right on it.” 
Then to add credence to her request, she said, “We’re going back to the room to freshen up before grabbing a little lunch. After that, you and I can begin questioning the guests.”
The man knew exactly what she was doing—knew that she’d only asked him to do that so she could get Deena alone to prep her before she said anything that might incriminate herself. To his credit, his expression never changed, even though his eyes crinkled in amusement. 
After giving her a two-finger salute, he addressed the crowd. “Anyone have a camera?” 
Theo Elliott stepped forward. “We have a small one in the room.”
“Can you get it and bring it to me now?” After Theo turned and scurried back to his room, Vince turned to Haley. “We’ll have to do the best we can so we don’t disturb the body or contaminate the evidence. I’ll need tape, lots of it, preferably blue painter’s tape if you have it, and a key to Kershaw’s room. Two days is a long time to wait, and the body may get a little ripe. I suggest you drop the temperature in that room as low as it will go. Also, a couple of fans and deodorizer for outside his door will be helpful.” 
Maddy flashed him a grateful smile right before she led her sisters around the corner to her room. 
Now comes the hard part, she thought. Finding out why Deena thought a monster had called out her name before killing Brent Kershaw.
*****
Deena flopped down on the bed and waited until Maddy and Lainey were inside the room and the door was closed before she threw her arms in the air. “Oh my God, Maddy! Please tell me I didn’t kill Brent.” Putting her head in her hands, she allowed the tears she’d fought so hard to hold back to flow freely down her cheeks.
Maddy rushed to sit down beside her, and Lainey scrambled to the other side, encompassing her in a protective cocoon.
“Of course you didn’t kill him, Deena. You catch spiders in a jar and then release them in your garden, for God’s sake.” Maddy rubbed her sister’s head soothingly while Lainey swiped away her tears.
After a few more moments, the sobs subsided and Deena looked up. “Everyone thinks I did it, and when the cops get here, that’s what they’ll tell them.”
Those idiots can say anything they damn well please, but without proof, it’s just petty gossip. None of them were in that room with you or saw the actual murder, Tessa said, appearing out of nowhere and lying down on the bed. No way anyone can prove you killed that dude.
Deena turned to face her, allowing a ray of hope to creep through her desperation. “Were you there?”
Didn’t need to be. I grew up with you, remember? I know about the spiders that Maddy mentioned and about all the goodness in you. I would bet my life on you not being the killer. Tessa slapped her head. Now that wouldn’t be much of a bet, would it?
“So was she there?” Lainey asked, following Deena’s eyes to the pillows where Tessa now lounged with her hands behind her head.
“No.” Deena sighed. “I’m doomed.” 
A sudden knock on the door nearly sent Deena to the floor when both Lainey and Maddy jumped up to check it out. There was a collective sigh of relief when Kate walked in, carrying a pitcher of lemonade and a tray of sandwiches.
“Compliments of Paulina,” she said, setting the tray on the dresser before pulling out a pint bottle of tequila from her waistband. “She thought we could all use a little of this to wash it down.”
“God bless Paulina,” Maddy said, grabbing the glasses and setting them in a row for Kate to fill.
“This is called a redneck margarita. The only thing we’re missing is a jelly jar to drink from,” Kate wisecracked, handing the first one to Deena. “Here, Sis. You so need this right now.”
Deena shook her head. “Just lemonade, please. I’m still nursing a pretty good headache.”
“Tessa’s here,” Lainey said, taking a sip of her drink and grabbing a sandwich.
“Hey, Tessa,” Kate said to the pillows where Lainey pointed. She took a bite of her own sandwich, then moaned. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was. Lainey and Maddy had me down at the pool at the break of dawn, and we missed breakfast,” she explained to Deena before looking again toward the pillows. “Sorry you can’t eat with us, Tessa. It’s chicken salad—your favorite.”
The ghost frowned. I hate being dead. Turning back to Deena, she waved her hand. Hurry up and get something into your stomach so we can figure out how we’re going to keep your pretty little ass out of jail.
That brought a smile to Deena’s face and almost made her forget about why they were gathered in her room in the first place. “So you think my ass is pretty?” she quipped, taking the sandwich from Kate. “You’ve been known to be critical of my figure in the past.”
“Well, although it’s definitely in the cute category, you’ve still got a way to go to beat mine. I do have to admit that all the Garcia girls have nice butts. She looked Deena up and down. And the major improvements you’ve made look terrific.
“Tessa said we all have nice rear ends,” Deena repeated for her sisters, still not sure she’d heard her sister right. Tessa had never been one to throw out compliments. “And she’s anxious to get started on a plan to keep me out of jail.”
“Here. Here,” Lainey said shoving the last of her sandwich into her mouth and washing it down with the remainder of her drink before reaching for a refill. “Do we need paper and pencil?”
“That would be good,” Maddy said, glancing at her watch. “With a little luck Vince will be preserving the crime scene for another hour or so, and we can get a good head start.”
“Shouldn’t he be here with us since he told the others he’d help with the investigation?” Lainey asked.
“He’s a limo driver,” Maddy said. “Lord knows what he considers police experience. My guess is he walked a mall somewhere.” She made her way over to the desk and picked up the complimentary pad and pen sporting the Tranquility Rock logo. After handing them to Lainey, she turned back to her other sisters. “Let’s start with a list of all the other people here, and everyone can give their first impressions.”
“For starters, I think that Wharton guy is kinda creepy,” Kate said. “And I loved the way you nailed him when he was dissing Deena in the hallway back there.”
“Yeah, I’m a little suspicious of him myself,” Maddy said. “Put creepy and suspicious next to his name, Lainey.”
Lainey did as instructed, then looked up. “And he definitely had a motive to knock off Kershaw before he had a chance to humiliate him again—or worse.”
“Good thinking.” Deena closed her eyes for a second, visualizing all the people from the dinner banquet the night before. “I caught him looking at me in a weird way when we were together during the renovation period. I tried to send him signals to discourage him in case he got any big ideas about coming on to me.”
Eew! Tessa scrunched her nose. The only way that loser will ever get laid is if he crawls up a chicken’s ass and waits.
Deena nearly spit out her lemonade, and when she repeated Tessa’s comment about Wharton, they all had a good laugh. It felt good to be distracted from the seriousness of the gathering, if only for a moment.
“I also remember that he was sometimes as nervous as a cat. I mentioned to Haley once that he must’ve had too much caffeine.” She giggled. ”You know, like that Seinfeld episode when Kramer drank too many espressos.”
“Add nervous to that list, Lainey,” Maddy said, her expression pensive. “If he had a good reason for being that way, we need to find out what it was.”
“Yeah, like he’s just going to come right out and tell you that he was worried about Kershaw and so he offed him in his sleep,” Kate deadpanned. “I’ve always believed that most people carry around a secret or two. Getting them to verbalize it is a whole different story, though.”
“That’s why Lainey and I get the big bucks, little sis,” Maddy said before she frowned. “OK. Correct that. Lainey gets the big bucks. I just get a meager old salary.”
“I could come along when you interview everyone and throw in a question or two to stir things up. I learned early on as a journalist that an angry person usually says things he later regrets,” Lainey offered.
“Another great idea. I could use the help.”
“What about that guy you have preserving the crime scene. Are you going to let him investigate with you?” Lainey asked. 
“Oh, yeah.” Deena smiled for the first time since this all started. “I really hadn’t noticed how buff he was until I saw him in his workout clothes outside Brent’s room. It might be fun just to keep him around for eye candy.”
Kate laughed out loud. “Listen to you. Until last night you wanted nothing to do with the male gender, and in the course of less than twenty-four hours, you slept with one guy and you’re checking out another.” She high-fived Deena. “I love it.”
Deena tried to hide another smile, but it didn’t work. She really had come out of her shell since they’d arrived—or at least she’d tried to. “I don't think I slept with Brent,” she confessed.
That doesn’t say much for his sexual prowess if you can’t even remember doing the dirty boogie with him, Tessa said, breaking her silence.
“I know, Tessa, right? But the clues all point to both of us passing out before the party really got started. I woke up in my bra and panties, and Brent was fully clothed. If we had sex, it was probably only in our dreams.”
“That would explain why he was killed completely dressed and you waited till daybreak to sound the alarms.” Maddy frowned in thought for a moment before moving on. “And speaking of dreams, let’s talk about the one you had last night, Deena.” she said, breaking the less-than-serious mood in the room.
Just then there was another knock at the door. This time, Deena got up and walked that way. She was surprised to see Vince Hogan standing there, now in khaki slacks and a blue golf shirt, and she was a little disappointed that he’d changed out of the tank top and shorts he’d had on earlier. She stared at him for a long moment, afraid he might have heard her refer to him as eye candy. 
“Is Maddy here?” His expression never changed, and she breathed a sigh of relief.
Unable to take her eyes off his smoky brown eyes that suggested a hint of mischief and appeared to be peering deep into her brain, she did the only thing she could. She blushed, before she recovered and opened the door wide enough to allow him to pass. “Yes. Come on in.” She made a sweeping motion with her hand into the room.
“Hey, Vince,” Maddy started. “Did you get the crime scene taken care of?” When he nodded, she continued. “Great. We’re just putting together a list of our initial impressions of everyone here. Want to join us?”
“I have a bit of news myself, but first I’d be interested in your take on the other guests.” He sat down at the desk, eyeing the sandwiches and the tequila.
Deena noticed first and hoped he wasn’t judging them because of the booze before noon. She offered him a sandwich. 
Smiling, he reached for the chicken salad. “I haven’t eaten all day. I went back to the dining room after I secured the crime scene, but they’d already closed down the kitchen. I was thinking I might have to call for room service, then decided that probably wasn’t available now that…” His voice trailed off in an awkward silence.
That is one helluva six-pack on that boy, Tessa said, scanning his entire body as he reached for another sandwich. I can see we all need to be hanging out at his mall, wherever the hell that is.”
My thoughts exactly, Deena thought as she continued to watch him inhale the second sandwich.
When Maddy poured him a lemonade, she was surprised as he nodded toward the tequila. 
“Getting started a little early?”
“I…We felt like—”
“You don't have to explain, Deena,” Lainey said, narrowing her eyes at the limo driver. “Under the circumstances we thought it would quell our nerves. Maybe even make us a little more thorough when we tried to remember if anything unusual jumped out at us when we got our first look at the guests here.”
He studied Lainey for a few minutes before a smile tipped the corners of his mouth. “In that case, do you mind if I add a touch to my lemonade? God knows we could all benefit from getting a bit loosened up.” He turned and nodded to Deena. “Especially you, after the morning you’ve had.”
In that moment, Deena decided she didn’t care if his only claim to fame was as a security guard somewhere. Anyone with that kind of empathy for her in a crowd that wanted her head definitely was welcome on their team. “That’s true, but I’m still paying for last night.” She held up the glass. “Just lemonade, but you go ahead. We’ll catch you up on what we have so far. Unfortunately, it isn’t much.”
As she read from the list they’d started, he slowly sipped the makeshift margarita. When she finished, he set the drink down before addressing them. “That’s a good start. Your observations so far are point on, especially about Annie Elliott. I watched her jog back to her room after Haley dismissed everyone, and then at lunch, she came in a wheelchair. Something is definitely going on there and warrants a closer look.”
“You said you had new information when you first walked in? Is it about the body?” Maddy asked.
He shook his head. “I was about to leave the dining room and nibble on some peanut butter crackers I brought from home when I was approached by Carlene Newman.”
“Who?” they all asked in unison.
“She’s the woman Haley introduced as a potential investor.”
“What’s that got to do with our investigation?” Maddy asked, her face now scrunched in question. 
“Nothing, really, except that it’s not the real reason she was so anxious to come to the spa this weekend. Apparently, she’s the one who reached out to Haley and suggested this visit herself. Said it would be free advertising.”
“So? Why do you think that may be significant?” Deena asked, leaning toward him now that he had her full attention.
“Only because she singled me out as soon as I walked into the dining room. Said she wanted to talk to me about Kershaw since she heard me say that I had some law enforcement experience and would help out with the investigation. She wanted to go on record as saying she had proof that she was the illegitimate daughter of the good judge, Brent Kershaw himself.”
“What? Why would she admit that to you now that he’s dead and she knows we’re looking for his killer?” Maddy asked. “She has to understand that puts her at the top of the suspect list.”
This time the grin covered his face. “Here’s where it gets good.” He poured himself another lemonade and added a generous dollop of the tequila. After taking a long sip, he continued, “Apparently, she’s been doing a lot of digging on Kershaw, and when she found out he was coming here, she decided it would be a great place to check him out.”
“That makes sense,” Lainey said. “Get to know your biological father from a distance. That way, if he’s a total ass, you can just walk away, and he’d be none the wiser.”
“But there’s more,” Vince said, taking another drink before speaking. “It seems that Carlene discovered that other than his brother, a banker in Oklahoma City, Kershaw has no living heirs.”
Maddy slapped her forehead. “Are you saying…? Does that mean…?”
“Yep.” Vince’s face was now animated with excitement. “As his only child, our Miss Carlene Newman stands to inherit all of Brent Kershaw’s sizable estate—which tops over twenty-five million, according to her research.”
“Great find, Vince,” Maddy said. “That definitely gives her a strong motive for wanting to see the man dead.” She patted Deena’s shoulder before turning back to the limo driver. “Did Carlene tell you anything else that might be useful?”
“Only that she tried to talk to Kershaw yesterday before dinner and he brushed her off.”
“Did she tell him she was his daughter?” Maddy asked, now giving Vince her undivided attention, along with the other sisters.
“She never got the chance. Said he treated her like she was some kind of trailer trash—her words, not mine.”
“Ouch! That must have hurt,” Deena said, feeling empathy for the woman without even knowing her. 
“I’m sure it did. She also said she had a hard time sleeping last night, and sometime in the middle of the night, she walked out to the gazebo. She wanted to clear her head and decide if she was going to tell him the truth or just blow him off as the jerk he was and get on with her life.”
Maddy looked surprised. “She admitted that to you?”
“Not only that, but she said she’d decided, ass or not, Kershaw needed to know he had a daughter. So, before she went back to her own room, she stood outside his room trying to get up the courage to confront him.”
“Holy crap! Could she have been so outraged by his rejection that she killed him in cold blood?” Lainey shook her head. “That kind of pain can really motivate someone into trying to hurt the one who caused it.”
“Maybe. All I know is that she’s hell-bent on walking away from here with every cent of Kershaw’s money.” 



Chapter Seven
 
“So Miss Carlene Newman has just leap-frogged to the top of our most-likely-to-profit-from-Brent-Kershaw’s-death’ list,” Lainey said. “I definitely want to be with you when you interview her.”
When Vince looked surprised, Maddy explained. “My sister has her own weekend talk show with first-hand experience doing interviews. She knows just what to say to get people to give up something they don’t want to.”
The limo driver pondered that for a moment. “Then you should probably be in on all the interviews, not just Carlene’s. I’ve had experience in that area as well, but a little extra intimidation can’t hurt.” He downed his redneck margarita, then shook his head when Maddy offered him a refill. “No thanks. Since we have a limited amount of time to question the guests and virtually no resources like forensics or a medical examiner available, I’m anxious to get started. I’m afraid another drink might mellow me out, and I like to be on the edge when I’m questioning someone.
Maddy narrowed her eyes. “Where exactly did you say you got your law enforcement experience, Vince?” 
Deena turned to face him, wondering if he’d admit to simply being a mall cop as Maddy suspected. He certainly acted like he knew his stuff, but she could tell by the look on her sister’s face that she was intrigued as well.
“I didn’t say.”
“Were you a cop?” Deena probed, letting her curiosity win the battle with her good manners.
He held her intense gaze for a moment before responding. “Let’s just say I know my way around a police investigation and leave it at that.” Shifting his focus from Deena to Maddy once again, he said, “If it’s all right with you, I think we should start by hearing your sister’s version of what happened last night.”
Maddy waited for Deena’s nod before she spoke. “Okay then. Now’s as good a time as any. Lainey, get ready to take notes.”
“Where do you want me to sit?” Deena asked, hoping what she had to say might somehow convince the limo driver of her innocence. For some strange reason, that seemed important to her. 
“Right here, honey.” Maddy patted the end of the bed and waited until Deena sat down before she pulled up a chair and faced her. “For the record, it’s twelve-thirty in the afternoon on Saturday, October eighteenth, and we’re interviewing Deena Rodriguez.” She paused. “Make sure you write all that down, Lainey.”
Lainey made a face at her sister. “I’m not a rookie, Maddy.” She waved her hand in the air. “Nor is this a grand jury inquiry. Quit wasting time and get on with it.”
Maddy ignored her sister’s irritated tone and concentrated on Deena. “Tell us about last night.”
Deena lowered her eyes, not wanting to admit how brazen she’d been with Brent in his room after a few drinks. And she sure as heck didn’t want Vince to know that she was so drunk she had no idea if they’d even had sex. But when he pulled his chair closer to Maddy’s, she took a deep breath and plunged ahead. This was too important to play games and hide anything. If the man ended up thinking she was promiscuous, then so be it.
As the details of the previous night spilled from her mouth, she kept her eyes on Maddy, who prompted her each time she paused. When she got to the part about not remembering much after feeling dizzy and falling back onto the bed, Vince stopped her. 
“Do you think you were drugged?” he asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe,” she replied quickly, wondering why she hadn’t thought of that before since it made perfect sense. That had to be the reason she couldn’t remember. But what about the dream and the stone clad monster? She definitely remembered that.
“Do you have a headache now?” Vince asked. When she nodded, he continued. “One of the side effects of most tranquilizers is a headache the next—” 
“Or the headache could be the result of all the liquor she drank,” Kate interrupted. “If I remember correctly, Deena mentioned that Brent had a bottle of Scotch delivered to the room. Mixing hard liquor with all the champagne we consumed at dinner is a surefire recipe for one helluva hangover in the morning.”
Maddy ignored her and focused on Deena. “Who delivered the Scotch?”
Deena thought for a minute. “It was India, the girl who waited on us at dinner last night. I remember because Brent handed her a fifty-dollar bill when he asked her to bring the bottle to his room, and then he gave her another fifty when she delivered it.”
“Dammit! I wish we could have what’s left of the Scotch analyzed.” Maddy stared off into space. “Now that I think about it, I don’t remember ever seeing a bottle of Scotch in Kershaw’s room.” She barked out an order to Lainey. “Make a note of that. We need to check it out.”
“Why is that important?” Deena asked. “I can tell you with certainty that I had a glass of Scotch after we got back to Brent’s room—two, in fact.” She snuck a sideways glance in Vince’s direction to see if he was showing disapproval, but he appeared deep in thought.
“Because.” Vince leaned forward. “If the drug was in the Scotch, the killer probably removed the evidence after he killed Kershaw.” He turned to Maddy. “I’ll make sure when the lab guys get here that they test the empty glassware on the dresser for remnants of a drug.” He stood. “Let’s have our first talk with the waitress who delivered the bottle to the room. Seems like she’s the last one with access to the Scotch.”
Deena felt a sense of encouragement for the first time as she watched her sister’s face light up. She could only hope this would lead them to another more viable suspect other than herself.
“Tell Vince about the dream,” Maddy encouraged.
Deena took a deep breath, knowing how this was going to sound. First, she’d admitted to going back to the room with a man she’d just met for the sole purpose of having sex, and now she was about to tell the ridiculous story of the stone clad monster. “It was just a dream, Maddy.”
“I know, but it might be important, and Vince needs to know.”
Deena said a quick prayer for courage then recounted how the monster had come into Brent’s room in a kaleidoscope of colors and lights and called her by name. There was an awkward silence when she finished, and she fully expected the limo driver to laugh or make her feel stupid. Instead, he moved his chair closer to the edge of the bed and sat down.
“We can’t know anything for sure without a toxicology test, but what you’re describing could be the hallucinogenic result of several different sedatives. Most are powerful street drugs, and in some cases, the kids actually use them for psychedelic trips.” 
“Could be LSD, PCP, or mushrooms. Maybe even ketamine,” Kate shouted, visibly excited. When they all looked her way, she bobbed her head up and down. “Do you remember that cop from El Paso who died in his hotel room last year?”
“Oh, hell yes! How could I forget? Colt lectured me for three solid weeks about how dangerous it was for you and me to break into his hotel room when he was high. Said the man could have resented that we’d crashed his party and gotten violent.” Lainey shook her head. “What was that?”
“Ketamine. The killer put it into his drink, and mixed with the alcohol, it did the trick. We’ll never know if he was on a true LSD-like trip or not since he was dead by the time we found him, but knowing what I do about ketamine’s sedative effects, my money says yes.” Kate came over and sat down next to Deena. 
“I forgot you were a doctor,” Vince said. “Okay, give us a rundown of what ketamine is, how it’s used, and the symptoms associated with it.”
Kate thought for a minute. “After we found the dead guy in the room, I did a lot of research on the drug. It’s used mainly as an anesthetic in both human and veterinary surgeries, and the effect can take place in as little as two to ten minutes after ingestion, depending on the route. Swallowed ketamine would take longer, of course, especially if the stomach is full of alcohol.” 
“I don't think any of the other guests are doctors, nor do I remember anyone saying they were veterinarians,” Maddy said. “There would have been no reason for anyone to have it here legally.”
“Doesn’t matter.” Kate didn’t wait for her sister’s response and continued, “You can pick up a vial of the stuff on the street for twenty bucks.”
“Are you serious? And you think that could have been in the bottle of Scotch?” Deena felt a wave of anger crawl up her spine. She hated drugs—hated what they did to people. To think that someone had deliberately dosed her made her furious. And knowing what a sleazeball Brent had been, it was possible he had slipped her a sedative like ketamine or even a ruffie to make sure she didn’t chicken out.
“More than likely,” Kate said. “Some people report feeling like they’re having an out-of-body experience like you described. The effects can last for up to two to three hours.”
“I did feel like I wasn’t in control of my body,” Deena said, suddenly remembering the sensations. “When the monster stepped close to me, I felt a little pain in my arm, and that’s the last thing I remember.”
Both Maddy and Kate jumped up. “Which arm?”
Deena pointed to her right side before she shoved the sleeve of her t-shirt up to expose her upper arm. She gasped when she saw the tiny bruise. “Could that be…?”
“It’s a needle prick,” Kate said. “The SOB not only slipped something into your drink, but he made sure you didn’t wake up while he jammed your scissors into Brent’s chest.”
Deena teared up. “So this proves I didn’t kill Brent?”
Maddy patted her on the back. “Unfortunately, no, sweetie. Although it does add credibility to your story, the cops will try to make you believe that while you were drugged, you were the one who did him in.” Her brows slid into a deep V. “Did you bring those scissors with you this weekend?”
Deena shook her head. “I packed the spares in case there were any last minute fixes to be made. I haven’t been able to find my good pair in over a week.”
“And that was the good pair sticking out of Kershaw’s chest?” Vince asked after a long period of just listening.
She nodded. “I assumed they’d gone out in the trash with the remnants from the new curtains.”
“Do you remember who was here the day they went missing?” he questioned.
She thought for a minute. “Most of the contractors were already gone by last week. The only people here with me were Haley and Gary Wharton.”
“Back to him again,” Lainey said, scribbling on the notebook in front of her. “I’m moving him up to the number one spot on our suspect list ahead of Carlene Newman again. I can’t wait to get him in a room by himself.”
*****
Vince Hogan sat quietly while the sisters all talked at once about how they would go about questioning the people at the spa. As he studied them, he’d already figured out that no matter how much they argued, every one of them would do whatever was necessary for the one sibling in trouble.
Deena Rodriguez. Now that one was a puzzle, and since he’d been trained to make instantaneous assessments, he wondered why she was so hard to figure. Standing at about five-seven with an average build, the second oldest of the Garcia sisters had dark eyes accenting the jet black hair that fell to her shoulders in an attractive style. If he walked past her in a grocery store, he might take a second look, but there was really nothing about her that made her stand out in a crowd.
He’d pegged her to be in her mid-thirties with a husband and three kids back home. So he’d been surprised when Haley had mentioned earlier that Deena was a widow with no kids. He was sure there was a story in there somewhere, but he wasn’t about to pursue the issue. He’d been doing just fine these past few years without getting too close to anyone, and that’s the way he wanted to keep it. Knowing someone’s personal history was a definite no-no for him—especially someone like Deena Rodriguez.
Yes, he was occasionally lonely, and yes, at times he yearned for someone to be there when he got home from a particularly long day—someone to curl up with on a Friday night with a Meat Lovers pizza, a six pack of Shiner Bock, and an old John Wayne movie. But he’d decided a long time ago that a life like that was no longer available to him. That was something only other men enjoyed. The one big mistake he’d made years ago had cost him everything. He remembered the dark tunnel he’d found himself in during that time—remembered the depth of his despair as he’d crouched on the edge of the Miami shoreline, his .45 cocked and pressed against his temple.
Only Catherine’s face flashing across his mind and the image of what had happened that terrible night had stopped him from pulling the trigger. 
He’d sat on that beach for nearly twenty-four hours holding the gun before he was able to pick himself up and drive the two hours back to his house. But he’d only stayed long enough to pack a bag and head to a motel. He hadn’t been back since. Even after the yellow crime scene tape had been removed, he wasn’t able to make himself return to the house. Thank God for friends who had packed up the contents and gotten it ready to sell.
After months of counseling, he left his job, moved back home to Oklahoma City, and worked as a limo driver for his uncle. It was a mindless job that required very little of him—where he didn’t have to carry on a conversation with anyone or do anything that required social skills. His only job was to keep his eyes trained on the road. That was four years ago.
Last year when his uncle had his stroke, he’d offered the business to Vince. At first, he’d turned it down, enjoying the way his life was going with no responsibilities, no social life. He’d been living pretty much like a hermit and loved it. But his aunt had begged him—said it would kill her husband if the business fell into the hands of a total stranger.
So Vince had bought him out, and to his surprise, not only had he warmed up to the idea of running the business, but as it turned out, he was pretty good at it. In a year’s time, he’d added four new limos and, thanks to a good reputation, was now one of the most requested limo services in the city.
He’d jumped at the chance to transport the investors to the spa, especially since Haley Rockford had not even flinched when he’d quoted her a price. He didn’t even mind that she’d wanted him to spend the entire weekend there in case one of the guests had an emergency and needed to get back to the city in a hurry. He had no contracts pressing and figured he could catch up on all the things he’d been neglecting since his business had taken off—namely, reading. He’d always been a big fan of crime novels and had filled his e-reader with his favorite authors before leaving Oklahoma City.
But fate has a way of laughing at man’s best made plans, he thought, as he nodded at something the oldest Garcia sister said. Not in his wildest dreams would he have ever imagined that he’d be doing the one thing he swore he’d never do again—the one thing he blamed for all the pain in his life. 
Yet, here he was. And right now, he was staring intently at Deena Rodriguez, still trying to figure out what her game was. She was either totally innocent as she claimed, or she was one helluva good liar.
Either way, it was already too late to step back. The minute he’d agreed to help with the investigation, the adrenaline had started flowing. God help me! He was about to plunge in with both feet—sure he would be opening old wounds on the way—but one way or the other, he was determined to find out who killed Brent Kershaw—and what made this woman tick.
*****
Naomi Patterson waited until she thought everyone would either be in the dining room or back in their rooms before she peered through the curtains. When the coast was clear, she walked back to the bed and sat on the edge. Grabbing her hiking boots, she pulled them on over her jeans, remembering the last time she’d worn them out here in the boonies. 
That had been a much happier time.
After spraying sunscreen over her arms and face, she grabbed a visor from her suitcase and pulled it on. Even though it was early October and there were more than enough trees around the spa, the Oklahoma sun could get brutal in a hurry. Where she was headed was flat and without much shade, and she’d be out in the open long enough to get a really bad burn if she wasn’t careful.
She walked to the door and opened it just enough to peek out one more time. When she saw that no one was there, she stepped onto the sidewalk, making sure she closed the door quietly behind her. Then she headed for the side exit which led directly to the gazebo area. If anyone saw her, she’d just say she was enjoying the fresh country air, but hopefully, she’d be able to make it into the woods without detection. The longer she stayed under everyone’s radar, the better.
When she got to the gazebo, she noticed too late that Sam and Olivia Mason, the young couple who’d been seated at her table the night before, were huddled together on the bench, whispering back and forth. If she was a gambling woman, she’d swear they were plotting. She remembered them saying they were entrepreneurs visiting Tranquility Rock in search of a place to hold corporate seminars. When they both jumped as she came into view, she was sure they’d been talking about something they didn’t want overheard.
“Hey, there,” Naomi said. “I see you wanted a little sunshine today, too.”
Sam was the first to recover and nodded. “Sounds like things are going to heat up this afternoon with that limo driver and the cop asking questions. Livvy and I decided to enjoy a little peace and quiet while we can. We’re planning on going for a dip in the spa waters later. No sense spending the entire weekend in our rooms when all the amenities are available to us.”
“I know what you mean, and I agree with you,” Naomi said, happy that he’d given her the perfect excuse for being outside. “I thought I might explore the grounds a little before I settle down for a quick nap. I may even join you in the pool later.”
“Are you sure it’s wise to go exploring by yourself? Aren’t you worried about meeting up with some kind of wild animal out there?” Olivia asked, finally recovering from getting caught talking about whatever it was they’d been whispering about.
Naomi laughed. “Wild animals are usually afraid of humans. I’m sure there hasn’t been any around the area for years, especially since this was where the hunters stayed.” She pulled a hatchet from inside her vest. “But just in case, I have this.”
“Smart girl,” Sam said, standing up. “Do you want some company?”
Naomi nearly choked on her own spit. “Oh no,” she said, way too quickly. “When I’m one with nature, I like to use the time to meditate. Maybe another time.” She hoped he wouldn’t be rude and insist.
“No problem.” He sat back down. “Hiking might be a little more exercise than Livvy and I intend to do this weekend, anyway.” His brow furrowed. “You’re not worried that Kershaw’s killer may be running loose around here?”
“Not with this.” She patted the pocket of the vest that housed the hatchet. “Besides, that interior decorator woman obviously killed him for whatever reason and then told that unbelievable story about some monster in the room with her and him.” Waving, she walked around to the back of the gazebo in the direction of the wooded area. “Anyhow, I’m wasting good daylight. If I don’t see you in the pool later, maybe I’ll catch you two at dinner tonight.”  
She waited until she was sure they could no longer see her before she pulled out a map of the area. The highlighted area would guide her directly to her destination about six miles into the wooded area.
But she didn’t need the map to know exactly what she’d do when she got there. 



Chapter Eight
 
It was decided that Maddy, Lainey, and Vince would go to the kitchen in an hour to chat with the waitress who’d delivered the Scotch to Brent’s room. Since Haley had insisted that all the facilities would be available as planned, Deena and Kate were heading to the pool to see if they could dig up anything that might help her cause. The idea was that when people relaxed, they were more likely to indulge in small talk.
And small talk sometimes led to unexpected conversations.
When she and Maddy were alone in the room, Deena made her way to the bathroom and swallowed two ibuprofen tablets. Even though her headache had dulled somewhat, it was still there—and becoming a nuisance. Once again she silently cursed the dirt-bag who’d slipped her the drugs, even though she knew she had to bear part of the blame for all the liquor she’d consumed. 
What in the hell had she been thinking? Her alcohol limit was usually two margarita swirls and definitely didn’t include several bottles of champagne plus a couple of straight shots of Scotch.
“So, who are you going to talk to first?” Kate asked her older sister.
“India—the waitress,” Maddy responded. “And while we’re down in the kitchen, we’ll ask the chefs and the rest of the wait staff a few questions as well.”
Deena shook her head. “I remember India as the nice but shy waitress. Her counterpart, on the other hand, wasn’t quite as introverted. At one point, I looked across the room and thought there might be something wrong at one of the tables. After observing the people for a few minutes, I decided Arlene—that’s the other waitress—must have been flirting with Sam Mason. It looked to me like his wife was a little peeved.”
“I’ll keep that in mind when we talk to them,” Maddy said. “But I doubt it has any significance in this case. Now if you told me that Mason’s wife had been flirting with Kershaw, that would be a whole other story. Jealousy is a pretty good motive for killing.” 
You know that old saying that beauty is in the eyes of the beer-holder. Well, anyone who flirts with Sam Mason has definitely had a few too many, Tessa said, flopping down on the bed. He must be loaded to have a wife that is so far out of his league, he isn’t even in the same sport. 
Deena ignored the ghost and concentrated on stripping off her clothes and pulling on the brand-new bathing suit she’d bought only hours before the limo had picked them up in Vineyard. When she had it up, she twirled around in front of her sister. “What do you think?”
Maddy’s approving smile warmed her heart, and she nodded her thanks. 
“You know I never thought you needed to lose weight in the first place. I always liked you just the way you were. But now that you’ve slimmed down a little, you have a new-found confidence that I haven’t seen in you since before you were married.  I love this new you.” She high-fived Deena. “And that aqua blue looks terrific on you.”
Deena bent down and kissed the top of Maddy’s head. “I had high hopes for a really great weekend with all my sisters. With everyone’s lives so busy, it’s been a while since we could all get away by ourselves. Not in a million years would I have ever guessed that instead of doing shooters while we got pedicures, we’d be trying to clear me of a murder charge.”
“Nobody’s charged you with anything, and if I can help it, nobody will,” Maddy quickly interjected. “Besides, you know how much we all love a good mystery. Without Colt here to lecture us about staying out of his investigation, we pretty much have free reign. It will be great with me and Lainey attacking on one front and you, Kate, and Tessa…” She stopped talking to glance around the room. “Where is our ghostly sister, anyway?”
Deena pointed to the bed. “She’s right there, which is a good thing since Kate and I can definitely use the help. It’s funny, but so far, I’ve been enjoying the one-on-one with her.”
“She used to intimidate you.”
I still do, Tessa said, raising her eyebrows at her sister. Right?
“Not as much…” Deena grinned. “Even if it pains me to say this, she’s sort of our guardian angel.”  
“Saying her name and angel in the same breath is almost laughable.”
Yeah, it is kinda funny.
Maddy plopped down next to where Deena had pointed. “Hey, Tessa, we could sure use your help to find out everyone’s secrets before the police get here tomorrow.”
You, of all people, should already know that snooping is what I do best since that’s what kept your pretty butt out of jail a few years back, Maddy. Discovering someone’s secret and then using it against them was sometimes the highlight of my day, way back when. Tessa said. The old saying that the only way three people can keep a secret is if two of them are dead is still true today.
“Hope you’re right,” Maddy responded after Deena repeated Tessa’s words. “Vince, Lainey, and I might have to use some tricks to—”
You know why I’m so good at catching people in their lies, don’t you? When Deena shook her head, Tessa continued. It’s because I lied so much myself.
Deena studied her dead sister for a minute, trying to understand her. “Why were you such a shit, Tessa? You were the prettiest of all of us and could get anything you wanted out of men just by batting your eyelashes at them.”
“Ha! All they wanted to do was jump into the sack with me. I was never the kind of girl they took home to Mama. She snickered. A lot of people treated me like dirt. I learned early on that whenever I got my wings clipped, I had no choice but to ride a broom.
Deena burst out laughing, and after repeating what Tessa had just said, both sisters cracked up.
“And you rode it so well, Tessa,” Maddy said with a wink. “You were the best at putting people in their places.”
I was, wasn’t I? But enough about me. Hey, Deena why does Maddy and Lainey get the good-looking guy when they interview everyone? Tessa asked. Both of them already have a man heating up their nights. She raised her eyebrows. And now that I’ve mentioned this Vince guy, what’s up with him anyway? Do we know his story?
A knock at the door startled them, and Deena walked over and opened it. She was surprised to find Vince Hogan standing there and even more surprised when he allowed his eyes to wander up and down her body.
“Oh, crap! I forgot I was in a bathing suit,” she said, planting her arms protectively across her chest and hoping her face wasn’t as red as it felt.
He walked past her. “If that’s your idea of an interrogation uniform, I like it,” he teased before he walked over to Maddy. “Are we ready?”
Before Maddy had time to respond, Lainey and Kate came through the open doorway.
“Now the gang’s all here,” Deena said, glad that Kate was also in a swimsuit, even though hers was hidden by a cover-up. 
“Then I guess we need to get started,” Maddy said, walking toward the door.
Deena couldn’t help it and blushed again when she noticed Vince taking one last peek at her nearly-naked body before he walked out with her sisters. 
That man definitely gave you the onceover, Tessa said. And if you’re smart, you’ll let him know you’re interested. Maybe you’ll get lucky on this trip after all.
“Get out of here.” Deena tried to sound indignant, but the truth was, if circumstances were different and she wasn’t fighting to stay out of jail, she might do exactly what Tessa had suggested. “Look what happened when I tried to get flirty last night.” She tsked. “Besides, a man like that must have a pretty wife waiting at home,” she said, hoping to change the subject.
“Tessa’s back?” Kate moved to the spot where Deena’s eyes were focused.
“Yep. Forgot you didn’t get here until after Vince arrived. I could hardly mention it then, or he would’ve thought I was still on the drugs the killer may have slipped me.”
“Are we absolutely sure the killer was the one who gave you the drugs?” Kate frowned. “What if Kershaw wanted to make sure he was going to get laid last night?”
Deena laughed out loud. “That might be true if I hadn’t acted like a cat in heat the entire night. I was determined to get past the most scary thing about getting back into the dating game, namely getting naked with a man again. Brent didn’t need to drug me to take away all my inhibitions. I practically—no, I definitely—seduced the man.”
“I still find that hard to believe,” Kate said with a grin. “Now let’s get this show on the road. All this talk about cats in heat and the Garcia girls playing amateur sleuths yet again—as Colt would say if he were here—has me hotter than the healing waters we’re about to dive into.”
*****
The pool area was deserted when they walked into the large building located in the center of the rooms. The first thing Deena noticed was the smell of eucalyptus and other herbs she couldn’t identify coming from the water that occasionally bubbled.
“Doesn’t look like we’re going to have an opportunity to find clues,” Kate said, testing the water with her big toe. “Ooh! That feels wonderful. Since we have a few hours before it’s time to get ready for dinner, we might as well take advantage of having the pool all to ourselves. We both could use a little stress relief.” She pulled off her cover-up and made her way to the steps leading into the water.
“For sure,” Deena said, peeling off her own cover-up and following her sister into the warm, bubbling water. “Oh my! This feels heavenly.” She looked around and grinned when she saw Tessa in the water with them. The fact that the ghost was not wet was a mystery all in itself.
I might have to convince St. Pete to put one of these up there. Tessa pointed to the ceiling. God knows we could all use a little pampering. It might even make Pete’s wife a little less cranky.
Just then a woman Haley had introduced as the head masseuse appeared out of nowhere with a tray of drinks. When she got to where the sisters were leaning against the side of the pool, she bent down and offered each one a glass. “A little bubbly to go with the bubbles,” she explained with a giggle.
Deena did a quick assessment to determine if this woman could be the killer and decided there was no way. Relaxing, she shook her head then reached for a bottle of water from the tray. “Only if you’ll join us. I’m not drinking today, but my sister would love the company.” She took a sip from the bottle before continuing, “I’m sorry, but I’ve forgotten your name.”
“No need to apologize. A lot of names and faces were thrown at you last night,” the woman said in a thick European accent. “Plus there was plenty of alcohol being consumed at the tables.” 
Deena laughed. “Yes, and I’m paying dearly for that. That’s why I’m drinking water today.” She wasn’t about to divulge that if Vince and Maddy were right about someone drugging her last night, it was probably still in her system. Adding alcohol would only make things worse.
The woman waved her free hand in the air. “Well, if you change your mind.... And by the way, my name is Yolanda Templeton.” She reached for her own glass and clinked it against Kate’s. “To a relaxing rest of the weekend, if that’s possible.”
Deena took a moment to size up the head masseuse. About five-eight with dirty blonde hair pulled back into a tight bun, Yolanda Templeton had the figure of a woman in her thirties, although the wrinkles in her face suggested she was older. Dressed in a white uniform covered by a pretty blue apron, she showed off a decent set of biceps when she lifted the glass to her lips for another sip. Deena was reminded of a sign in the local spa back in Vineyard that read YOU NEED ME TO KNEAD YOU, and she smiled. Those biceps probably were responsible for a really good massage. Too bad she didn’t have time to take advantage of that.
“How long have you been a masseuse, Yolanda?” Kate asked.
The woman sat down on the decking around the pool. “Seems like all my life. My parents owned a parlor in France, and I was introduced to massage therapy at a very early age.”
“When did you come to the United States?” Deena asked, proud that she’d been right about the accent.
“As a baby,” Yolanda said a little too quickly.
“I thought you just told us that your parents owned a parlor in France,” Kate said, her face scrunched in confusion.
Yolanda drained her glass before she nodded. “They did. When I said I was a baby, I meant I was just twelve. When we moved to San Francisco, they managed a spa for a large national chain.” She stood up. “Well, I see there are others coming in, so I must get more drinks.”
“Wonder if Haley knows her hired help is drinking on the job?” Deena speculated before shrugging when Yolanda was out of hearing distance. “Oh well. These are not normal times, and who am I to judge?” She turned toward the door just as the young couple she remembered as Sam and Olivia Mason walked in.
That masseuse has a secret, Tessa said, moving closer to Deena. I can’t figure it out yet, but I promise, she’s hiding something. 
“Tessa thinks Yolanda isn’t telling the whole truth,” Deena explained to Kate. “Did you get that feeling?”
Kate thought for a minute. “Now that Tessa’s mentioned it, she did seem a little uncomfortable when she talked about when she came to the United States. First she said she was a baby, and then she changed it to a preteen when I questioned her. After that, she got out of here in a hurry.”
“Hmmm! We definitely need to have Lainey write that down in her notes. Maybe it’s nothing, but at this point, we don’t have much else.” Deena waved to the young couple as they walked down the steps into the water, but they acted like they hadn’t seen her. 
Within minutes, Yolanda appeared with another tray of champagne for the Masons. Deena had to laugh as the older woman took one for herself and then plopped down on the decking beside the couple, exactly as she’d done with them.
Looks like our masseuse is more interested in relieving her own stress than in easing ours, Tessa commented. A few more glasses of champagne to welcome the guests, and our little Miss Templeton might slip up and tell us her secrets.
“If only it were that easy,” Deena said, noticing the way the young couple avoided making eye contact with her.
Then it hit her. They thought she was a killer. She wanted to go over and reassure them that she definitely hadn’t killed anyone but decided they probably wouldn’t believe her anyway. Until they found the real killer, she would remain suspect number one in the eyes of all the guests, including her friend Haley.
“This water feels so good,” Kate said, interrupting Deena’s thoughts. “One more glass of bubbly, and I could probably fall asleep in here.” 
“Me too, and I’m not even drinking.” Deena closed her eyes and breathed in the sweet smell of the healing herbs.
There’s that old lady who faked the ankle injury, Tessa said, interrupting her sister’s moment of serenity. 
Deena turned just in time to see Theo Elliott wheel his wife into the pool area in a wheelchair.
Wonder what their game is? Tessa said. I’m thinking they’re the kind of people who walk into a giant department store and purposely fall down so they can get some kind of settlement.
“I never thought of that,” Deena said before she repeated what Tessa had said to Kate. “You may have just hit the nail on the head, Tessa, although I gotta tell you, Haley is up to her neck in debt, so there’s not much to get.” Then to make her point, she added, “Do you remember how mom always said you can’t get blood from a turnip. Well, Haley’s that turnip.”
“I’m sure she has insurance,” Kate said. “If Tessa’s right, they’re the ones with the deep pockets. And most of the time, it’s easier and cheaper for them to settle rather than hiring lawyers and going to trial.”
Nuisance suits, Tessa blurted. We had a few of them filed against us at the vineyards. One dipwad asked for fifty grand because he drank three bottles of our wine and then fell down the steps and broke his leg in two places.
“I hate when people do that,” Deena said, keeping her eye on the older couple as Theo helped his wife down the steps into the pool. Slowly, they walked to the opposite end, away from everyone else. Just like she did with the others, Yolanda appeared with a tray of drinks and then joined the older couple for a toast.
Get Yolanda over here and tell her you want another drink, Tessa said. Then invite her to join you again. She should be good and primed by then. She winked. I’m dying to find out if she’s hiding something.
Deena waited until the masseuse finished her champagne and glanced her way and then made an exaggerated drinking motion. The smile on Yolanda’s face indicated that she got the message, and in a few minutes, she was standing over them with a full tray of drinks.
“Have one with us,” Deena said. “After everything that’s going on around here, we could all use another one.” She reached for the glass of champagne, even though she had no intention of drinking it.
“I’ll say.” Yolanda handed the girls a drink then made herself comfortable on the deck with her own, just like before.
“Saw you talking to the young couple over there,” Kate said. “Anything going on with them?”
Yolanda took a big sip of the champagne. “They’re checking out the place to see if they want to have some kind of corporate retreat up here.”
“Haley mentioned that,” Deena said. “Do you know what kind of business they own?”
Yolanda shrugged. “I never asked, but I got the impression they were sold on the place until last night.” She held a hand to her mouth to cover up a belch. “Sorry,” she said before focusing back on Deena. “I don’t believe for one second that you killed that man. Why, I can think of a dozen reasons why any of the others might want to see him out of the way.”
Bingo! Tessa moved closer. Now find out her secret. Keep her talking while she’s got loose lips.
“You mean like Gary Wharton?” Kate drained her glass of bubbly and reached for another. Then she handed one to Yolanda, who accepted without arguing.
After she took a sip, the masseuse put the glass down and leaned closer. “Yes, but he’s not the only one.”
“What do you mean?”
“Brent Kershaw was not a nice man, and he used people’s weaknesses to exploit them.”
“Why do you say that?” Kate asked, sending an excited look Deena’s way. “Did you know him before this weekend?”
“I’m familiar with that kind of man, that’s all,” Yolanda said, ignoring Kate’s second question. “He was a slimy human being, and I, for one, will not be shedding any tears over him.” Suddenly, she put her glass down as if she realized she’d already said more than she’d meant to.
Deena needed to do something to keep the woman talking. She thought if she badmouthed Brent, maybe Yolanda would see her as a kindred spirit and say something that might help the investigation. “I agree. I wish I’d known what kind of man he was before I let him get friendly with me.” 
“I guarantee if you knew what I know, you would’ve stayed as far away from him as you could.” Yolanda lifted herself up from the deck. “Got to run. Looks like Sam and Olivia need a refill.”
Not quite ready let her go, Deena quickly added, “Yeah, these young people can sure handle their liquor.”
Yolanda laughed. “It’s like they have a hollow leg.” She did a half-turn. “They mentioned that they’d seen one of the other guests going for a hike in the woods, and she said she might join them in the pool. I should probably run to the kitchen to get a few more bottles of champagne. 
“Who?” Deena asked.
“Who what?” 
“Who did they say went for a walk in the woods?” It was hard to believe that anyone would venture out into the wilderness knowing there might be hungry animals out there or worse—a killer lying in wait.
“Oh, they said it was that young reporter, Naomi something or other. For the life of me I don’t know why she’d want to go exploring by herself, but Sam said when he asked if she wanted company, she quickly declined and got away from them as fast as she could.” 
“That’s strange,” Deena said. “Did they say when Naomi left?” 
Yolanda shook her head. “I can ask if you want.”
“No, it’s not a big deal. When you’re that age, you don’t always think about the dangers that could be out there. She’s probably just a loner. If she doesn’t come back soon, we may have to go looking for her, though.”
“You’re probably right.” Yolanda was upright now and moving toward the Masons. “See you tonight.”
When she was out of hearing distance, Kate leaned in. “So what did you make of that conversation?” 
“I’m not sure.” Deena addressed Tessa’s ghost. “You’ve been awfully quiet, which is a first. What are you thinking?”
Tessa gave the pool house a visual sweep. Okay, let’s recap. You have the older couple over there who are probably looking for an insurance settlement. She turned her focus to Olivia and Sam Mason. Then you have the youngsters over there who apparently are looking to schedule corporate retreats out here. Depending on the number of participants, that could cost anywhere from a few grand to upwards of ten K. That doesn’t happen unless the company is making a shitload of money. I have to wonder how kids so young have that kind of
cash.”
“Drugs?” Deena interrupted. 
Tessa laughed out loud. I love that you are so naïve, Sis. Drug lords usually don’t entertain their dealers at resorts. It has to be something else, but I can’t think of anything right now.
“What she’s saying?” Kate asked, visibly annoyed at being left out of the conversation.
“Oh, sorry.” Deena repeated the gist of what the ghost had just said. 
“She’s right. But what about Naomi Patterson and her trek into the woods? What do you think that means?” Kate asked.
“I don’t know, but we’re definitely going to check it all out,” Deena said, glancing toward the clock on the wall. “Let’s head back to the room. We’ve only got a few hours before dinner, and I’m anxious to find out what Maddy and the others have uncovered.”
You’re forgetting one very important thing, Tessa said, blocking Deena’s path to the stairs. Yolanda Templeton.
Deena’s hand shot up to her mouth. “You’re right. We are forgetting Yolanda.”
Kate’s eyes lit up. “She’s definitely got a little hate thing going on for Brent Kershaw for whatever reason. We may need Maddy and Lainey to get her into a room to find out what that is.” She gave her sister a thumbs up. “All in all, I think we did a pretty good job on our first attempt at finding clues. In my opinion, we deserve a power nap before the others finish up. All this sleuthing has made me sleepy.”
Sleuthing, my ass, Tessa wisecracked. More likely redneck margaritas and three glasses of champagne.

As they walked past Sam and Olivia Mason, Deena noticed that the young wife scooted closer to her husband, and she was tempted to run toward her and say Boo. Better judgment overruled her playfulness, and she merely smiled as she passed.
She was feeling pretty good overall. Although she was sure the warm, soothing water had played a big part in her better mood, the fact was—she’d awakened this morning believing that she’d killed a man. Right now, not only was she sure she hadn’t murdered Brent Kershaw in cold blood, but she and her younger sisters had uncovered some things that might prove to be important in finding out who had.



Chapter Nine
 
Maddy directed India to the far right corner of the dining room where Vince was waiting with Lainey. Nobody said a word as he pulled out a chair and motioned for the waitress to have a seat. 
The petite woman with the mass of curly blonde hair looked frightened but did as she was told. “What’s this all about?”
The three of them sat down around the table, and Maddy nodded to her sister. On cue, Lainey picked up the pen and began writing on the legal pad in front of her. “Interrogation of India Adams at three-thirty in the afternoon on October 18th,” she said before she looked up. When she saw India’s mouth open in surprise, she winked at Maddy, letting her know that she was purposely doing exactly what she’d chastised her for earlier—and that it had definitely intimidated the waitress.
“Interrogation? What’s this all about? I didn’t do anything wrong,” India said, all the while searching the room as if the cavalry would magically ride in and rescue her.
“Nobody said you did,” Maddy responded. “As we told you all this morning, we’re interviewing everyone to try to get a head start into Brent Kershaw’s death before the police arrive and take over the investigation.”
“You said interrogate,” India said, allowing her shoulders to relax a little. “There’s a big difference.”
“Call it what you want,” Lainey interjected. “We just need you to tell us about last night when you took a bottle of Scotch to Kershaw’s room.”
India’s eyes widened. “Why would you want to know about that? I only did exactly as he asked, and Haley made it clear that all drinks were gratis this weekend.”
“Take us through the process,” Vince said, leaning forward with a smile. “From the moment Kershaw asked for the Scotch until after you returned to the kitchen.”
The waitress shifted in her seat. “Has Arlene said anything to you about it?”
Maddy’s eyes crinkled in confusion. “Why would Arlene say anything to us? Was she in on it with you?” 
India shot straight up in her chair. “In on what? All I did was take a bottle of booze up to the guy’s room. Nothing more.” She petitioned Maddy with her eyes. “Can I go now?”
Before Maddy could respond, Vince, who had been studying the young girl’s face, raised his hand in the air. “You can leave as soon as you answer my earlier question and take us through everything that happened from the time Kershaw made the request to the time you crawled back into your own bed.” He reached across the table and took her hand. “That’s all we want to know.”
The girl took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Brent and your sister”—she pointed to Maddy—“were the only ones left in the dining room when he called me over and asked me to bring the liquor to his room. Then they left, and I went back to the kitchen and placed the fifth of Scotch on the back bar while I finished clearing the room. When I was through, I carried the bottle, two glasses, and a bucket of ice to Brent’s room. The first time I knocked, nobody answered, so I laid the tray on the walkway outside his door and went back to the kitchen.”
“So you’re saying you didn’t go into the room with the liquor?” Lainey asked. “Because I gotta tell you, my sister distinctly remembers seeing you walk in, drop off the booze, and then leave with a fifty-dollar tip.”
India colored. “That’s true, but I’m talking about the first time I tried to deliver the liquor. Since I’d told Arlene I was only making a quick trip to my room to check on something, I couldn’t wait any longer when Brent didn’t answer the door. Ten minutes later I went back, and that’s when I delivered the stuff.”
“Why was it so important for Arlene not to know what you were doing?” Maddy asked, noticing the beads of sweat forming on India’s forehead. 
Again, the waitress took a deep breath. “Okay, this is going to sound selfish, but you have to remember, I have two small kids at home with my mother and—”
“What’s that got to do any with anything?” Lainey interrupted. “Did someone pay you to slip a drug into that bottle of Scotch?”
India’s face scrunched in anger. “What? Hell no. I would never—”
“Then what?” Maddy asked, sending a barely noticeable smile Lainey’s way for getting the response she wanted. Her sister had always said her trademark move was pissing off whomever she was interviewing. Said that’s when she got to the really good stuff.
And India was definitely angry now.
“This interview, or whatever the hell you want to call it, is over.” The waitress glared one last time at Lainey before she stood up.
Vince was beside her in a flash and put his hand on her shoulder. “I’m afraid it isn’t, India. Pretend you’re at a real police station, and Maddy, Lainey, and I are asking questions. You don’t leave until we’re either satisfied with your answers or your lawyer shows up.” He pursed his lips and shook his head. “Last I checked, Kershaw was the only one here with a law degree.”
The young woman sat back down and put her head in her hands. After a few minutes, she looked up. “Okay, the reason I didn’t want Arlene to know what I was doing is because we share tips. Like I said, I have two kids, and money is tight. I needed the money Brent gave me to pay this month’s rent.”
Maddy thought about that for a moment. “So you’re saying the only reason you were so secretive was to screw your fellow waitress out of the tip money?”
India shrugged. “A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do. Besides, Arlene lives with her boyfriend who pays most of the bills. And I’d bet my life that she didn’t turn in all her tips last night, either.”
“You said the liquor sat outside Kershaw’s room for about ten minutes before you returned. Did you see anyone on the walkway when you went back to the dining room?” Vince asked.
India started to shake her head, then stopped. “Now that I think about it, I did pass that Wharton guy on my way back to Brent’s room later. He pretended like he didn’t see me, but I know he did.”
A look passed between the three interviewers before Lainey asked, “If we searched your room right now, would we find any drugs?”
“No way.” She shook her head in rapid succession. “I don’t even use aspirin since I got sober a year ago.”
“How long have you known Brent Kershaw?” Vince asked, taking the questions in another direction.
India’s mouth dropped. “Who said I did?”
“You’ve called him Brent every time you’ve mentioned his name. That implies a friendly relationship—or possibly something stronger—that didn’t just happen over dinner last night.” Vince stared her down until she finally turned away.
“I met him when he was a visiting professor at Oklahoma University a few years back.”
“Did you sleep with him?” Maddy asked, fully expecting her to protest vehemently. She was surprised when the waitress nodded.
“A few times, but it never amounted to anything. He helped me get my kids back from the state. The sex was only to show my gratitude since he didn’t charge me anything for his services.”
Vince laughed. “Oh, trust me. He did.” He rubbed his chin. “Why did the state take away your kids?”
India turned to Maddy for support. “Look, this has nothing to do with Brent’s death. I’m uncomfortable talking about my past life. I’ve moved on. Been a great mother ever since that awful time.”
Maddy tried to look sympathetic, but the truth was, they’d just uncovered another secret that could cast reasonable doubt on her sister’s guilt, and she wasn’t about to let it go just because this woman didn’t want to talk about it. “Sorry, but if you want to prove you’re not a scorned lover who decided to extract her revenge on Kershaw, you might want to answer the questions, India.”
“I swear I had nothing to do with Brent’s death,” she shouted. “I was so grateful to him for helping me with my kids and elated to see him connecting with your sister. He deserved someone classy like her.”
That nearly softened Maddy’s determination before she again plunged ahead. “So back to the question. Why were your kids wards of the state of Oklahoma?”
India hung her head. “I went to prison for a year.”
“For what?” Lainey asked, nodding to both Vince and Maddy.
“I got hooked up with the wrong crowd—”
“Cut the crap, India,” Lainey fired back. “Tell us why you were in prison?”
India glared defiantly at her. “Drugs. Are you satisfied?”
“Using or selling?” Maddy asked before Lainey could respond.
“Both.”
“What kind of drugs?” Maddy probed.
“Mostly heroin, sometimes party drugs.”
“Like ketamine?” Vince asked. 
Maddy held her breath waiting for the answer. If it was yes, this just might be the slam-dunk they needed.
“Sometimes. Usually the younger junkies asked for that.”
“Did you put ketamine in the bottle of Scotch before you delivered it to Kershaw’s room?” Maddy asked outright. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Arlene peeking at them from around the corner. They needed to finish up with India and get to the other waitress before she ran off to her room.
India shook her head as a lone tear slid down her cheek. “I was crazy about the guy and would never hurt him. He’s the reason I have this job, and I owe him a lot.”
“Are you saying that Kershaw was responsible for Haley offering you a position at the spa?” Maddy asked.
“Yes. He said he wanted to make sure that everything was on the up and up here, and I could be his eyes and ears for anything that seemed unusual.”
“Like what?” Vince asked.
She shrugged. “I have no idea. I only know he was particularly interested in finding out if anyone was asking a lot of questions about the layout of this place.”
Maddy thought it strange that the dead man would want that kind of information. It was something that would require further discussion back in her room. She glanced down at her watch then stood. “We’re done for now. I would suggest you don't mention what we talked about to anyone until the police arrive tomorrow.”
India tried to smile but couldn’t quite pull it off. “Are you going to tell Arlene about the tip?”
“Don't you mean the tips?” Lainey asked. “My sister told us that Kershaw gave you a fifty dollar bill in the dining room and then another one in his room.” When India opened her mouth to say something, Lainey continued, “We won’t tell her unless it becomes necessary. In the meantime you can help your own cause by being our eyes and ears from this point forward. Think you can do that?”
India smiled gratefully. “Of course. Who should I report to if I do see or hear anything weird going on?”
“That would be me,” Maddy said, amazed at how easily her journalist sister had gotten India to cooperate. But her curiosity was in overdrive as she wondered why Brent Kershaw felt the need to plant a spy at the resort in the first place.
*****
For the third time in less than ten minutes, Sergio Rolando peeked out from a small crack in the kitchen door. Why were they taking so long? Paranoia hit him like a two-ton truck. Were they talking about him? He cursed under his breath for letting his guard down for a few hours of sex and telling the waitress the real story about what happened in New York.  
In his defense, his stress level had been through the roof last week as he worked to ensure everything came together for the opening dinner. But instead of things running smoothly, it had been like an F5 tornado had thundered in, taking his carefully made plans and ripping them apart like a trailer park sucked in and tossed around by the deadly wind. First, there was the food. The delivery truck had broken down halfway to the spa and had to be towed, causing a two-day delay while they arranged for another truckload of supplies to be delivered. It had nearly given him a heart attack when it didn’t arrive until late Thursday night. Then when a mistaken keystroke by some idiot sales clerk had pushed the liquor order back a day, it had nearly sent him over the edge. 
Thank God Paulina had taken charge, called the company and worked her way up to the senior management demanding action. After listening to her screaming at the unfortunate soul on the other end, he’d decided that if he were smart, he’d make sure to stay on the woman’s good side. 
Ultimately, all her ranting had been successful, and the liquor distributor had made a special, after hours delivery to this godforsaken place in the middle of nowhere. And as a gesture of good will, the man had sent an extra case of the expensive bubbly with the shipment for the trouble and stress his mistake had caused. Sergio and Paulina had both been so giddy with excitement when it looked like they were going to pull it all off a little before midnight on Thursday, that they’d decided to break out the extra champagne. 
Paulina had made up a platter of her Brazilian nachos, and added a chocolate cake she’d whipped up earlier in the day as dessert for the celebration. Together with India and Arlene, they’d toasted each other for a job well done. With the deadline behind them and the liquor flowing freely, they’d all gotten pretty wasted by the time the party ended in the wee hours Friday morning.
Having never been one to hold his liquor very well, Sergio usually showed some restraint in that area, especially since over imbibing had gotten him into trouble a time or two in the past. But after several bottles of champagne, he’d mustered up enough courage to make a play for the petite waitress, who was clearly out of his league. 
At first, India had resisted his advances, refusing to drink with the lame excuse that champagne gave her a headache. But after much ribbing by her fellow waitress, she’d not only accepted a glass of the bubbly but chugged it to prove Arlene wrong about her being a sissy drinker. After that Sergio had stopped counting the number of rounds India had consumed, because with every glass she threw back, she’d gotten a little cozier with him.
When the party broke up after three, she’d surprised him by suggesting they take the last bottle and head to his room. Once there, she couldn’t seem to keep her hands off him, and he’d been ready to jump into bed right then and there. But she’d said she wanted to talk first and then asked him a lot of questions about how he’d ended up at the spa, a story no one but Paulina knew. With India’s hands driving him crazy, he would have blurted out state secrets. Once he’d told her everything, they were rolling around under the sheets like teenagers.
Christ! The girl was like a freakin’ contortionist. Round after round of dynamic sex had made spilling his deep, dark secrets well worth it—or at least he’d thought so at the time. 
Now, as he watched from the kitchen, not so much. Sobered up, he scolded himself for thinking with his small head, especially since when they’d awoken the next morning, India couldn’t seem to get away from him fast enough, acting like he had some kind of contagious disease. 
With the exception of Paulina, everyone at the spa—including the owner— thought he’d left a prestigious job to move to Oklahoma. He worried about how much of what he’d confessed to India was being repeated to the lady cop and her merry band of wannabe cops right now? 
“Is everything all right?” Paulina touched his shoulder.
He nearly jumped out of his skin. “Why wouldn’t it be?” he answered quickly. “I just have a lot to do before dinner tonight and could use India back here to help. They’re taking their good old time out there with her.”
“What do you think they’re asking her?”
He stared up at his assistant, not because he was sitting, but because the woman was at least five-eleven and towered over his five-seven frame. With jet-black hair pulled into a bun and covered in a hair net, Paulina Ortiz was an enigma to him still. He couldn’t quite figure her out. Although in dress and demeanor she came across as a straight-laced librarian, he’d dreamt that she’d come to his bed one night. With her make up artfully applied and her thick hair falling loose and framing her high cheek-boned face, she’d looked as exotic as Angelina Jolie—at least in his dream. After that visual, which he still couldn’t get completely out of his mind, he’d given some serious thought to hitting on her on more than one occasion. 
That was before he’d heard her tear into the executive at the liquor distribution center. From that point on he decided to stick with women his own size. Something about Paulina scared him in a way he couldn’t describe. Maybe it was the look in her bespectacled eyes when she stared at him, making him wonder if she could see directly into his head. Or the way she always seemed to stay one step ahead of him in the kitchen. If he wasn’t careful, she’d take everything he’d taught her and end up with his job. 
He remembered the first day he’d met her back in New York City. He’d migrated to the Big Apple after working as an assistant chef for years at the Italian Embassy where he’d moved up the chain quickly, mostly because of his grandmother’s personal recipes that he’d brought with him from Genoa to Rome. But he’d landed in hot water one night when he’d hit on some young thing at an international dinner after tossing back one too many vodka shots. As it turned out, the girl was the daughter of one of the ambassadors who demanded he be fired.
With his reputation ruined in Italy along with his dream job doing what he loved to do more than anything in the world, he’d applied for and got a work visa to come to New York where he’d been hired at the famous Dolce Basilico restaurant in Manhattan. Unfortunately, times were tough, and the restaurant eventually went under. When he found himself living on the streets, he’d swallowed his pride and taken a job as a cook for a company that operated Italian pushcarts arounds the city. Getting up at the crack of dawn to prepare meatball subs, calzones, chicken spiedini, and Italian sausages was a drag and a far cry from the wonderful Italian dishes he’d served at Dolce Basilico, but at least he’d been able to sleep in a flea-bag room instead of on the street. 
That’s what he’d been doing when Paulina Ortiz walked into his life several months ago and told him about this job in the Oklahoma backwoods. She’d already spoken to the owner and assured him that the job was his if he wanted it. But there’d been one condition. He had to bring her along as his assistant. She’d told him that her dream was to study under him and eventually open a Brazilian restaurant in the Midwest.
At first Sergio had turned her down, but later that week when his boss had unexpectedly fired him because of several complaints about the quality of the food—which was bullshit—he’d been glad he’d kept her name and number handy.  
And now here he was back to doing what he loved, making his signature dishes to great reviews so far. So, although a romp in bed with the Angie look-alike was tempting, he decided that keeping their relationship on a professional level was in both their best interests. 
And now he didn’t need some little tramp talking to the cops and screwing things up again. He vowed to do everything in his power to make sure that didn’t happen—no matter what it took.



Chapter Ten
 
Halfway to her destination Naomi Patterson sat down on a decaying log and pulled out the bottle of water from inside her vest. She’d guesstimated this to be a four or five mile trek from Tranquility Rock and that it would take a little under two hours. As the sweat rolled down her cheeks, she realized she’d seriously underestimated the distance and the time needed to cut her way through the heavy brush and low-lying branches that had blocked her path most of the way.
Not to mention the snakes. By her count, she’d had to dodge three of them already, and she was pretty sure at least one of them had been a diamond-backed rattler. 
She put the water bottle back into her vest pocket and glanced up at the sun, now barely visible above the cover of the trees. She’d forgotten how beautiful these Oklahoma woods were at this time of year when summer had reluctantly said goodbye and fall had gracefully waltzed in, bringing just enough cool air to turn the leaves a gorgeous shade of orange-red.
The last time she and Caleb had scampered through these trees playing hide and seek or some other kid’s game, there hadn’t been so much underbrush. Back then her dad had been meticulous about keeping it in good shape so they could play without getting their legs scratched. She and her younger brother had shared a close bond that most siblings don’t have. Maybe that was because out here in the middle of nowhere, they’d only had each other. With no other kids to play with, no TVs or computers, no distractions, they’d spent the better part of every day—after doing their lessons in the morning— making up stories about monsters who lived in the woods, then daring each other to venture out to find them.
They’d leave home with a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, a couple of cookies, and a small thermos full of cherry Kool-Aid as they went on their monster-hunting explorations. In their respective twelve and ten year old minds, they’d always imagined that someday they’d find one of those creatures and bravely slay it with the BB guns their dad had given them for Christmas one year.
Like everyone else in Oklahoma, they’d heard stories about Nûñ'yunu'wï, the stone clad monster, ever since they were old enough to understand. They’d dreamed of running into him one day and killing him with their guns. Knowing that the monster transformed into a weakened state in the presence of a menstruating woman, Naomi had been elated when she’d turned eleven and started her period. During that time every month, she and Caleb would cling to their guns as they went deeper into the thick trees just in case Nûñ'yunu'wï was still roaming the area.
They’d known about the hunting lodge but had never actually seen it back then, mostly because their dad had threatened them with his almighty switch if they went anywhere near the place. Although that was a powerful deterrent, Naomi was pretty sure they wouldn’t have been able to find it anyhow. Her dad had warned that some of the hunters who holed up there had no scruples and were just waiting for a young boy or girl to come along. He’d always throw out the story of Hansel and Gretel as an extra incentive to keep them from wandering anywhere near there.
And it had worked. When she’d arrived at Tranquility Rock yesterday, she’d gotten her first look at the place.
Taking another sip of her water, Naomi pushed the childhood memories into the back of her mind and once again headed in the direction of the sun. With a little luck she’d get to her destination, do what she needed to do, and then hightail it back to the spa before darkness set in. As a child, she’d only been out in the woods a couple of times after the sun went down, and those frightening memories were more than enough for her to know she didn’t want to find out if it was still as scary now that she was an adult.
As she made her way through the thick foliage, she was grateful she’d brought along the hatchet. It had been a last minute addition, added when she’d found it in the utility shed in the back of the spa. With the dense underbrush blocking the path, there was no way she could’ve gotten this far without it.
Glancing down at her watch, she mentally scolded herself for not starting this journey earlier. It had already been an hour and forty-five minutes since she’d walked away from the couple she’d encountered in the gazebo, and she still hadn’t arrived at her destination. She’d have to move quickly once she got there if she wanted to get back before her absence aroused any suspicions. 
That was something she definitely wanted to avoid. The last thing she needed was for anyone at the spa to get wind of what she was doing and why. She’d spent too much time planning for this, and she wasn’t about to share her information with anyone.
She raised the hatchet and chopped through one last clump of tree branches before she saw it. A rush of tears stung her eyes when she saw the site, now totally in ruins. A mental picture of her brother as he lay dying in his bed in that very spot brought more tears.
Sweet, shy Caleb hadn’t stood a chance way out here without proper medical care. But if she were being truthful to herself, she’d have to admit that it probably wouldn’t have made a difference even if there had there been a doctor nearby. When her brother had climbed up onto the roof of the barn to find the perfect hiding place from her, he couldn’t have known that the wood was so warped it wouldn’t even hold his sixty-pound body. 
Naomi still remembered the horror she’d felt watching his frail body come crashing through the roof and his head connecting with the large blade of her father’s tractor before he landed. Lying in an unconscious heap, his life had essentially been over right then, even though his little heart tried to beat on for more than an hour before he took his final breath.
Naomi remembered the pain that had gripped her like no other she’d ever experienced in her life when she and her dad had buried Caleb in the shadiest spot on the property. But it wasn’t anything compared to the loneliness she’d felt for the next few months following his death. During that time, her father had been so overwhelmed with pain and guilt for not fixing the roof, he’d withdrawn into his own world, sometimes not speaking for days. 
It wasn’t long after that when he’d sent her away to live with her mother’s sister in a small town in Oklahoma. A few years older than her mother had been, Aunt Elizabeth had raised her as best she could, but never having had children herself, had been grossly unprepared to deal with an adolescent girl who was angry all the time. A teenager who blamed the world for taking her mother away when Caleb was born, for taking her sweet younger brother from her before he even had a chance to grow up, and for allowing her father to abandon her at a time when she needed him the most. 
Although her father had tried to maintain a relationship with her, his visits soon became few and far between, and memories of the way her life had been eroded, fading a little more each year she didn’t hear from him. In her senior year at Oklahoma State University, her aunt had died suddenly, and at her funeral she’d come face-to-face with her dad, ready to blame him for yet another loss. 
But she hadn’t been able to strike out at him for all those lost years, for the time he’d been missing from her life.
Even now, she could still picture how broken he’d looked standing next to Elizabeth’s gravesite—how he’d seemed more like a seventy year-old man than one in his early fifties. In that moment she’d realized that life had been just as hard on him after Caleb’s death as it had been on her. Somehow, she’d found it in her heart to forgive him, and they’d spent a week together in Sweetwater before he returned back to his isolated life at the cabin in the woods. 
It was then that he’d told her a story that had kept her awake for many nights since then—a story that could possibly be the answer to all her prayers. But before she could take a trip back to the log cabin to find out more, her father had killed himself. Looking back, she surmised that although she’d forgiven him, he had never been able to forgive himself, and the guilt he suffered was more than he could bear.
Several months after she’d graduated with a journalism degree, she’d gotten a job as a copy editor for a small newspaper in Sweetwater. Living in the house her aunt had left her, she’d begun to enjoy life again and almost forgot about the story her father had shared with her before his death.
Almost!
Eighteen months after he’d died, she’d heard about the hunting lodge being renovated into a spa and knew it was the perfect opportunity to quell her curiosity and discover answers to her questions. By then she’d accepted a position as a junior editor for the Sooner Review, giving her the perfect excuse to investigate on her own. If what her father had told her was true—and she had no reason to doubt it—her situation was about to change for the better in a huge way. Life might actually be ready to throw her a bone after all the pain it had caused her.
She reached one last time for the bottle of water and took a long drink before she began walking toward the rubble. Glancing in the direction of the grove of trees to the left of the dilapidated barn, which still stood tall, she felt sadness wash over her. If she finished up quickly with her mission, she’d make it a point to spend a moment at Caleb’s grave before heading back. 
She picked up the pace and walked toward the pile of wood and God knows what else. For over an hour, she rummaged through the mounds of burned debris that had once been a place where love had flowed freely, searching for something—anything that might give her a clue about what her father had revealed to her the last time she’d seen him. After another hour had passed and the sun felt like it was burning her skin, she decided to give up, concluding that what her father had shared with her was simply the ramblings of an old man trying to impress his estranged daughter.  
And then she saw something under a large pile of burned wood.
Mindless of the pain in her hands from the splinters, she dug around it until she was able to pull it out. She cursed herself again, this time for not bringing gardening gloves from the old shed where she’d found the hatchet. She was disappointed to find only a large piece of metal that looked like it had once been part of the pot-belly stove they’d used for warmth in the winter. Ready to give up, she spied the edge of a dusty notebook sticking out from one corner of the charred metal. After pulling the metal away, she grabbed the book. Although it was partially burned on one corner that hadn’t been covered, it was surprisingly in good shape, even after all this time. 
Sitting back on her heels, she opened it and realized it was the book her father had used to record his orders. Curious now, she thumbed through the pages until a picture dropped out. Even before she picked it up, she knew it was a photo of her father and her and Caleb in front of the pathetic cake she and her dad had made just a week before her brother died. A tear trickled down her cheek as she kissed the photo before laying it on the ground beside her and reopening the partially burned book. About halfway through the pages she stopped at what was dated the last week before he killed himself. Seeing her father’s handwriting sent another tear escaping down her cheek.
And then she saw it!
Although partially burned, it was still legible, and she lifted it closer to stare at the familiar name that jumped out at her. 
Excited now, she kissed the book and stood up. It was already getting dark, and she needed to get back to the spa before dinner. She’d play their game, dress up and pretend to be having a good time before she’d feign a headache so that she could get back to her room and delve into the book uninterrupted. If what she was thinking when she’d seen the familiar name panned out, the weekend trip to the spa would be totally worth it.
After shoving the notebook into the pocket of her vest, she picked up the hatchet and was about to start the journey back to the spa when she thought she heard footsteps behind her. Turning slightly to her right, she saw a shadow coming toward her. Before she could react, she felt herself falling, and although she held out her hands to protect herself, she slammed full force onto the drought-hardened dirt, hitting her head on a large rock when she landed. 
As her vision blurred, she wondered if this was payback from the stone clad monster for chasing him all those years. Her last thought before she blacked out was that this must have been the way Caleb felt right before he died.
*****
“We’ve been interviewing these people for over three hours, and we still don’t have much to show for it,” Lainey said, stretching her legs. “I’m beginning to think that whoever killed Kershaw is long gone.”
Vince considered that for a minute. “You could be right, Lainey. The killer had enough time to get away, especially if he had transportation of some kind tucked away in the woods behind the spa. But we have to be patient. Most investigations start with a lot of time spent asking the same questions in the hopes that someone will slip up so you can catch them in a lie. Entire days can be spent talking with people about things you think have no relevance. Then one simple response will get you thinking until it all falls into place. Sometimes, it never does, and those are the cases that haunt you, especially—”
“You could only know that if you were a cop,” Maddy interrupted, eyeing him up. 
“I told you I had a little law enforcement experience.” He turned away, hoping the gesture sent the message end of conversation.
Before Maddy could question him further, Paulina Ortiz walked over to the table. “Sergio said you were ready for me.”
Maddy pointed to the empty chair. “Have a seat, Paulina. This shouldn’t take too long.” 
The assistant chef did as she was instructed. “Good, because Haley gave us specific orders that the dinner must go on as planned tonight. I’ve got to help Sergio with the filet mignon and then make the sauce to go with it.”
Vince studied the chef as she tapped on the table with short, clear nails. Even sitting in a chair, her five-eleven-ish frame towered over the Garcia sisters, who would never be considered short themselves. Her dark hair was pulled back into a no-nonsense, tight bun, and from where he sat, he could see that she wasn’t wearing earrings. A quick glance at her hands showed she had no jewelry on at all, consistent with her all-work-and-no-play persona. 
“So, what do you want to know?” Paulina asked in a thick Hispanic accent as her dark eyes focused on him. Her olive complexion seemed a little flushed and her breathing was slightly faster than normal, making him wonder if she was just really busy in the hot kitchen or if she was a little nervous sitting down with them.
“For starters, did you know that Brent Kershaw ordered a bottle of Scotch to be sent to his room last night?” Maddy asked, leaning forward in the chair and propping her arms on the table.
“Yes. India mentioned it. Why is that important?”
Vince ignored the question and moved on. “Did you see her get the Scotch?”
Paulina’s eyes registered confusion. “No, but I still don’t see why that’s important. Haley had already warned us that Mr. Kershaw was a big drinker, and she instructed us to bend over backwards to make him happy.”
“Why was that?” Lainey asked. 
Paulina shrugged. “I assumed it was because he was a big investor. Haley acted like she was worried about him backing out.”
“Did you know that he and Haley had a sexual thing between them?” Vince asked, watching for a reaction.
“From what I understand, Mr. Kershaw had many things going on with many different people, but none of them were any of my business.” She gave Maddy a look that left no doubt she was referring to Deena.
“Did you see anyone besides India around the Scotch after she placed it on the table?” Vince continued.
Paulina shook her head. “We had an unbelievable week with screwed up orders that almost didn’t make it here in time.” She rolled her eyes. “When it all came together late Friday night, we celebrated a little too long. I was so exhausted at the end of dinner last night that all I wanted to do was clean up, get to my room, and crash.”
“And did you?” Lainey asked, scooting her chair closer to Paulina’s.
“Did I see anyone or did I go straight to my room?”
“Your room.”
“Sergio and I stayed until everything was done in the kitchen, and then I went directly to my room. I’m ashamed to say I didn’t even brush my teeth before I fell asleep in my clothes.”
“So you never saw anyone but India go near the bottle of Scotch?” Lainey persisted. 
“Why do you keep asking me about that? I thought Mr. Kershaw died from a stab wound.”
“He did,” Vince replied. “But we think whoever killed him laced the liquor with something.”
“Sorry. I can’t help you on that one. The strongest medicine I take is aspirin for an occasional headache, and as far as I know, none of my coworkers are on drugs.” Paulina looked down at her watch. “If that’s all, I’d like to get back to the kitchen. Sergio has stuck his head out and given me his best version of an evil look at least six times since I sat down.”
Vince nodded “If you hear or see anything that you think might help us with the investigation, we’d appreciate a heads up.” 
Paulina stood. “I’ll keep my eyes and ears open.” She started toward the kitchen, then turned back. “I know this can’t be fun having to spend all your time asking questions. I hope you’ll all be able to sit back and relax and enjoy the delicious food tonight.” 
“Amen to that,” Maddy said. When Paulina was out of hearing distance, she rubbed her chin. “With the exception of India, the rest of the kitchen staff seems to check out.” She blew out a frustrated breath. “Wish Colt was here. He’d know what to do next.”
“Who’s Colt?”
Maddy pointed to Lainey. “Her husband and the sheriff of Vineyard,” she said with a laugh. “And essentially, my boss. Normally, he’d be screaming at me and my sisters for interfering in his investigation, but this time even he’d have to admit that we have no choice.”
“It’s getting complicated,” Vince said. “We really could use his expertise on this one. Somebody killed Kershaw and then left us with no way to communicate with the outside world. I have to think there’s more to this story than just the murder of a man who had a lot of enemies.” He lowered his head for a moment before meeting Maddy’s gaze. “This is beginning to smell like the work of someone with a grudge.”
“About what?” Maddy and Lainey asked in unison.
He laughed. “If I knew that, we wouldn’t be wasting time questioning everyone. But I can’t help thinking that Kershaw’s murder was just the tip of the iceberg. In my opinion, whoever killed him is playing cat and mouse games with us and is probably laughing their ass off in their room as we speak. Or he’s in Oklahoma City celebrating his accomplishment.” He paused before continuing. “My money is on the former.”
“Oh my God! Do you think we’re in danger?” Lainey asked.
“I think we all need to be especially careful not to be alone at any time until we figure this out—if we ever do figure it out. If I’m right, the killer isn’t through with us just yet.” The minute the words left his mouth, he was instantly sorry, especially when he saw the horrified look on Lainey’s face. But sugar coating the situation would only make it worse.
“You know all about me and what I do for a living. I think I have a right to know about you as well. Coming to the conclusion like you just did couldn’t have been from your experience walking the mall or playing a cop on TV,” Maddy said, narrowing her eyes at him.
He looked at her, wondering where that had come from. “Walking the mall? Is that what you think I did?”
Maddy’s face flamed, and he knew she was regretting ever verbalizing her thoughts. “You gave us no choice but to speculate. You own a limousine service, yet you seem to know what you’re talking about when it comes to police procedures.”
He was quiet for a minute, debating whether to tell her more about him or not, knowing that by doing so, too many bad memories would be dredged up. He wasn’t ready to be reminded of all that yet. But Maddy was right. If he was going forward with her on this investigation, she needed to know where he was coming from.
“So you’re not a mall cop?” Lainey asked, breaking the silence.
This time he laughed out loud. “Hardly. I hate shopping and anything to do with it.” He shrugged, knowing that once he told the truth, there would be more questions—specifically, ones he didn’t want to answer. He took a deep breath before speaking. “I spent twelve years as an FBI agent based in Dallas before I bought out my uncle’s limousine service.”
“You were a Fed?” 
Maddy’s reaction brought another smile to his face. “I was.”
“Doing what?” Maddy probed.
He hesitated only momentarily before he replied, “I was an FBI profiler.”



Chapter Eleven
 
Maddy, Lainey, and Vince were still joking about him being a mall cop when they got back to the room. Startled from a power nap when the door opened, Deena screamed.
“Geez, Deena. It’s only us,” Lainey said, plopping down beside her. 
“Guess I’m still a little edgy.” She yawned. “My headache had finally dulled a little, and the bed was too inviting,” she explained, sitting up and rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “What’s so funny?”
Maddy glanced toward Vince, and when he nodded, she continued, “We just found out that Vince used to be an FBI profiler.”
Deena looked at the limo driver, whose eyes were now crinkled with amusement. “Some cop you are, Maddy,” she said, not breaking a smile until her sister did.
“I know, right? But in my defense, I assumed that anyone with that kind of experience would brag about it, not hide it. You have to admit he led us to believe he was only a limo driver.”
“I am only a limo driver,” Vince added, joining in the fun. “I just happen to have a knack for getting into bad guys’ heads.” Then he bit his lip to try to look serious. “Unless, of course, you count the stint I did on the TNT series Limousine Murders. I’d solve a new crime every week in less than sixty minutes.”
Maddy playfully slapped his shoulder. “Shut up. I can’t help it if I have a vivid imagination.” 
“Why in the world would you think I was a television cop, anyway?” he asked, shaking his head.
“Because you’re hot,” Lainey blurted. “We figured you were either a security cop or that you’d done a cop commercial somewhere and you were throwing that out as a way to puff yourself up.”
His eyes again crinkled with mischief. “Good to know. Maybe I can check out the local TV stations when I get back home and see if there’s an opening for a new show. Maddy might want to come with me and put in a good word,” he teased.
A man who looks like that and has the smarts to be an FBI profiler is more potent than any aphrodisiac known to women, Tessa said, appearing out of nowhere and settling between Deena and Lainey. I would love the chance to profile him—and I definitely mean more than getting into his head.
“Too bad you’re dead,” Deena said, realizing a second too late that she’d actually said those words out loud. A glance toward Vince told her she had some explaining to do, and the stunned look on her sisters’ faces confirmed she was completely on her own. “What I meant to say was that it would be too bad if you were killed on that show. Then you wouldn’t be able to help us figure out who the killer is.” She held her breath to see if he bought her explanation.
After a minute, he smiled. “You know the main character never dies.” Sitting down in the chair by the desk, he glanced Lainey’s way. “Guess we’d better put our thoughts down on paper while they’re still fresh in our minds. Are you ready?” 
When she whipped out the pen and pad, it was a signal that the fun was over for now and it was time to get down to business. 
Good job fixing that screw-up, Deena. Can you even imagine what that boy would think if he knew you girls talked to a ghost? Tessa wiggled her eyebrows comically. I can picture him in that TNT series—like that taxi-cab driver on one of those shows where there’s a hidden camera in the backseat. Yowza! 
Deena ignored her and sat up straighter. “Kate should be back any minute. She just went to her room to check on something.” Before anyone could respond, there was a knock at the door. 
“Speaking of the devil,” Maddy said as she let her youngest sister in the room. “Now we’re all here including, Tess…Vince,” she corrected herself. 
Deena scooted over to the edge of the bed to make room for Kate. “Maddy, tell us what you found out in the dining room, and then Kate and I will share what we learned at the spa.”
“You first,” Maddy said. “Lainey, be sure and write everything down. Like Vince said earlier, sometimes things you think are the least important can turn out to be the clue that unravels the mystery.”
Lainey sat down at the desk with her pen and paper in front of her. “Ready when you are.”
“I’ll start. For openers, we had quite the conversation with the masseuse, Yolanda Templeton,” Deena began. “We all got the impression that she had secrets she was—”
“We all?” Vince looked confused. “Don’t you mean you and Kate?”
Deena realized her mistake the moment he interrupted her. “Yes.” She made eye contact with first Maddy and then Lainey to let them know she was also talking about Tessa.
“What made you think she was hiding something?” he asked.
“Because at first she told us that her parents immigrated to the United States when she was a baby. Then later, she mentioned that she’d learned the tricks of the massage trade from her parents at a spa they’d managed in Paris.”
“Did you call her on that?” Maddy asked, reaching for Deena’s water bottle and taking a big gulp before handing it back to her. 
“Yes,” Kate replied. “She said it was a slip of the tongue—that she was actually twelve when she and her parents left Paris.”
“Hmm.” Vince scribbled something on his notepad. “Although it is a little strange for her to forget how old she was when she left her home and crossed the Atlantic, I don’t see a connection to Kershaw’s death.”
“By itself, there is none, but then Yolanda let it slip that Kershaw was a slimy human being—her words, not mine,” Kate added.
This time Vince smiled. “Now that could be important. Did she say why she thought that?”
Both Deena and Kate shook their heads. “No, but Tessa definitely thinks…” 
Kate stopped talking as a horrified look crossed Deena’s face. Between the two of them, they’d just mentioned Tessa for the second time. It wouldn’t take long for a smart man like Vince to figure out that something was going on.
“Who’s Tessa?” he asked, nailing her with narrowed eyes.
Oh, boy! Tessa said after squeezing in between Deena and Kate on the bed. How are you going to get out of this one?
Deena nearly choked on the sip of water she’d just taken. “Kate sometimes calls me that,” she lied. “It’s my middle name.” She held her breath waiting for his reaction and was relieved when he nodded. 
“Do you prefer that name?”
Deena took a deep breath. She’d never been good at lying and was sure he’d see right through the fib. She focused on his face so that she wouldn’t cave under his stare and for the first time, noticed the streaks of gray on both temples. She couldn’t help wondering if it was premature graying or if the stress of his job had brought it on.
“No, everyone else calls me Deena.” She smiled up at him and was rewarded when he returned hers with one of his own.
I am so damn impressed right now.
Deena can lie like the best of us. Tessa grinned like a mother who had just seen her daughter crowned homecoming queen.
“Okay, then. We’ll definitely spend some time with Yolanda and see if we can crack her shell,” Maddy said. “Is there anything else you need to tell us?”
“Only that Tessa—I mean Deena—agrees that the Elliotts are faking Annie’s ankle injury in preparation for suing the spa,” Kate said. “Maybe there’s a story there as well.”
“Another thing we’ll definitely check out,” Vince said. “And I have to agree one hundred percent with your sister about the Elliotts.” He gave Deena another one of his killer smiles, making her almost forget what she wanted to say.
“I just remembered Yolanda mentioning that Sam and Olivia Mason are checking out the spa for future corporate retreats for their clients,” Kate said, coming to Deena’s rescue and giving her time to recover.
“That must be what Haley’s waiting on,” Maddy said.
“What do you mean?” Deena questioned.
“When I asked her why there were no security cameras anywhere, she got really defensive and said that she wasn’t breaking any laws—that it wasn’t a requirement in Oklahoma. Then she mellowed a bit and confessed that she was waiting on what she hoped would be a big chunk of change since she already had six cameras on order,” Maddy explained.
“Makes sense, but Kate and I both wondered how a young couple like the Masons could afford shelling out that much money for clients. A weekend retreat at a place like this can’t be cheap,” Deena said, glad to have found her voice again.
“Looks like we have our work cut out for us,” Vince said, reaching for the notes from Lainey. “Come on, ladies. Dinner’s less than four hours away, and we haven’t spoken to all the kitchen staff yet.”
“So, did you three find out a lot of good stuff like we did?” Kate asked, obviously proud of herself.
Maddy laughed. “No, little sis, you and Deena did way better than us. All we discovered was that the kitchen staff partied late into the night on Friday, and were all sporting pretty good hangovers on Saturday. As for India, she admitted that she’s been hiding tips from Arlene, her fellow waitress, and that she’d had a fling with Kershaw after he got her jail sentence commuted.” She tsked. “Apparently, the good judge collected his fee in sexual favors.” 
“Holy crap! The man did get around,” Kate said, before turning to Deena. “No offense.”
“None taken,” Deena said, wondering how in the world she could have been so attracted to a man who was obviously a womanizer, and according to Yolanda Templeton, a big slimy human. She chalked it up to all the booze she’d consumed and her history of making bad choices when it came to the opposite sex. 
Right about now you must be thinking about sending a letter off, eh, Deena? Dear alcohol, we had a deal where you would make me funnier, smarter, and a better dancer…I saw the video…We have to talk. Tessa slapped her leg. I crack myself up sometimes.
Deena caught herself before laughing with Tessa. Instead, she focused on taking the heat off herself. “Why was India in jail?”  
“Drugs.” Maddy leaned closer to her two sisters. “And get this—Kershaw was the one who got India the job here so she could spy for him. Seems he was especially interested in the layout of the place. She has no idea what he was looking for, though.”
Before they could react, Maddy continued, “And the other thing we learned was that India took the liquor to Kershaw’s room, and when he didn’t respond to her knock, she figured he was in the bathroom, and she left it beside the door. Then she went back to the kitchen to finish cleaning up. About ten minutes later, she returned, and this time, Kershaw answered the door.” 
“So does that mean India is our killer?” Deena asked.
“Possibly,” Maddy said. “But my gut tells me no. Here’s the thing, though. On the way back to his room, she passed Gary Wharton in the hallway.”
“Wow! Seems like all roads lead to him,” Deena said. “Have you had a chance to talk to him yet?”
Vince shook his head. “He’s at the top of our list of people we want to question this afternoon.” He rubbed his chin as if in deep thought. “What about that journalist? Naomi what’s her name? Has anyone found out anything interesting about her?” 
Deena shot upright. “Nothing exciting. Yolanda did say that the Masons saw her out by the gazebo earlier. She was taking a walk into the woods.”
“By herself?” Lainey asked.
“I know. She must be crazy,” Deena said. “Anyway, apparently she mentioned to the young couple that she might join them later in the spa pool, so you might catch her there.”
Vince nodded. “Like I said, we’ve got a full afternoon of interrogations ahead of us, so I suggest we get right on it.”
“What about Haley?” Deena asked. “I got the impression that she may have been one of Brent’s conquests as well.” She tried not to think about how close she’d come to being on that list right along with her friend. “Is she one of your suspects?”
“Everyone is,” Vince said, sending another heart-stopping smile her way. He stood and walked to the door with Maddy and Lainey following behind. “Even you and me,” he said over his shoulder as he walked out.
*****
Deena and Kate stood in front of Gary Wharton’s room for several minutes, neither one saying a word before Kate finally spoke up. “Do we really want to do this? At best, it’s breaking and entering. At worst—” She shook her head. “I can’t even think about that right now, or I’ll chicken out.”
Deena took a deep breath before inserting her master key into the lock. “It’s now or never, Kate. I figure we have about twenty minutes before he gets back from the spa—longer if Yolanda pushes the champagne on him like she did with us.”
She knocked gently on the door before pushing with all her might until they were looking directly into Wharton’s room. She had no idea what she expected to find, but getting a look inside the room of the man who in all probability had killed Brent Kershaw in cold blood was too good an opportunity to pass up. Cautiously, she stepped inside the doorway. “Gary, are you here?”
Kate laughed nervously. “We just saw him get into the pool, silly. Of course, he’s not here.” She moved closer to her older sister and pressed into her back.
“Geez, Kate, give me a little room,” Deena said, trying to sound braver than she felt. She reached back and took her younger sister’s hand before walking further into the room.
Holy crap! This man is a complete slob, Tessa said, appearing and pushing past Deena. Good luck finding anything you can use in this pig sty.
Deena had to agree with the ghost. The king-sized bed looked like there’d been a wrestling match on it, and half the covers were strewn across the floor. His clothes were in a pile in the middle of the room, probably dropped there when he’d changed into swimming trunks.
“Apparently this dude lives exactly like he installs wooden floors,” Kate deadpanned, finally letting go of Deena’s hand. “This is a housekeeper’s worst nightmare. Maybe Haley should’ve checked out his personal habits before she trusted him with the renovations.”
“He’s definitely not a neatnik,” Deena agreed, glancing toward the dresser where there were two bottles of liquor. “And he could probably use an AA meeting from the looks of all that booze.”
She walked over, being careful not to touch the bottles. The one closest to her was a malt liquor and only had a few ounces left. The second bottle was two thirds full. Her eyes widened when she realized that it was Scotch.
“What?” Kate asked when she came up behind her. “Holy Mother of God! Could this be the bottle that went missing from Kershaw’s room?”
Deena shrugged. “It would be a huge coincidence if it was. Gary couldn’t have been stupid enough to kill Brent and then bring the liquor laced with a sedative back to his room, could he have?”
“You wouldn’t think so, but my first impression of the man is that he probably didn’t graduate in the top two-thirds of his class, if you get my drift.” Kate pointed to the whiskey bottle. “Plus, he had to be pretty drunk after consuming almost that entire bottle.”
“You’ve got a point.” Deena opened up the first dresser drawer only to find it empty. A quick check showed the others were also unused. She spotted his suitcase on the floor on the other side of the bed and walked over to it. “I can’t believe anyone would live out of a suitcase and just throw clothes around like this.” She picked up an article of his clothing before she realized what it was and quickly threw it back into the suitcase with the other wrinkled items. “Eew!”
“What?” Kate looked over to see what Deena was looking at and wrinkled her nose. “Dirty underwear…gross.” 
Reminds me of the woman who went with her husband to the doctor’s office. When the doc asked hubby for a urine and stool sample, along with a sperm sample, the woman calmly told her husband to give them his underwear. Tessa walked past her and sauntered into the bathroom.
“Now that’s a great visual,” Deena said, making a face like she’d just tasted something sour.
Oh my God! You two had better get in here now, Tessa shouted. 
Jumping up from the floor, Deena rushed into the bathroom with Kate right behind her. 
“What’s the matter? Did you—” She gasped when she saw why Tessa was so excited.
Rolled in a ball in the middle of the sink was a white shirt with one side completely covered in a red stain. “Is that what I think it is?”
“It sure doesn’t look like wine.” Kate bent down and sniffed. “Definitely blood.”
“Don’t touch it.” Deena grabbed Kate’s arm. “We gotta get Maddy in here before Wharton gets back. Come on.” 
They were halfway to the door when it opened.
Oh crap!
“What the hell?” The surprised look on Gary Wharton’s face turned to anger.
“Hey, Gary,” Deena said, racking her brain to come up with a logical reason why she and Kate were in his room. “We came by to make sure you were okay because we didn’t see you at lunch.” 
Mentally, she slapped herself for the lame excuse. Since Paulina had sent sandwiches to their room, they hadn’t even been to the dining room. If Wharton had, he would know immediately that she was lying through her teeth. 
“How’d you get in here?” He took a step toward them, his eyebrows cocked menacingly, and both sisters moved backwards.
“I know karate,” Kate said, quickly assuming the stance of a ninja warrior.
If their situation hadn’t been so serious, Deena would have laughed out loud as her younger sister tried to intimidate the six foot plus Wharton. Instead, she bit her lower lip to keep from grinning and pulled out her master key. “Still have this from the renovations.”  
He stared first at the key then back at her. “So why’d you break into my room?” he asked, blocking their exit when they tried to get past him. “We all know it wasn’t to check up on me.”
Deena took a moment to think about what her answer should be. As he glared at her, she noticed that his forehead was wrinkled as if in pain and decided he was probably still suffering from the same post-alcoholic headache that she was.
I’ll try to distract him, and you and Katie run like hell, Tessa said, moving toward Wharton.
“Neither one of you are going anywhere until you tell me why you’re here in my room,” he said, almost as if he had heard Tessa. His eyes followed Kate’s to the bathroom and then widened as the realization of what they had probably seen hit him.
“Sit down,” he commanded. “We need to talk.”



Chapter Twelve
 
“Take it easy, Wharton,” Deena said, trying to make her voice as calm as she could. With her heart racing and her breath coming in quick succession, calm would not even come close to describing how she was feeling right now.
She and her sisters had just uncovered a crucial piece of evidence in Wharton’s bathroom, and although it wasn’t the smoking gun—or more correctly, proof that he’d stolen her designing scissors—it would go a long way in proving that she wasn’t the killer. But even as that positive thought rolled around in her head, another frightening one sabotaged it. Standing in front of her—blocking the door so they couldn’t leave— was in all likelihood, the man who had murdered Brent Kershaw. And neither she nor Kate could take him, despite her sister’s pathetic attempt to convince him that she knew martial arts.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” the contractor said, motioning for them to sit down on the end of the crumpled bed. “I just want to talk.”
“My sister Maddy and Vince Hogan—who’s an FBI agent, by the way—know that Kate and I came to your room. By now, they should be getting worried because we haven’t returned.” She hoped he’d buy the story. 
The reality was that she and Kate had known that both Maddy and Vince would veto their bright idea to search the room. When they’d seen Wharton heading to the spa in his swimming trunks, they hadn’t wasted time looking for the others to get their approval. They’d agreed that a quick check of the man’s room would go a long way into understanding him. Now, staring into the eyes of the leading suspect in Brent’s murder, what had sounded so exciting only a short time before seemed incredibly stupid in hindsight. Deena chastised herself for getting her younger sister involved in something that could not only turn out to be a mistake, but a deadly one at that.  
They had to act nonchalant. Letting him know they were terrified would be like giving him the advantage. He might even see it as an opportunity to hurt them—or worse. She willed her heart to slow down and gave him a phony smile.
Wharton grumbled something, his face showing his agitation. He motioned again for them to sit, and this time they did, sliding so close to each other, you couldn’t get a hand between their bodies. Pushing the chair over from the desk, he sat down in front of them. “I know you’ve seen the shirt.”
“What shirt?” Katie said, way too quickly.
A half smile crossed his face. “I’d love to sit across from you in a high stakes poker game,” he said, staring at her intently before turning back to Deena. “I know you won’t believe me, but I have no idea how all that blood got on my shirt.”
“Maybe you were so mad at Kershaw for busting your balls about the floor you screwed up that you confronted him,” Kate said, defiantly. “Maybe things turned ugly, and the scissors that you stole from my sister last week somehow ended up in his chest.”
“And maybe you should stick to medicine and leave the detective work to your more capable sister.” His eyes flashed anger before he blew out a frustrated breath. “Yes, I was angry at—”
“More like furious,” Kate blurted before Deena kicked her in the ankle. 
Don’t argue with an idiot, Tessa said from behind Deena. People watching might not
be able to tell the difference.
Tessa was right. Nothing good would come out of making this guy angrier than he already was.
“Okay, furious,” he agreed, much to Deena’s surprise. “I decided I needed a lot more liquor if I was going to get any sleep at all last night. So I went down to the kitchen and got a bottle of whiskey.” He held up his master key. “I also have one.”
“Is that how you got into Brent’s room?” Deena asked, deciding she and Kate needed to attack simultaneously. 
He stood, and for a few seconds Deena thought she’d crossed the line. She braced herself, ready to kick him in the crotch where she knew it would bring him down—at least momentarily.
He merely shrugged. “That’s just it. I don’t know if I did or not. I came back to my room and tried to drown my sorrows. I must’ve fallen asleep because the next thing I knew I woke up with a killer hangover and blood all over my shirt.” His voice cracked. “I would never deliberately hurt anyone like that, not even a scumbag like Kershaw.”
Tessa laughed out loud. Yeah, and if we believe that, I’ll bet you have some ocean property in Arizona you’ll let us have for a steal.

Despite Tessa’s remark, something about his demeanor and the way he’d choked up on those last words had a calming effect on Deena’s nerves, and she leaned forward. But remembering that there was still a very real possibility he’d brought the sedative-laced Scotch back to his room after killing Brent kept her on the defensive. “I believe you, Gary, but I have to tell you, people do a lot of crazy things they’d never do otherwise when they’re in an alcoholic blackout.” She pointed to the dresser. 
His eyes widened as they followed hers. “What the hell?”
“That much liquor would definitely cause you to forget everything,” Kate said. “And trust me, as a doctor, I don’t need my cop sister to make that call.”
He walked over to the dresser and picked up the Scotch. After a minute, he turned back to face Deena and Kate, shaking his head. “You have to believe me. I don't drink Scotch because I’ve always hated the taste.”
“So how’d that bottle get here? Did you have company last night?”
Again, he shook his head. “I swear I have no idea how it got here.” His hands were shaking so badly, she was sure he was going into DTs. 
Deena wanted to believe him, but if she did, then either he was lying about having a drinking partner in his room last night or he’d brought the bottle back after killing Brent in a drunken stupor.
Her head told her to proceed with caution even though another possibility was that the Scotch on his dresser was an entirely different bottle that he himself had retrieved from the liquor stash in the kitchen and had nothing to do with Brent. Until she was sure, they were at risk and had to stay on their guard.
No matter what, it was imperative that she and Kate get away from this man before he decided they knew too much. “Looks like someone’s trying to make you and me a patsy,” she said in her best sympathetic voice. “Why don't I go to my sister and Vince and tell them what you’ve told us? They’ll know what to do and how to help you.” She stood and grabbed Kate’s hand. “You stay here, and we’ll come back with them. I’m sure they’ll want to talk to you a little more. You just tell them exactly what you told us, and it’ll all work out.” She nudged Kate toward the door, using every ounce of willpower she could muster not to run. 
Before she opened the door, she couldn’t resist one last peek over her shoulders to make sure Wharton wasn’t coming after them with some kind of weapon. She was surprised to see him slumped over with his head in his hands. The sounds of his sobs followed her as she pushed Kate into the hallway. Then the two of them sprinted to their room, not stopping until they were safely behind the door.
Both of them screamed as it swung open before she could lock it.
*****
Vince charged into the room with Maddy and Lainey on his heels as if he was about to confront a masked killer. When he saw that the two Garcia sisters were safe and sitting up in the bed, he immediately walked to the bathroom and cautiously opened the door. Although he didn’t have a weapon, he was prepared to go head to head with a perpetrator. Confirming that there was no threat, he walked over to the bed. “Are you two okay?”
After they both nodded, he made his way to the desk and sat down. He waited for Maddy and Lainey to find a spot on the bed with their siblings before he began. “What in the world has you two so jumpy?”
Both sisters began speaking at once until Maddy held up her hand. “Wait. One at a time, please.” 
Deena glanced toward Kate, and after she nodded, Deena faced the newcomers, hesitating as if she were debating with herself about how much to say. Finally, her eyes settled on Vince. “Kate and I saw Gary Wharton going to the spa earlier and thought it was the perfect opportunity to check out his room.”
“You what?” Maddy turned to face her sister. 
Deena shrank back under the intense glare. “I still have my master key from the renovations, and we wanted to see if we could find anything useful to the investigation in his room.”
Maddy slapped her head with an opened hand. “For the first time ever, I understand why Colt gets so pissed when we interfere with one of his cases.” She nailed Kate with narrowed eyes. “Do you have any idea what could’ve happened to you if that man caught you going through his things?”
“He did,” Kate said, defiantly. “That’s why we were freaked out when you guys walked in.”
This time Lainey jumped up and enveloped both of them in a bear hug. “Oh my God! He didn’t hurt you, did he?”
Kate shook her head. “No, but we were prepared to fight our way out if we had to.”
Vince couldn’t help it and grinned. He guesstimated Kate to be around one-twenty and her sister Deena only slightly heavier. It would have been hard to defend themselves against Wharton who probably weighed in at a good two-twenty, although girls did have the advantage of the old “knee to the balls” defense. That move would bring down a professional wrestler.
Vince concentrated on the sisters, enjoying the scene playing out in front of him. As an only child, he’d missed out on the back and forth that goes on between family members when they argued. He should’ve joined in and reinforced Maddy’s outrage about how reckless Deena and Kate had been. They’d just broken into another man’s room, and technically, Maddy could have charged them with a felony. But right now she was enthusiastically scolding her two siblings much like a hell and brimstone preacher, so she really didn’t need his input. She was doing a bang-up job as a solo act, chastising her sisters over and over again and trying to scare them to death about what could have happened.  He leaned back in the chair and used the time to study the Garcia family dynamics.
Maddy was the oldest, and as such, was the most responsible. Although she was still rattling off everything that could have happened to Deena and Kate on their ill-advised escapade, you could tell there was an incredible amount of love driving the tirade. Lainey, on the other hand, almost looked like she was mad that she hadn’t been part of the adventure and was dying for details. After watching her interrogate India and the others earlier, Vince decided she would make a great detective if she ever wanted a career change from weekend anchor. Dr. Kate was the baby of the family and obviously had been spoiled by all of her siblings, who protected her like a bunch of mother tigers.
His eyes turned to Deena, who seemed to be holding her own with her older sister. Dressed in a sleeveless turquoise blouse and a pair of beige capris that tied below her knees, she didn’t look like the kind of woman who would settle for a one night stand. Yet, by her own admission, that was exactly what she’d done. More disturbing to him was that the man whom she’d chosen to climb into bed with the night before was so far out of her league it was a crime. Although Vince didn’t know Brent Kershaw personally, he’d been trained to watch, listen, and make judgment calls. That had been his job description with the FBI, and even if he had to say so himself, he’d been pretty damn good at it.
Until Charles Kowalski. 
As fast as that thought popped into his mind, he chased it away and returned his focus to Brent Kershaw. He’d been assigned to bring the judge to the spa on Friday afternoon and had spent the hour and a half drive observing him while he talked on the phone the entire way. Although Kershaw hadn’t actually said anything specific to him, Vince had enough experience to recognize when a person thought he was better than everyone else. Brent Kershaw definitely had talked down to him, and later, to the owner of the spa. Add that to what India had told them about the man, and he was even more confused about Deena’s willingness to share a bed with him. 
So what was it about Kershaw that had intrigued a woman as classy as Deena Rodriguez in just a few hours?
“Vince, did you hear me?”
“What?” He glanced up at Maddy, embarrassed to have been caught daydreaming.
“I asked if you have anything to add to discourage my sisters from repeating what they did today.”
He glanced first at Kate, then focused on Deena. “I think you did a pretty thorough job,” he said, barely able to hide the amusement in his eyes because neither one of the breaking-and-entering sisters looked even the slightest bit remorseful.
“Okay, now that you’ve finished the lecture, Maddy, let them tell us what they found out in Wharton’s room,” Lainey said. “It must be something good for them to react the way they did when we walked in.” She rubbed her hands together in anticipation of a juicy story.
“Oh crap, Lainey,” Kate began. “We thought he was going to kill us.”
“My point exactly,” Maddy said, the tone of her voice proof that she was still angry with them.
“We found a bloody shirt,” Deena blurted.
“What?” Maddy moved so close to Deena, Vince was sure she would tumble onto the bed on top of her sister. 
“Not so mad at us now, huh, Maddy?” Kate interrupted, before scooting back on the bed after Maddy sent her a killer look.
“Are you sure it was blood?” Vince asked, intrigued now. He had to hand it to the sisters. If what they said proved to be true, they’d uncovered more damning evidence in just a few minutes than he and the cop sister had dug up the entire day.
“Oh, it was blood, all right,” Kate said. “It was all over the white shirt Wharton wore to the dinner party last night. We would’ve brought it here to show you, but he walked in on us before we could get out of there.” 
“Christ! You said he didn’t hurt you, right?” Vince asked again.
Deena shook her head. “We pretended that we hadn’t seen the shirt, but Wharton was too smart for that. Then he told us that he’d drunk himself into a stupor the night before and had no idea how the blood got on his shirt.”
“Boy do I wish we had access to a lab to see if it’s Kershaw’s blood,” Maddy said.
“I’d bet a week’s salary that it is,” Deena said. “We questioned him about the possibility that he was so angry at Brent that when he confronted him face to face, it all went bad.”
“What did he say to that?” Vince moved his chair closer to the bed and the sisters.
“He still denied everything. My guess is that he was in an alcoholic blackout,” Deena said directly to Vince now.
“He didn’t seem that drunk when he left the dining room last night,” Lainey noted.
“He wasn’t, but he told us that he used his master key to sneak back into the kitchen and grab some whiskey. Then he came back to his room and drank nearly the entire bottle,” Deena said.
“So he has a master key,” Vince mused, rubbing his chin. “That would explain how he got into Kershaw’s room.”
“Don’t forget about the Scotch,” Kate said, excitedly.
“Oh yeah. Along with the whiskey, there was a bottle of Scotch with almost the same amount left in it as the bottle from Brent’s room.”
Vince stood up. “We need to talk to him right away.”
“Wait. You should know that Gary has no idea how that bottle got into his room. Said he hates the taste of Scotch and never drinks it.”
“And you believe him?” Vince was already halfway to the door.
“I don’t know why, but I do. When we left, he was crying,” Deena said.
Vince opened the door. “Come on, Maddy. We have a possible killer to confront.” He pointed to Lainey. “Would you go down to the housekeeping department and bring up several garbage bags and gloves if you can find them? Sounds like Wharton’s room is full of evidence that needs to be preserved.”
After Lainey nodded, Deena jumped off the bed. “We’re coming with you and Maddy.”
Maddy shook her head. “Oh, no you’re not. You two are already in enough trouble as it is.”
“Don’t go acting like Colt, Maddy,” Kate said, following Deena to the door. “It doesn’t become you.”
Maddy opened her mouth to protest, then grinned. “Oh hell, I do sound like Colt.” She motioned for them to follow her and Vince. “Stay behind us in case Wharton has the missing guns.”
Vince led the way to Room 5 and knocked on the door. When Wharton didn’t answer, he knocked with a little more force while announcing himself and ordering the man to open the door.
He was about to use his shoulder to break it down when Deena stepped forward and handed him her key. “It will be much easier with this.”
He met her eyes for second, and he swore he saw a hint of mischief before he took it from her and inserted it into the lock. As soon as the door opened, he knew in his gut that they were too late. 
Gary Wharton was nowhere to be found. And neither was the bloody shirt nor the bottle of Scotch.



Chapter Thirteen
 
“He couldn’t have gotten too far,” Deena said, scolding herself for falling for Wharton’s sob story. An innocent man didn’t run away and certainly didn’t take all the damning evidence with him.
Vince checked his watch. “Maddy, why don’t you and I have a look around the place and see if we can figure out where he went.”
Maddy nodded then turned to her sisters. “You three go back to our room and keep an eye out for him,” she instructed.
“Why can’t we come with you?” Kate asked. “Are you forgetting that we were the ones who found the bloody shirt in the first place?”
“Yes, you did,” Vince responded for Maddy. “But we need you here at the spa in case he comes back.” He glanced down at his watch again. “We’ve only got about ninety more minutes of daylight, and if what I’m thinking is correct, Wharton’s headed into the woods for a place to hide out.”
When Deena opened her mouth to protest, she met Vince’s gaze. The look in his eyes seemed to plead with her to do as he asked. With Wharton already having a head start, now wasn’t the time to give them any grief about tagging along. Something about the way he looked at her made her turn to her sisters, who were glued to Maddy’s side and determined not to be left behind. 
“Maddy’s right, you guys. If by some slim chance Wharton isn’t the killer, we would be leaving all the other guests exposed to the real murderer. Let’s just do what Maddy says and be on the lookout for anything suspicious.” She felt like such a cop-out because she wanted to go on the hunt for Wharton as much as Lainey and Kate did, but the appreciative look that Vince sent her made backing off worth the dirty glares from her sisters.
“Why don’t you all go to the dining room in an hour and check out what’s going on down there?” Maddy said before adding, “You seem to have a knack for getting people to talk. Who knows? Maybe by the time Vince and I get back with Wharton, you three will have already solved the crime.”
Deena gave her a look that said she was well aware that her older sister was blowing smoke up their skirts to make them think their job minding the dining room was just as important as chasing a potential killer, but Maddy didn’t seem to notice. She had already turned and was talking to Vince about going to the utility shed out back to look for some kind of weapon to take with them.
“Sheesh! It’s so unfair,” Kate complained. “Remind me to let Maddy know how I feel when she gets back.”
“Oh, she already knows, little sis,” Lainey said. “But she’s being protective of all of us. The three of us are not equipped to deal with a teenage shoplifter, let alone someone angry enough to shove a pair of scissors into a man’s chest.” She grinned. “Your skills include pregnancy testing, Katie. Too bad Wharton doesn’t have a uterus.”
“Ha! Pretty funny coming from someone whose only job is to get dressed up and look pretty on the weekends for the TV cameras. How would that work if you had to face a killer?” Kate fired back, complete with her signature pout that she’d perfected as a toddler.  
Deena couldn’t help herself and joined her sister in teasing Kate. “Or if all else fails, you can put him in stirrups and do a Pap smear.”
Can you even imagine how he’d scream when you came at him with a speculum? Tessa slapped her knee as she suddenly appeared out of nowhere and joined in the fun.
By now the two older sisters were laughing out loud and high-fiving one another. Finally Kate smiled. “Shut up, you two. I suppose you could read him the news, Lainey, and Deena, you could make him a set of drapes.”
That shouldn’t have been that funny, but for some reason it was what they needed to dull the disappointment about not being included in the manhunt. For another few minutes, they wisecracked about how they could take down the killer with their own individual skills until Deena finally said, “All kidding aside, Maddy is right, you know. What if Wharton really isn’t the killer and the real guy is just lying in wait to strike again? There’s a lot of innocent people still here who might be at his mercy.”
“Or hers.” Lainey added. “Have we even considered the possibility that our killer might be a female?”
“I remember Maddy saying once that women killers typically use poison or a gun. They stay away from something as messy as a stab wound to the heart,” Kate said. “Besides, it would take a really strong woman to drive those shears that far into Kershaw’s chest.”
“Yeah, I agree. My money’s on Wharton, although Sam Mason looks like he could get the job done as well.” Deena paused and narrowed her eyes. “We might need to give him a little extra attention tonight.”
“And then there’s Yolanda Templeton. She’s a big woman, and she admitted she didn’t like Brent very much,” Kate said.
“Disliking someone and being able to plunge a pair of scissors through his heart are two different things,” Deena responded. “Don’t forget, Vince seems to think that with the brutal way in which Brent was murdered, it suggests that the killer might have been motivated by some kind of revenge or a deep hatred. Otherwise, why not just put a little arsenic into the Scotch instead of a sedative?”
“You’ve got a point,” Kate said. “So what do you think about Vince, Deena?”
The question was so out of the blue that it took Deena by surprise. “What do you mean?”
“You know exactly what I mean. You have to admit the man is hot.”
The man could eat crackers in my bed any day of the week.
“You say that about every good-looking guy you see, Tessa.” Deena turned back to Kate. “How do you know he isn’t married?” She was beginning to get a little uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation. “We know nothing about him, and although I agree he’s easy on the eyes—and incredibly sweet, to boot—who’s to say he doesn’t have a wife and five kids tucked away somewhere in the middle of Oklahoma.” She shook her head. “Trust me. Having been on the other side of a cheating spouse, I would never do that to another woman.”
“You don’t know for sure that he’s married, Deena. Don’t shoot down the possibilities before you even find out.”
“Married or not, my gut tells me he’s definitely carrying around some kind of baggage he doesn’t want to talk about, and I would go out on a limb and say it’s probably something traumatic. Why else would he leave a prestigious job as an FBI profiler to drive rich people around in his limo?” Deena raised her eyebrows in a comical way. “I do have to admit, though, I would definitely watch every episode of Limousine Murders if he ever decided to follow that career path.” 
“Me too,” Kate said before she walked to the door. “Come on, Lainey. Let’s get ready for dinner. We’ll pick you up in an hour, Deena. And be ready. Episode Number Two of the Garcia sisters on the hunt for a killer is about to begin.”
*****
Sam Mason stood at the window glancing out toward the gazebo. What had started out as the perfect plan had somehow taken a nasty turn last night. This weekend was supposed to be all about solving problems, not creating new ones. He turned around just as Olivia walked in from the bathroom, and she looked damn hot. The green sundress brought out the blonde streaks in her hair and her greenish-blue eyes. 
He loved this woman—had loved her from the first day he’d met her. He remembered that day well. He’d just left the boss’s office after having a conversation about not selling a single car in over a month. How could the man blame him? The economy was in the shitter and nobody was interested in shelling out sixty or eighty grand for a brand-new Mercedes. Yet his boss had read him the riot act and had basically given him an ultimatum. No sales—no job. He’d been thinking about what he’d do if he got fired when Olivia had walked into the showroom.
Walked into the showroom was the understatement of the century.
If he closed his eyes right now he could still see her exactly the way she looked that day. Dressed in a blue silk shirt and a pair of jeans that hugged her ass like saran wrap, she’d made her grand entrance, and every head had turned in her direction—even the women. Once they’d recovered, the salespeople had all made a beeline for her, and he’d been no exception. To his astonishment, she’d bypassed everyone else and walked right up to him. 
“Can you show me that red convertible in the corner?” she’d asked.
With just about every option you could imagine, the Mercedes SLR Mc Laren was the most expensive car in the showroom, topping out at nearly a million and three quarters. He remembered thinking he should redirect her to one that was a little more affordable, but something about the way she’d smiled up at him had rendered him tongue-tied. 
Standing about five-five with a figure that cried daily workout, she’d pushed a strand of her long blonde hair out of her eyes, and he swore, she’d batted her eyelashes at him. Long story short, he went home with a sale, still amazed at how she’d whipped out her checkbook and paid cash for the expensive car. 
But though the huge commission would pay his rent and a lot more for up to three years, it wasn’t the only thing he’d walked away with that night. Somehow, in the course of the two hours he’d spent showing her the car, she’d slipped him her phone number and agreed to meet him the next night for drinks. One drink had turned into many, and before it was all over, they’d ended up at her house with breakfast in bed the following morning.
And what a house it was. On the outskirts of Oklahoma City, the six thousand square foot mansion sat on close to one hundred acres of prime property. He’d been mesmerized by it all, and when over the course of the next week, she’d let him know she wanted more than just a fleeting physical relationship with him, he’d been both flattered and intrigued. How could a woman like Olivia be interested in a nobody like him? He’d grown up one of four children to poor parents who’d barely made it from one paycheck to the next. After he’d graduated from high school, he’d gotten as far away from them as he could and tried to make something of himself. After a lot of disappointing job interviews, he’d ended up at the car dealership where his commissions as a junior salesman left him little to live on after paying the bills.
But Olivia must’ve seen something in him that had intrigued her because six months later, they were married by a justice of the peace in downtown Oklahoma City. That had been a little over a year ago, and so far, the marriage was still in the can’t-keep-their-hands-off-each-other stage. Gazing at her in the sundress, he wondered what his parents would think if they could see him now. 
But all that had changed three weeks ago when Olivia came to him and said they had to leave Oklahoma that day. When he questioned her about it, she would only say that a jealous ex had found her, and that he was very dangerous. So without a word, he’d packed a suitcase and gone on the lam with her, spending several days at a time in one hotel after another before moving on.
Then last week she’d told him she heard about this new spa opening up in the middle of nowhere. Said it was the perfect place to hang out until she could come up with a way to keep her ex from finding her and hurting her—or worse. They’d concocted the ridiculous story about checking out the place for possible corporate retreats, and so far, no one had asked a lot of questions. Olivia had promised to reserve two weeks in advance if they liked the spa, and the owner had been so excited at the prospect of getting a big down payment, she’d nearly jumped at the opportunity. He couldn’t believe how easy it had been to find a great place to hide out—and at no cost.
But now they had to go on the run once again before the cops and the media showed up tomorrow night and their picture was plastered all over the Oklahoma newspapers.
*****
Gary Wharton ran through the thick foliage as fast as he could, knowing he only had a short lead on the cop and the FBI guy. He was sure that as soon as the two nosy sisters told the others about the bloodied shirt, they’d be on him before he made it a mile away from the spa. He’d spent the last ten years watching his older brother slowly rot in a prison cell until he was finally shanked by a gang member a year ago, and he swore that would never happen to him.
He cursed out loud when a branch hit him square in the face, ripping open his cheek. He wanted to stop and apply pressure to it, but he couldn’t waste the time. They had to be right on his heels. 
He’d known the minute Deena and her had sister walked out of his room that they hadn’t bought his story about not being able to remember what had happened the night before. If they hadn’t believed him, why would they think their cop sister would?
No, he’d made the only choice he could when he grabbed the evidence and ran. He had no idea how long he’d have to hide out in the woods until he could magically reappear with some excuse or another, but with the police coming the next day, he figured it would be at least two days or more. For sure the place would be crawling with cops tomorrow night. All he had to do was hide the shirt and the bottle of Scotch where it would never be found, and then it would be his word against theirs. 
He was far enough into the woods to slow down a bit, which was good since his heart was pounding out of his chest, and his breath was coming in short fast spurts. What good would it be if he got away from them and then croaked out in the middle of nowhere with a heart attack? To add to his misery, his hands were beginning to shake, making it hard to push his way past the thick branches.
He needed a drink.
Deciding he had to stop and take a break, he slid down to the ground and leaned against a big oak tree, wishing he’d been smart enough to bring a bottle of water from the mini fridge. But he’d had to get out of there in a hurry, and water was the last thing on his mind at the time. He unscrewed the cap on the Scotch and took a long swig. Even though he hated the taste, the liquor went down easily, and in a matter of moments, he could feel his body starting to relax a little.
He could do this. He’d faced many tough situations before in his miserable life and had always ended up okay. All he had to do was figure out a way to survive in the woods for a few days without food and water. He just had to keep his cool and not panic.
As his breathing normalized he glanced around at his surroundings. To his left was a small cave-like opening, and for a minute, he wondered if he could squeeze his body into it. Then he decided there was no way, but at least it had given him a glimmer of hope that maybe he could find a larger cave further into the woods and spend the night there. Without a blanket, it was going to be a challenge, but the cave would offer at least a little warmth from the chilly Oklahoma night air.
His eyelids were getting very heavy and starting to droop, and he leaned back further into the tree. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he caught a slight movement at the cave entrance. In fascination, he watched as two adorable kittens emerged and headed toward him. Too late he realized that the woods would not be home to domestic cats. At about the same time he heard a low menacing growl coming from the trees. Moving his hands rapidly, he tried to shoo the little critters away, but they kept coming toward him looking to play. Realizing he was in grave danger, he tried to get up but fell back down just as two mountain lions appeared between the trees, both advancing slowly toward him in apparent attack mode. 
The bigger of the two walked in front of the other one and moved a little closer. Wharton couldn’t decide if he should run or try to scramble up the tree before he remembered reading somewhere that mountain lions could also climb trees. Besides, he was so tired he feared he didn’t have the energy to do either. He’d also read that they rarely attacked humans, concentrating on deer and other wild life for their food. With that in mind, he thought maybe if he moved far enough away from the babies, he’d be safe. He began to scoot slowly across the ground, his eyes never leaving the two adult felines.
He opened his mouth to scream, hoping that might send the lions running, at least long enough for him to make a getaway, when he looked up to see a familiar face in the cover of the trees carrying a large shotgun.
“Oh my God! I’ve never been so glad to see you in all my life,” he screamed. “Shoot these sonofabitches.”
But the gun remained silent as the small cats finally reached him and climbed onto his chest. Horrified, he watched as the larger of the two adult lions leaped into the air, and he braced himself. Quickly, he glanced toward the trees for help, but no one was there.
The last thing he felt was the excruciating pain as the massive front teeth ripped into his neck. 



Chapter Fourteen
 
Vince caught up to Maddy and reached out to stop her. He was breathing heavily and mentally scolded himself for letting his body get so out of shape in the two years since he’d left Florida. After glancing down at his watch, he said, “It’s almost six, and we’ve been at this for over an hour without finding any trace of Wharton. Think it’s time to head back and start fresh tomorrow morning?” He looked over his shoulder where the sun was just beginning to descend into the hills. “There’s just nothing like an Oklahoma sunset out in the open, especially this far away from the city lights.”
Maddy’s eyes followed his, and she agreed. “It is beautiful. I’ll give you that, but we’re wasting time, Vince. We’ve got a good thirty minutes left before it gets too dark to see anything.” She pulled back a large oak branch that was blocking her way. “Fortunately, Wharton was kind enough to leave us clues.”
Vince raised his eyebrows. “Or stupid enough. Wasn’t real smart of him to hack down the underbrush and give us a clear path to follow.” He glanced one more time at the glorious sunset that would disappear in the next few minutes. “Okay, another half hour and then we head back to the spa. With no weapons to protect us, I don’t want to be left to the mercy of every hungry predator out here.” He stepped in front of her, brushed the branch she’d been holding further back and made a sweeping motion with his hand. “After you.” 
Then he followed her, wondering if Wharton was smarter than he’d given him credit for. Here they were, totally without weapons and chasing a man who’d probably killed Brent Kershaw, and in all likelihood had used his master key to steal the shotgun from the spa’s locked cabinet. If nothing else, he had some kind of hatchet that he’d used to hack out a path through the thick underbrush.  He felt naked without his .9 millimeter, which was locked away in his safe back home. 
No sooner had that thought popped into his head when Maddy screamed. “Hurry up. You won’t believe this.”
Picking up speed, he pushed through the thick branches and was amazed when he got his first look at what had Maddy so excited. Directly beyond the maze of trees they’d just walked through was a large clearing about the size of two football fields. He caught his breath when he saw Maddy running toward a pile of rubble in the center of the clearing. “Maddy, stop,” he shouted as he took off running after her. “If Wharton has a gun, we’re sitting ducks out here in the open.”
But she was already racing toward what looked like the remains of a burned-out log cabin. He made a quick scan of the perimeter, his eyes trained to search for signs that would indicate someone was hiding there. When he could find nothing that aroused his suspicions, he concentrated on the debris, trying to figure out what had happened there. Spying what was left of some kind of metal stove across the clearing and parts of the roof scattered further beyond that point, he reasoned that there must been some kind of explosion to propel the appliance and roof that far away from the rest of the rubble.
“Over here,” Maddy hollered. “I think I see something.” She ran to the middle of the debris, nearly tripping several times before she suddenly stopped and bent down. “Oh no! It’s a woman,” she yelled, reaching for the carotid artery to check for a pulse. By the time Vince got to her, she was already standing and shaking her head. “She’s dead, and from the feel of her skin, I’d say it happened several hours ago.”
Vince bent down and gently turned the woman’s head toward him as Maddy again fell to her knees beside him. He recognized the face immediately as that of the young journalist from dinner the night before. “It’s Naomi Peterson,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. 
There was a large, open wound visible on her right temple despite the sandy-blond hair that had clumped around it. A circle of dark blood covered the ground next to Naomi’s head, and her eyes were wide open in the grotesque death stare he’d witnessed too many times to count in his former career. Gently, he reached out and closed them.
“Didn’t Deena say Naomi had gone for a walk in the woods by herself earlier?”
“Yes. The Masons told her they’d seen Naomi leaving from behind the gazebo.” He shook his head, wondering what had possessed this young woman to venture out alone. He’d pegged her as a loner, not interacting with the Elliotts at her table the night before. Had she made the path to this place and not Wharton? Was she looking for something? 
“Do you think Wharton may have done this?” Maddy asked.
Vince mulled that thought around in his head. He wasn’t quite ready to jump to that conclusion yet. It made sense that if Wharton was desperate—and according to Deena, he definitely was—then killing Naomi would have been a no-brainer if he’d run into her while trying to get away from the spa. “He could have killed her, but more than likely, he would have hit her from behind to bring her down.” He looked around for a possible bloodied rock or something that could have been used as a weapon. 
There was nothing. 
“My guess is, she probably stumbled on that piece of metal sticking up over there and fell headfirst into this rock.” He pointed to what might have once been part of a stone fireplace just beyond Naomi’s feet.
Maddy folded her arms across her chest and shivered. “The temperature’s dropping fast. We need to figure out a way to get her back to the spa.”
“Carrying her body back through the thick brush after dark would be virtually impossible, I’m afraid. We can’t risk getting lost out here and having to spend the night unarmed and unprotected from the elements.” He pulled off his jacket and shoved it in her direction when he saw her shiver again. 
“I’m okay,” she said, shaking her head. “But we can’t leave her like this. What if some wild animals find her body?” She turned away but not before he saw her face. The tough cop looked like she might be on the verge of tears. 
Vince pulled back the jacket, deciding that Maddy’s empathy and emotional connect was what made her a good cop. He knew she could be hard-assed if she needed to be, but her soft side was a definite plus.
He bent down again to cover the body when he spotted something in Naomi’s hand curled underneath her. He slid his hands across her back and tilted her body on its side and was able to retrieve what looked like some kind of book. Although it was burned on one corner, the rest had been preserved fairly well. When he reached for it, he noticed something else on the ground next to it.
Maddy saw it, too, and retrieved it. “It’s a photo.” After staring at it for a few moments, she handed it to Vince. “It could be Naomi as a child, but I can’t be sure.”
Vince studied the picture of a young girl with an even younger-looking boy. An adult male—probably the children’s father—stood beside them, holding what looked to be a birthday cake. 
After a glance at the face of the dead body, then back at the photo, he shrugged. “If I were speculating, I’d say you’re right, and this is Naomi with her father and brother. But that would only be a guess.” He blew out a frustrated breath. “Wish we had access to the Internet right now so that we could research this and find out if Naomi’s family had ever lived way out here.” He tucked the photo into the notebook and handed both to Maddy. “This is your investigation. The book may or may not have anything to do with Wharton, but you should be the one to check it out.” He straightened the coat so that most of Naomi’s upper body was covered.
Maddy grabbed the notebook and stared at it for a second. “It looks like some kind of accounts receivable thing, but it’s too dark to make out exactly what’s written here.” She shoved the book into her upper pocket. “You’re right. We need to get back to the spa soon or we may never find our way. We can read this together after we get something into our stomachs.” 
“Good. I’m starving.” Vince stood and began to gather some of the larger pieces of furniture remnants and metal, along with a few big pieces of half-burned lumber. Placing them gently over Naomi’s body, he made sure that if a critter did decide to come around and investigate, he’d have to work hard to get to the body, and hopefully would think it wasn’t worth the effort. 
“The best option is to wait until the police arrive tomorrow night so that they can call in a team of rescue workers to carry Naomi’s body out of the woods. They’ll have the right equipment to do that.”
Maddy nodded and made a sign of the cross over the make-shift burial site. “Rest in peace, Naomi Peterson.”
After helping Maddy stand up, Vince took one last look around the clearing, unable to shake the feeling that Wharton was out there watching their every move. If they had another couple of hours of daylight left, they might have been able to find him.
But tomorrow was another day. With police helicopters and all-terrain vehicles searching, Wharton wouldn’t stay hidden for long.
*****
Colton Winslow waited outside the radiology department at Vineyard Regional Hospital, terrified about what the doctors would tell him. He’d been given one job this weekend and that was to take care of his niece while her mother was on a much-needed-three-day, spa adventure with his wife and their other two sisters.
One lousy job. 
And he’d blown it big time. He cursed himself for taking his eyes off Gracie and Jessie for two minutes while he snuck into the house to grab the burgers for the grill. Two minutes was all it had taken for Jessie to trip over something up there in the tree house and fall five feet to the ground. He could still hear Gracie screaming for him, still feel his heart pounding when he’d run from the house and seen Jessie on the ground, not moving.
He’d raced to her side, fully expecting to find her unconscious with a head injury—or worse—and had been relieved to see her trying to stand when he’d reached her.
“Don’t be mad, Uncle Colt,” she’d said. Although her eyes had been filled with pain, all she’d worried about was that she’d done something wrong. 
“Sweetheart, no way I’m mad at you. It was an accident.” He’d made her lie back on the ground just in case there was a spinal injury while Gracie called 911. That’s when he’d noticed the odd angle of her left wrist and prayed that a fractured wrist would be the extent of her injuries.
In less than ten minutes, the ambulance had arrived. After the EMT’s had assessed her condition, put a back board underneath her, a cervical collar around her neck, and a blow-up splint on her left wrist, they’d loaded her into the ambulance and sped off to the hospital. He’d been impressed that they could do all that is such a short time and still get Jessie to giggle at something the younger of the two men had said. The ER physician had taken one look at her and sent her immediately for CT scans of her wrist, spine, and brain.
“Dad, is Jessie going to be all right?” Gracie asked, yanking him out of his thoughts and bringing him back to the present.
He dabbed at the tears running down his daughter’s cheeks with the edge of his T-shirt. “I hope so, honey. We’ll just have to wait and see what the doctor has to say.” 
He glanced down at his watch, hoping his daughter didn’t see how nervous he really was. It had already been over an hour, and no one had come out to tell him anything. He tried to remain calm, but his imagination was running wild.
Wrapping his arm around Gracie, he pulled her closer, more as a comfort to him than for her. Maddy had left him in charge, and the three of them had been having so much fun since the Garcia sisters had left for Oklahoma. He’d even been feeling a little cocky that he was doing such a great job. He saw it as a personal pat on the back that Jessie had only mentioned Maddy once in the nearly two days she’d been with them, and that was only to say that she hoped her mother was having a blast. 
Apparently, she’d noticed how stressed-out Maddy had been during the past two weeks with all the overtime. With Flanagan in San Antonio visiting his kids, they’d already been shorthanded when Tom Rogers had come down with some kind of virus that had landed him in the hospital for a week and left him too weak to come to work for another ten days. Everyone had been pulling double shifts, and Maddy had been no exception. It must have been really hard on her to come home after a sixteen hour shift and then have to deal with a budding teenager by herself. No wonder she’d been stressed to the limit.
He pulled out his cell phone and dialed her number, but just like the last five times he’d tried, it went directly to voicemail. No one answered the satellite phone, either. Thank God, Maddy had been smart enough to give him notarized medical clearance to authorize any emergency treatment for Jessie.
Man, he wished Lainey was here with him. She was so levelheaded and would know how to comfort both Jessie and Gracie. 
Hell, he wished all the Garcia girls were with him right now. Kate would be in the CT room with her niece and could keep them updated, and Deena would help keep Maddy calm. Lainey’s sisters—and Lainey herself—could be such pains, especially when they decided to go all Angela Lansbury on him and try their hand at amateur sleuthing. But he tolerated their interference in his investigations because he loved them all like the sisters he’d never had, and if he were being truthful, he’d have to admit that even though they’d damn near gotten themselves killed a time or two, they’d been especially helpful in a few of his cases.
Of course, he’d rather fall into a den of rattlesnakes then to admit that to them.
“Sheriff Winslow?”
He looked up at the female doctor who had somehow snuck up on him, trying to read her face. He was usually pretty good at that, especially during interrogations. But the tall, middle-aged Dr. Remington— according to the embroidered name tag on her lab coat—was not giving him any hints. 
Then she smiled, and he felt his shoulders relax a bit
“Jessie has a fracture of her left wrist that will probably need surgery to align the two ends together. I’ve put her in a temporary half-cast to immobilize the arm until some of the swelling goes down.” She handed him a business card. “Dr. Owens is a pediatric orthopedic surgeon and has already been updated on Jessie’s case. Have her mother call him on Monday to set up an appointment for Tuesday. By then he’ll have copies of all the films, and he’ll be able to tell you if she’ll need hardware to repair the wrist or if he can just reduce it under sedation and put her in a real cast.” 
“Are there any other injuries?” He held his breath waiting for the answer. 
The woman smiled. “Jessie was very fortunate. Most kids who fall from a tree house have some kind of head trauma and usually a concussion. Jessie took the full brunt of the fall on her wrist. Her head and spine are negative.” 
Colt allowed the breath he’d been holding to escape and followed it up with a long relieved one. “Thank you so much, Dr. Remington.” He reached down and kissed Gracie, who had finally quit crying.
“I’ve given her something for the pain and will send her home with a prescription for more. Don’t hesitate to give it every six hours for the first forty-eight whether she needs it or not, and make sure she takes it with food. Any questions?”
“And you’re absolutely positive she shouldn’t spend a night or two in the hospital?” He was already getting nervous about taking her home and being the only one there with her. Funny how he had no problem facing hardened criminals but was terrified of being alone with one twelve-year old girl with a broken wrist.
The doctor smiled. “I am. I understand your concern since she’s your niece, but I can assure you kids are very resilient. Jessie will do fine. When did you say her mother was coming home?”
“Late tomorrow afternoon.” The apprehension returned with a vengeance. Maddy was going to kill him.
“You’ll do great until she gets home. I suspect Jessie will sleep a lot with the pain pills.” She offered her outstretched hand, and he shook it. “Take care of that little girl, Sheriff.” 
“I will. Thanks.” 
He stared down the hall long after she was gone, thinking about how upset Maddy would be when she found out that her daughter had a broken bone. He dialed her number once again but hung up when he was directed straight to voicemail.
“Dammit, Maddy. Pick up the freakin’ phone.”
*****
Deena, Lainey, and Kate headed to the dining room to grab a quick bite and afterwards, spend some time nosing around while they waited for Maddy and Vince to return.
As soon as they walked into the room, Deena knew that supper plans had changed. A couple of long tables had been set up at the front of the room, and the two chefs were standing behind them.
“What’s up?” Kate asked. “Thought we were having filet mignon with Paulina’s special sauce tonight.”
Deena shrugged. “No idea, but something is definitely going on. There goes Haley to the front with the microphone.”
The girls sat down at the table closest to the exit so that Maddy and Vince could join them without causing too much of a distraction. Tessa plopped down beside Kate. Trying to keep the secret about Wharton being on the run had been futile, and word had spread quickly. How could you miss the curious looks they were getting from all the other guests? But none of them seemed fearful, causing Deena to wonder if they were putting on a show or if they were a little more relaxed now that the suspected killer was no longer in house.
“Friends, could everyone please sit down so I can make a few announcements?” Haley asked over the chatter. When the guests did as instructed, she continued, “You’ve all probably heard that Gary Wharton is missing and that he might be the man who killed Brent Kershaw.”
“Do we know that for sure?” Annie Elliott asked from her wheelchair. “A few hours ago you thought your designer was the one who’d killed him.”
Don’t let her get under your skin, Deena, Tessa said. We all know she’s a charlatan here at the spa for financial gains. I’m sure she’s broke and looking to cash in. Hell, she’s probably gone back to having sex with old Theo over there just because she has no money to buy batteries anymore.
Deena bit her lip to hide the grin at the thought of Annie Elliott and a vibrator. Fortunately, Haley began speaking again before she gave in to a comeback of her own.
“Annie, we all know there’s no way Deena could have killed anyone. And for your information, the people running the investigation have concluded that both she and Brent were drugged. Let’s not be so harsh on her since she was a victim herself.”
Deena heard Annie tsk. “I’m not surprised that she’s no longer being considered as the killer, knowing that her own sister is running the investigation.” 
“That’s enough,” Haley admonished her. “Right now Maddy and Vince are in the woods looking for Wharton. I’m sure they’ll bring him back here and keep him under surveillance until we can get him to tell us where the satellite phones are. Then we can call the Oklahoma State Troopers.” She paused to give Annie a semi-fake smile.
Guess she suddenly remembered that the Elliotts are possible investors, Tessa whispered. Wouldn’t be a smart move to piss them off before the check is written. Little does Haley know there will probably never be a check or at least one that doesn’t bounce like one of those freakin’ little balls you get out of the gumball machines.
“Anyway,” Haley continued into the mic, “the chefs and I made a decision not to go forward with the extravagant dinner that was planned tonight in case…” Her voice trailed off, but everyone in the room knew she was about to say “in case something else happens.”
“Great way to calm the crowd,” Lainey deadpanned. “Remind them that the killings may not be over.”
“So Sergio and Paulina have whipped up a couple of trays of rigatoni with garlic bread and a salad instead,” she continued.  “We’ll serve it buffet style, so grab a plate from your table and form a line, and we can get started.” 
“Yes,” Kate exclaimed. “I’ll take Italian over fancy food any day of the week. And rigs just happen to be one of my favorites.” She stood and prompted her sisters to do the same. “Hurry up! I’m hungry.”
As they walked to the front, Deena noticed that Naomi Patterson was nowhere to be found and hoped the reason was because she’d made it back from her walk and decided to skip dinner. The thought of her being out in the woods in the dark was too terrifying to think about.
While everyone was eating, the two chefs and Haley made their way around the room, stopping to chat with each of the guests for a few minutes. When they got to where the Garcia sisters were sitting, Kate immediately complemented Sergio and Paulina on the rigatoni. 
“Wish I could take credit for that, but the accolades go to Sergio’s grandmother,” Paulina said in a thick Hispanic accent. “If you’re really nice to him, he might give you the secret to his sauce.” She patted Sergio on the back. “I only made the salad and the dessert.”
“The salad dressing is scrumptious,” Lainey said. “I love the strawberry flavor mixed with the balsamic vinegar.”
“I’d be happy to give you that recipe,” Paulina said with a smile. “It came all the way from Denmark.”
“Denmark? Since it had a little bite to it, I figured it was from South America or some other place where spicy salsa is a staple in every dish,” Deena said.
Paulina flushed. “It does, in a roundabout way. My mother spent several months in Copenhagen and got the recipe at the school where she taught.” She took a deep breath and smiled. “Of course, she added real habanero peppers to spice it up.”
“I knew it,” Deena said, clapping her hands. “And yes, we’d love the recipe.” She glanced toward Tessa who was staring intensely at Paulina. Deena knew that look—knew her sister reserved it for people she wanted nothing to do with.
Just then the dining room door opened and Maddy and Vince walked in. As soon as they spotted the sisters, they rushed over, both still with wet hair from the shower. 
“Did you find Wharton?” Deena asked before they could even sit down.
Maddy shook her head. “No, but we had to give up the search because it was getting dark and we didn’t want to take a chance of getting stranded in the woods overnight.” 
Vince pulled over a chair from another table and sat down beside Deena. A whiff of citrus tickled her nose as he leaned closer to her. “Unfortunately, we do have some bad news, though.”
Deena closed her eyes. “Is it about Naomi Peterson?”
He nodded. “I'm sorry. We found her body about five or six miles west of here at the site of what looks to be a burned-out log cabin.”
“A cabin? Whose?” Kate asked
“We have no idea, but it looks like there may have been some kind of explosion, and it burned to the ground.” Maddy reached down, grabbed a rigatoni noodle from Deena’s plate, and shoved it into her mouth. “Oh my, that’s good. Vince and I are hungry enough to eat a moose.”
“Wonder what Naomi was doing at the cabin,” Deena mused. “Do you think she got lost and just ended up there?”
Maddy swallowed the pasta then continued. “Hard to tell, but we found her right in the middle of the debris.”
“Any idea how Naomi died?” Lainey asked, stopping halfway to her mouth with a huge bite of rigatoni to wait for the answer.
Paulina, who had standing next to Sergio at the next table kibitzing with the Masons turned around. “Naomi Peterson is dead? Did Wharton kill her, too?”
Vince answered for Maddy who had just taken another bite of Deena’s food. “We can’t talk about it now, but as soon as we piece it together, we’ll let you all know.” He made eye contact with Maddy  before lowering his voice to answer Lainey’s question. “It’s possible, but we think she may have tripped and hit her head. Unfortunately, it was already getting late, and there was no way we could bring her body back here in the dark.”
“Oh Lord! I’ve been worried about her all day. Why in the world would she walk that far into the woods, knowing how dangerous that can be?” Deena asked, saying a quick prayer for the woman.
“No clue, although we think she may have lived out there at one time,” Maddy responded almost in a whisper, glancing toward the table with the Mason’s before crouching down next to Deena. When she was completely out of sight of Sergio, Paulina and Olivia Mason, who was now overtly leaning her chair toward the sisters to hear the conversation, she pulled the half burned notebook from inside her jacket. “We found this underneath her.”
Everyone moved in for a better look. “What is it?” Kate finally asked.
“We’ll know after we read through it. We also found a Polaroid tucked underneath her and think it could be a picture of her as a preteen with her younger brother and father.” 
“So what do you think you’ll find in there?” Deena asked, pointing to the notebook. 
“Who knows?” Maddy eyed the food table in the front. “After we fill our tummies, we’ll go through it and see if it contains anything useful.” She shoved it back into her jacket and headed for the front with Vince right behind her.
“What if the book has something to do with Brent’s murder?” Lainey asked. “I can’t wait to get a look at it.”
Deena thought about that for a moment. “I seriously doubt it. My guess is that maybe Naomi had lived out there at one time or another and simply wanted to have a look at the old place for nostalgic reasons, or she just stumbled onto the area.” But even as the words left her mouth, she couldn’t wait to get a look at the book in case it held clues that might clear up a few unanswered questions. 



Chapter Fifteen
 
After dinner, the Garcia sisters and Vince headed back to Maddy and Deena’s room to talk about everything they’d discovered that day and to get their first peek at the book found under Naomi Peterson’s body.
Lainey propped up the pillows, climbed into the bed, and leaned back against the headboard. Kate did the same and pulled the covers over their legs. Deena and Maddy sat down on the end facing the door, while Vince pulled up a chair close enough to Deena that she could count the tiny laugh lines around his eyes. Tessa squeezed in between her two younger sisters at the head of the bed.
“First of all, tell us what you have in your notes, Lainey,” Maddy prompted. 
When Deena turned to face Maddy, her knees made contact with Vince’s, and an electrical charge surged through her body. As if she’d just touched a flame, she jerked away, but not before she saw the confused look that crossed his face.
Lainey opened the pad in front of her. “Okay, I’ll summarize. We think Annie Elliott is faking her injury so she can file a personal injury claim against Haley and the spa at some point. The Masons leave us with a lot of questions—for instance, how do people that young have so much money?”
“You got that right,” Kate said. “I’m a doctor, and there’s no way I could sponsor a retreat up here. My hanky–panky radar goes off the chart when you mention the Masons.”
Vince snickered. “And mine as well, but Sam or Olivia could be from money, which would explain it. What else do you have, Lainey?”
She flipped the page. “Carlene Newman may or may not be Brent Kershaw’s illegitimate daughter, but she definitely believes she is, and as his only living heir, fully intends to walk away with all his money.” She tsked. “I’d like to take another crack at her in the morning.”
“Good idea,” Maddy said. “If anyone can get her to slip up, it’s you. She’s really the only one with a true motive to kill Kershaw.”
“What about Yolanda Templeton?” Deena asked. “We caught her in a lie this morning.”
“Don’t be so impatient. I’m getting to her.” Lainey shot her sister an exasperated look.  “We think Yolanda is hiding something, but we have no idea what, other than the fact that she didn’t care much for Brent.”
“Now, that’s the understatement of the century,” Kate said with a laugh. “If I remember correctly, Yolanda called him slimy.”
“Yeah, she bears watching, too. So, what about the kitchen staff, Lainey?” Maddy asked. “Read back what you wrote about them in your notes.”
Lainey turned the page. “Again, I’m summarizing. Sergio’s here from New York where he worked at a prestigious restaurant in—”
“And that’s another thing. Why would a top chef like Sergio leave the Big Apple to come to Podunk, Oklahoma, to cook for a small spa with only ten rooms? Do you think he’s lying about that prestigious restaurant, or is Haley paying him a king’s ransom?”
“No way Haley’s shelling out a big salary for him,” Deena responded. “She won’t admit this, but she’s hurting for cash. She was counting on getting these people to invest because she’s already depleted the 401K from her last job as well as the initial business loan she got from Kershaw’s brother.” She failed to mention that the spa owner still owed her a pretty good chunk of change, wondering if she’d ever see the final payment for services rendered or if she should prepare herself to kiss that money goodbye.
“And didn’t we overhear Kershaw mentioning something to Haley about that loan when we were standing at the registration desk our first day here? I got the impression that he might be holding it over her head—like he could have it recalled if he wanted to.” Lainey said. “Do you think that’s what he meant, Deena?”
Deena thought for a moment before agreeing. “Yes, I’d forgotten about that. So I guess that gives Haley a pretty good motive as well, huh, Maddy?”
Maddy nodded. “For sure. If Kershaw had the power to bring the spa down with one phone call to his brother, Haley would probably do all she could to keep that from happening. Does that mean she‘d kill to protect her investment? I don't know.” She pointed to Lainey. “What about the other staff members?”
“According to Paulina the kitchen staff partied into the wee hours Friday morning, and most of them hit the sack right after dinner Saturday night. India said she’d left a bottle of Scotch outside Kershaw’s room for about ten minutes while she went back to the kitchen. So, in that short period, someone else could have spiked it with a sedative. She also admitted to having a fling with the dead guy as payment for him getting her out of jail and helping her to get her kids back. Arlene, the other waitress didn’t arouse our suspicions at all when we interviewed her. As a matter of fact, she didn’t even know that Kershaw had asked for a bottle of liquor to be delivered to his room. As for Paulina herself, nothing stands out except that she did say one of her recipes was from Denmark, but when Deena questioned her about it, she seemed embarrassed and said her mom worked there as a teacher at one time.” Lainey closed the notebook. “That’s what we have so far.”
After a few moments of silence, Vince was the first to speak. “That’s a lot for only one day. Pat yourselves on the backs.”
“You’re the FBI profiler,” Deena said. “What does your gut tell you? Is Kershaw the one who killed Brent?”
“He’s definitely acting like he did it, and running off with the bloody T-shirt and the bottle of Scotch doesn’t help his case.” Vince leaned back in the chair and clamped his hands behind his head. “To tell you the truth, I pegged this killer as someone with a grudge—someone devious enough to plan the perfect murder. Look how he or she made sure we were cut off from the rest of the world for the entire weekend.” He shook his head. “Honestly, I don’t believe Wharton is smart enough to pull off something like that, and given his excessive drinking habits, executing such an intricate plan would be nearly impossible.”
“So who then?” Deena asked, noticing the way his eyes lit up when he was discussing the case. 
He shrugged. “I wish I knew. I have this nagging feeling that we’re not looking in the right direction—that Kershaw wasn’t killed for obvious reasons.”
“What  makes you say that?” Maddy asked.
“I don’t know. I just have this feeling that whoever killed him did it for another reason, not just because he was a jerk.” He blew out a frustrated breath. “If I only had access to the Internet, I could check out all these people and get a better feel for them.”
“Being able to get into police databanks would be helpful, too,” Maddy said, getting up and going to the mini fridge. Bending down, she opened it and pulled out a Coke. “All that garlic bread has me parched. Anyone want one?” 
Vince nodded. “Any diet soda in there?”
“A man after my own heart.” Deena said before turning to her sister. “I’ll take a diet Coke as well.”
Maddy stood up, holding a can of diet soda. “Sorry, kiddo. This is all that’s left, and Vince called dibbs on it.”
“She can have it,” he said quickly. “I’ll just take a bottle of water if you have one.” 
“No, you take it,” Deena insisted, careful not to let her knees make contact with his again. “It’s probably too late in the day for me to be having caffeine, anyway.”
He stood and walked over to the dresser for a clean glass, then poured half the soda into it. “Ditto on the caffeine thing, but I’m addicted to this stuff. Used to inhale it during stakeouts.” After taking a long drink from the can, he walked back over to the chair by the bed and sat down, facing her again. Then he gave her the glass—and a smile.
She mouthed a thank you to him before turning back to Maddy, who had also settled back on the end of the bed once again “Why don't you take a look at Naomi’s notebook to see if there’s anything important in there?”
Maddy set the Coke on the floor and pulled out the notebook they’d found under Naomi’s body. Starting at the beginning she flipped through the pages. “So far, all I see are work orders with dates and a check number at the bottom to indicate paid in full.”
“What kind of work orders?” Deena asked.
“It doesn’t say. Because it was partially burned, Vince and I think it might have been in the fire that gutted the house on the property. If that’s true, then this book probably belonged to the owner. We’re guessing Naomi found it in the rubble.” She pointed to one of the pages. “There are just numbers and dollar amounts listed, like it was used for some kind of pricing system that only the owner was privy to,” Maddy responded, still turning the pages. “Whatever this person did for a living wasn’t very lucrative, though. Most of these orders are dated days apart, sometimes over a week or two between sales. And the highest amount I’ve seen so far has been three hundred dollars. No way I could live on so little.” She shrugged. “Oh, wait! What am I thinking? Jessie and I had to live below the poverty level for over a year when I was a rookie cop. We ate so many macaroni and cheese dinners that I can’t stand to look at the stuff now.” 
“I remember that year,” Deena said with a grin. “I used to send you home with all the leftovers whenever you and Jessie came for dinner.”
“And I can tell you we were grateful and never threw any of them away,” Maddy said as she continued to thumb through the pages. Her eyes widened about halfway through the book. “Holy cow!”
“What?” Deena nearly knocked her sister off the bed trying to get a better look.
“Here’s an order dated over five years ago from none other than Theo Elliott.”
“Let me see that,” Deena said, grabbing the book out of Maddy’s hands and studying it. “I’m sure Haley said that he and Annie have lived in Tulsa for many years. What in the world was he doing way out here?”
“And what did he buy from the owner of the cabin?” Kate added.
Vince, who up to this point had been sitting quietly with a pensive look on his face, taking it all in, leaned forward to examine the entry. “This warrants another talk with our elderly couple to see if maybe they were here on some kind of excursion when the spa was still a hunting lodge and cooked up a plan to come back and scam a few bucks from the place.” He rubbed his forehead above his right eye as if chasing away a migraine. “Five years does seem like a long time to bring a plan like that to fruition, though. Oh well. If nothing else, he can tell us what the mystery cabin owner did for a living.” He turned to Maddy. “And don’t forget the picture we also found under Naomi’s body of what could be her and her family.”
“Maddy pulled it out of her pocket and passed it around. “The young girl does have a slight resemblance to Naomi, but we can’t be sure. If it is her, I wonder if she ever lived out here and hiked out there for old times’ sake.”
“All very good insights, Maddy,” Vince said. “Hopefully, we’ll know a little more after we talk to the Elliotts. For now, keep turning the pages to see if there are any more surprises in there.”
Maddy thumbed through the rest of the book, one page at a time. When she was almost finished, she gasped. “You’re not going to believe this.”
Lainey and Kate scooted to the bottom of the bed while Vince and Deena moved as close to her as they could.
“The very last entry dated two years ago was for twenty-five hundred dollars from Christina Rockford.”
“Oh my God” Deena exclaimed, covering her mouth with her hand. “That’s Haley’s sister.”
*****
Vince felt pressure mounting behind his eye. He should have known better than to be out there in the woods without taking his antihistamine. His allergies were bad enough in the city but apparently even worse out in the country with all the fresh air. He blew out a breath, thinking he’d take one of the pills that made him drowsy when he went to bed, thus killing two birds with one stone. He’d medicate his allergies and counteract the caffeine that would keep him awake. 
“Vince?”
He glanced up at Deena who was staring at him with crinkled eyes. “Oh, sorry. I was just thinking about what all this could mean.”
“That’s what I asked you, but you were miles away,” Deena said. “Are you alright?”
He looked at her face for a second. Why hadn’t he noticed the way her emotions were displayed so vividly in her eyes? Right now, those dark eyes were filled with concern for him. After a moment, he gave her a half smile. “I’m thinking this book could be the key to our mystery, but I can’t figure out why.” He glanced down at his watch. “It’s going on eleven, so another chat with Theo and Haley will have to wait until morning.” He stood. “This has given us a lot to think about. Why don’t we all get a good night’s rest and get back at it tomorrow?” He drained the Coke and threw the can into the trash. 
At the door, he turned back one last time. “To answer your question, Deena, my gut is telling me that we’re missing the big picture here. Now what that big picture is, I don't know. Maybe tomorrow things will be clearer to me and we can put a few pieces of the puzzle together.” Then he walked out and closed the door gently.
*****
Colt sat at the kitchen table nursing a beer and finally relaxing a little after spending four hours at Vineyard Regional. Although he was grateful that his niece had walked away from the five-foot fall from the treehouse in his backyard with only a broken wrist, he still had to face Maddy with the news.
Not that a broken wrist was anything to make light of, but while he’d waited for the doctor to read the CT scans of her spine and brain, his imagination had run wild. He’d made enough pacts with God that he’d never be able to skip church ever again.
He glanced down again at his watch. Ten-thirty. Both Jessie and Gracie were asleep—Jessie from the pain pill he’d given her, and Gracie just because she’d insisted she stay by her cousin’s side every minute in case Jessie woke up in the middle of the night and needed something.
He picked up his cell phone and dialed Maddy’s number again with the same results as the other ninety-nine times he’d tried in the past five hours. He knew the spa was located far back into the Oklahoma woods, and he figured the signal must be bad there. Still, Maddy should’ve received at least one of the many text messages he’d left by now. And why wasn’t anyone answering the satellite phone?
He wasn’t ready to panic just yet. Tomorrow was soon enough for Maddy to find out about her daughter’s accident since the emergency was already over, and the doctor had said it was just a waiting game now until the swelling went down and they could decide if she needed surgery or not.
Still, it wasn’t like Maddy not to respond to his messages. She was devoted to her daughter, and since her husband had been killed in Afghanistan before Jessie was born, was even more protective of her baby girl than the average mama bear, which sometimes exasperated the twelve-year-old. 
Once again he wished Laney had been there with him through all this, but his wife and her sisters weren’t due back until around five the next day. He’d just have to shelf his anxiety until then. He threw away the warm beer and grabbed a cold one from the fridge. With his mind constantly replaying the day’s events, he knew he’d never get to sleep without a little help from alcohol—or a conversation with Maddy.
But long after the beer bottle was empty, his eyes were just as wide as ever. Finally, he couldn’t stand it and walked over to his computer. After sitting down, he pulled up a map of Oklahoma and pinpointed exactly where the spa was located. Discovering that the nearest town was Leisure, population twelve hundred, he Googled it, amazed that a town so small had a website. Clicking on the government page, he found the phone number of the local police station.
Another glance at his watch showed that it was now close to midnight, and he debated whether or not to wait until morning. A lot of small towns only had one or two police officers on staff who might not be excited about such a late call.
Screw it! He dialed the number and waited while it rang four times. Almost ready to give up, he was surprised when a sleepy, gravelly voice answered.
“Sheriff Wilkerson.”
Colt took a deep breath, knowing he’d probably gotten the man out of bed and wondering if Leisure, Oklahoma, was a one-cop town. If so, how mad would the guy be when he found out that he was only calling because his sister-in-law wasn’t answering her phone. “My name is Colt Winslow, and I’m the sheriff of Vineyard, Texas.”
“What can I do for you at this ungodly hour?” the gruff voice asked. 
“Maybe nothing.” Colt paused to see if there would be a reaction on the other end. When there was none, he continued, “My wife and her three sisters are in Oklahoma at Tranquility Rock Spa and…”
“That the new one that used to be a hunting lodge out on Farm Road 266?” Wilkerson interrupted.
“No idea,” Colt responded. “All I know is that I’m in charge of my daughter and my niece for the weekend while the women enjoy a much-needed weekend away from it all.”
“So, what’s the emergency, Sheriff?”
Colt hesitated momentarily. “Here’s the thing. There is no real emergency—or at least not now, there isn’t. Earlier tonight, my niece fell and broke her wrist. I’ve been trying all day to reach my sister-in-law with both voicemails and text messages, and she hasn’t responded to any of these.”
“If I’m remembering correctly, that place sits a ways back into the woods,” Wilkerson said, his tone finally softening. “I’m sure cell coverage is limited at best.”
“I get that,” Colt interrupted. “But I still need to talk to my sister-in-law. I was wondering if I could ask a huge favor of you and see if you’d be kind enough to make a run up to the spa in the morning to let her know I’m trying to reach her.”
“You’re that worried about her?” the man asked, before pausing. “I guess I would be, too. That’s rugged country up there, and ever since they closed the hunting lodge, the animals have had free reign.”
Truth be told, Colt hadn’t really worried about that aspect—until now. He’d been more concerned over letting Maddy know about Jessie.
“Here’s what I can do, Sheriff,” Wilkerson said. “I’m an early riser…usually get up around five thirty every day. I can make that ninety-minute ride up and back bright and early tomorrow morning and be home in time for services. Give me the details, and I’ll see what I can do.” 
If the man had been close enough, Colt would’ve kissed him. “I’d appreciate that, Sheriff, and I’ll owe you one if you ever need something from me.” He spent the next fifteen minutes relating the information before hanging up.
Feeling like he’d done all he could, he walked to the couch and turned on the TV planning on watching some late night movie and hopefully falling asleep. But all he could think about were the four sisters—and probably Tessa’s ghost—coming face-to-face with a huge black bear.



Chapter Sixteen
 
Deena rolled over and glanced at the clock on the nightstand for the umpteenth time since she and Maddy had gone to bed an hour ago. Two a.m. She was so jealous that her older sister had been able to fall asleep within minutes after her head hit the pillow despite the full can of Coke she’d consumed only a few hours before. Probably the trek into the woods and all that clean air had counteracted the caffeine. 
Finally, Deena gave into her insomnia and sat up in the bed. She figured she could try to be quiet and sit there all night, or she could go down to the dining room and make some hot chocolate to help her fall asleep. She decided on the latter and slid out of bed. After changing into a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, she grabbed the pad with Lainey’s notes from the dresser and tore off the last blank page. Quickly, she scribbled a message to Maddy just in case she woke up and panicked when she realized Deena wasn’t there. Then she picked up the notebook that Maddy and Vince had found under Naomi Patterson’s body and Lainey’s notes and stepped outside her room, gently closing the door behind her before heading to the dining room.
The path from their room to the main building included walking outside for a short distance, and she wasn’t prepared for the chill that took her breath away, making her wish she’d thrown on a sweater. Afraid she might wake Maddy up if she went back for it, she sprinted the rest of the way and made it to the main entrance of the spa in record time. Using her master key, she opened the door and walked directly into the lobby, then shivered as a rush of anxiety slid up her spine.
She’d never been alone in this room so late at night even before the killing. Looking around now, with only the small wall lamp lighting up the dark room, she imagined someone jumping out in front of her with a pair of scissors or a carving knife. Even the huge black bear mounted above the fireplace seemed to be glaring at her with menace, and as she made her way across the room, her eyes never left the stuffed animal.
Using her key again, she opened the door and walked into the dining room, immediately turning on the lights before she made her way to the kitchen. She was already beginning to regret coming here the minute she saw shadows dancing on the wall, even though she knew it was only the curtains moving when the fans turned on with the lights. 
As soon as she found a saucepan, she concentrated on making the hot chocolate. Fortunately, she was familiar with the kitchen since she’d designed it herself, and she had no problems finding everything she needed. 
“Guess you couldn’t sleep, either.”
She jumped, dropping the spoon from her hand and was about to scream as loud as she could when she turned, fully expecting to see Gary Wharton standing in front of her ready to silence her for good. She squealed in relief as she came face-to-face with Vince Hogan instead.
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I was sitting outside my room trying to clear my head so that maybe I could get a few hours of shut-eye when I saw you walking to the lobby. I thought I’d made enough noise behind you that you wouldn’t jump like you did. Apparently, I was wrong.” He stepped closer, bent down to pick up the spoon, and then tossed it into the sink. “Are you okay?”
She felt her heart rate decreasing as she nodded. “You probably did make a lot of noise, but my mind was on ten other things and I didn’t hear you. You gotta admit, with all that’s been going on around here, it’s no surprise that my nerves are on high alert.”
“Again, I apologize for sneaking up on you.” He passed by her on his way to the stove. “Is there enough for me to have a cup?” When she nodded again, he picked up a coffee mug from the tray on the counter. “I haven’t had hot chocolate since Catherine….” He stopped, a horrified look crossing his face. “Since I left the Bureau.”
She was dying to ask him who Catherine was, but her mother had raised her not to be rude. Although she knew it was none of her business, she couldn’t help wondering if this woman had been the reason for him leaving the FBI in the first place.
“Here, let me,” he said, reaching for the saucepan. First he poured a cup for her, then filled his own.  
“I brought Lainey’s notes to see if something jumped out at me while I drank the hot chocolate. I figured if I had to be awake, I might as well do something useful.”
“Great idea.” He reached for her cup. “I’ll carry this to a table so we can sit and pow wow. They say two heads are better than one.” He opened the door with his backside and waited for her to pass in front of him before he followed her to a table directly under an overhead light.
When they were both seated, he set her cup in front of her and took a sip of his own hot drink. “Ever since I left your room earlier the thought that we’re missing something has been eating away at me. I can’t help but think the clues are right in front of my nose, yet I’m not seeing them.”
Deena blew on the hot chocolate before she took her first sip. “I’m amazed at how many people here had a strong motive to want to see Brent dead. The man clearly was not well-liked.” As soon as the words left her mouth, she felt a rush of warmth skitter from her neck to her cheek. What did that say about her that she’d been ready to jump into bed with a man like that?
He reached across the table and touched the top of her hand. “Quit beating yourself up. There was a lot of alcohol consumed Friday night, and he was on his best behavior with you.”
She opened her eyes in surprise, wondering if he’d just read her mind. Then she shrugged. “In my defense, I’m terrified of rejoining the dating game at my age. I figured if I could get drunk enough, maybe getting naked with another man might not be so…difficult.” She slapped her hand to her mouth. “Oh Lord, did I really just say that out loud?”
She watched his eyes crinkle with amusement, but to his credit, he didn’t laugh at her. “I get it,” he said with a nod. “You probably won’t believe this, but men have as much anxiety about that kind of stuff as women do.” This time he did crack a smile. “Although, it pains me to say that unlike our female counterparts, we’re not as concerned about the way we look as we are about how we’ll perform.”
She grinned. “Sheesh! If men only knew that a woman’s thoughts during sex are all about her own body and what the man will think of it and not about how experienced a man is, you all might not be so worried.” She shook her finger at him. “Nice try, but thanks for trying to make me feel less slutty.” 
“Slutty?” He tsked. “No way. If that was your true nature, you wouldn’t be regretting your decision to spend the night with him.”
She met his eyes. “Is that your FBI experience talking right now, or are you still trying to make me feel better?” 
“Both. I’ve always been a pretty good judge of character. That’s probably what made me so effective at my job, and…” His voice trailed off, and he turned away.
It was her turn to reach across the table and cover his hand with hers. “What is it, Vince? Something you can talk about?”
He shook his head. “Maybe in time, but not now.” He took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Enough about me. Tell me something about you. What makes Deena Rodriguez tick?”
She’d never really talked about her dead husband before, probably because she was so ashamed that she’d missed seeing the signs that Mike was headed down the road to trouble. She completely took the blame for that. Maybe if she’d come out from behind her rose-colored glasses about what kind of person he’d been, she could have seen him for the lying, cheating, poor-excuse-of-a-man that he really was instead of the loving guy she’d thought she married. 
But even now, she was still lying to herself and wishing she could have changed him. Yet, she knew in her heart that he’d never really been the man of her dreams, and worse, if he were still alive today, probably never would be. She remembered feeling only a huge sense of relief at his funeral even though she hadn’t been able to stop the tears. 
And that was another reason for her guilt.
“Deena?”
Quickly she pushed those thoughts out of her mind, intending to give Vince the generic rendition of who Deena Rodriguez really was—the second oldest of five Garcia sisters, the one who’d always played it safe and had never taken any risk. So she was as surprised as Vince apparently was when she opened her mouth and spoke. 
“I was married to Mike Rodriguez for over ten years—ten years of watching him cheat on me, mentally abuse me, and publicly humiliate me. When he got mixed up in a plot to frame Maddy for a murder—a plan that nearly got Maddy and me both killed—I still couldn’t bring myself to admit that the man was no good.” She felt a tear pooling in her eye and turned to stop it from making a trail down her cheek. 
She looked over at Vince, expecting to see him shaking his head in disgust, but all she saw was empathy in those his deep-set, brown eyes. 
“So you’ve been feeling guilty because you couldn’t change him and transform him back into the man you’d married?”
She looked away from him and nodded. 
“Deena, if you walk away remembering anything from our conversation tonight, let it be this. Some men are just born evil. Don't take the blame for something you didn’t cause and couldn’t fix.”
She didn’t know how to react to that. Her sisters had tried to pound that into her head since the day she’d married Mike, but she’d never really listened. Somehow, those same words coming from Vince tonight gave her hope that maybe she really wasn’t to blame for all Mike’s indiscretions. Maybe he didn’t seek out all those other women because she wasn’t pretty enough, sexy enough—and the list of her inadequacies could go on and on. 
She took a sip of her hot chocolate, which wasn’t so hot anymore. She’d already told Vince more than she’d ever shared with anyone other than her sisters. Why stop now? 
“After I met Brent at the registration desk on Friday afternoon, I decided it was time for me to quit acting like a baby. When he made sure he sat next to me at the dinner table and let it be known that he was interested, I came up with this bird-brain idea to seduce him, even though I’d totally forgotten how to do that. I was terrified of the naked thing and determined to get that out of the way before the night ended so I could move on. I never saw it as anything more than a one-night stand.” She chuckled. “So in a way, you could say I was using him.”
“Your own personal boy toy?” 
“Something like that,” she responded, wondering how she could have been feeling so ashamed of her behavior with Brent only minutes before and was now finding it humorous. 
The grin on his face lit up his eyes. “I’m sure that would have crushed his big ego. From what I gathered about him, he thought he was God’s gift to the opposite sex.” He drained his hot chocolate and then leaned back in the chair with a mischievous grin in his eyes. “Next time you’re brave enough to try another attempt at conquering your fear, my room is right next to yours. And if I remember correctly, you still have a master key.”
She knew he was kidding, but it felt nice to be flirted with. “I’ll keep that in mind,” she fired back. “And don’t worry about that performance hang-up you talked about earlier. I’ll be so terrified I won’t even notice.”
This time, they both laughed before she decided it was time to find out a little more about him. Although he might not realize it, just talking to him about her marriage to Mike had helped release a lot of pent-up emotions she’d been carrying around. Oh, she was still angry about her ex being a jerk, but at least now, she was putting some of the blame back on him. If she could give Vince a little comfort in some small way by making him talk through the reason for the pain in his eyes when he’d mentioned the name Catherine, she had to give it a shot.
She made sure he was looking at her when she asked, “Are you able to tell me about Catherine yet?”
He looked surprised by the question, and for a minute, Deena thought he was about to tell her to mind her own business.
“She was my wife,” he said softly. “She was killed two years ago by a madman named Charles Kowalski, who was hell bent on punishing me because of a profile I did on him that was mistakenly leaked to the press. I said he had an unusual fixation with older women that probably related back to an incestuous relationship with his own mother.” He lowered his head, and when he finally looked up at her, there were tears in his eyes. 
“I’m so sorry, Vince.” She stood and walked around the table and placed her hands on the back of his shoulders. “Is that why you left your job with the FBI?”
“How could I stay, knowing I was responsible for Catherine’s death, and—”
“You weren’t responsible,” Deena interrupted. “Like you said before, there are a lot of evil people running around in this world. You were only doing your job.”
He scrubbed his hands down his face. “In my head I know that’s true, but in my heart, I still blame myself for not leaving the Bureau long before he ever…” He paused and shook his head. “I can’t tell you how many times she begged me to give up my job. She wanted me to go to work with her dad, who owns a large shipping company and was ready to make me a junior partner. I can still see the fear in her eyes every time I walked out of the house to go after a sick bastard like Kowalski.”
She patted his shoulder one last time, then walked back to her side of the table and sat down. “We both have a lot of baggage we’ve been carrying around. We’ll just have to keep reminding each other that we’re good people and maybe even forgive ourselves in the process.”
He tried to smile and almost made it before she extended her hand. “Deal?”
He reached for it and shook it. “You’re the only person that I’ve ever talked to about Catherine,” he said sadly.
“And other than my sisters, you’re the only one who knows about Mike. Maybe it was fate that we both drank the Diet Coke that kept us awake.” She met his gaze and held it until she felt a little uncomfortable. Vince was a good man, and if she wasn’t careful she might start to see him as more than just a friend sitting across from her late at night talking about feelings.
She picked up Lainey’s notes. “We’d better get back to these before we both get sleepy.”
The serious moment over, he wrinkled his brow. “Let’s talk about the two entries in the book we found under Naomi’s body. After we have a conversation with Theo Elliott tomorrow and find out exactly what the receipt was for, we might be able to connect a few dots.”
Deena put down the notes and picked up the book. Then she turned to the last page. “I can’t help thinking this last entry is just too coincidental. Why would Haley’s sister have paid out twenty-five hundred dollars, an amount over eight times more than any of the other receipts in here? And what would she have gotten for her money?”
“Both good questions that I’ll be sure to ask Haley in the morning after Theo tells us what the cabin owner did for a living.”
“I’m not sure you’ll get many answers out of Haley. She’s already told me that she was estranged from her sister and had been so for some time. Said that Christina Rockford used people. Even admitted that she’d been one of Christina’s victims, which is probably why they hadn’t spoken in years. Haley was as surprised as anyone that Christina had left her this place in her will.”
“There’s got to be a connection.” Vince yawned. “Sorry. I guess that milk is doing its job.”
“I think I might be able to fall asleep now myself,” Deena said, standing. “There’s plenty of time to talk to Haley in the morning.” She picked up Lainey’s notes and the notebook. “This was nice, Vince. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She stopped midway to the door, and her hand shot up to her mouth. “Oh my God!”
Vince was by her side in a flash. “What?”
She grabbed his arm and led him back to a table and instructed him to sit down while she collected her thoughts. After a few moments, she began. “Do you remember when I told you about my husband—that he was in on a plan to frame Maddy for killing a man when she was a rookie cop?”
“Yes, but you only said he’d been trying to frame her and nearly got both of you killed. Then—,”
“I know.” She cut him off, anxious to tell him the rest. “The guy who was killed in his cell on Maddy’s watch was a man named Joey Agostinelli, a Mafia informant living in Vineyard in the witness protection program.”
“Did the mob kill him to keep him from testifying?”
She shook her head. “That’s what the people who killed him wanted everyone to believe. Actually, the killer was a drug dealer who was trying to get back a notebook that Agostinelli had gotten from the man’s brother. It was filled with names of important people in Dallas who were on the take or who were receiving illegal drugs from him. Needless to say, it was in his best interest to keep that notebook from the public eye.”
“And I’m assuming that Maddy was eventually cleared of all charges, right?”
“She was, but that’s not why I’m excited. I don’t know why the name Christina Rockford didn’t register with either Maddy or me earlier when we first heard it.”
“And now you recognize it?”
She swallowed the lump in her throat, knowing that what she was about to tell him might very well be that one thing they were missing in the investigation. “Yes. Christina Rockford, or Chrissy as we knew her, was killed by the drug dealer not long after Agostinelli was shot in his cell. It turned out that she was Agostinelli’s girlfriend and his accomplice in a blackmailing scheme.”
He stared into space for a few minutes, and Deena could almost see the wheels in his brain turning before he looked back at her with a half-smile on his face. 
“Go wake Maddy up.”



Chapter Seventeen
 
Jerome Wilkerson rolled over and hit the snooze button on his alarm clock before he remembered why he’d set it for so early in the first place. Switching it to the off position, he took a few deep breaths then forced himself to get out of bed and head to the bathroom. He’d promised that young sheriff from Texas that he’d run up to the old hunting lodge on Farm Road 266 and let his sister-in-law know that her child had broken her wrist but was okay. He knew service up there was almost nonexistent, but in the past they’d been able to communicate through satellite phones. He wondered why that wasn’t available now.
After donning his uniform, he grabbed his hat and keys from the dresser, along with his wallet and cell phone. Then he started for the door before remembering that he hadn’t said goodbye to Consuela, who was now on her side and snoring like a lumberjack.
Deciding not to wake her, he texted a message to her cell phone saying that he loved her and reiterating that he would see her in a few hours, then set out on the trek to the old hunting lodge, now turned spa or some other damn thing. He glanced at his own cell phone messages to make sure Emma hadn’t called during the night. His daughter was a week away from giving them their first grandchild, and he was so nervous about his baby having a baby that he’d nearly gone crazy checking the phone almost every hour.
Truth be told, he’d welcomed the call from the Texas cop asking him to check up on his wife and her sisters. At least for a few hours, his mind would be on something other than all the things that could go wrong in the delivery room. He’d sworn he wouldn’t look at the Internet when Emma’s blood pressure had started going up, but he couldn’t help himself.
It was four-thirty when he hit the interstate, and he figured it would take ninety minutes up, thirty minutes to deliver the message, and then ninety minutes back. That would put him back in Leisure with enough time to make the eleven a.m. service at the Baptist Church. Besides the break from worrying about Emma, it would be nice to have a Texas cop beholden to him in case he ever needed a favor.
The temperature this early in the morning was still in the sixties, and he turned off the AC and rolled down the window. The smell of the fresh country made him smile as the cool air fanned across his face. He loved Oklahoma—loved that he’d been lucky enough to live in a place like Leisure and work at a job that had given him so much pleasure for over twenty-five years.
He’d been hired right out of Oklahoma University, and he and his high school sweetheart had made a quick trip to the justice of the peace, then packed up and headed to Leisure, population six hundred at the time. Since then, it had doubled in size when the new Walmart Distribution Center went in near the interstate. Over those twenty-five years, the most exciting thing he’d had to face was when the Forelli brothers beat the hell out of a guy who’d scammed them out of a few hundred bucks. He’d had a helluva time booking them on assault and battery charges as they’d insisted he would have done the same thing. And he couldn’t argue with that. As it turned out, the brothers only had to spend one night in jail, after they’d convinced the poor schlep—who’d ended up with a broken jaw—to recant his story once they’d agreed to forget about the money the guy owed them and call it even.
No, life in Leisure was not very exciting if you were an action junkie—which he wasn’t. He liked things simple and easy with very little drama. This thing with Emma and the baby was about to kill him and was all the excitement he could handle right now.
He glanced down at the dashboard. He’d been driving over an hour and knew he was getting close. Glancing up at the sky he saw a ring of buzzards circling above the trees far back into the wooded area. He thought about the circle of life and hoped whatever poor animal that had given its life to feed another had died instantly and hadn’t suffered.
That’s all anyone could ask.
*****
Deena rushed from the dining room, nearly tripping over a chair on the way. This time when she ran through the lobby she didn’t even bother to look up at the stuffed black bear over the mantle that had spooked her earlier and reached her room in record time. Once inside, she hurried to the bed and shook Maddy until her eyes opened slightly.
“What? I was right in the middle of a sexy dream about Jake and I at a mountain cabin in Montana. We—”
“No time for that. We need you to come down to the dining room,” Deena said, impatiently. “Now.”
Maddy wiped the sleep from her eyes. “We?”
“Vince and I. We’ve discovered something that might just be the clue we’ve been missing, and it can’t wait.”
“Really? And how long have you and Vince been awake and all alone?”
Ordinarily, Deena would have been amused at her sister’s teasing, but she was too excited now to get sidetracked. “Did you hear me? We found something that could be really important.”
Maddy rolled over and glanced at the clock on the nightstand. “Seriously, Deena, it’s five-thirty in the morning. What could you possibly have found that can’t wait until—oh, I don’t know—say seven-ish?”
“Christina Rockford.”
Maddy opened her eyes halfway and furrowed her brow. “That’s Haley’s sister, right?”
“Yes,” Deena said, pushing her to the edge of the bed. “Get up before I have to shove you onto the floor.”
“Okay, okay, but I don't get why this is so important that you’re taking me away from my beauty sleep. We’ve known about Haley’s sister leaving this place to her since day one.” Maddy stood up and walked to the dresser to get a T-shirt and a pair of jeans. “I hope wherever you’re taking me has a full pot of coffee brewing.”
“We may have known about Haley’s sister dying and leaving her this place, but what we didn’t know was that we’d met Chrissy before.” 
“Chrissy?” Maddy stopped pulling her jeans midway up her legs. “You’re not talking about—”
Deena smacked her forehead in exasperation. “Yes. It took you long enough to make the connection.”
“How’d you figure that out? That was over two years ago when we met the woman. Did you have some kind of epiphany or what?”
Deena laughed. “It was in front of us all along.”
“What was?”
“Chrissy’s name.”
“I don't remember…” Her eyes lit up as a smile curled her lips. “Christina Rockford, the last entry in the book.” She high-fived her sister. “Good job, Sis, although I’m still not sure I get why that’s so important.”
“Neither do we, but you have to admit, it’s too coincidental to ignore.” She pushed her sister toward the bathroom. “Hurry up. Do your thing and brush your teeth. Vince is waiting for us.”
Ten minutes later they walked into an empty dining room. “Vince?” Deena called out, worried that something may have happened to him. She was relieved when he stuck his head out from the kitchen and waved.
“I took the liberty of making coffee. Figured we could all use it to stay awake.”
“No way I could sleep now,” Deena said. “Not when there’s a chance we can put our heads together with this new information and maybe figure out what Chrissy had to do with our investigation—if anything.”
As soon as the coffee finished brewing, Vince grabbed a tray then set the pot in the middle, along with sugar, creamer, and three empty mugs. The girls followed him to a table and waited until he poured each of them a cup. 
After they’d all taken a few sips to get the caffeine rolling, he started. “Deena told me a little about your case back in Vineyard, Maddy. I need to know all you can remember about Haley’s sister so that I can get a feel for how it may affect what’s happening here.” He waited for that to sink in before he continued, “First off, Deena said you met Christina Rockford personally. Is that right?”
Maddy blew on the cup and took a small sip before responding. “Yes. Did Deena also tell you about Joey Agostinelli and the Mafia?”
“She did, and I vaguely remember when that all played out a few years ago. Didn’t Agostinelli turn state’s evidence against some big Mafia boss out of New Jersey?”
“Yes, Nicky Cavicchia. Agostinelli also absconded with a reported ten million in cash and a two million-dollar, one-of-a-kind necklace that Cavicchia had specifically designed for his trophy wife.”
“No wonder the mob was looking for him,” Vince said, refilling Deena’s cup and smiling at her before turning back to Maddy. “But Deena said the Mob didn’t kill him.”
Maddy shook her head. “It was a drug dealer from Dallas with connections to a Mexican cartel. And as it turned out, he was only looking for a little black book with all his contacts in it. Seems he had a lot of important people in that book who were either his customers or were in his back pocket for favors. He killed to protect their anonymity.”
“And Chrissy Rockford was Agostinelli’s girlfriend, right?”
“Yes. Lainey, Tessa, and I visited her right after —”
“Tessa?”
Maddy looked at Deena for help. “I mentioned that Kate sometimes calls me that,” Deena lied, figuring he had remembered that lie from earlier. She glanced over her shoulder, wondering why her sister’s ghost hadn’t been around lately.
He nodded. “I forgot. So, you were there, too, Deena?”
“Yes.” She crossed her fingers behind her back, hoping the Big Guy wasn’t keeping a count of the lies.
“Anyway, while we were at Chrissy’s, we found some photos of her giving oral sex to several different men, all of whom looked like they were drugged and unconscious. We figured she and Agostinelli had been setting up and blackmailing businessmen who came into town and hung out at the hotel bars.”
Yeah, any guy that can be on the receiving end of a blow job and not squirm all over the bed is either unconscious or dead. Tessa pulled out the empty chair and sat down next to Maddy.
Deena gave her a slight nod to acknowledge her, then focused back on Vince.
“It amazes me that you were accused of the murder when there were so many others with strong motives,” Vince commented.
“That’s true, but Eduardo Montero, the drug dealer behind Agostinelli death, planned it perfectly so that I would take the fall. He even had his girlfriend don a black wig and a police uniform to look like me when she fired the bullet into Agostinelli. Of course, that was all caught on camera and was hard to disprove that it wasn’t me.”
“So how did this Agostinelli guy get his hands on Montero’s notebook? Was the drug dealer being blackmailed, too?”
“Not him. His older brother who apparently stole the notebook to use as payment to keep Agostinelli quiet,” Deena said. “He was separated from his wife at the time, and according to his mother, would have done anything to get back with her. My guess is that he had no idea his brother would be so angry at him for stealing it that he’d also kill him in the process.”
“Killing your own brother—that’s cold. So did they ever find the necklace and the money?” Vince asked, before swallowing the last of his coffee and setting his mug back on the tray.
“They found the necklace, but not the money.” Maddy said. “Since the Mafia would never admit to how much money was stolen in the first place, we could never be sure, but Agostinelli had been living high on the hog while he was in protective custody. We figured he’d probably blown most of it. Our investigation turned up evidence that the guy was a regular at Prairie Land Downs, and from all accounts, wasn’t too good at picking horses.”
I’m not surprised, Tessa commented. He was one of those guys who had an apology from the condom factory for his birth certificate. 
Deena turned away so Vince wouldn’t see her face and wondered where Tessa came up with all her wisecracks. 
“I’m thinking that maybe Chrissy may have used her share of the money—either the Mafia cash or what she’d earned in the sex scam operation—to buy the hunting lodge.” Vince pushed a stray lock of hair off his forehead.
Maddy looked skeptical. “That makes sense except that Chrissy was so not an outdoorsy kind of girl. Remember that Haley said her sister was an animal lover, always bringing home strays. That’s why I can’t see her running a business that encouraged the killing of animals. Besides, she was your typical blonde with a perfect figure, perfect nails, sexy clothes—a perfect ten.”
“I remember you describing the house where she lived nowhere near perfect, remember?” Deena prompted.
Maddy too another sip of the coffee. “That’s true. It was pretty crappy for a girl with all that money. And she definitely seemed more like the kind of girl who enjoyed the finer things in life and would do anything to get them, including giving head to unconscious guys. So why did she use her money to buy a hunting lodge out in the middle of nowhere and live in a dump in Vineyard?”
“That’s the question of the hour,” Vince said.
“Maybe she looked at the lodge from a different perspective,” Deena interjected.
“Like what?” Maddy asked.
“Oh, I don't know. Maybe she thought it was the perfect hide-out if the cops were ever on their trail.”
Good observation, Deena, Tessa said with a twinkle in her eye. It’s all a matter of perspective. The sinking of the Titanic could be considered a miracle to all the lobsters in the ship’s kitchen.
“Exactly!” Deena covered her mouth when she realized she’d just responded to something Tessa had said. “I mean that’s exactly why Chrissy could have invested in the lodge.”
Before either Maddy or Vince could respond, the door opened, and Sergio and Paulina strolled in. Both their faces registered surprise at seeing the three of them in the dining room.
“We’re working on the case,” Vince explained when they walked over to the table. “Hope you don’t mind that we made some beverages while we were here.”
“No problem,” Sergio said before he frowned. “It’s only six-fifteen now. How long have you been up?”
“A couple of hours,” Deena said. “If you don’t mind, we’ll stay out of your way over in the corner, so we can continue. We may be close to a breakthrough and want to keep at it for a while longer.”
“You’re fine where you are,” Paulina said. “Hopefully, you’ll be able to explain to all of us what happened here Friday night.”
“Hope so,” Maddy said.
“Good. We’re making a baked French toast casserole for breakfast. It should be ready in about an hour, and I’ll bring everyone a plate with more coffee,” Paulina said before turning and walking into the kitchen.
“That would be great. Thanks.” Deena glanced up at the clock on the wall. “Geez! Time flies when you’re having fun. At some point today, we’ll probably all need to catch a nap, or we’ll be walking around like zombies all day. For now, though, let’s keep going. After we eat, we can take a short break, then get back at it before lunch.”
“Okay, where were we?” Vince looked at Maddy.
“We’ve established that the Chrissy Rockford who was Agostinelli’s girlfriend and partner in crime and Haley’s sister, Christina Rockford who left Haley the hunting lodge after she was murdered are probably one and the same person. Now all we need to do is figure out is why—or if—that’s important.” Maddy threw her hands in the air. “What I wouldn’t give for my iPhone and Wi-Fi right now.”
“Me too,” Deena said. “The first call I’d make would be to Colt to tell him to get his butt up here as fast as he could.”
“Wouldn’t that be great?” Vince said. “And while we’re wishing for things, having a weapon would be nice, too.”
The light-hearted moment lasted for a moment before the mood got serious again, and Deena asked, “Are you two going back into the woods to look for Gary Wharton today?”
Maddy and Vince exchanged glances before Maddy shook her head. “There’s really no reason to do that. Even if we found him, all we could do would be to bring him back here and lock him in his room until the Oklahoma police arrive. Besides, the thought of going back into that heavy brush again in the heat of the day doesn’t excite me much, especially if Wharton has a weapon and we don’t.”
“Good point,” Deena said. “Let the cops find him and bring…” She stopped talking and tilted her head to the door. “Do I hear a car engine?”
Both Maddy and Vince turned in that direction. Then Vince jumped up from his chair and raced out of the dining room with the Garcia sisters right behind him. The closer they got to the front door, the more convinced Deena was that it was indeed a car approaching, and she couldn’t stop the bubble of hope that help was finally on the way.
Just as they filed out the front door, a police car pulled up, and she squealed with excitement.
Vince stopped suddenly and put his arm out to keep Maddy and Deena from running to the car marked Leisure Police Sheriff on the side.
“Let him get out,” he cautioned. 
Anxiously, they waited until a stocky man in uniform emerged from the driver side and greeted them. “Any of you Madelyn Castillo?”
Maddy stepped forward. “I am. What do you want?”
Deena moved to stand beside her sister. Why would this forty-ish, moderately overweight cop be looking for Maddy? It had to be something about one of their family members back in Vineyard, and it couldn’t be good if he traveled all the way out here on a Sunday morning. All thoughts of Chrissy Rockford and Brent Kershaw were pushed to the back of her mind as she reached for Maddy’s hand and waited for the cop to deliver the bad news.
“I got a call from Sheriff Winslow,” the man started after walking close to them and focusing on Maddy. “He tried to get a hold of you all day yesterday and asked—”
“What happened?” Maddy interrupted, her voice cracking. “Is my daughter okay?”
The expression on the cop’s face never changed. “She fell from a treehouse and broke her wrist, but yes, she’s okay. Sheriff Winslow just wanted you to know that.”
“Thank God!” A rush of tears formed in Maddy’s eyes. “She’s all I have.”
Vince stepped closer. “Does your radio work, Sheriff?” After the cop nodded, Vince started around the car but stopped abruptly when a shot rang out and the cop fell to the ground.



Chapter Eighteen
 
Horrified, Deena watched as the cop fell backwards onto the pavement, a river of blood flowing away from his body. Turning to see where the shot had come from, she couldn’t believe her eyes when she saw Paulina standing behind them, holding a revolver that was still smoking. She flinched as the woman fired two more shots directly at the tires on the passenger side of the police cruiser before walking past them and putting another round into the window right at the dashboard. Then Paulina bent down, unlatched the safety snap on the fallen officer’s holster, and lifted out his gun. 
Deena ran to the cop and knelt over him to check his pulse. He was still alive—barely. But she didn’t have to be a doctor to know that if they didn’t stop the bleeding from his chest wound in a hurry, he wouldn’t be around much longer.
“Get up,” Paulina commanded, shoving the weapon in Deena’s face. “Now.”
Deena ignored her and ripped off the bottom of her own T-shirt. Placing it over the bleeding wound, she pressed hard against it. 
“I said get up,” Paulina screamed. “Let him die.”
Deena looked directly into the barrel of the gun, hoping her eyes didn’t show the terror she felt. “I can’t do that, Paulina. If you won’t let us carry him into the lobby, then you might as well shoot me right here.”
A strange look crossed the assistant chef’s face before a half smile replaced it. “Don’t tempt me. I’m still getting headaches because of you. It wouldn’t take much to convince me to put a bullet in your head.”
Confused by that remark, Deena was about to question her when Paulina said, “Bring him in, but if you try anything, I’ll make sure he’s really dead right before I kill all of you.”
Maddy and Deena each took a leg while Vince grabbed the wounded man’s upper torso. Slowly, they made their way to the lobby where they deposited him on the white bearskin rug in front of the fireplace, then used the rug to drag the injured man over to the corner out of the way. In that short time, his blood had already soaked through the rug and oozed out from underneath to puddle onto the tile floor.
“We need Kate,” Deena hollered to Vince as she noticed that the wound was seeping blood around the sides of the shirt she was pressing against the wound. She leaned harder on his chest, hoping she didn’t break any ribs. “Tell her to bring anything she can think of that might stop this man from bleeding to death.”
Paulina stepped in front of the door, blocking the way to the rooms. “Nobody’s going anywhere.”
By now Sergio had joined them and was staring at Paulina with narrowed eyes, obviously confused at seeing his assistant holding a gun. “Paulina, what in God’s name do you think you’re doing?”
Paulina turned to him. “Serg, go to Room 6 and bring back the lady doctor.” She paused for a second before continuing, “Actually, knock on all the doors and bring everyone to the lobby, but don’t tell them why. If you do, the blood of these three will be on your hands.”
As they waited for Kate, Deena stayed on the floor next to the cop. When his eyes fluttered open, she breathed a sigh of relief that he wasn’t dead—at least not yet. Grabbing his hand, she looked directly into his eyes. “Stay still, Officer. We have a doctor coming.”
The man barely nodded and attempted to squeeze her hand. Glancing down at the makeshift compression bandage on his chest, which was now totally soaked with his blood, she quickly tore off another portion of her T-shirt, exposing her entire upper abdomen. Covering the bloodied bandage with the new one, she resumed pressure on the wound with her hand. She could see that the injured man was getting weaker by the minute. His breathing was now shallow, and when he closed his eyes, she prayed that her sister would get there in time to save him.
“Vince, I need you and your cop friend to stand over there.” Paulina pointed to the wall furthest away from her. “That way you won’t be tempted to make a sudden move on me. A move that would result in your demise, I might add.”
Vince hesitated only briefly before he grabbed Maddy’s arm and led her to where Paulina had pointed. On the way there, he whispered something in her ear, but Deena couldn’t make it out.
Just then the door burst open, and Kate ran in with her arms full of towels and wash cloths. Lainey was right behind her with several blankets and a pillow. Immediately, Kate rushed over to the wounded man and knelt down beside him. Deena watched in fascination as her little sister did what she was trained to do and put the cop at ease. “I’m Kate Garcia and I’m a doctor. Try to relax while I get a peek at your injury so that I can figure out how to get the bleeding to stop.” She shook her head when Lainey tried to put a pillow under him and mouthed he’s in shock. “Put that under his legs and cover him with those blankets,” she instructed her, instead.
The cop glanced toward Deena, a look of terror in his eyes as if he knew he was dying and was watching his life flash in front of him. Deena remembered once at the nursing home when one of the residents nearly bled out and went into shock. The nurse had them elevate his legs and lower his head. She’d explained that it was imperative to get what little blood the guy had left flowing back to his brain. She was grateful that Kate was there to do that.
Kate pulled the bloody T-shirt away from the wound, which was still bleeding but at least wasn’t oozing from the sides anymore. She folded one of the towels to make a thick bandage and pressed it over the area. “How’s that pain, sir?”
The cop tried to shrug and grimaced. “Not too bad. Name’s Wilkerson,” he muttered, his voice so low, Deena almost didn’t hear him.
Kate leaned over and grabbed his side. “Deena, help me turn him slightly. I need to know if the bullet passed through cleanly or is still in there.”
Deena did as instructed, and after Kate verified that there was no exit wound, helped her sister turn him onto his back again.
By now the other guests had assembled in the lobby, all chatting at once amongst themselves, not yet aware that Paulina had a gun.  
“Shut up!” Paulina shouted, flashing the weapon at them. 
Haley started toward the chef, an outraged look on her face. “What in the hell are you doing?” She stopped in her tracks as Paulina faced her, nearly pressing the weapon into the owner’s chest.
“I don't want to hurt you, Haley,” she started. “You’re one of the few people who’ve been good to me, but I will if I have to. Now go line up against that wall and take the rest of your guests. If nobody tries to be a hero, everyone will walk away from here unharmed.” She motioned with her gun toward the back wall where Maddy and Vince were already standing. 
Deena stayed on the floor taking it all in and trying to figure out why Paulina was doing this. Maddy had said nothing unusual had sent up a red flag when they’d interviewed her in the dining room yesterday. So what had they missed?
Kate’s soft voice brought her back to the present dire situation. “The bleeding has almost stopped, Mr. Wilkerson, and your pulse and breathing are better.”
“Jerome,” he whispered. 
She smiled. “Okay, Jerome, I need you to be as still as you can until we can get an ambulance out here.” She turned to Paulina. “Where’s the satellite phone?”
Paulina tsked. “Like I’m just going to hand it over to you.” 
“Either that or tell the police why you didn’t get help for this man.” Kate glared at the chef. “Don’t you think you’ve caused enough pain and suffering as it is?”
“What do you know about pain and suffering, you little twit? You’ve had an easy life and have no idea what I’ve been through.”
Vince took a step toward Paulina but was forced back when she turned the gun on him. “Why don’t you tell us why you killed Brent Kershaw and why you’re holding us hostage,” he probed, despite the fact that Paulina shot him a look lethal enough to kill. 
“Not that I owe any of you an explanation, but if there ever was a man who deserved to die, it was Brent Kershaw.”
“Why, Paulina?” Deena asked, still kneeling beside Wilkerson. “I know that some of the others have told us how unethical Brent was, but what did he do to you that was so bad you felt you had to kill him?”
“Unethical?” Paulina threw back her head and laughed. “That doesn’t even begin to describe Kershaw. The man was pure evil.”
“A lot of men fit that category,” Deena said. Even as the words left her mouth, she couldn’t stop the image of her dead husband from popping into her brain. He would have fit that category, too.
“That may be true. Let’s just say Kershaw tried to scam me out of something that should’ve been all mine in the first place.” Paulina smirked. “Now it will be.” She looked directly at Deena. “I thought it was especially clever of me to wear the foil space blanket and  make you think I was the stone clad monster. Don’t you think?”
Deena couldn’t stop the surprised look that she knew must be covering her face. “Why would you do that? What did any of that have to do with my scissors ending up in Brent’s chest?”
Paulina chuckled. “Another show of my brilliance—using your own designing scissors to kill your lover as he lay next to you. Too bad you were too drugged to enjoy it.” She glanced at the clock on the wall “The way I figure, we’ve got a little over ten hours before your families start to wonder where you are and call the cops.” She flicked her head toward Wilkerson. “I had hoped to be on my way to Mexico before that happened. Hadn’t counted on them being alerted so quickly, though.”
“So now that you’ve killed Kershaw and extracted your ounce of revenge, why do you need the rest of us?” Vince, who had been standing quietly in the back observing Paulina, took another step forward. “Why not just go now and get a head start?”
“Oh, revenge was only a small part of it,” Paulina explained, forcing him back again with the gun. “Somewhere in this god-forsaken place in the middle of nowhere is my payoff, and I’m not leaving without it.”
Deena narrowed her eyes, noticing that Paulina’s Hispanic accent seemed to be less pronounced. Staring at her, she concluded that there was something familiar about the woman, but she just couldn’t put her finger on it. And what about Paulina’s earlier comments? How on earth was she responsible for the woman’s headaches? Deena’s mind was racing, but she was getting nowhere, and she felt a little like a hamster on a wheel. She was jarred from her thoughts when Wilkerson moaned slightly.
“Are you allergic to anything, Jerome?” When he shook his head, Kate turned to the crowd, all still lined up against the wall. “Do any of you have anything stronger than aspirin or Tylenol?”
“I have hydrocodone tablets,” Annie Elliott admitted. “They’re for my gout,” she added when everyone stared at her.
“Can you get them?” Kate asked. “And bring back a glass of water, please.”
Annie started for the door but stopped when Paulina hollered, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” After thinking it over momentarily, she waved the elderly woman on. “You can get the pills, but from now on, I give the orders, Kate. Not you.”
Kate sneaked a glance in Deena’s direction and raised her eyebrows in a comical way, totally enjoying the fact that she’d gotten under Paulina’s skin.
When Annie returned with the medication, Deena helped Kate lift Wilkerson’s head so she could give him a dose with a small sip of water.
“What did you mean about the payout, Paulina?” Vince asked, studying her again like he was trying to profile her.
The chef turned to Haley, ignoring him. “I need to know if there are any safes in this place.”
“Only the one at the receptionist desk,” the frightened spa owner said. “If it’s money you’re looking for, you won’t find any. I’m broke and will probably have to file for bankruptcy when this is all over.”
Once again Paulina laughed. “It’s not your money I’m after, Haley. It’s your sister’s money.”
“Chrissy? She didn’t have any money, either. Other than this place, she had nothing.”
“Oh, but she did,” Paulina said. “And I intend to find it. When I do, I’ll leave you all out here to be rescued. The faster I get what I want, the quicker you go home to your families. So it would behoove you to tell me where it is.”
Haley looked bewildered. “Honestly, Paulina, Chrissy was always looking for ways to make ends meet. How she had the money to buy this place is something I’ll never figure out.” 
“She scammed me. That’s how,” Theo Elliott hollered from across the room. “Your sister was a prostitute who made my life a living hell before she took everything I owned, including this place.”
“What are you talking about, dear?” Annie Elliott asked. “I thought you said we lost the hunting lodge because of back taxes.”
The look on Theo’s face was sheer horror as he turned to his wife. “I was going to tell you eventually, honey. Do you remember that week I spent in Dallas with a group of investors interested in the lodge after the bank threatened to foreclose on us?” When she nodded, he continued, “Well, one night at the hotel bar, I apparently had one too many. Next thing I know it’s morning and I wake up with a hell of a headache and no money in my wallet.”
“You should’ve told me,” Annie said, her voice beginning to show her anger. “Is that when you slept with the whore?”
Theo lowered his head. “Yes, although I can’t remember a thing. All I know is that a week later I began getting pictures in the mail and—”
“What kind of pictures?” his wife interrupted.
“Photos of me and Haley’s sister in a compromising position.” 
“Dammit, Theo. I always knew your womanizing ways would ruin us one day.” Annie blew out an angry breath. “And you gave her the lodge when she blackmailed you?”
With his head still down, he nodded. “We were broke. I had nothing else of value.”
Deena watched the drama play out, trying to make sense of it all. Theo had once owned the lodge—although it sounded like he was going to lose it anyway—and handed it over to keep his wife from seeing the pictures of Chrissy giving him oral sex. Suddenly, the reason behind Annie’s pretend ankle injury made even more sense. The two of them may have cooked up a scheme to try to get the lodge back. What better way than to sue the new owner for damages, especially if they’d already known Haley was in trouble financially and would have to settle.
“Chrissy was definitely a Jezebel. Wouldn’t you say so?” Paulina zeroed in on Maddy.
As Maddy stared at Paulina with a confused look on her face, a lightbulb went off in Deena’s head. “Oh dear God!” she said, loud enough for everyone to hear. She turned to her sister. “Paulina is Jezebel.” 
Maddy stared at the chef for a moment with a confused look on her face until the light finally went on for her. “You’re the woman we caught having an affair with Deena’s husband that day in a downtown Dallas restaurant? The one I called Jezebel?”
“For a cop, you’re not too bright, are you?” Paulina’s Hispanic accent had totally disappeared and was replaced with a slightly Scandinavian one. She touched a lock of her dark black hair and grinned. “Once a redhead, always a redhead, but Miss Clairol can make you into whoever you want to be.”
“Helga,” Maddy said.
“Finally,” the chef said. “I was beginning to worry about you and your sister.”
“Who’s Helga?” Vince asked, staring at all of them now.
Deena spoke up. “Remember me telling you the story of Agostinelli and the Mafia guy from New Jersey?”
“I do, but I don't understand what Paulina, Helga, or whatever the hell her name, is has to do with all that?”
“She’s the girlfriend of the drug dealer.” Deena made eye contact with Helga. “She’s also the one who dressed up like Maddy and killed Agostinelli in his cell.”
“Another brilliant plan concocted by me and Eddie,” Helga admitted.
“You meant nothing to Eddie Montero, Helga. Why else would he have ordered you to seduce Deena’s husband and turn him against me? You were just another washed-up whore that he could manipulate, much like Chrissy Rockford.” A slight smile curled Maddy’s lips. “You should’ve died along with Eddie that day at his mother’s house. I only wish that when Deena cold-cocked you with a lamp, she’d done more than just give you a headache.”
Helga leveled the gun at Maddy, and Vince stepped in front of her to shield her. “What do you need from all of us? Haley’s already told you that her sister died broke,” he said, standing his ground.
“I may have misled you. It’s not really her sister’s money I’m after. I’m looking for the real pay day with Agostinelli’s cash. I wonder if Chrissy even knew her boyfriend was holding out on her, or if she really was the brains behind it all,” Helga said with a grin. “And they say women are the fairer sex. Agostinelli was so scared, he wet himself and would’ve told me anything in that cell. He promised if I let him live, he’d split the four million he had stashed out here. I had to put a bullet in his forehead before I could find out exactly where he’d hidden it because I didn’t want Eddie to overhear.” She smirked. “You say Eddie was playing me. I was about to get all that cash that he knew nothing about and move on without him.”
“The Mafia money,” Deena shouted. 
“I have no idea whose money it was. All I know is that it’s here somewhere.” Helga scanned the room before adding, “And I won’t leave without it, even if I have to blow up the place to find it.” 
“How does Kershaw play into all this?” Vince asked, still shielding Maddy.
“When I was inside the joint, my cellmate told me a story about a crooked judge in Dallas with whom she’d exchanged sexual favors in return for his keeping her out of jail. Said he made her do things that some of her most perverted johns didn’t even ask her to do.” Helga wrinkled her face in disgust. “The man was a pig, but I was sitting in a jail cell with a life sentence and no chance of parole, and I was desperate. I knew the money was out here waiting for me, but I needed his help. So I wrote him a letter, offering him a million dollars if he could somehow get me an early release. I don’t how he did it, but six months ago, I walked out of jail.”
“Did Kershaw know about the rest of the money?” Vince asked.
Helga nodded. “He must’ve done his homework and figured out there was a lot more than one million involved. After he got me out of jail, he never let me forget that he owned me—that one slip-up would land me right back in the clinker, only the next time, he’d see to it that the new jail was twice as bad as the old one.” She paused to shake her head. “He was the scum of the earth. Anyway, we researched this place and discovered that Agostinelli’s whore had left it to Haley after Eddie killed her. We knew the place had closed down, and we planned on driving up here and checking it out, brick by brick if we had to, until we found the stash. When Haley decided to transform the place into a spa, it put a monkey wrench into our plans, and we had to come up with something else. He sent me to New York to convince Sergio to sign on as the chef here, but only if he’d bring me with him as his assistant. We figured we could have an insider’s view of the place and a legitimate reason to search for the money without arousing too much suspicion.” 
“You tricked me into coming here?” Sergio said with a look that said he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
Helga flashed him a smile. “You were washed up, Serg. All I had to do was file a few complaints with the city health inspector about the quality of your food, and when you were nearly homeless after losing your job, you were easy pickings.
He started toward her and would have reached her if Vince hadn’t thrown out his arm and forced him back just as Helga cocked the weapon in her hands. 
“So you killed Kershaw to keep him from getting half the money?” Deena asked, trying to get Helga back on the real issue of why she’d committed murder. The longer they kept her talking, the better chance they had of finding a way to disarm her.
“Yes, and you would’ve done the same thing,” Helga said.
Deena shook her head. “No, Helga. I’m not you.”
“You’re not,” Helga said with amusement in her eyes. “Otherwise, you would’ve been able to keep your husband from falling into bed with me. He was tired of a submissive, pathetic woman like you.”
Deena’s anger had been building ever since they’d discovered Helga’s true identity, but that last remark was too much and sent her over the edge. Without thinking about the consequences, she sprang from her position on the floor and hit Helga with the full force of her body, knocking her over. As she wrestled with her for the gun, it went off, fortunately missing all the people against the wall who had dropped to the floor as soon as the action began. The stuffed black bear above the mantle was not so lucky, though. As the full velocity of the bullet ripped into it, the more-than-fifty-pound bear head came crashing to the floor and broke apart like a Mexican piñata.
And just like a piñata, it was filled with treats. But this one didn’t have a treasure of hard candy, candy bars, or gum. As it exploded on the tile floor, a sea of hundred dollar bills rained down on them like green snowflakes.



Chapter Nineteen
 
All hell broke loose as everyone raced to the center of the room to catch the floating bills. It was like watching them in one of those flying dollar bill booths used for promotion events. Apparently, they’d all forgotten that there was a woman in the room with a weapon as they shoved each other to get to the money. 
Deena wrestled with Helga over control of the gun, and when Vince and Maddy ran over to help, it went off again. She glanced over to see Vince fell backwards, landing on Theo Elliott, who was on his hands and knees grabbing the green bills by the fistfuls.
“You little witch,” Deena shouted, letting go of Helga’s left hand. 
Before the chef could react, Deena used her free hand to jab at Helga’s face. When her thumb made contact with one of Helga’s eyes, the woman screamed and covered it with her hand, dropping the gun in the process. Deena didn’t waste any time grabbing it from the floor and slamming it against the side of Helga’s head. Instantly, the chef stopped fighting and slumped to the floor. Without wasting a moment, Maddy pulled the gun that Helga had taken from Sheriff Wilkerson from the woman’s waistband and then took the revolver that Deena held out to her. Helga moaned once more before losing consciousness. 
With Helga no longer a threat, Deena ran over to Vince, who was sitting up and holding his shoulder. “Thank God it hit your shoulder instead of your chest,” she said, breathing a sigh of relief.
“I’m pretty sure it missed everything important, so I’m okay. See if you can find duct tape or something to restrain Helga before she comes to,” he said, attempting to smile through his pain. “That was quite a number you did on her. Remind me never to piss you off.”
Deena was too worried about him to be amused. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
He nodded. “I won’t be playing golf anytime soon, but I’ll live.” He looked at the scene around the broken bear head. “I don’t guess there’s any way to get control of the situation right now. That looks like a feeding frenzy over there.”
“Theo and Annie are taking what they believe is rightfully theirs, and even Haley is joining in the fiasco.” Deena shrugged. “I can’t say that I blame them. Until the cops arrive and make everyone hand over the money, let them have their fun. It’s been one helluva morning for all of us.” 
She found William Peabody, the desk clerk, and asked him to bring her a roll of duct tape. Reluctantly, he pocketed the wad of bills and ran over to the registration desk. When he returned with it, she tore off several long pieces and taped Helga’s hands and then her feet. Satisfied there was no way the woman could get out of the restraints, she took one of the clean towels that Kate had brought earlier and walked back over to Vince, whose eyes couldn’t hide his pain despite his denial.
“Lean forward,” she instructed after kneeling down beside him. When Vince did as he was told, she used a trick she’d been taught at the nursing home before she’d changed careers. Skillfully, she turned the towel into a sling and placed it over his right arm. “That should immobilize your shoulder until we can get you to the ER.”
After a quick glance around the room assured her that no one else had been injured—at least not from a gunshot wound—the muscles in her entire body began to relax. The crisis wasn’t over yet, but at least Helga couldn’t hurt anyone else. The guests and staff members were still crawling on the floor, picking up the falling money. Everyone, except Olivia Mason. Deena did another quick scan around the room, and although Sam was right in the middle of the melee, his young wife was nowhere to be found. Before she had a chance to find her in the mess of bodies, the door burst open and a young police officer rushed in with his gun drawn. 
“Everybody get your hands in the air and back up against that wall,” he commanded in a high-pitched voice that sounded like he’d never made it out of puberty. 
Deena bit back a smile as she imagined him facing a hardened criminal with that voice. Even from across the room, she could see that his hands were shaking, and she wondered if this might be the first time the young officer had ever pointed a gun at anyone.
“Where’s Sheriff Wilkerson?” he shouted. “His cruiser’s outside, so I know he’s here somewhere.” 
Kate stood up and pointed to the wounded man in the corner. “He was shot, and he’s lost a lot of blood. We need to get an ambulance up here quickly.”
“Oh, Christ!” The deputy started toward his wounded boss just as Kate took a step in his direction. His eyes widened, and he pointed the gun at her, his hands shaking even more than before. “Who shot him?”
Kate held her arms in the air and backed away as Deena pointed to Helga who was just beginning to stir. “You’re wasting time, Officer. Go back to your car and call for an ambulance and then the Oklahoma State Police.” When he didn’t move quickly enough, she snapped her fingers. “Every minute you waste gives your boss that much less of a chance to walk away from here with his life.”
Something about the urgency in Deena’s voice finally hit home with the young cop, and he turned and ran out the door. 
Deena focused on Sheriff Wilkinson, who actually looked better since Kate had given him the hydrocodone. “I just said that so your deputy would go call for help. Although you’re looking better, the quicker we get you to the hospital, the faster they can get that bullet out of you.”
“Seth will probably need some Valium when this is all over,” the older cop said, before he grimaced in pain.
“Try not to talk. Save your energy—and your sense of humor—for the bumpy road back to civilization,” Kate said, coming over to stand in front of him again. “You’ll need it, although they’ll have much stronger meds on board for the ride.”
By the time the young cop came back into the lobby, most of the money had vanished from the floor. A few stray bills had gotten stuck under the bearskin rug where Sheriff Wilkerson lay, but obviously no one had the courage to run over and snatch them up with Deena standing guard, almost daring them with her eyes.
She was distracted when Maddy bent down besides Vince, then motioned for her and her sisters to come over there. 
“What’s up?” Lainey asked when they were in a circle away from the others.
“I don't want the others to hear,” Maddy whispered. “If all goes well, the state troopers will be here in about an hour, and things will start happening fast. We have to decide what we should do about the money.”
“Why do we have to do anything? Isn’t it Haley’s money since the spa and everything in it is hers?” Lainey asked.
“In all probability the money belongs to Nicky Cavvichia and the New Jersey Mafia, but since they never actually filed a police report, it might be hard to prove,” Maddy said. She looked at Vince. “Any thoughts?”
“Technically, if Haley’s sister specified in the will that Haley was to receive the hunting lodge and all the property within, then the money is definitely hers.” Vince paused as a sudden, sharp pain forced him to suck in a huge gulp of air.
Maddy held up her hand. “We’ll talk. You just listen, Vince.” She turned to her sisters. “The law will see this money as ill-gotten booty, and it will be forfeited to the government as proceeds of illegal activity.”
“We’re not even sure it is Mafia money, Maddy,” Deena argued. “According to your own investigation into Joey Agostinelli’s death, Chrissy Rockford was making a boat-load of cash from her blackmailing scheme with Agostinelli. Who are we to say where she got the money?” She stole a quick glance at the men and women lined up against the wall, all curiously staring at her, probably wondering if she would force them to give back the money.
Maddy rubbed her forehead as if chasing away a migraine. “No way there was ten million in that bear. More like two. Wouldn’t you say?”
Everyone nodded. “So is the general consensus that this is probably Chrissy’s rainy-day stash?” Deena asked. Again they all agreed. “Then technically, it belongs to Haley.” As soon as she said it, she imagined the disappointment on their faces when the others were told. She made eye contact with Haley and motioned for her to join them. After explaining the situation and asking what she’d like to do, Deena was surprised by the tears that formed in the spa owner’s eyes.
“I loved my sister,” she began, “but I didn’t always like her. Even as teenagers, I knew she usually took the easy way out—stepping on other people to get what she wanted.” She turned and faced the guests. “She definitely caused Theo Elliott a lot of pain and anxiety. I don’t blame him for being resentful. And then there are the others that Brent and Paulina…Helga messed with. Even Gary Wharton was a victim.” She sat down on the floor beside Vince. “So here’s what I’d like to do. If it’s okay with you all, I say let them keep the money. I collected enough for myself to keep this place running until I can finally turn a profit. I feel like I owe it to all of them for the sins of my sister and my employee.”
Vince nodded. “As far as I’m concerned, Chrissy earned the money herself and hid it in the stuffed bear. So it’s Haley’s now to do with as she sees fit.” He made eye contact with Deena. Both knew the money was probably “ill-gotten booty” but neither said a word.
“Ambulances are on the way,” the young cop said, walking into the front door and nearly tripping on the edge of the carpet. “Also the state patrol is sending everyone they have available.” He checked his watch before hurrying over to Sheriff Wilkerson. “Jerome, I almost forgot the real reason I came looking for you.” He bent down and grabbed his hand. “Consuela has been trying to reach you all morning. When you didn’t answer your phone, she called me, and I headed down to the station to try to connect with your GPS Messenger. When that didn’t work, I figured your cruiser must have broken down, or you’d skidded off into a ditch somewhere.”
“Thank God you did,” Wilkerson said softly. “You saved the day, Seth.”
The young officer beamed before he slapped his forehead “I keep forgetting the real reason I’m here. Emma went into labor.”
Wilkerson’s face fell. “Is everything all right. You know she has a problem with her blood pressure going up. Is that why she went into early labor?”
“Relax, boss. I called Consuela before I reached the spa. They had to do a C-section, but both your daughter and your grandson are doing great.”
“It’s a boy?” When Seth nodded, Williams attempted a smile. “No way that kid will ever be a cop if I have any say in the matter.” He reached for Seth’s hand. “I owe you.”
While they waited, Maddy instructed everyone to go back to their rooms and pack their belongings so they’d be ready to leave as soon as the police were through questioning them. Vince had Deena call his employees and instruct them to drive the limos up earlier than planned and transport the people back home. Haley elected to stay at the spa, and much to everyone’s surprise, Theo and Annie offered to stay behind and help her, along with all of the staff.
But when Sam Mason finally realized that his wife was not in the lobby, he panicked. Frantically, he’d searched everywhere and discovered that she was nowhere to be found, nor was her purse or her passport. Deena assured him that she couldn’t have gone far and that the police would find her once they arrived. That seemed to appease him somewhat, although she wondered why the woman had disappeared in the first place, and why she’d taken her passport. 
Thirty minutes later, four ambulances arrived behind three state patrol cars. After loading a semi-conscious Helga into the first one, along with a police escort, the first ambulance headed back to the nearest hospital, which was an hour away. Sheriff Wilkerson was the next to go after they’d started an IV and given him morphine for the trip. However, Vince proved to be a challenge to them when they tried to get him to lie down on a gurney let alone put him in the back of the third ambulance. After insisting he wasn’t hurt and arguing that he wanted to wait for his employees to arrive with the limos, they finally got him to compromise. They convinced him to let them replace the improvised arm splint with a much better one and then allowed him to ride in the front seat of the ambulance to the hospital. 
Next, they went to Brent’s room and transferred the body, still packed in ice, from the bathtub to a body bag and loaded him into the last ambulance headed for the Marietta County Morgue. When all the injured were on their way to medical facilities, the police officers began their interrogation of the others. 
Much to Deena’s surprise, Annie Elliott pulled her aside. “I wanted to say how sorry I am for all the mean things I said about you. I really thought you were the one who killed Brent, and I couldn’t understand why your sister was letting you off the hook.” She offered her hand. “I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me.”
Deena didn’t even hesitate to shake her hand. This woman had just found out that not only had her husband cheated on her, but he’d also given away their home and then lied to her about it for more than two years. “Under the circumstances, I might have acted the same way.”
Annie nodded and walked back to the corner of the room where her husband was in a discussion with Haley and Yolanda Templeton. 
After the police took all of their statements, they were allowed to leave with the stipulation that they be available for more questioning at a later date. Not long after the first four ambulances left, two more ambulances arrived, along with an ATV to locate and bring back Naomi Patterson’s body. The second one was there in case Olivia Mason or Gary Wharton had met a similar demise. 
After saying goodbye to Haley and everyone else who stayed behind to help get the spa up and running again, the four sisters piled into the last limo. The mood inside the vehicle was unusually somber, and Deena couldn’t help thinking how ironic it was. They’d been so excited on the way up to the spa on Friday, anticipating a relaxing weekend, and now they couldn’t wait to get home after narrowly escaping with their lives. Even Tessa, who showed up and squeezed in between Lainey and Kate, wasn’t talking. That, in itself, was a miracle. 
As she stared out the window at the passing landscape, Deena replayed the last few days over and over in her mind, scolding herself for not realizing that Paulina was really Helga, a blast from her past. She hoped they’d lock her up and this time throw away the key for all the pain she’d caused. Deena thought about all the warning signs she’d missed, although in her defense, she’d only had contact with the woman a few times and her disguise had been very convincing. 
She prayed that everyone made it to the hospital safely and would be okay, even Helga. As much as she wanted to see her pay for all the pain she’d caused, her Catholic upbringing prevented her from wishing personal injury or worse on the woman, even though she’d killed Brent and seriously wounded Sheriff Wilkerson…and Vince.
As she thought about Vince, she closed her eyes and said another quick prayer that he’d walk away from the hospital with only a minor shoulder wound. And that he’d find it in his heart to forgive himself so that he could move on. God help her, but she wished she could be there when he did.



Chapter Twenty
 
Sitting around the table after pigging out on an incredible Thanksgiving Day meal, Deena took a minute to look back on the events leading up to the holiday. She had a lot to be thankful for—most importantly, that she and her sisters had survived the ordeal at the spa six weeks earlier. Glancing around the table as they all talked at once, she felt a huge rush of love pour over her. 
Do you have any idea how lucky you are? Tessa asked with a sigh. I’d do anything to be back here enjoying Thanksgiving with all of you one last time.
Deena looked up at her dead sister, who was standing behind Maddy on the other side of the table. The immediate family knew that the ghost appeared to her sisters when one of them was in trouble, but she was pretty sure that if she spoke to Tessa now, Vince Hogan and Sheriff Wilkerson would think she was still hallucinating from being drugged six weeks earlier. Instead, she mouthed me too, to her sister.
They’d just finished the main course and were enjoying the traditional glass of cognac before dessert. The sisters had insisted that Sheriff Wilkerson and his wife be invited since the man had nearly died saving them. Vince was an automatic invite since he’d been working with the Oklahoma police to put the finishing touches on the case and had kept in touch with Maddy—as well as Deena.
After leaving the hospital less than an hour after he’d arrived, his first phone call had been to Deena to tell her that he was okay. The next night he’d called back to let her know that Helga had awakened and was blaming everything on Brent Kershaw. After that, the calls had come nightly with one update or another.
Finally, last week Vince had invited her to dinner. Deena could still remember how nervous he’d seemed, much like a teenage boy who’d finally gotten up enough nerve to ask the head cheerleader on a date.
Not that she was anywhere close to being considered a head cheerleader. On the contrary. She’d always been the one on the sidelines watching the popular girls interact with the football stars. But it had felt amazing to feel like one, if only for a few minutes.
She and Vince had met in Gainesville—about halfway for both of them—at a really nice Italian restaurant. They’d sat through the entire dinner before he’d worked up enough courage to ask if he could see her again. As beads of sweat broke out on his forehead, she’d almost felt sorry for him.
Although she was still cautious because of her experience with her ex-husband, she hadn’t hesitated. Somehow it had just felt right, and when she’d invited him to share Thanksgiving dinner with her entire family, his face had lit up like a Fourth of July sparkler. He’d even brought his aunt, who’d lost her husband several weeks before and was now entertaining Maddy and Kate with stories of some of his limo clients.
“Are we ready for dessert?” Deena asked, noticing a lull in the conversation. When they all nodded, she stood. “Kate, will you get the coffee while I serve up the pie?”
“I’ll get it, Kate. You say here with your family.” Vince pointed to Danny Landers. “And your family to be,” he added, referring to the fact that a week after Kate had returned home, Danny had gotten down on one knee and proposed. He’d wanted it to be a Christmas surprise, but after hearing how close they’d come to dying at the hands of a madwoman, he’d popped the question early. It had taken Kate all of five seconds to say yes.
Maddy was sitting next to Jake Mathews, the cop from San Antonio she’d met when they’d both worked on the Joey Agostinelli case two years earlier. Deena was sure her older sister would be the next one to get engaged. She was being pressured by her daughter, who loved Jake almost as much as Maddy did. Jessie had even played the broken wrist card, trying to convince her mother that if Jake had been there, she wouldn’t have been in the treehouse in the first place. But that ploy hadn’t worked so far, especially because right after the cast came off a week ago, she’d climbed right back up in that treehouse, much to Maddy’s dismay. 
When they all had a slice of pumpkin pie crunch and a cup of coffee in front of them, the conversation turned to what had happened at the spa.
Vince had already told Deena about the police finding Gary Wharton in the woods, dead from an apparent mountain lion attack. She’d said a silent prayer for the man because although he’d had his faults, he’d been unjustly accused of killing Brent Kershaw. After several interrogation sessions with Helga, she’d finally admitted that she’d rubbed a towel over Brent’s chest after she’d killed him, then smeared Gary’s white shirt with the blood. That, along with the laced Scotch, had been enough to convince everyone that he was the killer.
“What did you find out about Naomi Patterson, Jerome?” Maddy asked. “I’ve always wondered what the connection was there.”
Wilkerson swallowed the last bite of his dessert and took a sip of coffee before speaking. “Seems she and her father and younger brother lived in that log cabin that was burned to the ground. From the little bit we were able to find out from one of her college friends, it seems that after her brother died, she was sent to live with an aunt in Oklahoma City where she lost contact with her father. When he showed up at her aunt’s funeral years later, they reconnected and spent some time together. After her father committed suicide, she told this same friend that she was going back to where she grew up, and if all went well, she’d come home a rich woman.”
“Oh Lord, how could I have forgotten that story?” Deena said, shaking her head.
“What story?” Vince asked as all eyes turned in her direction.
“One of the contractors first told me about the stone clad monster and how everyone out in that section of the country was cursed with bad luck because of what had happened to him. The guy almost didn’t take the job because of his superstitions, especially after hearing the story about a world-renowned taxidermist who had lived in the woods.” She paused for second before continuing. “Rumor had it that this taxidermist had turned on the gas one day and blown himself up.”
“And you think that man could have been Naomi’s father?” Kate’s eyes were wide with curiosity, and she leaned across the table in order to hear better.
“I don’t know. It makes sense that it was the reason Naomi wandered into the woods by herself, knowing how dangerous it was. Maybe her father told her something at her aunt’s funeral that made her think she would find money out there.”
“Not money,” Vince said, narrowing his eyes. “Information. What if Chrissy Rockford went to Naomi’s father and had him fill the bear’s head with money from…” He stopped short of saying Mafia in front of the two lawmen. “…her rainy day stash?” he said instead.
The sisters all made eye contact, then just as quickly broke it. If Colt knew the money stuffed in the bear’s head could be the millions reportedly stolen from Nicky Cavicchia, in all good consciousness, he’d have to inform the state police. Everyone, including Haley, would have to give the cash back and watch it get thrown into some government fund and probably forgotten. It was serving a much better purpose in the hands of the people at the spa, and there was no real proof that it was Mafia money, anyway.
“That would explain the last entry into the man’s receipt book,” Maddy said. “He did a $2500 job for Chrissy. When you think about it, it was a pretty good hiding place for her cash, don't you think?”
“And if Naomi’s father told her about it at the funeral, maybe that’s what she was talking about when she said she was going to get rich. Maybe she and her dad planned to steal it, since he was the only one other than Chrissy who knew where it was.”
“Wait a minute,” Deena said. “I keep thinking about why Chrissy would buy the hunting lodge in the first place. According to Haley, she was all about girly stuff, and the probate lawyer only found out about the lodge after Chrissy died and a search was conducted for her assets and next of kin. Is it possible that when Agostinelli got the hunting lodge as a blackmail payment from Theo Elliott, he put it in Chrissy’s name without her knowing about it?”
“That actually makes a lot of sense since Agostinelli was in the witness protection program and probably didn’t want his name on any public document that the Mafia could get their hands on. He’d already screwed up when he’d put out feelers for the one-of-a-kind necklace he’d also stolen from Cavicchia. I wouldn’t be surprised if you told me that he’d killed Naomi’s dad to ensure that no one else found out about the stuffed bear,” Maddy said.
Colt, who had been sitting quietly beside his wife and listening, finally spoke up. “I guess we’ll never know, but it’s definitely plausible, especially because Haley told you that buying a hunting lodge was so out of character for her sister.” He held out his coffee cup for Deena to refill. “Oh well. That’s just one of those details that will have to remain a mystery.”
Sheriff Wilkerson cleared his throat. “Speaking of mysteries, solving the murder at the spa wasn’t the only one the police were able to clear the books on.”
“Really. What else, Jerome?” Colt asked.
“There was young couple at the spa—Sam and Olivia Mason.”
“Did they ever find her?” Kate asked.
“Ah, yes. The impatience of youth. I’m getting to that part,” Wilkerson snickered before dropping a bombshell on them. “Olivia Mason—a.k.a. Nancy Moore—was apparently hiding out at the spa, which was perfect since it was so far away from the nearest town,” Jerome said.
“Hiding? From whom?” Deena asked, before adding, “I knew there was something fishy about the couple.”
“Not the couple. Just Olivia. Sam was a pawn in all this. Olivia—or Nancy—married him to get him to help her launder money.”
“This is getting good. Don’t tell me she was Mafia, too?” Kate said.
“No, but she and her ex-boyfriend, a securities bigwig, scored over twelve million dollars in an oil and gas scheme in Houston. Apparently, she’d seduced the guy, talked him into setting up the bogus investment deal, then sat back and watched the money roll in. It always amazes me when people see a deal that’s too good to be true and still squander their life’s savings just to get a piece of it.” 
The sheriff shook his head and took a sip of his coffee.  “Anyway, when the SEC finally caught up to them, she high-tailed it to Oklahoma City and left him holding the bag. He’s now serving two years in a federal prison. In the meantime, she singled out Sam Mason, a car salesman who was barely making it on his commissions at the Mercedes dealership where he was employed, and worked her magic. He must’ve thought he’d died and gone to heaven when she walked in and flashed all that cash at him. She ended up buying several cars, allowing her to turn the money into an investment. Then when she’d sell the cars to other dealerships across the country, she’d have legitimate purchases for her stolen money. Plus, Sam got to keep the huge commissions he made on those sales.”
“Where is she now?” Lainey asked.
“The cops found her in the woods the night we were rescued.” He tsked. “She was damn lucky they did, too, as she was hiding very close to a cave with lion cubs inside and two very protective parents guarding the entrance. I might also add that next to a tree in that same area, they found a mauled and very dead Gary Wharton.”
“Holy cow! You can’t make this stuff up,” Deena said as she began clearing the plates from the table. “What about Yolanda Templeton? What was her story?”
Wilkerson turned her way. “Who?”
She was about to tell him what they suspected about the masseuse when she felt Vince squeeze her knee under the table, and she closed her mouth.
“I don’t think you mean Yolanda, Deena. It’s Carlene Newman that you asked me about earlier. DNA tests showed that she was indeed his daughter from a woman he’d gotten out of jail and was probably taking his fee in sexual favors, just like he did with India.” He chuckled. “Anyway, the case is still in probate, but it looks like the woman is going to walk away with Kershaw’s entire estate.”
“Poetic justice, if ever there was,” Deena said. “And speaking of India, how’d she end up after all this?”
“She was cleared of any wrong doing as was everyone else. Seems Helga acted alone after she killed Kershaw.”
“Enough talk about the spa, Colt said, raising his coffee cup. “Today is Thanksgiving, and I’d like to propose a toast to family and good friends. May we all have reasons to be thankful when we get together again next year.” 
“Here, here.” After the toast, everyone helped with the cleanup, and when they were through, Deena found herself alone in the kitchen with Tessa. “I hate that you’re going to leave us again. I was just starting to enjoy having you around.”
Tessa teared up. I know, Deena. I feel the same way. It’s been fun hanging out with you. Of all my sisters, I was closest to Kate and Maddy. Lainey was always able to see right through me, and you stayed clear of me most of the time.”
“Honestly, I was a little afraid to you.”
“And for that, I’m sorry. Do you still feel that way?”
Deena shook her head. “I wish we could have a do-over with our lives.” She smiled. “I love you a lot, Tessa.”
And I—you, but it’s time for me to go now.”
“I’m really going to miss you.”
Tessa shrugged, as a mischievous grin covered her face. So, go get yourself into trouble again, and they’ll send me back. They love any excuse to get me out of the way up there. With that, she blew Deena a kiss and then disappeared. 
Deena was still standing by the sink staring in the corner where Tessa had stood when Vince walked in. “Who were you just talking to?”
She opened her mouth and almost told him about the ghost, then decided it was probably better if she sprang her dead sister on him once she got to know him better—if she got to know him better. If it was up to her, that would be sooner rather than later. “Myself,” she lied. “I guess I was remembering how much fun it was to have everyone around the dinner table. Even the kids were unusually well behaved. I hope your aunt enjoyed my huge family, even though no one can get a word in edgewise.”
“Oh, she did. And she managed to do her fair share of talking.” He grinned. “She pulled me aside a minute ago and informed me that I would be a fool if I didn’t finagle my way into this family.”
Deena took a deep breath. “Is that something you’ve thought about?”
He took her hand. “Almost every day since I first met you. But you know my story, and I know yours. To do this right, we need to take it slow. Does that work for you?”
“Absolutely. I’ve already confessed how terrified I am of the whole dating thing. I think I’m ready, but then I remember the Brent Kershaw disaster, and I get scared.”
He laughed. “Waking up with a dead man next to you would definitely scare me, too. But you’re worth waiting for.” He looked into her eyes for a second, and she saw the longing there. Then the moment was over and he said, “I wanted to tell you about Yolanda Templeton, but I couldn’t back there. Like you, I suspected that she was hiding something, and before we left the spa Sunday night, I pulled her aside. She opened up to me that she was in the country illegally and that Kershaw had been blackmailing her for his silence.”
“The more I hear about that man the more I realize what a dirt bag he was.”
“Yeah, and we probably don’t even know the half of it. Anyway, when I returned home, I called a friend of mine who works in ICE. With Haley vouching for Yolanda, my friend was able to get her a temporary green card. It shouldn’t be a problem keeping her in the country until she can become a citizen as long as she has gainful employment.”
“That’s really good news. I knew there was something up with her, but I didn’t know what.” 
He bent down and lightly kissed her, then held her so close she felt his heart racing before he said, “I’d better go before I forget that we agreed to take it slow. I’ll call to let you know that we made it home safely.”
She waved goodbye and watched him walk out the door. She’d just taken the first step to rejoining the adult relationship world, and it hadn’t killed her. There was hope for her, after all.
She walked back to kitchen sink to finish up when she glanced through the window into the dark…and swore she saw Tessa wink at her. 
 
The End
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