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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    I suddenly quit chewing, as I dropped my fork. Looking across the café’s booth table, I gave a heartfelt sigh. “I’m uncertain why anyone would be following me.” 
 
     “You can’t make that stuff up! Someone was following you. You’ve got an unknown tail checking you out.” Summer Wade’s voice was hushed, as if the information was highly confidential. “I checked it out as you pulled out of the marina this morning. His eyes were glued to you. Binoculars lifted every so often. I know he’s not an enforcer.” 
 
    “Could be a disgruntled client. Maybe he was recently released from prison, and you know how it goes. Incarcerated criminals sometimes go for their attorney. They feel robbed. When I was practicing law, I had my share of detractors.” I pushed the plate away from me. 
 
    “That’s right, some of the dirtballs you represented when you were a lawyer did have to pull time. As Rachel says, you helped spring all the others. How about the clients from our agency? We put more than a few behind bars. There are pissed off customers.” She leaned in toward me. “Maybe your hypothesis is reasonable. You ticked off a deranged killer, and he or she was just released.” 
 
    “Summer, over the years you’ve been far less kind, and certainly more physically harmful than I was. You should be at the top of a murderer’s list.” Grinning, I shrugged. “It was probably a coincidence. He wasn’t following me at all.” I chuckled a moment. “Or, maybe he’s attracted to me, and he’s a stalker.” I paused, considering that I did scope out a male driving a non-descript blue Lexus. “There was a guy I noticed this morning. But I haven’t seen him since earlier this morning. And I certainly didn’t get near enough for a description.” I gave a cursory check of the parking area. Outside of Palm’s Oyster Bistro a small parking area had filled up with noontime luncheon guests. My business partner, Summer, noticed I was inspecting the area through the large windows of the Palm’s Bistro. 
 
    “Is he around?” 
 
    “I don’t see him, but part of the lot is hidden. Maybe this guy took a break. Even stalkers need a potty break.” 
 
    “Or maybe he knew that I made him, and he’s being more careful.” 
 
    Arguing, I said, “Summer, he was a guy going to work. He happened to be following me.” I felt a chill climb up my spine. My natural propensity was being the private detective following a perp. Not being tailed. That usually meant a problem. 
 
    “Why the binoculars?” she suspiciously questioned. 
 
    “It’s a picturesque marina. Our yacht and the others docked, are beautiful, and make an elegant photo. He’s probably a tourist interested in Palm Beach.” I hesitated. I was disputing an event that needed to be followed up. Danger hides out. “Okay, listen, duck out the back door, and see if he’s around. Go to your car, and watch. Give me a bell. I’ll come out the front door and go to my convertible.” 
 
    She stood. Her tall, thin Amazonian frame was toned. As she walked down the aisle, I was very glad that Summer was a member of our detective agency, Trevar Investigators, Inc. Her resume was certainly questionable. She was an ex-druggie. But her resolve, and strength, amazed me. She was now combing her short, dark sable hair upward and back. Stylishly. She was as warm and tender as she was fierce and sarcastic. She’d lived many life times, and she was yet only in her early twenties. Her motorcycle named Priscilla was her pride and joy. 
 
    As I took the last delicious sip of my iced limeade, my cell rang. 
 
    Summer’s words rushed. “Trev, he’s here. He parked a row behind you.” 
 
    “I’ll be right out. Time to confront.” I stood, tossed money on the table, and headed toward the door. 
 
    “Wait!” There was alarm in her voice. “Look, there’s more. As I walked to my cycle, I walked right past him. I got a good look at him.” 
 
    “And he’s a tough-gun gangster?” I inquired. 
 
    “No. He looks like he could be your twin.” 
 
    I stopped at the door. “He has a resemblance to me?” 
 
    “No. He is identical to you. Do you have a brother?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” I could feel my frown deepening. The thought was improbable. My father had made it abundantly clear that he hadn’t wanted children, and he hadn’t wanted me. He blamed my mother for the little snafu that was my birth. Now, the question was – might there have been two snafus?” 
 
    My cross of the parking lot was more of a charge than walk. As his face lifted, I noticed his uneasiness. He tried to look away. But I was walking directly toward his Lexus. “You,” my voice was commanding. “Who are you and why are you following me?” I couldn’t say more. I was stunned. 
 
    If I were a male, this guy was exactly what I’d look like. His blond curly hair was stylishly combed. His light blue eyes were ringers for my own. His teeth, white and nicely spaced and formed were similar to mine. Although he wasn’t showing his dimples, he also had them. Just like mine. He was trim, and the way he fit the driver’s seat, I estimated he was over six foot tall. I was over 5’8”. “Who are you?” 
 
    I heard Summer’s footsteps behind me. “Well?” she directed. “Answer the question.” 
 
    He stuttered his words, “I, I was following you. I’m sorry, didn’t mean…mean to frighten you…” 
 
    Summer leaned down, against the front door of his car, she looked him in the eyes. “Do we look in any way frightened? Answer her question.” Summer was also perplexed, she looked back at me, and then at the stranger. We simultaneously opened our over blouses, so that our shoulder holsters were visible. 
 
    “I’m really sorry,” he muttered. “Look, I know you’re carrying a gun so I’m telling you, I’m not reaching for a gun. Just to get my wallet.” As he clumsily maneuvered to get his wallet, his hands were shaking. He flipped it open and pulled a yellow-edged photo out. Handing it to me, he said, “You’re too little to remember this. You were two and I was five. I can barely remember you.” 
 
    In the photo was a blonde curly-topped me, and a toe-headed curly-topped boy. Holding me was my father, and I assumed his father held him. They were also identical. I muttered, “This is my father and his twin brother. So, you’re my cousin?” I questioned incredulously. 
 
    “Yes. On the day this photo was taken, that was the last time I saw you and my uncle. I think my dad went to your dad’s funeral, but I was in college and couldn’t go. Mom didn’t want me near your side of the family.” He bowed his head, shaking it. “She thought you were all heathens. That was why we moved to Seattle. Mom used to say if she had any chance of keeping my father on the rails, she would need to move as far away as she could. Florida and Washington state are about as far as you can get.” 
 
    Suddenly grinning, I recalled my mother moaning about the religious pains-in-the-ass that were my father’s family. And, I admitted, had my father’s twin stuck around, he probably would have ended up a broken alcoholic like my father. And my mother. Handing him back the photo, I asked “Back to question one. Why are you stalking me?” 
 
    “I didn’t know if I could trust you. I want to hire you. Your agency. Oh, my name is Boyd Trevar. Boyd.” 
 
    He stuck his trembling, clammy hand out of the window. I shook hands, still apprehensive. “Boyd, you could have called. Why the silly hide and seek?” 
 
    “It seemed appropriate at the time. I need your help. I’ve got problems.” 
 
    “Let’s go back in the café and have some coffee. I have questions. Summer, I’ll catch you later.” I led the way. Summer obviously felt secure in the knowledge that I was safe. She continued with her afternoon list of contacts in a divorce case. She revved her motorcycle, and skedaddled. 
 
    Back in the restaurant, Boyd and I sat across from one another chatting – catching up. He disclosed that his parents raised their family in an upscale Seattle suburb. His father had died of a heart attack a year ago. His mother was a cross between being a church lady and a cat aficionado. A younger brother had a family and was in the insurance business. Boyd fought with his mother over having too many felines. And way too many Bibles. Both mother and brother had driven Boyd crazy. After college, Boyd moved to California to become a surfer. Then he became fascinated with deep-sea diving, and for the next couple of decades did deep-sea diving - interspersed with surfing. 
 
    Another commonality with men, he also chased women. One he caught, married for five years, then she left him. He’d originally relocated to Miami but had a project he’d been working on with a treasure salvage ship moored off of North Palm Beach. Boyd was staying at a moderately priced motel room in West Palm. 
 
    As we talked, I noticed his handsome features, and the expression in his voice. Were the facial similarities throw backs from our heritage, or had we seen and heard our fathers, and somehow picked up their likenesses? Even his laugh was a similar kind of melody. 
 
    When we arrived at my part of the show and tell session, I shrugged. “I spent most of my adult life as an attorney, and then started a detective agency…” 
 
    He interrupted, “I’ve read all the press about you. You and your women partners have solved lots of crime.” 
 
    “Our profession is adventuresome.” I couldn’t stand chit-chat anymore, I redirected him. “And you mentioned being in some kind of trouble.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here. I don’t want anyone hearing anything.” 
 
    “Sure. We can sit in my car.” 
 
    We got into my lunar blue Mercedes convertible. I’d left the top on, so we had the feel of security. Secret keeping. “This is a lovely car. I wanted to get a fancier car after the divorce settlement. I’ve got money, but I didn’t want to blow it on a car.” 
 
    “For me it’s a prestige kind of show. I grew up in extreme poverty.” I lifted my sunglasses, resting them atop my forehead. 
 
    “My parents talked about your mom and dad, and how you could be living like that.” He hesitated. “How did you pay for a degree in law?” 
 
    “Good grades, a lot of drive, scholarships, and loans.” With resentment, I confirmed his parent’s suspicions. “My parents gave me nothing but trouble. I owe them no allegiance.” 
 
    There was compassion in his glance. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It has all worked out. Now, I live on a multi-million-dollar yacht and drive a brand-new Mercedes.” I paused a moment. “Enough of my backstory. Let’s talk about your troubles.” 
 
    “Beryl, I’ve been working with a dive team. Treasure. Salvage. One of the divers and I became friends. His name was Simon Wagoner. Well, I…” He was choking up. “I think he’s been murdered. I didn’t kill him or anything,” his words were rushed. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “On the ship, The Sea Fortune, I’d heard Jurg Laski, he was the skipper, screaming at Simon.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About missing coins.” He leaned nearer. “Jurg accused Simon of lifting a couple million dollars-worth of gold coins and bars of bullion. He said Simon had been stashing the take for a few weeks. Simon then claimed Jurg is paranoid, and everything we’ve brought up has been catalogued and is accounted for. I think maybe Jurg and one of his partners, Dimitri Zhenya, searched Simon because he said they patted him down and found nothing, but they said they’d be keeping an eye on him. Jurg and Dimitri are from Russia originally,” 
 
    “When did the fight happen?” 
 
    “Yesterday. Then last night, Simon said we needed to escape. He said that they suspected both of us. They planned to take care of us. Kill us. I was terrified. Hey, I’m a California surfer, not a mobster. I figured Simon knew what he was talking about. He was scared. So, about midnight, we snuck from our bunks. We were going to board this little speed boat. I got into it, Simon the dropped his duffle bag down inside the boat. As I groped for the starter of the boat’s engine, Simon was coming down the ladder. But the minute the engine started, search lights were on us. Two of the crew had guns aimed at us. Assault rifles. They were Mickey Coleman, and the goon, Dimitri. They pulled Simon up onto the ship. When that happened, I hit the throttle and headed toward land. Beryl, I stole the craft. I’ve never stolen anything in my life. I heard shots rippling in the water. But I thought I was out of range. A few seconds later I hear a bullet spray hitting the hull. Then there was a pause, more gunfire, and I heard Simon’s screaming. Then it was quiet.” 
 
    “You think they shot him?” 
 
    “They tried to kill me, too. The escape craft was damaged and sinking, but it got me near enough to shore. The engine died out, and it began to tip from taking on water. I grabbed my gear, and the duffle bag Simon had brought. I swam the final hundred yards onto the beach. While I dried off, I watched the boat being washed out to sea. Sinking as it went. All the lights on The Sea Fortune went completely dark. Mickey and Dimitri might have thought I was sinking with the boat. Then I made my way to the highway and hitchhiked back to my motel room.” 
 
    “You didn’t report it to authorities?” 
 
    “Beryl, I had no idea if the fortune hunters were still looking for me. Or if they called the cops. I didn’t steal anything. I was scared to death. I didn’t know who I could trust. I was exhausted. I knew I was in trouble. I remembered you lived in Palm Beach. When daylight broke, I cleaned up, and drove to your marina.” 
 
    “Was there anything in Simon’s duffle bag that resembled sparkling treasure?” 
 
    “Nothing.” He blinked nervously. “But Skipper Jurg Laski and his pals don’t know Simon didn’t have any treasure on him. They’re after me.” 
 
    I got his contact information, then tried to reassure him. Boyd Trevar was frightened. He was aware of the danger he was in.  When he left my vehicle, he trudged to his Lexus. His steps were labored and his head hung heavily. Steps and head were definitely filled with concern. 
 
    When I returned to our yacht, my own brain was whirling. As I entered the office, Rachel greeted me. I went over the strange meeting of Boyd Trevar, and his story of the vessel he had escaped from – Sea Fortune. I also said I wasn’t certain about the story that his buddy had been killed. I hadn’t heard of a body being located. Or the conveyer boat that Boyd claimed had been shot, and soon sunk off shore. No evidence of a crime. It perplexed me. 
 
     “Chief Powers wants to talk with you,” Rachel broke my concentration. 
 
    Sighing, my body sagged into the chair opposite her desk. “Of course, he does. He’s going to want to scream the entire Justice Department down. I haven’t really talked with him since Jill was hired. He shut me out. And, he wouldn’t take my calls. Now, he wants to make me suffer for my transgression.” 
 
    Palm Beach Chief Tom Powers and I had become besties. Then, when I hired his finest young policewoman away from his squad, I became an enemy. I put my hand over my face, as I shook my head. “He’s not going to forgive me this time. Rach, when I hired you away from him a few years ago, it was terrible. You went from being his pride and joy policewoman, to working on a yacht with a Sapphic fleet of playgirls. Then, he hires Jill Timoteo. and next thing you know, she’s abandoning him.” 
 
    Rachel chuckled. “We have more fun here on the yacht than we did walking the beat. I sometimes miss being an enforcer. But it was time.” She looked away, her eyes reflected a pain she’d held on to, and probably that sadness would never go away. She feared guns and the shooting of them. We both knew that Chief Powers had lost her to Trevar Investigators. However, in my defense, it was by default. She was no longer cop material. She wanted no part of weapons. She was still an invaluable investigator – so she was convinced to stay aboard the Radclyffe Hull. And she was an inside detective. Calls, appointments, this she handily accomplished with acumen and speed. She took care of the office. And more or less filled in as the best office mom on the high seas. 
 
    When I met Rach, she was Officer Rachel Rosen. I was an attorney, and we crossed paths. She now was a glam ex-cop, stay-at-home detective, we’d joked. Approaching thirty years of age, she was eye-catching. Fiery red, shoulder-length hair, neatly style, and radiant hazel eyes, she could soothe with her smile, and scold with her glare. She went from uniform, to fashionista. She brought her chic vogue along with her – wherever she was. 
 
    I inquired, “How are Summer and Jill getting along? They had seemed a little stiff the first week of Jill’s being a member of the Team.” 
 
    “Okay, I guess. This week, I’m not sure they’ve had much to do with one another. They split the list on the Mona and Donald Ogden divorce case. Jill took half the contacts and Summer took the other half.” 
 
    “I was hoping Summer and Jill would stick together, so they could teach each other different investigative techniques.” Rachel and I traded perplexed, undeniably helpless glances. 
 
    Rachel glumly said, “It doesn’t seem to be happening. So what names do you want to run, in case this Boyd is in trouble?” 
 
    Scribbling down the names, I handed them to Rachel. She read them aloud, “Skipper Jurg Laski. I’ve heard he’s a treasure hunter. Dimitri Zhenya. Mickey Coleman.” She repeated, “Micky Coleman. That could be Mitchell Coleman.” 
 
    I felt my neck jerk as I looked up. “Mitch Coleman. He’s been in trouble for drugs, pimping, and last I heard he was in sex trafficking. He’s a slimy bad actor for certain. I thought he was put away for a few years. He’s vermin.” 
 
    “Sprung on a technicality. He’s probably into a new scheme.” Rachel’s law and order glare intensified. “All I know is that he’s out on the streets.” 
 
    “He might have taken all his dirty money and bought a marine salvage and treasure hunting ship. “They also use those kinds of boats for archeology. But I’m pretty sure if Mitchell is working under the name Mickey, he isn’t looking for anything that might be historical. The recovery vessel that they named Sea Fortune isn’t for scholarly artifacts. Not a benefactor cell in their bodies.” 
 
    “Mitch is a dangerous man,” Rachel spoke firm words. “He would and has killed for money, revenge, a woman, or the joy of it. If your long-lost cousin has crossed Mitch, AKA Mickey, Coleman, he’s in deep waters.” She snickered, and added, “Or he is in grave danger of soon being in a deep waters grave.” 
 
    Agreeing with a shrug, I headed for the door. “Rach, I’m going to drop in and visit Chief Powers. See if Tom’s going to forgive me for head-hunting Jill.” 
 
    “Beryl, he hasn’t yet forgiven you for snatching me away from the police department.” 
 
    We snickered. 
 
    By the time I reached my sleek lunar blue Mercedes-Benz convertible, I’d considered what excuses I might use for hiring Jill. When I arrived at Homicide, I was also wondering if I should mention Boyd’s allegation. By the time I reached Chief Tom Power’s office, I’d decided against it. It was wiser to allow the entire conversation to play out on Tom’s terms. 
 
    “Tom,” I greeted him. Sticking out my hand, I kept it upbeat, “Bygones be bygone. Jill is still chasing the bad guys.” 
 
    “I really don’t have time to chat, Trevar.” 
 
    “You summonsed me.” I was confused. 
 
    “Since then my workload increased.” He glared. His previously craggy face had taken of a hawkish look throughout his nearly fifty years. Dressed in nice suits, shirts and ties, he tugged at his collar and tie constantly. And by noon, it was the rumpled look. “And as you know, I am one enforcer less than the department needs since I lost one of my best.” 
 
    “Jill hasn’t gone over the dark side, Tom.” 
 
    “You’re doing bodyguarding, and snooping. I just got a murder to solve.” 
 
    “Murder?” Leaning over the desk, I questioned, “A murder?” 
 
    Dismayed at my excitement, Tom muttered, “Relax. It doesn’t require your attention. You women have your own cases.” 
 
    “Someone was killed?” 
 
     Perturbed, he paused before answering. “A guy. A fresh body washed up on North Beach. We’re working on identification now.” 
 
    “Maybe I could help you.” I plunged down in the chair across from him at his desk. 
 
    “Look, I don’t want you and your detectives – well two of my detectives that you poached. I don’t want any of you involved.” 
 
    “Are you going to cut Rachel out of the loop of technical data?” 
 
    “Don’t play coy. You know the minute I lock her out of the computer information, she’ll chop her way back in.” 
 
    “That would be hack her way back in.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Breach our security.” 
 
    I asked, “So what do you have on this drowning victim?” 
 
    “Murder victim. It was a homicide. Ten or twelve slugs in him. Handgun. At close range.” 
 
    “Okay, Tom. Let’s go back to being pals. I can furnish a name. Maybe a motive. And maybe help you with locating where the body might have come from.” 
 
    Disbelievingly, he leaned nearer. “Keep talking.” 
 
    “We keep our mutual cooperation in place, and I keep talking. Rachel gets access to forensics. You see that we get any updates.” 
 
    “What do you know?” 
 
    “My best guess is that your victim is a deep-sea diver named Simon Wagoner. He might have come off a treasure-hunting rig called Sea Fortune. Operated by Skipper Jurg Laski, and his partner Mickey Coleman. Here’s where that mutual cooperation is important to me. Is Mickey Coleman AKA Mitchell Coleman? And does Laski have a rap sheet? Also, any information on Dimitri Zhenya.” 
 
    “I’ll email you Coleman’s file. And anything I have on Laski.” He jotted down the names. “As I recall, Laski skated on the law without even a hand slap. Do you have anyone to ID him and Coleman?” 
 
    “I might.” I wasn’t going to frost the cake for him. I would keep information on Boyd quiet. I would also keep information on the speedboat that Boyd had escaped with. “For now, all that I have and all that has been verified, I just gave you.” 
 
    Chief Powers stood. He grinned for the first time. “Trevar, you’re my best confidential informant. I don’t even have to put you on the payroll.” 
 
    “Tom, information is valuable. You’re going to be keeping Trevar’s Team in the loop. And I don’t have to put you on my payroll.” He’d told me that the killers probably interrogated Simon, got no answers, and shot him with a handgun. Easier to get rid of by tossing it in the ocean. And they probably used one of their speedboats to dispose of Simon’s body. They hadn’t expected the body to float to shore as quickly as it had. Someone failed to attach enough weights to Simon. “You’re an excellent source of information, maybe even as good as I am.” 
 
    Chief Powers didn’t scratch his head until I reached the door. “Stay safe.” 
 
    When I got to my vehicle, I immediately called Rachel. I reported the new information. We indeed had a murder on our hands. And we also had a witness that we had to keep under wraps. I also told Rachel that Tom would be cooperative. Then I asked her to contact cousin Boyd and tell him to stay put. Also, to tell him that I’d contact him in the morning. I requested Rachel to see that both Boyd and I receive copies of Mitchel Coleman’s mug shots when she got them from Chief Powers. Also, ask Boyd if the photo ID'd Mickey Colman. 
 
    Meanwhile, I had a contact to make. Might not be anything, but the woman I was going to visit made a wonderful cocktail, and she lifted my spirit. 
 
    When Mandy Jewel opened the door at her luxury Palm Beach apartment, she did it with her usual show biz flourish. As always, she looked amazing. Always she was fully made up with the best cosmetics possible. Short, styled silver hair was thick and meticulously presented. Although in her mid-sixties, she looked a decade and a half younger. Presentable, always. For having been a luxury madam to the wealthy and famous, she still had it. 
 
    “Beryl, I’ve been wondering what you’ve been doing?” She ushered me in. 
 
    I sat on her plush sofa. She went directly to her bar and began mixing one of her new concoctions. I caught her up on the Team’s latest case. “So, I’m here to see if you might identify a guy that used to work in sex trafficking.” 
 
    I pulled my phone out and checked. Rachel didn’t lose any time getting the photo of ex-con Mitchell Coleman to me. “Here,” I said as I held up the screen.” Mandy put down the pink rum flavored drinks on the glass top of the table. The cocktails were artistic sculptures with booze, etc., and chunks of fruit. I sipped, “Oh, my goddess, this just tastes delicious.” 
 
    “It has a little coconut flavor to it.” She took my phone, examining it with a frown before she snickered. “This is that loathsome man known to the babe’s trade. Mitch Coleman. He started as a rotten little juvie rat. Pimping. I warned him off my women a few times. I’m sure he’s glad I’ve retired. But then after his last arrest, I’ve heard he’s retired, too.” 
 
    “He’s only in his mid-thirties, so he’s not ready for Social Security to kick in.” I paused a moment. “Any idea what he’s doing now?” 
 
    “Nothing legal. I heard he was incarcerated for a while. Sad to say he’s out on the streets.” She sipped tenderly. “This could use more of something. Maybe rum,” she answered with a laugh. “Mitch. Yes. I never had much to do with him. I was retiring when he was going from street pimp to somewhat classy whores. He was never into the same game. Classy women wouldn’t work with him. He was very downgraded. Sex traffickers blur the line of consent now. He’s out of the slammer again, who knows?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’ve heard. I heard there is a ‘Mickey’ Coleman doing treasure hunting.” I watched Mandy’s face wrinkling into a frown. “Not confirmed. You don’t think he’d go into that?” 
 
    “It might be a little too clean for him. Not saying it’s clean. I’ve heard some of the companies scrape off a little from the top. A scam here and there. So, if Mitch is Mickey now, he may be only reporting half the takings. No report, no tax.” 
 
    “I’ll know later.” I knew I could trust Mandy, and so I confided fully. My newfound cousin, the dead man washing up on the beach - presumed to be Simon Wagoner, and my own list of unknowns. 
 
    “And you believe your cousin just decided to leave Sea Fortune?” 
 
    “Mandy, I’m perplexed. If his pal Simon needed to take off, maybe Boyd was concerned for his own safety. Boyd seems like a nice guy, but he’s doesn’t seem all that sophisticated as a criminal.” 
 
    “And,” Mandy interjected, “why would the owners suspect Simon of stealing their takings? You’ve got to admit, Simon and Boyd taking off during the night was probably not reassuring. And if Simon is dead, and he was lifting the bounty – Boyd could very well be involved. Then there’s the owners, Jurg and Mickey. They’ll be looking for the sea swag.” 
 
    “That puts Boyd in danger.” I sighed. 
 
    “And you and your women. If Mickey is Mitch, beware. He has beaten more women than you’ve dated.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You’d be amazed at how few women I’ve been with.” 
 
    “And Palm Beach would be amazed at how few men I’ve been with.” 
 
    Mandy and I laughed a good part of the evening. She ordered out dinners to be delivered, from the fancy dining, and lush Orchids. She’d ordered us Parmesan scallops, almond and orange bread, and chocolate pecan cheesecake. I called Rachel to say I would be fine dining with Mandy. Rach seemed a tad distant. I was pretty sure Summer and Jill might be providing the cool climate. That was confirmed before I hung up. Summer and Jill were both in their separate staterooms, having retired early. 
 
    Meanwhile, Mandy keep my spirits high with her amazing drinks, the delivered dinner, and her exceptionally fun stories. 
 
    “I must tell you,” she said. “I’ve always admired Sapphics.” 
 
    I giggled. A former madam admired lesbians. “I’ll bite. Why?” 
 
    “Well, somehow womanhood must have been purer.” 
 
    “How so?” I inquisitively asked. 
 
    “All humans began female. The Y chromosome – which is only present in males – is not activated in the first five or six weeks of embryonic development. You might say men mutated their way into the species.” 
 
    We laughed numerous times making reference to her science revelation. 
 
    It was ten o’clock when I arrived back aboard Radclyffe Hull. 
 
    Quiet was fine, in its place. I knocked on Jill’s door. When she opened it, I suggested we go up the fly bridge deck and watch the moon. And talk. 
 
    When we were comfortably seated, I commented, “I’m always at home here on the ocean.” I pondered, this bountiful sea was a treatise of contentment. Here, aboard The Radclyffe was earth’s variety. Sea, land, and sky were enthralling. Invigorating. The ship, a sea’s cradle, rocked me. Land off to the side stretched across the beach front. 
 
    “This is lovely,” Jill spoke. “It truly is paradise.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    Jill’s words were spoken with a quietness. “I’m just wondering what you want to talk about.” She grinned, “It has to be about the job. I don’t think you’re making a play for me.” 
 
    “No, although you are pure temptation.” Tall, with body of steel, and a mind just as strong. Dark, like an evening goddess. Her features were strong, yet with a friendliness. Beautiful, yet that was not her best attribute. It was spirit that was steady, and polished, and good. I raised an eyebrow, and answered, “As you know we signed fraternization clauses. So, the Team doesn’t make plays. I just really wanted to relax and chat about how you like being a Team member.” 
 
    “As I said, I’m not making any headway on the case we’re working.” 
 
    “It’s a difficult case because you’re looking for something that probably isn’t there. Infidelity is a tough one. Difficult to prove. Even if it is there. Don’t worry. I wanted us to relax and chat about how you like being part of the Trevar’s Team?” 
 
    “I don’t feel I’m getting anything accomplished.” 
 
    “I’m more interested in how you’re fitting in.” 
 
    “Summer seems to be very quiet. Strained. We have been going our different ways.” 
 
    “I’ll talk with her. I want us to have a good relationship with one another. That’s important.” 
 
    “She doesn’t seem the type to have a problem with my being African American.” 
 
    “No. Jill, I can promise you that racism is not a part of the Team. Summer was encouraging me to hire you. She was excited when you agreed. And she’s just not a prejudice person. We’ve been working together for years, and I know her. I figured you’d be a perfect fourth person. She’s early twenties, you’re late twenties. Rach is approaching thirties, and I’m nearly forty. You’re the closest to Summer’s age.” 
 
    “Age hasn’t got much to do with it. She seems to idolize you, and yours is the biggest age spread. It’s me. It’s something she doesn’t like about me.” 
 
    “Summer is difficult. Bringing on a new partner changes the dynamics. Jill, I honestly think she would be like this with anyone. She’s moody. With me, she’s sometimes very irritable and I’ll have no reason why.” 
 
    “Are you certain that I belong here? Chief Powers said I could return to the department, I could get my old job back anytime.” 
 
    “Jill, give us all time. You’re needed here. I’ll explain in the morning at our meeting. Let’s get some sleep, and we can work it out then. We’ve got a case where we’ll need to be on the same page.” 
 
    By the time I tumbled into my bed, I felt spent. It had been a very long day. It had lacked conviviality until I met up with Mandy. Now I was feeling her second drink kick in. I was drowsy. I looked out my window. Waves were sloshing their velvety eloquence across the sea. The ripples of the ocean have always been narcotically rhythmic. Listening, I heard the gentle sigh of wind. Perhaps that is my reason for living on a yacht. 
 
    Some nights even the rocking waves weren’t enticing enough to invite my sleep. A body washed up on the shore. My previously unknown-to-me cousin presented himself. They were connected events. Ipso facto. By that very fact, events that seem to hold hands have been known to be difficult and dangerous. 
 
    The other concern was obvious. The rift between Summer and Jill seemed unconnected to anything logical or reasonable. Tensions were simmering between them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wanting my morning run to be alone to quiet my thoughts, I took off early for my jog along the beach. I’d walked most of the way. In an attempt to construct the murder of Simon Wagoner, I finally sat on the shore. My usual inside voice issued cautionary alarms. As I stood, I brushed sand from legs. Maybe this case would be simple. Everyone would believe Boyd. After all, Simon might have been a little on the dirty side. As I saw it, he might have stolen the treasure. The question remained, had my cousin been in anyway implicated? 
 
    I arrived back to The Radclyffe just in time for a quick shower before the usual morning meeting. Awaiting me were Jill, Summer, and Rachel. As detectives, we dressed differently and protectively. We carried Berettas, and we did so carefully. Summer dressed in cargo pocket pants, and her tank shirt, with a usual overshirt hiding her gun. Rachel didn’t care, but dressed in floral and navy knit harem pants, and a magenta scoop-necked tank. Jill’s attire was usually business slacks, and loose shirt. And my casual over-blouse hid my holster beneath it. Between a tee and blouse – the gun was always loaded, and always shining. As for pants, mine were usually fashionable, go-anywhere comfy trousers. 
 
    There was a cloud of silence, and I threw two files down on the large oak table. 
 
    One of Pluma’s cages was located in the conference room. With the parrot’s vocabulary, she should have been permanently assigned to the crow’s nest. She let out a caw, and then addressed us with her usual, “Fuckin’ chiselers!” 
 
    “Good morning, Pluma. Please keep your beak shut while we discuss the case,” I said with minimal joy. Both Summer and Jill grumbled their greetings. “Okay, we’re working two cases. The divorce case of Mona and Donald Ogden, and we’re representing Boyd Trevar’s case of the…” Hesitating, I realized that I had no idea if this was a case or not. “The body of Boyd’s fellow worker, Simon Wagoner.” I recapped the story for them. 
 
    With great irony, Summer asked, “And your cousin, is he paying for the investigation?” 
 
    Returning her glare, I answered with a scold in my voice, “He’s hired us to look into it.” 
 
    “I’m assuming he’s signed a contract.” I recognized Summer’s snippy attitude. For whatever reason, her moodiness was elevated. I remembered the days when we were all more playful. Now, as the agency expanded, we were tense. No one on the Team was more tightly strung than Summer. 
 
    Rachel responded, “Summer, I sent him a contract yesterday. It was signed and returned via emails. Just to settle your concern, Boyd Trevar did recently sell his deep diving equipment business and his diving school for a substantial amount. He has a spotless credit record. His credit score is abundant. His home and other property were also liquidated. And his banking records are reassuring. We’ll get paid.” 
 
    Adding, I grimaced, with an authoritarian voice, “The police detectives are undoubtedly investigating.” 
 
    Summer shrugged. “Okay, I just don’t like doing freebees.” 
 
    “Nor do I,” I rummaged through the notes in his file. Challenging, I offered, “But we have no idea exactly what it’s all about. Other than the fact that he and his coworker were attempting to get out of Dodge, and his friend’s body was found on the beach. Boyd escaped, but the boat had been shot at. Those assault weapon shots crippled the boat. Its sinking might have killed Boyd. Attempted murder. Boyd knows the three men – probable murderers. They were the last to see Simon alive.” 
 
    “So why doesn’t he go to the police?” Jill quizzed. 
 
    “We’ll find out later. He didn’t even trust me, so he might not have wanted to trust the law. I’m going to his motel after this meeting. Now, how is the Ogden situation. Mona wants dirt on her younger husband. Presumably to breach their prenup. Have we found any transgressions?” 
 
    “Not that I’ve found,” Summer replied. “They both work at Mona’s firm. Married a year ago. She’s a cougar. She inherited her father’s fortune. Donald is the cougar’s prey, and he’s handsome and debonair. He’s a twenty-five-year old dandy that’s been keeping clean and faithful. But she isn’t convinced. At least she wants out now.” 
 
    Jill added, “He’s probably a gold-digger. Maybe his charm wore off. They do have a pre-nup, but it stipulates infidelity breaks the agreement. He may not be faithful, but he is very careful.” 
 
    “The old ‘pants need to stay zipped’ inclusions,” I sighed. “Have you reported back to Mona that he’s innocent?” 
 
    Rachel answered, “I chatted with her a couple days ago. I told her that the detectives weren’t coming up with anything. She said keep looking. She paid the bill and stated that she wanted all the dirt we could find.” 
 
    “We’ve been honest with her,” I commented slowly. “Most women would be happy about the report proving her hubby is faithful. But she’s paying the billable time, so we keep looking.” I paused, frowning, “Have either of you checked out Mona? Maybe she’s found someone else and wants to cut Donald off without his money.” 
 
    Both Jill and Summer nodded. Summer answered, “We’d thought of that. We took turns following them each of them. Maybe she’s just tired of him, or she has buyer’s remorse.” 
 
    “Fine, keep tabs of them. Meanwhile, I’ll figure out what’s going on with Boyd,” I said as I stood. “Oh, by the way, I chatted with Boyd, and he identified Mickey Coleman as Mitchel. He grew a short beard and mustache since his trafficking and drugs days. Facial hair is a great mask. Obviously, he’s feeling safe by being offshore in the treasure-hunting craft most of the time. Something is up as far as why the three treasure hunters were firing at their divers. And they probably killed one and attempted to kill the other. I’ll find out what I can.” 
 
    I left the trio moaning about their inability to gather enough information. The Ogden marriage was as confused as it had been for the couple weeks we’d had the case. And we had minimal information on the death of Simon Wagoner. 
 
    It stands to reason that my disappointment carried through the drive to Chief Tom Powers’ office. Hey, if the Chief of Homicide Detectives knew relatively little – how could our Team be expected to know. 
 
    I would stop by to see if Tom had anything more, before I preceded to Boyd’s motel. That way I could swear that I didn’t know where he was. 
 
    “Hi Tom,” I greeted him. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m doing just peachy. And when I say peachy, I mean I’m not hooked up to life support yet.” 
 
    “That’s a positive, Tom.” I teased, “But your eyes do look a little lusterless.” 
 
    “Listen to me, young lady,” he began gruffly, as if he were lecturing his daughters. “You came in here with information, and now we’ve got a body. I should charge you because you know…” 
 
    “I told you what I know.” 
 
    “The one giving you the information. I need a name. That person may be of interest.” 
 
    “Interest as in?” 
 
    “Two of my detective visited The Sea Fortune this morning. Skipper Laski said that Wagoner and a new diver hightailed it, on the run, with the speedboat. They might have been lifting some of the gold, because they left during the night.” 
 
    “And you think the new guy killed Simon Wagoner? For what?” 
 
    “He might not have wanted to share anything they were stealing.” 
 
    “What if the new guy left because he thought he might get blamed for what Simon did. Simon was shot to death on ship, the new diver made a run for it.” 
 
    “My scenario sounds more logical, Trevar. And I can guess your perspective comes from the fact that the new diver’s name is Boyd Trevar. Ring a bell?” 
 
    “Okay, Tom. You’re a better detective than I pegged you for.” I issued a purely charming grin. I had figured that the Sea Fortune crew had provided Tom with the name. “Boyd is a long, lost cousin. He was terrified of the treasure hunters. He didn’t kill anyone.” 
 
    “He might have killed his partner in crime. Then went crying to you for sympathy and assistance. I want to know where he went.” 
 
    “I need to keep him from the treasure hunters. Are you thinking of charging Boyd on the testimony of witnesses like those three?” 
 
    “I want to question him. Get him in here this afternoon.” 
 
    “If he can be located.” 
 
    I stormed out to the parking lot. Hoping that Boyd was still at the motel, I wondered if he would presume that I had snitched. I would attempt to convince him that the treasure seekers landed him in it. And they were accusing him of killing Simon. 
 
     No one had seen which of the three had fired the offending gun. No one had a clue, that would stand up in court, as to who the killer was. Something deep inside of me hoped that Boyd wasn’t a killer. Only Simon could have substantiated Boyd’s denial. This case’s corpus delicti wasn’t talking. His lips were sealed. 
 
    Before searching out Boyd, I drove to the north shore. I contacted Rachel to see if she’d received any coordinates as to where the body of Simon Wagoner had washed up. When I pulled onto a path off the road, I parked. There was a patrol car parked nearby. Along the path, I made my way onto the shore. I saw a grim policeman looking at me as if I must be lost. 
 
    “Hi, officer,” I spoke loudly enough to overcome the ocean breeze. 
 
    “I’m just picking up the crime tape,” he explained. 
 
    “Are you familiar with the crime scene?” 
 
    “You’re Beryl Trevar, aren’t you?” His grin stretched. “I know Jill. Jill Timoteo.” 
 
    Apologetically, I offered, “I hope you aren’t upset because she left the department?” 
 
    “Naw, it was her decision. She’s a nice woman. And was a great cop. I always felt like maybe she was an underdog. You know, being black. Palm Beach is probably less than ten percent black. I think she had to deal with extra crap. Racism isn’t gone. It isn’t even hiding out. But Jill always handled everything with professionalism. Her partner was one of my buddies. He said there were a couple times when drunks insulted her. He wanted to deck them.” 
 
    “I don’t think she ever had more than a few problems being one of a handful of African Americans in the area. At least that’s what she told me.” I hated the suggestion that she couldn’t be productive because of her race. “I think of her as a hero because she’s amazingly intelligent, and she breaks the barrier. Trevar Investigators is lucky to have her.” I walked out onto the sands. “Can you tell me where Simon Wagoner’s body washed up?” 
 
    “They found the body over here.” He walked to the spot and knelt. “I think it lodged near this berm. With the tides, there’s no evidence left.” We leaned over the area. “Forensics sifted everything. No clues. Just that the body was there.” 
 
    “And it was shot up?” I inquired. 
 
    “Yes. Someone wanted the guy dead.” He shifted from foot to foot. “Lots of slugs in him.” 
 
    “Any sign of a boat that might have crashed, or washed up?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Pointing, he added, “Someone pitched the body from some kind of craft. But the driver was probably the killer and hightailed it. Our detectives will come up with the resolution.” He swung around and looked into my face. “Are you and your detectives on the case?” 
 
    “We might be.” I grinned and glanced at his ID tag. “Officer Clark, please don’t mention this to Chief Powers. We might have to work the case if the resolution isn’t quick enough.” 
 
    We traded snickers. “Tell Jill hello. She was one of the best cops I’ve worked with. I told her before she left. She said it was just that she’d worked in Miami where a cop gets lots of on-street training.” 
 
    As soon as he’d gone back to his squad car and pulled away, I called Boyd. He was getting restless, and I promised to be there shortly. I asked him to describe the location where he’d landed. After hanging up, I looked around trying to place the spot where he described. 
 
    I drove the length half a mile north, examining every possible exit, and searching for the cluster of palm trees that Boyd had described. Finally, I noticed the small cove with a group of about half a dozen palms. Two or three of them leaned over toward the water. Their palms shaded a bit of the beach, and some of the water. Sunlight made designs through the palm fronds. It was a vegetational canopy leaving a magnificent design on the beach. Less than half a mile, Simon’s body had been found. 
 
    After parking, I made my way to the scene. I scrutinized the sands, the water, and then examined the trees, and the path back to the road. I found no footprints in the sand, which I hadn’t expected that there would be any. The waves had lapped at the cusps of sand for several hours. I watched the hypnotic ripples and rills. Waters had nibbled away at the berm. And the clues. 
 
    Then, I saw prints between the long trunks of the palms. Photographing the nearly indistinguishable prints, I continued until I reached a place near the road where there were a couple identifiable patterns showing beach shoe prints. 
 
    Beyond that, there were no signs of trash, or anything left behind. One important telltale sign was recognizable. Near the road, baggage had been put down. I photographed it. One of the bags that had rested on the sandy dirt had sunk deeper than the other pack or bundle. It was, I noted, carrying a considerably heavier load. 
 
     Back in my convertible, I made a few notes, slipped my small notebook back into my pocket. I turned on the ignition. Boyd’s motel was easily found in West Palm. I considered our meeting and how I should conduct it. We were kin. Undeniably as far as looks went. However, we were unknown to one another. I couldn’t act as though I might be suspicious of him. But I was, even if I didn’t wish to be. I was rooting for him, however. We shared a bloodline. 
 
    When I had certain cases, there was this emotional investiture. I wanted to believe the client was innocent. Even if the preponderance of evidence was stacked higher than I could see while standing on my tippy-toes. Only a few of my clients were actually, beyond a shadow of a doubt, innocent. Unfortunately, I was excellent at my profession. Some very guilty people walked free because I presented enough evidence, and doubt, to spring their useless butts. Not proud of that, I thought. But now my course was set to make amends. 
 
    I was chasing dirtballs. 
 
    “Hi, Boyd,” I said with a soft smile of proficiency. 
 
    He was dressed casually in a gray T-shirt and denims. I hoped he and his fashion stayed non-descript. He had to stay out of sight. He might be wanted by the killers, and by the police. “Beryl, I popped across the street and got us coffees.” 
 
    “Much appreciated,” I answered as I sat across the small table in his motel room. I could see that Boyd’s training was neatness. Mine hadn’t been learned or trained, but my nature had insisted upon some wild curing-the-mess syndrome. It perhaps solved or alleviated a bit of my childhood pain. I was able to control at least some of the disheveled poverty. But the uncontrollable alcoholism of my parents made homelife a lost cause. 
 
    “I checked out the sites of where Simon’s body was found, and the place where I believe you arrived on the beach. The speedboat could have floated, or it might have sunk anywhere out there. It could be in the gulf area, or halfway to Europe. The sea has been a little rough the past week.” 
 
    “I’m sad that Simon died, but I’m glad that at least his body wasn’t lost at sea.” Looking away, his glumness was showing. “I liked the guy.” 
 
    “Do you believe he stole some of the ship’s treasure?” 
 
    Boyd’s lips bobbled a moment. “He might have. I can’t judge the guy. He’s dead. He didn’t deserve to be murdered.” 
 
    For the next hour, I questioned Boyd on what he knew about the dead man. It was unfortunately very little. He knew Simon loved chocolate. He was told, buddy to buddy, that Simon loved red-headed women, and that he frequented strip-joints. Boyd was careful to make certain that I knew that he didn’t frequent sex establishments. But he did love women. 
 
    So did I, so I couldn’t fault him for that. 
 
    The conversation went fine until he asked if I thought he should scram out of Florida at the first chance possible. 
 
    “Boyd,” I cautioned him, “you’ve got some fortune seekers wanting to kill you. I’m pretty sure they’ve checked out any airline reservations made in your name. And in addition to that, Chief Tom Powers has requested your presence. No, I did not tell him about you. Skipper Jurg Laski made out a theft charge against both you, and the late Simon Wagoner. Laski claims that you and Simon stole his speedboat. And that you might have gotten away with a couple million in gold coins, antiquities, and bullion. He also believes there might, and he stressed might, be several pouches of recently retrieved bounty missing. They didn’t even have time to take and identify the treasure. Inventory the bounty. It has not been inventoried. They’re telling the law that the two of you stole the treasure, and the handgun they had in their vault. You jumped ship. Then once out on the sea, you shot Simon.” 
 
    “Lies. We had no gun, and to my knowledge, we had no treasure.” He paused, looking confused. “Beryl, I didn’t take any treasure, and I didn’t kill Simon. You told the cops that, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Of course. The ocean thugs are trying to locate you. They don’t have any intention of bringing charges. They just needed to use the charges to implicate you. Muddy the waters.” 
 
    “But the police suspect me?” 
 
    “Yes, Boyd, you are the prime suspect. And Tom Powers wants to chat with you. But before we go in, I’ve got questions for you.” 
 
    “Can you be my attorney if he tries to arrest me?” 
 
    “Yes. Absolutely. But he doesn’t have enough evidence to arrest you. So today, at least, he won’t be doing anything more than taking your statement. I want to go over that with you, and I’ll sit in on your interview. I’ve only been in the courtroom a couple times since I started the detective agency. But you can trust me to take care of you. I’ve got to be able to trust you.” 
 
    “Everything happened exactly as I told you.” 
 
    “Okay, now I want to take a peek into the bags that you hauled to shore. Your bag and Simon’s duffel bag.” 
 
    He led me to the closet. As he opened it, I saw the dozen spare hangers, and a couple of shirts. On the floor of the closet were two cases. I pulled one out to inspect it. It was heavy and difficult to manage. Even though I have an amazing exercise regiment, I don’t weigh much, so it felt heavy. However, opening it, I saw dumbbells, body weights, and a kettlebell. Probably totaling thirty plus pounds. I’d half expected to see a few pouches of gold. I recalled from the look of the impression in the dirt that I’d photographed, one case was weightier than the other. I’d check the photos to make certain only the weights caused the sand patterns at the site where Boyd caught his car ride. 
 
    Boyd explained, “I like keeping fit. I took my gym equipment aboard.” 
 
    I then opened Simon’s bag and dumped out a case full of rumpled clothing, a few ‘girlie’ magazines, a wallet, and some papers that hadn’t quite dried out. “No treasure here. I think you might want to take this bag in with us and turn it over to the police. An act of trust.” 
 
    I snooped my way through his dresser, noting how neat and orderly he was. The bathroom was the same, precise placement. Very similar to my mode of operation, I thought. On our way out to my vehicle, I examined Boyd’s auto. Although the interior was spotless, and hood and trunk were immaculate, there wasn’t any visible sign of treasure. I wasn’t going to pull the engine to check it out. 
 
    I drove Boyd to police headquarters. Although our wait was twenty minutes, Boyd didn’t seem nervous. He wasn’t the best at being interviewed. But he wasn’t the typically chatty defendant that talked his way into a prison cell. He answered the questions briefly and believably just as I’d told him. 
 
    Tom told him to stay around the area, he’d want to see him again. Guilt or innocence didn’t rely on the Chief’s deadpan expression. From there, I took Boyd back to his motel room. I told him to stay undercover because Laski, Coleman, and Zhenya would undoubtedly be looking for him. If treasure had been taken from them, as suggested, they would be very, very pissed off. 
 
    If Simon was dumped in the ocean, Laski, et al, had to assume, the treasure was not hidden on Simon’s limp, beaten corpse. They would obviously believe that Boyd was hiding it. Although I didn’t do a body search, I didn’t find it on Boyd, or in his motel room. It wasn’t in Boyd’s car interior, or his trunk. Had Boyd hidden it better than I had attempted to find it? 
 
    It would have been a tough swim from the broken down, shot to bits, power boat, to the shore. Swimming with exercise equipment, and the heaviness of gold treasure, then walking to where Boyd caught the ride would have been a herculean achievement. But my cousin was trained in water sports and weights. He knew how to let the waves pitch him high, taking him and his surfboard across the surface of the ocean. 
 
    Before leaving, I cautioned Boyd to take care. 
 
    With a wry grin, he’d answered that he knew he was suspect. The cops and the robbers both suspected him. 
 
    Maybe I was the only one not suspicious.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    The morning meeting was early, but Trevar’s Team was definitely making attempts to get after it. We had very little idea what we were attempting to get after. I warned everyone that they should take care, there might be three thugs looking for treasure. They might believe we knew its whereabouts. 
 
    Boyd and the Team were only going to have phone conversation. The gang might indeed be smart enough to figure out that Boyd and I might be related. On a couple cases, my photograph was plastered on the front pages. It wasn’t a leap to realize that with the same last name, and identical features – I might be in contact with Boyd. I’d convinced Boyd for his own good, and my good, we’d only correspond by email, text, and telephone. He’d put the four of us on speed dial – in case of an emergency.  In-person connections would be risky, but we would be nearby. Familial similarities were now part of the case. 
 
    Rachel had pulled backgrounds on the three major players in the gold gone missing murder case. We’d heard the Mickey/Mitchell Coleman convictions. His brutality was legendary, with women especially. Dimitri Zhenya was winner of the most convictions on his rap sheet. Battery and assault were big with the former Russian. And as we’d suspected, Jurg Laski bought off enemies, frightened them off, killed them, or they disappeared. His Russian citizenship often thwarted charges being brought against him. His cunning guile was legendary. We were not playing with lightweights. These were career criminals. 
 
    And the Team, along with Boyd, planned to take great care. Because our investigation was in its embryonic stage, while cautious, we weren’t as concerned as we needed to become after the case was in full swing. 
 
    The other case, that didn’t seem like it, but was in full swing was frustrating us all. Mona and Donald Ogden were squeaky clean. Mona had a couple driving infractions. Donald Ogden of central Nebraska hadn’t even done any cow-tipping. He’d had scholarships to an Ivy League university. Longing for sunshine and warmth, he ended up in Palm Beach working for one of the major architectural corporations in Florida. He married into the family. At twenty-five, Donald became a vice-president of Ross Architects. 
 
    Mona had been Donald’s socialite boss when her father died shortly after the wedding. By the time the Team’s morning conference had ended, I was intrigued to visit with her and see what was with her in her desire to end her recent marriage. As Summer had said, one year of marriage is barely enough to perfect all the sensual positions. 
 
    Driving through the parking lot, I noticed that Mona’s parking spot was the prime choice of all prestige spaces. It very nearly was inside, stationed in the lobby of the swank huge, modernistic building. Donald Ogden knew exactly which of them wore the pantsuit. 
 
    When I was led into the enormous suite of rooms that was Mona’s office, I examined the signage. Ross Architects was beneath the name Mona Ross Ogden. Vaulted ceilings, spacious, and avant-garde, the design was breathtaking. 
 
    As soon as we were seated across from one another at a lush Cherrywood desk, she smiled briefly. “Your women are delightful,” she rushed the compliment. 
 
    “We actually are all four partners. I’m partial to them, but I do think they are the best detectives in Florida. Summer and Jill tell me that they don’t feel as though they’ve been very productive in their search to find any negative information about Donald.” 
 
    “He’s clever.” Her sigh was one of comradery. “He knows I’m a bright woman with complete cred in the field of architecture. He also knows I plow profits back into the company.” 
 
    “He hasn’t shown any tendencies to be unfaithful? Usually there are signs.” I studied Mona’s affectations. While thinking how to answer, she tipped her head to indicate that she was seriously considering my stupid question. She had a world-wide known firm. She could entice men, and she didn’t need to be questioned by a simpleton detective. 
 
    Seeing society photos of her in the papers, I’d figured she was a woman without a bad day. Trim, about 5’5” and at thirty-nine years of age, she’d been through charm school, and mastered in elegant clothing, as well as elocution, and how each motion projected her title. Her hand glided through her neck-length clipped streaked brunette hair. Gently, and somewhat seductively, she blinked her bronze eyes. The smile was an afterthought, because she knew of my Sapphic leanings.  
 
    After lingering another moment, she finally answered, “There are more ways to be unfaithful that sexual infidelity. I think he may very well be feeding company secrets to a competitor. That’s why it’s important for your agency to find all his contacts. He may be compromising our bids. Also, I worry that our artistic integrity of the structures might be shared.” 
 
    “I’m not certain the Team understood this was their mission. You hadn’t mentioned business espionage.” 
 
    “I rather hoped they’d stumble onto it. I’m concerned that they just aren’t searching under the right rocks.” 
 
    “They’ve been chasing down his extracurricular social events. You were concerned about his dalliances. Look, Ms. Ogden…” 
 
    “Call me Mona. I’ll soon be going back to my maiden name, Ross. If Donald ever hoped this company would be changing from Ross Architects to Ogden Architects, he’d better think again.” Her face became fierce. “Day before yesterday, I caught him trying to override a blueprint.” 
 
    “Mona, we need to do some cyber espionage if we’re going to capture him stealing various protected intellectual properties. The fact is, he already has access into relevant parts of the company. We’ll need to prevent him for continuing on by reworking your computers. If he is doing something counterproductive to Ross Architects, we should change passwords, etcetera. We do have a Team member with expert training in computer protection.” 
 
    “But I still want Donald followed.” 
 
    “We can do that. Listen, Mona, I’ll have Rachel Rosen contact you this afternoon, and perhaps the two of you can get a trap set to at least find out where information might have been leaked. Codes that need changing if they’ve been compromised. It will need to be explored.” 
 
    “I’ll look forward to talking with Ms. Rosen.” She stood. Her hand lifted as she pointed toward the door. “And thank you for contacting me.” 
 
    “We want for you to be pleased with our service. Donald was cagey enough to become your husband, so we still have a great deal to learn about him.” 
 
    She walked me to the elevator. “Ms. Trevar, Beryl, I thought I was careful in having Don checked out. Background check. I recognized that I was half a generation older, but I knew that an age span had worked with my parents. My father was the powerful, smart one, and twenty years older. I’m the powerful, smart one with Donald. Or at least I thought I was.” 
 
    “And you want out of the marriage. No reconciliation.” 
 
    “None. I want the marriage ended.” She held out her hand to shake mine. “I no longer trust him. I’ll do anything to get him out of my company and out of my life.” Her handshake was cool, and it wasn’t just the air conditioning. She had the qualities of a mermaid. Mermaids are beguiling in theory. Yet, we all know they aren’t legitimate. Less kindly – they aren’t real. And downright name-calling – they’re phony. The final category was a terrific fit for Mona. I hadn’t tricked Mona into believing that I liked her. She hadn’t fooled me into believing she was a genuine mermaid. 
 
    By the time I reached my convertible, I wondered why Mona hated her husband as she did. She’d bought off three hubbies before. This was different. She despised spouse number four. Why? She wasn’t going to tell me. I knew that Mona Ross Ogden was a darling of the social set. And I knew who probably would have attended her wedding, as well as all other major events of her life. Including the first three weddings. 
 
    Swiftly I drove to Mandy Jewel’s apartment. 
 
    “This is a treat,” Mandy greeted me as I entered. 
 
    “Yes. We’re working on a case with Mona Ross Ogden. She’s society. I thought of you.” 
 
    “I don’t know her as well as I knew her father. Her mother was a snooty younger woman. I’m sure Mona got her suspicious, superior attitudes from her maternal side. An only child. She’s worked alongside of her father since she got through college. All these years. After three lousy, or spent, marriages, she stays single for a few years. Then hitches up with this kid in his mid-twenties. Her father dies, and she is left with the company. I honestly don’t know Donald Ogden at all. I’m pretty sure he’s a gold-digger. The term ‘tiger by the tail’ comes to mind. Mona looks younger, but not that much younger. She’ll probably get taken to the cleaners. And her defense will be that he’s so handsome, she needed to give him more revenue. She might have buyer’s remorse now.” 
 
    “A sort of Adonis defense.  Maybe it made her feel young to be on his arm.” 
 
    “Also, no one loves being photographed for the society pages more than Mona. Posing is her hobby. She loves modeling in the Palm Beach Post, and Palm Beach Daily News. They were like her hobbies. The Shiny Sheet has a lot of her images.” 
 
    When my phone rang, I motioned that I’d need to take the call. Mandy continued mixing a midday drink. 
 
    “Rach, listen” I requested. I then explained what Mona Ross Ogden wanted done as far as the espionage charge. “There could be cyber fraud. Hacking wouldn’t surprise me.” 
 
    Rachel promised, “I’ll call her immediately. I’m really calling to inform you that Boyd is getting antsy and hates being confined. He went out for a while and on his way back, he noticed a car driving slowly through the motel parking lot. He couldn’t tell who was driving, but certainly was worried that it might be one of the three from Sea Fortune.” 
 
    “Tell Boyd to meet me at that diner down the block from his motel. Meanwhile, tell him he should shelter in place,” I suggested. 
 
    When I hung up, I explained it all to Mandy. 
 
    She commented, “If Jurg and Mickey are after your cousin, he’s in big trouble. They are nasty men.” 
 
    “Mandy, Boyd is terrified of them, and now he’s worried about getting charged in the murder of Simon. He seems to be Tom’s prime suspect.” 
 
    “The poor guy,” Mandy commiserated. “Crazy Dimitri Lasky, Mickey Coleman, and Jurg Zhenya don’t take prisoners.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous to take Boyd back to the yacht. If they find out we’re cousins, they might sink The Radclyffe. No questions needed.” 
 
    “So, the police won’t let Boyd leave the area. And three men want him to leave permanently. Quietly. And dead.” Mandy poured us a drink. Martini, with coconut flavor. “We need to loosen up and think.” As she sat, she asked, “Okay, the solution is simple. Boyd comes to Palm. He can stay here with me. They won’t be looking for him to be in Palm. He can hide his car in my adjoining parking space. He can use my auto if he needs to get out.” 
 
    With amazement, my mouth had bobbled several moments. “I don’t want you endangered.” 
 
    “I won’t be. The doormen here are mean wrestlers, and ex-Marines. And to be honest, Beryl, I can do with some company. And if he is anything like you, he’ll be good company.” 
 
    Swallowing, I acquiesced, “He seems nice, but I don’t know him all that well. He is a neat freak.” 
 
    “That’s a start. Look, if he’s trouble. Like most men inherently are, I’ll suggest he find a new address. Which he needs to do now anyway. But if it works out, I’ll be thrilled to have a new friend. After all, you’re like a daughter to me. And he could be like a son. Are his parents living?” 
 
    “His father is my father’s twin. Both are deceased. His mother and his brother ignore him.” I chuckled. “His mother insisted on moving away from here to Washington state, because she didn’t want my lowlife parents to tarnish their standings as churchgoers.” 
 
    “If she could see you now?” 
 
    We both laughed a chorus. “If she could see my Sapphic partners.” I took a gulp of the delicious cocktail. 
 
    “But Boyd is okay with your sexuality?” 
 
    “Mandy, he’s fine. He’s a very easy-going guy. I’m certain he didn’t murder anyone. He’s not like me,” I said with a laugh. “He hasn’t got the gumption to pull off a heist. He’s a surfer.” 
 
    “You’ll bring Boyd here?” 
 
    “If you’re sure. I don’t want to impose.” I gave Mandy a hug. 
 
    I left to meet with Boyd. One of Mandy’s martinis translated to two strong black coffees. Immediately after Boyd and I slid into a booth, I ordered those two black coffees. I proceeded to explain about Mandy’s offer. Boyd seemed somewhat skeptical about being put-up in the apartment with an ex-madam in her middle sixties. While I sipped coffee, then made a restroom run, Boyd considered the plan. When I returned, he had convinced himself that he didn’t have a better suggestion. 
 
    As my plan was set into place, he went over it in his head. He drove my car and pulled up to his motel room. He unloaded his luggage, and items into my car. I watched from afar, in his car. That would be the car known to the three treasure hunters. If they were spying on the motel, I could then draw them away from Boyd and take them on a chase. Thankfully there was no need for that. 
 
    At Mandy’s apartment complex, she quickly opened the entry to security parking spaces. As Mandy ordered, we parked our cars against the wall next to her auto, and her visitor’s space. When we’d parked the cars next to one another, Boyd opened his trunk and the trunk to my Mercedes. I gave him the apartment number. “You go ahead put what is in my car back into yours. And bring what you want up. I’ll see that you get settled, then you can call if you need me for anything. I’ll pick up a parking sticker from Mandy and when I come back down, I’ll slap it on your car. Then take mine. You should be secure with Mandy.” 
 
    Mandy and Boyd took to one another instantly. She bragged that she had been in on the last Trevar’s Team caper. 
 
    The personality matchup had been taken care of. On my way down to my convertible, I slapped a parking sticker on Boyd’s car. 
 
    Then I decided to contact Jill. She had afternoon duty shadowing Donald Ogden. I asked her location, and said I’d be there in ten minutes. 
 
    She’d briefed me about Donald and his fellow workers. They had just tucked in to a cozy little upscale bar and grill. There were seven, Jill told me. It appeared to be a two-for-one special combo birthday party of one of the employees. Jill was obviously good at her job. The people at the table hadn’t paid an iota of attention to the great looking African American that was spying on them. I went to the bar to order some ginger ale. I stood beside Jill, as I ordered and waited for my drink. Jill and I made social chat with hidden meanings. Nothing appeared to be suspicious. Nothing remotely like Donald gave a flip about the three women. He talked mostly with one of the men. That man was obviously with one of the women. 
 
    Jill had pointed out the man looking bored with the party. He looked as though he might like to bolt and make a run for it. When Jill pointed him out, she called him Dapper Donald. Dressed fashionably in luxury quality attire, his manicured fingers combed through his short, neatly clipped brown hair. His eyes were green, although I couldn’t tell from the distance, I recalled from his driver’s license information. Lips continued to be activated, even though he wasn’t talking. Being cool, yet I sensed he was nervous. 
 
    I trekked past them, listening for bits of information. All work, and all about a project schedule for a new strip mall. When the group disbursed, Donald hung back, finishing his drink. 
 
    “Hi,” I said as I sat across the large booth from him. I’d activated my pin body camera. I figured I would ask Rachel to weigh in on its credibility. Rachel often picked up some trait that I hadn’t seen or heard. Often, she would close her eyes and listen. Our voices are the event, but the emphasis is often like unpacked luggage. It comes through the second time you listen. 
 
    “Hello,” he said softly. “You’re a lovely looking woman, but I’m really not interested. I’m having enough problems with my marriage, so getting hooked up with another woman isn’t even on my radar.” 
 
    “I’m Beryl. I understand, I’ve been through a bad love affair. Breaking up is terrible. Look, you don’t know me, so if you’d like to talk, go ahead.” 
 
    “Beryl, I’m Donald. My wife and I just don’t communicate. She wants a divorce. I think we need to give it another chance.” He listened to the music playing lowly. “We didn’t even have a song.” 
 
    “What song would you select if you did?” 
 
    He laughed, a deep uncertain laugh. “I’m not sure. I like Beatles music. That’s what my mother played when I was growing up. If we’re talking romantic Beatles, you might say Mona and my song began with ‘All You Need Is Love,’ and ‘The Long and Winding Road’ is the end of it.” 
 
    “Do you still love her?” I pursued as much as I could. 
 
    “I want to, but she’s making it difficult. She’s impossible to love at times. She’s demanding. And she’s argumentative. She doesn’t trust me.” He was certainly putting his entire list of offenses on the table. “What about with you?” he queried. 
 
    “I fell in love with a woman. I would have given the world to be with her. It didn’t work out.” 
 
    I wasn’t certain why I was telling him about the love of my life. I hadn’t thought about the singer Lilia Franco, for weeks. 
 
    “What happened to her?” he inquired. 
 
    “She became a nun.” 
 
    He snickered, “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. She was a singer and she became a nun.” 
 
    “You aren’t happy now,” he noted. “I wonder if she’s happy being a nun.” Another small snicker escaped his lips. “What was your song?” 
 
    “After she left, the old Bobby Dylan tune named ‘I’ll Remember You’ was my song.” 
 
    He gave a whistle that seemed to be in the tune of solitude. He looked at his watch for more time than he needed. “I’d better get going. Nice talking to you. You know, sometimes guys don’t feel as though they should approach a woman. I wasn’t sure if you were hitting on me or not. Since you love women, that question is probably answered. But look what a good chat we had.” 
 
    “I enjoyed it, too. Donald, I hope things go the way they’re supposed to happen for you.” 
 
    He grinned. “I hope your nun comes back to you.” 
 
    I couldn’t help being somewhat embarrassed. He walked toward the door. He briefly stopped, turned slightly, and gave me a partial grin. It seemed endearing. I would never see Donald Ogden again. Two hours later he was knifed to death. While running on a trail near the palatial ocean home he shared with his estrange wife, he was murdered. 
 
    I wasn’t to find out about the crime until the next morning. I spent a quiet evening thinking about my ex-lover. She was dearly loved. Also, I thought about what was going on with the marriage of Mona and Donald. He hadn’t shown me any glaring infractions. Wasn’t a cheater, at least with me. Still, there was some bit of him that, although didn’t appear see-through, existed. Some of the most trusted people in the world are criminals, con men, and serial killers. They are trusted. That was why I always insisted on at least two interviews. 
 
    The love of Mona and Donald. The love I felt for Lilia Franco. Missing.  
 
    Love runs an unmistakable race. Going toward it, and then going away. Love slips off, sometimes it lingers. My love affair was a memory galloping away. 
 
    Thankfully, the night was restful. Although I didn’t have the totally unconscious kind of sleep, I did catch a few catnaps. Something was grinding on my mind. The two cases worried me. But for the time, I continued thinking everything was as uneventful as it could be. Everyone was safe within the moment. How wrong I was. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    After an invigorating shower, I’d went to the galley for a delicious breakfast. Prepared by Jill, it did wonders for my palate. “Perfect preparation.” I commented as I felt the flavors bursting in my mouth. “And presentation is ten stars. You must have learned to cook at home, they sure don’t know this Gullah cooking at the Police Academy.” 
 
    She chuckled. “My granddaddy was a chef. A Gullah cook in New Orleans. He was a descendent of enslaved Africans in Georgia.” 
 
    “These are the best grits I’ve ever eaten,” I commented. The shrimp and grits were atop savory Lowcountry gravy. Hot butter topped both the grits and the fresh biscuits. “That savory gravy is perfection. And the shrimp is magnificent. My calorically enhanced body is thanking you.” 
 
    “Beryl, you’ve been fixing great breakfasts all week, so I thought you deserved to be treated. This is one of my granddad’s recipes. He and my grandmama helped to raised me. My dad was also a cook. He was killed in a robbery.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jill.” I stopped eating. I hugged her. “You never told me that. Is that your reason for becoming a cop?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    The phone rang, and I snagged the call – in real time, without messaging needed. “Trevar Investigators,” I muttered as I chewed. 
 
    Mona was screaming. “You’ve got to help me.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I sat up, reaching for my coffee. 
 
    “He’s dead. Donald is dead. He was murdered.” 
 
    Spilling my coffee as I set the mug down hard, nearly shattering it. “Donald has been murdered.” 
 
    “Beryl, they brought me down to police headquarters for questioning.” 
 
    “I’ll be right down.” As I hung up, I glanced at Jill. Summer was coming through the galley and heard the news. Their expressions were shock. 
 
    “Donald Ogden?” Summer questioned. 
 
    “Yes. And our client is on the short list of suspects. Spouses usually are on the initial list.” Knowing Rachel had been working late, I suspected that she would be sleeping in. “Okay, one of you stay here and get Rachel up to speed. Wait for my call with details, then we’ll plan.” 
 
    “I’m only half dressed,” Jill said. “I’ll stay here.” 
 
    Summer nodded, but with unexplained anger, her face reddened. I motioned to her. “Let’s roll.” 
 
    She was silent on the way to my car. As she plunged her body into the seat next to mine, she sighed. Both plunge and sigh were the brooding kinds. “Fine.” 
 
    “Summer, what’s bothering you?” 
 
    “Forget it.” 
 
    “It has something to do with Jill. Has she done anything to make you upset?” 
 
    “I said forget it.” 
 
    I mimicked her favorite sulking word, “Fine.” As we drove, the quiet was numbing. I finally said, “Summer, grow up. Stop sulking and flipping grow up. If you’ve got a problem, tell me. We need everyone on board and acting civilly. We’re a team.” 
 
    “It seems more like we’re Jill’s employees.” 
 
    “Ah ha, so that’s it. You’re upset that Jill is a take charge woman. She is an ex-cop. Most cops don’t have time to choose between hurting your feelings and making a decision. Cut her some slack.” 
 
    “Maybe you don’t need me on the Team. It’s getting to be like a dormitory.” 
 
    “Your stateroom is scarcely a dorm. It’s pretty damned elegant. And you have all the accoutrements. Spa, exercise room, lounging deck…” I lost my trend of thought as I drove. 
 
    “I’ve just had it,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Summer, we all agreed to hire Jill. As a team. As you can see, we’ve got two murders. Two cases. We also have our other clients. With three on the Team, we were at peak capacity. We were run ragged with one case. Rachel doesn’t want to go back to being an on-the-street detective. She’s excellent at what she does. Remember when Jill came aboard, you and I had both had close calls. We needed backup. It’s essential for our safety that we have adequate protection. And there’s no one better than Jill for that. She has the right instincts.” 
 
    “Meaning I’m not better.” Her sulk was on high burn. 
 
    “No one is better than you, either. That’s why you’re both on the Team.” 
 
    “Team. Did you notice how she decided who was going with you just now? She comes on as if she’s the director.” 
 
    “You were dressed and she wasn’t. I would have needed to wait. Do you want me to drive you back so you can make a decision, and I can pick her up?” 
 
    “No, it was a good call. It’s just that she makes every call.” 
 
    Driving my vehicle into the headquarters parking lot was hasty. I slammed on the brakes. Through my clenched teeth, I warned, “Summer, we are going to be a Team, as we always have been. She’s probably just trying to impress you. Promise me you’ll attempt to be welcoming and accepting of her.” 
 
     “Fine.” 
 
    “Maybe you should take your motorcycle out for a spin,” I suggested. “It might improve your mood.” 
 
    “It needs a paint job. The paint is junk,” she sulked. 
 
    “Have it painted. Summer, I’ll pick up the tab.” 
 
    “Putting paint on a motorcycle is like polishing a turd.” 
 
    I began to laugh. “One thing you do better than anything else. You make me laugh.” 
 
    She laughed for a moment. She always acted as if she had a crater of emotion ready to burst at any time.  
 
    Without discussion, we walked into the building. 
 
    After sitting in a stale smelling interrogation area for ten minutes, we were led to the small interview room. Mona Ross Ogden was dressed in a chic, fuchsia capelet jacket, with cropped designer jeans. I heard a prosecuting attorney talking about bringing charges against Mona. I realized they often do that as a form of saber rattling. One of the assistance said that Mona had been heard saying that she wanted a divorce from Donald. She wanted him gone. 
 
    The interrogating homicide detective sat beside the assistant prosecutor. They were opposite Mona. She had wisely answered no questions whatsoever and wished to speak to an attorney. She seemed relieved when I burst through the door stating that I’d be representing Mona, and she was silence. 
 
    I blared out, “Detective, Ms. Ross has nothing to say. If you have the word of someone that she wanted her late husband ‘gone’ – that could have meant anything. Maybe she wanted him to go to Texas. They had been planning to split. That wasn’t a secret.” 
 
    The young prosecutor said, “Okay, we won’t be bringing charges. But your client is being ordered to stay in this county’s jurisdiction.” 
 
    “This county is her home, so she won’t be going anywhere,” I promised. 
 
    I then ushered Mona out to my convertible. Summer jumped in the backseat so that our client could ride in front. “We’ll get you home. Don’t do any interviews or talk with anyone else, unless you decided on a different attorney. Which would probably be best.” 
 
    “I won’t say a thing.” She answered. “And I’ll use an attorney from my firm.” She’d shed a few tears, but she was dry-eyed by the time we dropped her off at her office. “I’ll be in touch,” Mona stated. “Until then I’d like for your agency to continue with your own investigation of the murder of Donald. I have an ironclad alibi. I’m not the killer. I don’t want to go to jail by being accused of something I didn’t do.” 
 
    “Wise decision, Mona. We’ll continue to investigate and report what we find. Meanwhile, I suggest you don’t mention things like when you’re done with someone, you’re done.” 
 
    “We were both done with the marriage,” she argued. 
 
    “But he wasn’t skedaddling. So, watch what you say,” I admonished. 
 
    “We’re finished with this now,” she announced in her snooty, obnoxious way. 
 
    I felt like asking permission to leave. But she was a paying client. It’s an ‘as is’ world. You show up and hope for the best. 
 
    As I pulled away from the curb, Summer squeezed between the front seats. “I hate riding in the backseat.” 
 
    “Summer, you’re of legal age of twenty-two, now. I’m only going to say this once. Don’t let the little stuff stomp you. Riding in the backseat, taking orders from the new person in the Team, those are small stuff. If you’re going to hate anything or anyone, hate the people who murder other people. The evil, vicious people on earth. We share the air with them. And there are also prissy-brained clients with which to contend.” 
 
    “Do you believe Diva Mona is retaining our service so that she can find out who is the killer of the husband she hated?” 
 
    “Maybe she wants to give the murderer of Donald a commendation for taking him out.” 
 
    Tickled at the thought, we both laughed. It felt great to be laughing with her again. Then she spoiled the mood by asking, “What if both our clients are killers. What if Boyd killed Simon?” 
 
    My face was burning, and I was pretty sure it was stop-sign bright red. “Then I really will need to go into a courtroom again.” 
 
    When we arrived back at the yacht, even Pluma was discharging some pretty awful curse words. “Chingda,” Pluma roared. “Ching-ga-da. Ching-ga-daaaa.” 
 
    I sighed. “If only Pluma’s Spanish wasn’t pronounced so beautifully.” 
 
    I called everyone together in the conference room. Reporting what happened at headquarters was quick, and certainly terse. 
 
    Rachel then reported what she’d received from police reports. Donald Ogden had taken his jogging path about a mile from home. On a path, his lifeless body was found early in the morning. The forensics lividity evaluation concluded that he’d died somewhere around sunset. Several stab wounds were recorded. Multiple. A ton of lacerations. Donald had attempting to fight off the assailant. His expensive neck chain and pendant were missing. His slim wallet, with ID, and a few credit cards, was taken. 
 
    “It could have been random knifing,” Rachel guessed. Rachel lit up her computer and pulled up the crime scene photos. “These just came in. It was a messy crime. The killer had to have been covered with blood.” 
 
    “Trail, do any of the other photos show a trail to the ocean, where the killer might have scrubbed up?” Summer asked. 
 
    “Tides would probably have carried any trace of blood away, and washed the shore clean,” Jill remarked. “And with the winds last night, his clothing probably would have been dried before he met up with anyone.” 
 
    “It was dusk, getting darker and gusty. There probably wasn’t anyone out strolling,” Summer responded. “I’m thinking Tom and the detectives believe the only way the Ogden case will be solved is if a jailhouse snitch bargains for early release time. We can all check with our confidential informants. Just a thought.” 
 
    There was also a breeze of discontentment at our conference table. I jumped in. “Good idea, Summer. The streets may have some talk going on. Okay, everyone please write a report with your personal conjecture as to how it would have happened. And why. Make a list of suspects. Then let’s go over this again later.” 
 
    The three began to leave. I called Jill and Summer back. They sat. “What’s going on?” Summer asked. 
 
    “On this investigation, we’re going to shake up the roster. You two will be working the case independently. Go your own way, follow your own leads, and then we’ll still report during our morning conferences. If there is a time when both of you work together, there will be an agenda. One day Summer will be in charge, the next day Jill is in charge. Rotating leadership.” 
 
    They uttered their agreement. Both looking a bit shell-shocked, however they nodded their approval. 
 
    I continued staring them down. “Right now, we have two homicide cases. And we’ve got to get them right. Getting them right will take teamwork. But from now on, as often as possible, we will be a team working independently. Are the two of you in agreement with that?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Jill answered. 
 
    Summer’s lips pursed. “I’m good with that.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” I said as I stood. “I want a happy yacht. I want this to be the good ship lollypop, dressed in smiles, and sailing an ocean blue.” 
 
    Their expressions relayed that they got my message. Loud and clear, and sweet. 
 
    After a few calls, I walked back to the office. It was quiet, and Rachel appeared relaxed. Things finally seemed upbeat. “Where did Summer and Jill go?” I asked Rachel. I took a chair near her desk. 
 
    “Down to our gym. They are doing their workouts together.” She frowned. “Did you scold them?” 
 
    “Naw. I set down rules. They were visually shaken that I would set up boundaries. But what I really did was to rearrange their irritations. They are no longer ticked off at one another. They’re now together. Both being upset with me. I replace their mutual targets – one another, with me as the villain.” 
 
    With a snide grin, Rachel questioned, “How are they going to react when you boss them around?” 
 
    I returned her grin. “Rachel, it’s simple. I give you the outline of their assignments, and you present the tasks to them. Your responsibility is to be condescending, congenial, and empathetic. You are their companion and cooperator. They won’t blame you.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I can be sugar-coated. Downright affectionate. They’ll be fine.” 
 
    Rachel let out a howl. “You used to play the jury just like this, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I plead sort of guilty.” I winked at her. 
 
    We both were well aware that it was a plan that would work. I knew Rachel didn’t have free time to deal with this new dimension to the Team. But I also was aware that she would manage with decorum and delicacy.  
 
    When my phone rang, I let it go to message. It was Chief Powers asking if I was going back to my defense attorney ways. In the morning I would report that Mona was hand-selecting a firm, however Trevar Investigators was going to be maintaining its role in detective work. That would give Tom indigestion. He already was aware that I was going to be defending my cousin, Boyd, if it ever got to that place. 
 
    We all could and would kill for certain reasons. Being attacked. Being a member of the military protecting our country. Revenge for a loved one being killed. We don’t like to think we could fit into that costume – murderer. But I’ve seen enough of civilization to believe every single person might plot, snap, hire a hit, or in some other way, commit a homicide, taking someone else’s life. 
 
    However, Boyd’s demeanor is at the opposite end of the scale. I bristled thinking that sometimes the killer ends up being the one you least expect. Like finding love, that can also be someone unsuspected. Everything lately seemed rather like love, I thought to myself. 
 
    Looking over my notes, there was one thing that clearly stood out. Murder cases have an emotional tone. The universe seems to be shouting to us, urgency is required. 
 
    Even with the lovely ocean outside my office window, working inside was always a tad dismal. The afternoon clouds had burned off. The scene made the sea look like polished sunlight. I enjoyed twilight as it peeked over the horizon. It was a reminder that the daylight has been spent, and evening is approaching. It was at about this time when Donald Ogden was accosted and murdered. 
 
    The thought came to me. I’d like to see the murder scene at this time, the death time, and from the oceanside. I decided to take our twenty-four-foot runabout boat out. I could take a look at the shoreline. Many yachts have a small powered outboard, and also have the marine winch to launch it. Runabout boats come in handy as the larger ship’s tender. 
 
    I called for Summer and Jill to give me a hand with the hydraulics to launch. Summer was skilled and adapt at anything mechanical. She proudly explained the process to Jill. That was an excellent ‘togetherness’ moment. Summer also offered to teach Jill about powerboats. Jill bristled and mentioned she did know how to pilot a boat. 
 
    The two then tried to insist I take one of them with me. An idea I immediately rejected. I propelled the craft to the area where Donald had been murdered. The tide was washing the shore clean. Behind the brow of berm, was the path. I zeroed in on the exact area. Then I took several photos, from different angles. There was nothing added to the information we already had. But perhaps this little jaunt was more for my peace and pleasure. 
 
    As I made a course change, navigating my way back to The Radclyffe, I wondered who designed the hull. The keel was the center of the bottom. It resembled the breastbone of a bird. 
 
    The evening was calm, and I was tranquil. That never lasted. But I gazed up at a field of blinking stars. I was in hopes that Summer and Jill had not feuded. I needed one of the ‘little sailors’ to strap and winch the powerboat up to its position aboard. 
 
    I called for both of them to come out on the deck. It was a lesson about the importance of two humans working together to get a job done. 
 
    Disharmony skews the formality of affinity. If nothing else, Summer and Jill might need to foreshadow their impulses in order to get my small boat aboard. My plan must have been working. The two sea-women put my craft down hard. We all laughed. I knew they’d plotted a harsh landing. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Donald Ogden was slashed to bits. We’re talking about malfeasance going on big time,” Summer said as she examined the large screen. 
 
    Rachel had loaded the forensics photos. The day had started with a quick meeting, and not a very jovial one at that. Crime scenes are never pretty, and this scene was enormously brutal, and bloody. 
 
    Jill commented, “When I was in Miami, we referred to it as a slice and dice homicide. It was usually done by someone hating the victim very much. Our client fits that bill perfectly. However, also crazed drug addicts chopped until they dropped. A little gallows humor to begin the day.” 
 
    I chuckled, but Summer’s features showed that she was perturbed. She was not a morning person. She muttered, “I say it was Mona.” 
 
    “I saw her arrogance, but she doesn’t strike me as a psychopathic freak. I can’t quite see Mona Ross Ogden wanting her thousand-dollar outfit smudged red.” I’d made an attempt at defending her. “And she’s five-five and one-hundred and twenty or thirty pounds. Even with a weapon, she wouldn’t be any match for him.” 
 
    “Hired. She could afford to pay a hitman to take him apart like that,” Summer suggested. 
 
    Rachel sighed deeply. “Trev, you met her. I think she’s all talk.” 
 
    Jill added, “And he didn’t seem as though he was a bad sort. But the psychopaths can sell anything to anybody. They are the best play actors in the world. They lie. I think Donald had that personality trait. He deceived and got a kick out of the way he could distort the truth.” 
 
    I closed my eye, thinking of the one time I’d met him. “When I talked to him, he said he didn’t want the divorce.” I got up from our conference table and looked closely at the screen. Mona’s words were vitriolic, and from some deep hatred. Surely, I considered, she had money to buy him off. And the charges against him weren’t adding up. There wasn’t infidelity. There wasn’t, on a cursory examination, any proof that he was in collusion by selling blueprints. If he sold bidding information, it wasn’t visible. Rachel was still checking it out. But he seemed clean. His background check was wholesome. “He should have agreed to a divorce.” 
 
    Rachel surmised, “So you think Mona was behind it?” 
 
    “Maybe he hid a girlfriend away,” Summer mused. “And his sweetheart wanted him to leave Mona. When he didn’t, his love interest killed him.” 
 
    “His love interest would have needed to be Amazonian to kill him alone,” Jill inserted. 
 
    Summer countered, “I’m saying that it would have had to be a very strong woman. Like you and like me.” She glanced my way, “Not that you’re not well-exercised, Trev, but you’re not as buff as we are. No offense. Trev.” She glared at Jill. 
 
    “The point is mute, because I certainly didn’t get any information linking him to another woman.” Jill’s back went straight. “I think it was a hitman.” 
 
    I sighed. “Okay, let’s calm down. You two, go back over your notes. See if there might be anything. Check anyone that might be suspicious in Mona’s background.” 
 
     Rachel jumped in, “The daily assignments are: Beryl check out things with Boyd and Mandy. Jill, look into Donald Ogden’s contacts. Summer, continue interrogating those close to Mona, at Ross Architects.” 
 
    Their grumbles were accompanied with shrugs. Jill and Summer left the room. Rachel asked, “I think that went well, don’t you?” 
 
    “Sure,” I answered. “Can’t you get that image off the screen. I’ve got it memorized. I’m going to check on Laski, Coleman, and Dimitri. Then I’ll drop by to visit Mandy. I don’t want her to think I’m dropping Boyd off at her doorstep. I’ll find him another motel room if he’s bugging her.” 
 
    “Good plan. I’d hate to burn a good confidential informant like Mandy.” Rachel snickered. “Boyd might be the kind of person that lumbers others with his problems. Soft touches like you and Mandy - you’ve got his problems, and she’s now got his problems.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Rachel, he’s family. But I am going to make certain Mandy doesn’t regret issuing him an invitation to stay with her. 
 
    With a quick exit from our craft, I strolled to my vehicle. I was glad the top was up, and I wasn’t going to go convertible. I drove to West Palm. There was a docking area where hunters of sea treasure congregated. In a rough part of town, and with rough trade, it was usually buzzing with gossip among the workers. Two-bit, semi-drunk sailors often don’t know any better than to answer questions. My hopes were that I would run into a stooge that talks. Someone there might have known Simon Wagoner. Even if they knew Laski, Coleman, and Dimitri, they probably wouldn’t blab to a stranger about it. 
 
    The Blue Sea Bar was sleazy. Shoddy décor gave a hint of the ocean. Fishing nets, and shells had been ripped, and broken. Obviously, the place had seen its share of brawls. I ordered a bottle of beer. I watched carefully as a hairy, tattooed house of a man opened the beer. I always watched that nothing was slipped in my drink when I came into the lower-end establishments. The place was crawling with grime. The large bartender grumbled, “Anything else.” He pounded the beer on the bar. 
 
    “I do have a question you might be able to help me with.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Do you know a man named Simon Wagoner?” 
 
    “I did. The guy’s a corpse now.” 
 
    “Simon’s dead?” I question with my best acting skill. “What happened? He was only thirty-five. And I saw him a few weeks ago. He was working on Sea Fortune. He said they were pulling up some treasure.” 
 
    “I know nothin’ about that. He used to come in once in a while. You’re a classy broad. I don’t think you’da given him the time of day. I say you’re either a bill collector or a probation officer.” 
 
    “Smart,” I complimented him, adding a grin. “Probation officer. But I hadn’t heard he died. One less report to write,” I said nonchalantly. “I never got to know him, but he was keeping his nose clean.” 
 
    The bartender gulped a laugh. “Probably not. Listen, I got no more answers. See that guy across the room, seated in the booth. His name is Ax, and he knew Simon better than the rest of us.” 
 
    I threw a tip on the bar’s countertop. When I approached the booth, I said, “Hi, Ax.” The guy was big as a semi truck, and as mean looking as a teased rattlesnake. 
 
    “Do I know you?” His face was shaggy, his eyes deep and haunting. He’d been around. 
 
    “No. I just heard Simon Wagoner bought the farm. The bartender said you knew him pretty good.” 
 
    “Why you checking him?” 
 
    “Ax, I’m a probation officer. He didn’t list any next of kin. I have questions.” 
 
    He rubbed his fingers together. “My Pappy used to say ‘that ain’t gonna plow my field.’ You know what I mean?’ 
 
    I put a twenty-dollar bill on the table. “Does this help with your crop planting?” 
 
    “He had no family. At least no family that would want him around. You probably been out to the treasure huntin’ craft. The ship is with all these Russians. Shifty guys. And dangerous. They’re mad dogs. And this fella Mickey is a piranha.” Ax pointed to his head and whirled his finger. “They don’t make ‘em nuttier than Mickey.” 
 
    “I called the ship and got no information. So, I figured he hung around here.” 
 
    Ax’s eyes were examining my frame. As if he’d never seen a woman before, his glances shifted. “Most folks liked him okay. Most didn’t abide by the company he kept. That I can tell you. I liked his stories. He could tell what a lady was like in the sack just by looking. He went to strip clubs.” 
 
    “Any special lady?” I explored. 
 
    “Anyone who would give him a good time, and the time of day. He did have one gal he took to.” 
 
    “Where was his favorite hangout?” 
 
    “A dive that’s a few blocks away. Called ‘Sheeran’s Club’ – but it doesn’t open until two in the afternoon.” 
 
    “Anything you can tell me about Simon?” 
 
    “Lots, but you’d slap my face.” 
 
    “How did he die?” I glared. 
 
    “I ain’t sure if the bullets got him or he drowned.” I noticed Ax’s eyes were getting fiercer. 
 
    I questioned, “Any guess who killed him?” 
 
    “I heard it was some new diver. I never met him, but he musta rolled Simon for his cash, or maybe some gold.” 
 
    “Was the guy a friend of his?” 
 
    Ax roared a laugh. “You kiddin’? Lady, the guy killed him. That doesn’t sound too friendly.” He chugged a mouthful of beer. Still laughing, he accused, “I thought at first you might be a cop. But if you ask a question like that, you’re too fuckin’ dumb to be a cop or a detective.” 
 
    I joined in his laughter. “Hey, thanks for your talk.” Heading for the door, I noticed that there were many, many eyes scrutinizing me. Private detectives stumble into very weird worlds. Worlds where most people just barely caught the edge. 
 
    The fresh ocean air didn’t clean up the harbor smog, but it smelled better than the Blue Sea Bar. Amazed that my car wasn’t heisted on a flatbed, I thanked goddess for the magnificently expensive alarm system.       
 
    Within a couple blocks, phone music got my attention. It was Mandy. She said she wanted to talk with me. She suggested we’d have lunch. “Mandy, I’m in West Palm so it will be awhile.” 
 
    I heard her bubbly response, “See, I always say things are meant to happen as they happen. I’m headed down to CityPlace. There’s an extraordinary dining spot called Darlin’ Lucy. So, meet us there in fifteen.” 
 
    While enjoying the CityPlace area, I best loved it when going there to shop, or to socialize. Going there while in the middle of two murder cases, both with much mayhem, made it like going to a restricted area. Located in downtown West Palm Beach, CityPlace was for premier shopping, dining and entertaining. It was upscale, inspired by Western European architecture, and there were arcades, and promenades, water fountains, and floral designed landscapes. 
 
    “Will do,” I answered. I’d never been to Darlin’ Lucy before, so lunch there would be a nice break from reality. 
 
    That was my thought until Mandy’s dirty little chuckle bloomed through phone, and through the airways. “We’ve got a surprise for you, Beryl. Someone for you to meet.” 
 
    I clicked off. I suddenly wanted to drive immediately to Key West. I didn’t have time for some romantic interlude. Earlier in her life Mandy knew only shady ladies. The game gorgeous women that her pricy and exclusive escort agency once provided were luscious, but I had enough trouble with them each time Mandy called me to spring one of her women from jail. Back then, when I was just beginning my career as an attorney, I never turned business down. And I certainly wasn’t interested in pay-as-you-go romance. And she wasn’t promoting hookers anyway. She had shut down her gaming life, but apparently couldn’t help her matchmaking skills. 
 
    The problem at hand was that I had absolutely no time for love. Always on call. Two murders, and seemingly dozens to interrogate, would be pressing hard on me. Being a detective isn’t a social life. I’d tried dating, and it was disastrous. Out on an evening of romance, phone always seems to ring. I make excuses to my date. She never answers a call from me again. And sometimes the woman changes her phone number. I assumed that to be because she never wanted me to contact her. 
 
    When entrenched in a case, I saw romance as some emotional cage that included a flesh padlock. Women would be disruptive to my work. Mine was a dangerous profession. The three criminals from the Sea Fortune were deadly. The murderer of Donald Ogden, I presumed, was lethal and crazed. 
 
    I entered Darlin’ Lucy, I looked at the various tables. When I spotted Mandy, and Boyd, I also saw two empty seats. One chair would soon be filled with me. And the other chair might or might not be filled with some mystery woman. She probably didn’t like getting fixed up any more than I did. 
 
    Mandy’s personality was giant. She wore a garden-printed, draped tunic top. The crinkle texture was filled with brilliant pinks, violet, and yellow blooms. A backdrop was the lightest of leafy green. Her fitted Capri pants matched that delicate green.  
 
    As I sat, Boyd handed me a menu. “Glad you decided to take a chance,” he commented. 
 
    “Mandy and I go back a long way, and I don’t want to threaten our friendship.” 
 
    Mandy beamed. “Beryl dear, you look for ways not to fall in love. But this woman is exactly what you need. You’ll like this woman.” 
 
    “Mandy, I don’t have time for meeting a woman,” I emphasized. 
 
    Mandy grinned. “You two are perfect for one another. She said the same thing. She hasn’t time for romance. See, you two could understand time constraints.” 
 
    Iced-teas were delivered, and I had just taken a quick sip of the apricot flavored tea when I saw a woman entering. She was magnificent. Sublime. She must have been from the boulevard’s corner of gorgeous and adorable. I was hoping she would be ushered to our table. And when she was, I nearly spilled my tea. 
 
    Concentrating on her and hoping my attire had not sucked up too much of the Blue Sea Bar’s stench, I realized I hadn’t heard much of the introductions. “Sorry,” I bumbled, “I didn’t get your name.” 
 
    “I’m Clarissa Lamb, and you’re Beryl Trevar.” Her grin was gorgeous. She was fine with my sudden case of nerves. “I tried to tell Mandy and Boyd that you’re probably not interested in meeting me. You lead an exciting life, and I’m a boring bookseller.” 
 
       Clarissa Lamb appeared shy, yet not floundering. She seemed to be grazing on the atmosphere. Her lavish smile, pale peach lip gloss and bright white teeth, invited my return smile. Mid-length wavy hair was highlighted with chic wheat-colored streaks and coiffed perfectly. Jade-silver eyes glowed tenderly, yet timidly. Her outfit was a taupe jumpsuit, with floral trim along button closures and pockets. Relaxed, her moves seemed polished. Slim framed, she stood tall, about my five-eight height. She was confident and secure. Agility, and her sun-bronzed face, emitted softness, yet a strength. Her slight aloofness was by nature, rather than a designed forethought. She wasn’t flirty. 
 
    Yet her heavily lashed eyelids blinked and were disarming. This feeling, I admitted, was one I rarely felt about someone. Fluttering, stunned, and my mouth bobbled my thoughts around in my head.  
 
    “I’ll bet being a bookseller is far more exiting that ninety-percent of my life.” My grin was wobbly, and I attempted to swallow the dryness in my mouth. It felt as though I might be gulping down my excitement. “Have you lived here long?” 
 
    “Yes, most of my life. Seems like I’ve been selling books for many lifetimes.” 
 
    “Where do you work?” I questioned. 
 
    Mandy broke in, “Beryl, she owns the bookshop a couple blocks down. Pages Book Shop. Surely you’ve been in there?” 
 
    Of course, I knew of the predominately woman’s books store. Rachel was a regular customer. And when there was a book I wanted, I’d mention it to Rach, and she would pick me up the book. She would add my order to armloads of books. 
 
    “My partner buys books at Pages.” 
 
    Mandy explained. “Partner as in business partner. Beryl is single.” 
 
    That brought spurts of laughter from everyone at the table. 
 
    As we ordered, and ate, I realized I adored her laughter. And her voice. She was so knowledgeable about literature and life. And I wasn’t. Finishing up with lunch, we were still chatting. She invited me to see her shop, and I explained I needed to make a couple calls. And visiting her would be the first thing I did tomorrow morning. 
 
    Before leaving, she said, “How exciting, you’re investigating murder. Here in West Palm?” 
 
    “Yes. But not always exciting.” My head dipped, and I was certain my complexion was blushing bright red. “My next stop is at a dive called Sheeran’s Club.” 
 
    Her eyes opened widely. “Isn’t that a stripper club?” 
 
    The four of us giggled. Mandy pointed to Boyd. “Maybe you should send your cousin.” 
 
    Innocently, he threw up his hands. “Not me! I go for homespun women.” 
 
    “I’ll see you in the morning, Clarissa,” I commented. She leaned and kissed my cheek. As she left, walking across the street, I watched. Although Mandy and Boyd were standing next to me, I didn’t hear their conversation. 
 
    Mandy’s voice rose, “Beryl, aren’t you going to answer?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I just wondered if you knew that you need to tip for lap dances. And pole dancers.” 
 
    She and Boyd were having a great deal of fun at my expense. I’d cut them some slack since they’d just introduced me to a marvelous goddess. 
 
    And then we parted, and I drove to a very seedy strip joint. 
 
    Sheeran’s Club was tawdry primitive. There were a few women wandering around. They gave me the once over. I pretended not to know. At the bar I asked a very scrawny man of about thirty if he knew Simon Wagoner. His first monotone words were curt. “He just got killed. You a cop or do you want a job application?” 
 
    I smiled at his humor. “I’m not a cop. In full discloser, I’m a private investigator.” 
 
    “From the rumors, there’s nothing to investigate. He was thieving some of the Sea Fortune bounty. He and some California guy were stealing the treasure, and the guy gunned him down. Got greedy and wanted the takings all to himself.” 
 
    “I heard that Simon hung out here. And he had a lady friend here.” 
 
    “Ravyn. They were together. He promised her he’d marry her. She wasn’t expecting anything. Lots of men promise her stuff. But he was special to her.” The bartender’s eyes rolled. “Neither of ‘em were too picky.” 
 
    “Is she here?” 
 
    “The cops were already here and talked with her. She don’t know nothing about it.” 
 
    “Is she here?” I repeated. 
 
    “You’ll find her through the hall there,” he said pointing. “Dressing room to right.” 
 
    Following the directions, I spotted the dark auburn-haired, huge eyed Ravyn. When I introduced myself, she began to cry. That had been a shocker. Her brown eyes were filled and flowing. There was surplus paint on her face, and her costume was barely there. Her breasts bloomed from the outfit’s top. Most importantly, I noticed a pronounced anger, along with some deeply buried sweetness. At one time, she’d been innocent to the sex trade. 
 
    I recalled my youth, and the instability. Luckily, chance had alerted me to the warning signs of drugs and prostitution. Perhaps that had grown the dubious fear of the trade. And for that reason, I hadn’t taken cases of all the modern slavers. The traffickers, with their debt bondage, exploitation, and violence eluded my detective agency. 
 
    There was a pang of shame. Had I purposely worked primarily with the luxury group. Fame, fortune, and society. They were my clients of choice. I’d done very little to assist in the demise one of woman’s greatest tragedies. Of course, I’d lobbied for SESTA, the Sex Trafficking Act. I’d contributed, and I’d worked for the shutting down of dark websites. It was like an epidemic. Scams, forcing women into sexual slavery, seemed to go unnoticed in the world. It was a lucrative business.  
 
    Ravyn and my chat was brief. I left my card with her. Her answers were vague, and emotional when Simon’s name was mentioned. I was costing her money. 
 
    Walking to my convertible, I considered the consequences of womanhood and desire. Who paid whom? I didn’t have a clue. Hell has a million different flavors.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    The theme of the morning Team meeting seemed to be: No one should speak ill of the dead. No one is talking. I suggested we not only interrogate employees of Ross Architects, but also neighbors, clients, and any other contacts. 
 
    In our trade it is known as the knock and talk technique. 
 
    “Up to date on information about Donald Ogden.” Summer gazed down at her notes. “The guy’s ex-girlfriend was obviously shaken. As far as her being a suspect, she has no ill-will against Donald. And, she’s now engaged to the man of her dreams. She is, however, saddened by Donald’s death. She said he hadn’t wanted to marry until he found the exact wife for him. The woman he could spend the rest of his life loving.” 
 
    “That,” Rachel said with a grimace, “is what I call a nasty cutting loose of an ex. He’s saying that she didn’t make the cut. Mona Ogden thinks less highly of Donald, and she was what Donald considered the exact wife for him.” 
 
    “Did girlfriend have information about anyone she believes killed him?” 
 
    Summer perused her notes again. She’s of the opinion that it was a random act. That’s also the police consensus. Someone saw him, figured he had money on him. Probably, she surmised, a drug addict making a few bucks. I asked her about Mona. She said that Mona was constantly in and out of love. She no longer wanted Donald. Neither did girlfriend. Girlfriend said he was exhausting.  She claimed only that Mona had once said Donald was infuriating. But that she probably wouldn’t have killed him.” 
 
    Rachel sighed. “Even though it was over-kill, and junkies sometimes go berserk, it sure looks like a personal vendetta to me.” 
 
    Opening her file, Jill read her notes, “Mona has already legally changed her name from Mona Ogden back to Mona Ross. She’s full steam ahead. When I mentioned the name change was rather quick, she stared across the room, and then shrugged. She told me she had his crap moved out of his room yesterday. She was staying at the luxury penthouse at the firm’s apartment complex. Only on rare occasions did she go to their imposing ocean side residence.” 
 
    Summer chuckled. “She’s one of the crassest widows we’ve come across. I knew she was cold when we were checking him out. I surmised that it was because he was cheating on her. But she hated everything about him.” 
 
    I quizzed, “And how about the workers at Ross Architects?” 
 
    Jill shook her head. “No one seems to know anything about it. They seem more interested in any company loss, but it’s almost as if they’re restricted from talking about it.” Jill frowned. “One of the men became gabby in defining Donald. He said that Donald was like one of those multi-personality disorder guys. Smooth as silk, then he became a completely different version. Like he put on a new mask.” 
 
    Summer remembered, “One of the draftspersons said that Donald was a surface person. He was pissed off about not doing something important with his life. Then the next day he would be narcissistic. He would role play this speech where he was talking to the nation, and he was president of the country. He said he could do it because he could lie, and an entire nation would follow him. He’d even grab his lapels and act out scenes. This draftsman asked him how he would pull it all off. Donald said he would continue his tumbling tricks of throwing lies up and then exchanging them. He aspired to be an impressionist of deceit.” 
 
    “That’s chilling,” I commented. 
 
    “He said that his soul’s nudity allowed him that personality exchange. Those were the words he used. He said he could dress his mind up just the way he wanted it. And he could sell that to the citizens.” 
 
    “A tad ambiguous,” Rachel observed. “In history there have been many pretenders. Some insane, and some with their own vilifying agenda.” 
 
    “In the same realm,” Summer remarked, “one of the architects said that he’d heard Mona calling him a bleeping chameleon. So, she must have recognized the personality changes.” 
 
    “Keep on it, you two. Something is going to unravel eventually.” I hoped. My sigh was dramatic. “I’m wallowing through some pretty gritty stuff in my background search on Simon Wagoner. His hangout, the Blue Sea Bar, was the first call, and that was unproductive. I talked with a guy named Ax. A frightening guy. He told me I wasn’t dumb enough to be a cop or a P.I.” 
 
    Summer leaned forward with a semi-grin. “Ax, a shaggy guy in his middle years? But those streets were hard-wearing on him. He looks twenty years older.” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered. 
 
    Summer shook her head, “He’s probably Ax Mendoza. Raul Mendoza.” Rachel pulled up an arrest records list. She pointed him out. Summer asked me, “Is that the little darling?” 
 
    I quickly ID'd him. “Must be an old photo. He’s scragglier than that now. But it’s him.” Frowning, I took another look. “Definitely. No one in the bar knew what happened to Simon. They did know the cops suspect Boyd. The cops were asking them about the man who was with Simon. They acted as if they also suspected Boyd had killed him.” 
 
    “Boyd could have killed him,” Rachel spoke without conviction. “I know we don’t want to believe he could be guilty. But it’s a possibility.” 
 
    Without acknowledging, I switch gears. “My next call was Sheeran’s Club.” 
 
    As I’d imagined Jill and Summer thought that was extraordinary funny. “Did you get a lap dance?” Jill asked. 
 
    Summer also asked, “Or a pole dance?” 
 
    “They just asked if I wanted to fill out an application.” 
 
    Rachel gave a couple breast jiggles. “The app would be the only thing you could fill out. Those women have enormous boobs.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I feel really sorry for the women working at that place. The objectification of women is never good. The stripper I talked with was Simon’s girlfriend. She was grieving. And she was nice enough. Her name is Ravyn. Some of those women become sex slaves because of men who domineered them. It’s so damned sad.” 
 
    Jill continued, “Beryl’s right. I recall seeing some of the sex trade treatment in Miami. We used to talk about it and wonder. Some of the women are moms, and they need to make money. They make more than a police officer.” 
 
    Summer nodded. “And the hours were better. That seems to be one area of crime that will never be eliminated. Drugs are the cause of a lot of it.” She paused. “Trev, do you think Mandy ever considers that? Feels badly about participating in it?” 
 
    “I’m sure that on some level it bothers her. But she did run a ritzy establishment. She took many of the women off the streets. But, no, I don’t think it’s something she’s proud of.” I defended as best I could, “And I know that now she promotes women’s causes. She funds women’s shelters.” I paused. 
 
    Maybe I was feeling guilty that as an attorney, I sprung the women so that they could return to their illegal profession. But then, I also felt guilt for springing dope dealers and other criminals. Same thing. Mandy was making amends with her funding. And I was making my own amends by collecting the scum-balls and returning them to prison. 
 
    “Okay,” Rachel said as she stood, “everyone be safe. Find out what you can, and let’s get these cases solved.” When she reached the doorway, she turned to gaze at me. “And Beryl, enjoy your time perusing the book shelves.” 
 
    A cascade of laughter filled the room. I covered my eyes. “I’m just going to drop by and see the owner of Pages Book Shop.” 
 
    Summer was doubling over as she gulped air. “What’s she like?” 
 
    “Nice,” I answered. Rachel had been talking with Mandy earlier, and I was pretty sure Mandy squealed. 
 
    “Nice!” Rachel exclaimed. “She’s perfection.” 
 
    “Do you consider her out of Trev’s league?” Summer asked. 
 
    “It would be marrying up for Beryl,” Jill contributed. 
 
    “Okay, everyone. Meetings over.” I watched Jill and Summer snickering as they left. I turned to glare at Rachel. “Thanks, Rach.” 
 
    Rachel pulled a list from her pocket. “In case you want to buy me a birthday gift, I’d love these books.” 
 
    Taking the list, I scanned the book titles. “What do you think of Clarissa?” 
 
    “I fell in love with her the first time I saw her,” Rachel confessed. “But I thought she was straight. By the time I found out she’s one of us, we were friends and she was dating someone.” Rachel took my arm. “Beryl, you’re both special women. I’d love to see you with someone genuine like she is. She’s special.” 
 
    “I’m just stopping by.” 
 
    “Enjoy the scenery,” Rachel teased. 
 
    “Scenery is a wonderful rest for my brain. A timeout from overthinking. And you like Clarissa?” 
 
    “She’s quality. A good heart. Well-read. I would have introduced you to her, but I wasn’t certain you knew who Virginia Woolf is.” 
 
    I inspected her expression. I hoped she wasn’t being serious. “I’ll pick up your books. Early birthday gift. Thanks for confirming what I thought about her. I know it probably can’t happen. I’m so busy, and it’s dangerous to be preoccupied when you wear a Beretta.” 
 
    “Clarissa is not only special. I think she could be special for you.” 
 
    I gave Rachel a hug. I hoped she was correct about a woman I barely knew, but hoped was a good woman. 
 
    As I passed by Pluma’s cylindrical cage, I asked, “And Pluma, what is your take on all this?” 
 
    I really shouldn’t have asked. Pluma ruffled her feathers and squawked, “Cabron. Pendejo. Hussy. Joder!” 
 
     I grinned. “Well, no one is having a perfect day, Pluma. Roll with the flow.” 
 
    After a quick, nearly drive-by, chat with Chief Powers, I wondered if he might be holding some information. He was still firmly convinced it was Boyd who killed Simon. Killed him, pitched the gun in the big drink that is the Atlantic Ocean. I thought otherwise, but it didn’t matter because Tom didn’t have proof it was Boyd, and I didn’t have proof it wasn’t. Tom also accused me of being only relatively sure that Boyd was innocent. 
 
    Driving to the center of West Palm, I parked, and walked a couple blocks to the small bookstore called Pages. I glanced at my reflection in a window pane. My partners were correct. Clarissa Lamb was chic, lovely, and well-educated. She didn’t roll around on the ground or floor to take down criminals. She didn’t go into places like Sheeran’s Club. 
 
    Most of my education was legal, criminal, and street. The Latin I learned was to make it through law school. The Spanish I knew was mostly a step above alley talk. I knew from her pronunciation of a French dish in Darlin’ Lucy Kitchen that she knew the book pronunciation. 
 
    Pages was a classy, yet cozy mix of books for those searching intelligence, knowledge, and books that would entertain. I felt woefully inept as I walked down the aisle between display tables of books. I loved the scent of books. I loved reading them, but my life rarely included time. 
 
    “I’m glad you made it,” Clarissa’s voice was soft and well-modulated. “Welcome to Pages Book Shop.” 
 
    I could feel my smile going to dimples. But then, her smile was making me want to do backflips. Or jump through rings. Clarissa showed me around the shop. She also introduced me to the two students that worked there, and a couple that had been together, and worked at Pages since its grand opening. As an aside, she joked, “The youngsters claim this bookstore won’t sell some of the sludge that illiterate readers slurp down. I attempt to make them less critical and judgmental. They insist Pages Book Shop is a pundit’s paradise.” 
 
    “I really love bookstores,” I bumbled. 
 
    Then she pointed toward a flight of stars. “I live upstairs,” she informed me. “When I bought the place, the upstairs was the office. I replaced a small stock room downstairs with the office, and have a very nice loft, slash, bedroom area.” 
 
    I followed her up. It was small. But the loft was like a tiny, but adequate living room. The adjoining two rooms were a mini-kitchen, and a bedroom with a bathroom. All miniature and all very homey. It was as if everything she needed was right there. Her decorations were minimal, and stylish. 
 
    “I know it’s small, but I love it. It’s just right for me.” 
 
    “Clarissa, I live on a yacht, and so space is a premium. I think your living space is lovely.” 
 
    “My ex and I sold our home. We split the money, and she went her way. I stayed in Florida. I couldn’t afford both a house and a business. I spend so much time here that this made much more sense. Home is something that you feel.” 
 
    “I think it’s wonderful. I suppose that’s what I did, too. My partners and I live and work aboard the yacht.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind, but I asked Mandy all about you. And then I read some of the papers about what your agency has done.” She extended her arm for me to sit on the small sofa. Then she sat. “Aren’t you frightened of being killed?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” I then teased, “But usually when I’m in the predicament of needing to worry about it, I don’t have time. I need to act decisively.” Grinning, I then realized she was concerned. “Mostly, I think it’s safe. There are four of us.” 
 
    Jokingly, but not, she uttered, “Most firearms have more than four rounds.” 
 
    I chuckled. “We try to be careful.” 
 
    “Beryl, I have tickets to Harriet Himmel Theater, if you’d like to go?” 
 
    “I would love to, but I’m never sure of my schedule.” 
 
    “Mandy said that you’re as busy as I am. If you’re available, you’re invited.” 
 
    “My social life has been nonexistent for a while.” I paused. “I’m sorry. I’d like to see you again. Maybe we can plan dinner. With my life the way it is – one-hundred percent conducive to work, well, it isn’t always easy.” 
 
    “Beryl, I’m aware of that. But I do want to see you.” 
 
    “Can I call you?” 
 
    “If I say yes, will you think I’m easy?” 
 
    We laughed. I looked at my watch. “You’re amazing.” And I figured any woman not running when being told I’m too busy, is a good woman. “Before I forget,” I said as I reached in my jacket pocket. “I need these books for Rachel Rosen.” 
 
    We went downstairs. Clarissa took the list, and then grabbed a shopping basket. I followed her as she collected the half dozen books Rachel wanted. After paying, I watching as Clarissa tenderly placed them into a bag, I wondered if she was as tender with women as she was with books. 
 
    By the time I reached my car, Mandy had called. I leaned against the door of my Mercedes. She was inviting me over, so that Boyd could raid any tools I might have in the trunk of my car. Mandy claimed she didn’t even have a screwdriver in her apartment. And Boyd had searched his car and been unable to find the wrench he needed to fix one of Mandy’s doors. 
 
    I arrived within half an hour. I hoped she would offer me an early afternoon sip of one of her fancy-dancy drinks. 
 
    “Here you go,” she said as she handed me a drink. “There’s lunch, too. I had it delivered. A family size, so there’s enough for you.” 
 
    “I just came from Pages, and I hear you’ve given Clarissa all my vital information. Hey, Boyd,” I greeted him with a hug. “And you’re doing some fix-ups?” 
 
    “Mandy has been keeping me busy.” 
 
    Mandy shrugged. “I think you’re terrific, Boyd.” 
 
    I handed Boyd the keys to my car. “My pride and joy, so if you’re smart, you’ll open the doors and trunk carefully. I’m not sure what I’ve got in the way of tools,” I laughed, “I never look. But take care not to scratch it, or I’ll have to acquaint you with my martial arts.” 
 
    He grinned. “That’s right, you’re tough. But just remember I’ve been swimming with sharks as long as you’ve been a shark in the courtroom and a superwoman.” He exited singing a song that I assumed to be a surfer song. 
 
    “I hope he’s not bothering you,” I said to Mandy. 
 
    “I’m enjoying having him here. He’s wonderful company. We have similar attitudes. You remember the Palm Beach philosophy. Non est vivere sed valere via est.” 
 
    I quoted, “Life is more than just being alive.” 
 
    “He’s got that down pat. I like the guy.” Mandy handed me a spectacular drink. It looked like a sunset and tasted like a lush orchard. 
 
    “You like most guys,” I razzed her. 
 
    She admitted, “I do. But as I’ve aged, I ration my passion.” 
 
    I choked laughing. “Should I ask?” 
 
    “Your cousin and I have a purely platonic relationship. He’s not only been fixing things for me, he keeps me entertained. I told him how tough you were as an attorney.” 
 
    Swimming with sharks. That would have amused Mandy. “I just don’t want him in your way.” 
 
    “Stop worrying. Now sit down and fill your plate. Sip your drink. He won’t be long. He even fixed a lamp for me. He’s a nice guy, Beryl. I know men. And I also know bad men. He didn’t kill that other diver. Or anyone else.” 
 
    “I hope not.” I had been wrong before, I considered. But I hoped I wasn’t wrong now. I wouldn’t want to cuff my own cousin. One thing was for certain. Chief Tom Powers was certain Boyd was complicit or had actually killed Simon Wagoner. 
 
    When Boyd returned and finished his work on the door, he gave it a swing. “No squeak.” He handed me three tools. “Thanks for coming over and loaning me the tools. Just stick them back into the leather bag in your trunk. In case you need them.” 
 
    On the way back down to my convertible, I realized each time I was around Boyd, I wanted to trust him. And I trusted Mandy’s instincts. She believed he was innocent. There was consideration and kindness. He had used the dust rag to go over the inside and outside of my car. He’d neatly folded the cloth. I wondered if I was on his side because I liked his looking after me. As if I were his kid sister. He wasn’t my brother, but he was the nearest person alive to being family. Unless my mother was still alive. And even if she were, she wasn’t in my life, and undoubtedly never would be. 
 
    For that very reason, I dropped by Chief Powers’ office. “Got something for me?” he gruffly questioned. 
 
    “I wish I did. All I know for certain is that I believe Boyd is innocent. Also, I’m working for Mona Ross Ogden. But I don’t like her much. Summer really doesn’t like her.” 
 
    “Summer doesn’t like most people,” he joked. 
 
    She certainly wasn’t fond of the Chief at one time. And she was on his despise list. Summer had dated his youngest daughter. She’d just finished college. Then she took a cruise aboard our yacht. Since that happened, he got over it when his daughter went back with her girlfriend, and he realized Summer hadn’t sullied her. Their relationship has improved. 
 
    “I’m just glad she likes and respects you now,” I bolstered Tom’s ego. “What is going on with your investigations?”  
 
    “Trevar, we’re stumped with both of them. We can’t do much with the Sea Fortune being in international waters. We have interrogated them. The only ones staying aboard are Coleman, Zhenya, and Laski. All bad actors, but we have nothing on them. Not even a warrant for jaywalking. I’ve heard they’ve got a treasure find hidden on the boat. They take turns being armed guards. One of my detectives says that he’s sure Dimitri was part of the Coleman sex-trafficking kidnaps. But he wasn’t caught.” 
 
    “They’re all buddies?” 
 
    “Seems like.” Tom peered across the room. “I’m thinking they all three were involved in that and drugs. In collusion together. Then after Coleman got out, they used their funds from their sex trade monies to buy the boat. Beginner’s luck. They’ve hit a small load of treasure. Small to medium. They’re not saying. They got another diver. We interviewed him, and he said they’re bringing up a few good finds.” 
 
    “If you hear anything…” 
 
    “And you, too. They’re all dangerous. And they’re keeping things close to their chest.” 
 
    “Not bragging about the find?” 
 
    “Nope.” The Chief looked out of the window. “Guys like that usually like bragging rights. They also like kidnapping women and getting them on the payroll. Without approval. You and your crew stay safe. You’d probably all be treasure for them.” 
 
    That seemed a distant idea. Four fairly hot Sapphic detectives being put on the sex slave market. I had a chill going up my spine. And it was a very warm day in Palm Beach. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    After waking early in the morning, I’d rattled our two cases around in my mind. I’d showered. I’d had breakfast, then attended a sinister morning meeting. All kinds of suppositions were brought up. We didn’t have time for suppositions floating aimlessly. Yet, it sometimes took just one simple puzzle piece. 
 
    Jill snagged me by the elbow. She suggested I accompany her to the Ross Architects Building. Jill had enough police experience to know there was an astonishing lack of clues to the Ogden murder. 
 
    She drove, and my mind was still jabbering ideas. None of them seemed to set themselves into a theory. Too many complexities, I mentioned. 
 
    “Beryl, I want you to sit in on a meeting with Mona Ross. I’m telling you, she is complicit in something. The hatred for Donald is not normal. Every case like this I’ve ever seen, the widowed wife is bereaved. Or, if not, she gives the pretense. You’ve probably heard it dozens of times They say, he was a jackal, but he didn’t deserve this. Or, who would have wanted to do this to him. You know, Mona and Donald tempered their hatred.” 
 
    “Maybe they just didn’t want to give back the wedding gifts,” I chided. 
 
    “Apparently, he set the tone, for whatever reason. He was gracious and humble one minute. The next, he was going to destroy his enemies. Take them by the throat and take them out. He had plans for an eventual career in politics. He offered his own false narratives. He believed Mona’s money was his ticket to Washington.” 
 
    Talking more to myself than Jill, I muttered, “I know sometimes people need to stretch even self-proclaimed truth to fit their daily challenges. He might have pushed Mona to hard. She knew she was being used. His charm couldn’t calm her.” 
 
    Jill added, “She’s too conniving to be calm.” 
 
    “She is downright cold,” I expressed as we entered. Looking across the lobby, I saw Mona reaming out one of her workers. When she saw us, she ushered us to her office. “Good morning,” I greeted her as we were all seated across the desk from one another. “We had a few more questions.” 
 
    As she stood, she flipped her tangerine-colored draped tunic. “I don’t know a thing more than I’ve told you. You and your women aren’t finding a damn thing out about Donald ’s prior private or professional life.” Her words were curt. She finally sat down with the harsh plop of a spoiled teenager girl. 
 
    “I did mention that we hadn’t found any women in his life. There’s no proof that Donald was having a torrid affair.” My thoughts streamed, but he was exposed to a societal goddess grouping. “There’s no paper trail indicating Donald was selling out company secrets. No cyber evidence of collusion,” I paused. “After we conclude our talk, would you mind if we took another look at his office.” 
 
    “That would be fine,” she said with a sigh. “The police investigators scoured it, but by all means, have a look. Now what do you need to know?” 
 
    Jill questioned, “Why were you thinking his ex-girlfriend would want him dead?” 
 
    “I assumed that everyone was a suspect. She took it hard when he dumped her. I wish to hell he would have wanted to dump me.” 
 
    “We can report that not only does she have an alibi, but she also has a fiancé,” I answered. “Is there any reason for your animosity?” 
 
    Mona gritted her teeth. Her eyes narrowed. “Something about him was off. You know, a while after the marriage, he wasn’t as eager in the sack.” 
 
    Jill offered, “Sometimes marriage lessens the appetite.” 
 
    “After only a year, neither of us had much of an appetite, to be honest.”  She leaned back. “He didn’t want me, but he didn’t want to lose me. Or, rather, lose my money.” 
 
    I probed, “And what made you less eager for the relationship?” 
 
    “I suspected him of nefarious conduct concerning the company. But little things about him. He seemed to morph into whatever or whoever was called for at the time.” 
 
    I quizzed, “And nothing he said or did before you were married, or honeymooning, would have led to you to believe he was a gold digger?” 
 
    She gave me a look that indicated one of us was a fool. “For god sakes, I wouldn’t have married him if that was the case. I’m a pretty good judge of character. At least, I thought I was.” Mona hadn’t confessed to having one put over on her, but the implication made her emotions change back to rage. Hidden, to be sure. 
 
    “You do seem adroit at seeing people for who they are. He was a charming man,” Jill stated with as much contrived empathy as she could. 
 
    “He was a flipping ass. I should have seen it. But as you said, he was good at portraying his love.” Tapping her desk, for a moment, Mona then pushed her chair back. She stood. “I’ll show you his office. As I said, the detectives took boxes out of here. I’m certain they took anything relevant.” 
 
    She led us down the hallway, turning abruptly when she got to his office. It was spacious, and designed with elegant bronze statuary, and window furnishings. I looked around, then commented, “His office is certainly luxurious. Mona, if we find anything of interest, would you mind if we borrow it for a week or two? Papers? Anything incriminating?” 
 
    She gave me a second look doubting my intelligence. “I told you, the police already went through it, and they took a couple boxes to examine. He kept political garbage. Fancied himself some kind of expert on all things in Washington, D.C. But please feel free to rummage all you’d like.” She exited without so much as a curtsy. 
 
    Jill and I gave one another side-glances. “Which end of the room shall I take?” Jill asked. “I’ll check the desk. You knock yourself out on the previously rummaged file cabinets.” 
 
    We traded grins. Jill mumbled, “I’m guessing most of what she said was bull.” 
 
    “I agree. But it’s pretty standard that you let them keep lying.” 
 
    “You think she’s lying?” 
 
               “Probably. I wanted to see where she was going. There are times when they contradict themselves. Especially when they think the P.I. is imbecilic.” 
 
    Jill began her search. She began by reaching behind a couple files on the lowest drawer. Pulling out a few papers with accordion edges. Jill was trained to see what was stuck in the back. “Shame on Tom’s detectives, they left a few things behind.” 
 
    “Great work, my friend,” I complimented. I reached inside each desk drawer. Pens, scratch pads, form letters, and a selection of other items that might be nothing at all. When I opened the side drawer, I noticed that there was a burner phone under a couple of scratch pads. The first thing I thought of was that the phone was not well-hidden. Maybe the investigation unit overlooked it, guessing if it meant anything, it would have been concealed.   
 
    Jill saw me examining it. “Most people in an office like this don’t use trace phones.” 
 
    “Maybe he did have a fancy lady and didn’t want Mona finding out. Or he was actually a company spy.” I stuck the phone in my pocket. We finished our search, with mostly inconsequential items. “Jill, do me a favor. When you get back to the yacht, ask Rachel about phone records on the phone. Then check Mona and Donald’s phone records. Their office, apartment, home, and cell phones. And request both the phone calls being made to them, or by them.” I pulled the phone from my pocket and handed it to Jill. “Have Rachel research this. Maybe some of the burner cell calls are traceable.” 
 
    “Will do. I can’t see what Donald or Mona needed with a burner. And I can’t see it being left behind. We know Mona was upset with him. She’s making no pretense how deeply she disliked him. Her disdain for him is a confession for wanting him offed.” Jill’s grown of frustration indicated her feelings. “But why the killing? Why the violent homicide?” 
 
    I paused a moment. “Should she become a serious suspect, that might be her very best defense. She didn’t hide her anger and vitriolic claims. She’ll be able to say that if she did kill anyone, she wouldn’t have gone out of her way to give away her motive. In fact, I’d be more suspicious if she’d have backed out of her previous statements. If she claimed she never wanted the divorce. Or said that she still loved him.” 
 
    “Where to now?” 
 
    “Jill, why don’t you hang out here. Interview any of the Ross employees about possible espionage by Donald. All that nice guy copy was fine when the guy was alive. Maybe now that he’s deceased, employee opinions have changed.”  
 
    Jill’s eyebrows lifted. “Right. They probably wouldn’t badmouth him while he was able to fire them.” 
 
    “I’ll pick you up in about an hour. Then I can take you back to the yacht.” 
 
    “Rachel said she had information on Donald ’s old contacts from college, and since then. Maybe later I can try to run down a few of his pals,” Jill offered. 
 
    “I’m going to stop by Sheeran’s Club. I have the feeling Ravyn wasn’t done telling me everything she knows.” 
 
    Jill gave a slight whistle. “Good luck. Women in the sex trade always feel vulnerable. Comes with the territory. And naturally, she suspects anyone asking about a murder victim.” 
 
    “Jill, I’m thinking that Simon Wagner was probably murdered by Mickey and his Russian partners. Mickey was into sex trafficking. Perhaps Mickey knew Simon and thought he could trust him because Simon was romantically involved with Ravyn. So, maybe there’s a strand of evidence somewhere.” 
 
    Sputtering laughter, Jill said “Romantically involved? It could have been a business transaction. Beryl, I think you’re in a sweet frame of mind. The bookstore woman, maybe?” 
 
    “I might give Clarissa a call.” 
 
    Jill couldn’t wait for me to leave from Ross Architects. Her call to Rachel would certainly include my plans to stop contact Clarissa. However first, I was on my way to Sheeran’s Strip Club. 
 
    After I pulled up into the parking lot of Sheeran’s, I checked my phone. Rachel had sent me information on Ravyn. Her name was Rhoda Reed. In her thirties, she’d had one drug charge early in her career. It had cost her six months in the slammer, and enough grief that she’d stayed clear of illegal substances. However, she’d been run in for prostitution, petty larceny, and a couple drunkenness charges. She had no outstanding warrants. 
 
    She was there, and she was much less emotional than at our last get-together. “Ravyn,” I greeted her. “We didn’t get a chance to talk much about Simon Wagoner. I really want to find out who killed him. I know you would also like to know. Bring that person or persons to justice. There’s not much evidence for the investigators to work with. When you have a body in the sea, and then on the shore, the body is bloated. There’s not much DNA retrieval. Finding the killers isn’t going to be through forensics.” 
 
    I gave her some space to consider the killers were going to get away with their crime. I wouldn’t go into the obvious. Examining the ocean’s script for DNA, the swirling globe leaves traces all the way from one end of the state to the other. The coastline. 
 
    “I told you last time, Simon was killed by that new diver.” Her voice indicated her tepid mood. 
 
    “I’m not so sure of that. I know the authorities believe he might have done it. But I’m thinking that Laski, Zhenya, and Coleman might have had something to do with it. Maybe you can fill in the blanks.” 
 
    “Maybe you can fill in the blanks by talking with them.” 
 
    “Come on, Ravyn, you’ve got to know that the three on the treasure craft might have had something to do with it. They blamed Simon for running off with the treasure, or some portion of the treasure. That means there was trouble in paradise. I want to know the dynamics. All I know now is that Mickey, slash, Mitchell, Coleman is bad news. He was in sex trafficking.” I noticed her head lift and her eyelids dip. “You probably know something about that. Mickey, you know him, right?” 
 
    “Most people know him. And he’s bad news. You know all I know about him.” 
 
    “Probably not anywhere close. Simon was in with the crew. Right.” 
 
    Ravyn leaned closer to me to confide. “Simon and Mickey were pal. Simon knew the clubs, and the women with potential. Once in a while he sold information to Mickey. Mickey is lying low with the trade. So, he joined up with Laski and Zhenya in this stupid treasure ship shit. They’re all still in the sex business, but Mickey doesn’t go to the home base.” 
 
    “Home base?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know an apartment building, a place where they keep women. Zhenya is a flunky. But he watches over the trade. At least that’s what Simon said.” 
 
    “Where is this place?” 
 
    “I got no idea. Maybe Simon had no idea. Laski or Zhenya, one or the other, are usually hanging out there. Mickey was aboard the boat. He didn’t want to get picked up and have to do more time.” 
 
    “Do you think Simon was stealing treasure?” 
 
    “No.” She looked around, making certain no one was lurking behind the curtains. “Simon didn’t take the gold, but they thought he did.” 
 
    “What are Laski and Zhenya like?” 
 
    “A couple of dangerous Russians. They’d sell any woman, anytime.” She shrugged. “And if they thought I was blabbing to you, they’d kill me.” 
 
    I paused, leaving space in the conversation. Ravyn had just lost a man she loved.  Nothing silences the soul like being left behind. Interrogating hostile witnesses required looking at the layers. Every detective, or lawyer, loves loquacious interviews. Turn the right key and up pops the conversation. Words tumble out.   
 
    “I know you just lost Simon. And you’ve got to be worried about your safety. I’m worried about your safety, too. Simon sounds like he wasn’t a bad guy.” 
 
    “No. He wanted to get away from the criminal elements. Get some money so he could buy a ranch in Montana.” She looked away. “I asked him if he knew Montana, and he says no. But he wanted to go where he’s never been.” Her jaw clamped, then she added, “He’s never been to the cemetery.” 
 
    Hesitating to give her reflective time, also allow my thoughts. This Montana dream of Simons was also his reason for stealing the gold. Motive revealed. He needed startup cash, and could easily convert the treasure.              
 
    I asked, “Why was Simon hanging around with them if you both knew they were miserable and dangerous?” 
 
    Ravyn shrugged. It was a shrug of devious withdrawal. She wasn’t going to tell me more. She wasn’t going to explain why her lips were shutting down. Maybe she figured I’d guess she was frightened of being murdered. That portion of her conversation was well-stressed. 
 
    What it told me was that Simon needed a bankroll. He wanted to go where he’d never been. He could do that if he confiscated a bundle of gold coins. 
 
    I’d planned on driving to the Blue Sea Bar to do a redirect on Ax Raul Mendoza. After a call from Rachel, the only redirect I was performing would be the U-turn to go back across West Palm. Summer had reported that one of the Ross employees had mentioned the name of one of Donald Ogden’s college buddies. They’d had a shouting match a month ago. Nobody mentioned it because the pal wasn’t in the vicinity. He’d left the state, and hadn’t returned, so he couldn’t have hacked Donald to death. It wasn’t his style, anyway. Or so said the office snoop at Ross Architects. 
 
    However, Johnny Groversen had returned for his college pal’s funeral that was being held tomorrow. Groversen’s alibi was indeed ironclad. He was in Washington. Could he have flown back to kill his former college roommate? Not probable. Johnny was an assistant – a staffer - to one of the most important senators in Washington. And he was the son of another one of the most powerful senators. Johnny was noticed to be in Washington by fellow workers. If Congress staff saw Johnny roaming the hallowed Senate building, chances were pretty good he was indeed away from Palm Beach. Solid alibis are indisputable when Washingtonians verified them. 
 
    The Groversen vacation home took up a block of pricy West Palm property. When I inquired with the gatekeeper about Johnny, a staunch expression on the guard’s face emerged. “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “I’m here to talk with him about his friend’s death. Donald Ogden. If you’ll just let him know I’m here,” I smiled. “I’m Beryl Trevar.” 
 
    “He isn’t here.” 
 
    “Do you know his whereabouts?” I flashed another smile. “It’s important that I visit with him.” 
 
    The guard, I’d estimate to be in his mid-fifties, glared at me. “I got an egg-salad sandwich that could go off, if I don’t get back to it. That’s what is important to me.” 
 
    “Come on, you’ve got information. Valuable information.” I began pulling my wallet from my pocket. 
 
    “A C-note could get you to his whereabouts. And answer any innocuous questions you might have.” 
 
    Acting as if I were writing my information down for him to deliver to Johnny, I slid a hundred-dollar bill into the note. After he opened it, and jammed it into his pocket, he said, “He’s at the Palm’s Oyster Bistro. Drinking with his pals.” A flash of distain was visible in his eyes. Then he said, “He’ll probably cooperate with you. He likes great looking older women.” 
 
    Smirking, I jumped sides. “Thanks for the warning. I really don’t want a relationship with a politician’s punk son.” 
 
    “I thought you looked way too smart to be interested in Johnny. The kid’s not too bright to begin with, then you add booze and drugs, and he’s only an insufferable drunk loudmouth.” 
 
    I chuckled politely. “He was a school buddy of Donald’s, so I figured he’d be all hoity-toity.” 
 
    “Yeah, when he’s sober he’s an insufferable snob. Sorry to hear about Donald. He hung out here a few times. Not a smug SOB like the rest. At least not around me. Not around the important politicians. He liked hanging out with them. Be in their company. He’d puff up all impressive like.” 
 
    “Who are some of Johnny’s other pals?” 
 
    The guard grimaced. “That went from normal-ish guys like Donald, to some big names. You know famous athletes, performers, and billionaires. And there were the few lowlifes like Gary Dodge. Now, Gary was a good pal of Donald’s.” 
 
    “What was the dynamics of the friendship trio? Donald, Johnny, and Gary.” 
 
    “To me it looked like Donald was impressed by Johnny’s family. He liked the entryway to meeting famous people. And Donald and Johnny tolerated Gary. Gary had been a soldier, so they had that warrior worship.” 
 
    “Did either Johnny or Gary have a vendetta, or a reason why they might have wanted Donald Ogden dead?” 
 
    “Not that I know about.” 
 
    “About a month ago, did Johnny and Donald have a falling out?” 
 
    “Guys in their mid-twenties always have falling outs. Testosterone is a huge competitor.” 
 
    Nodding, I followed up asking if my new confidential informant would let me know if he found anything relevant out about the trio. “And your name?” I inquired. 
 
    “Pete. Just Pete.” 
 
    As I drove way, I noticed he’d taken the C-note out to hold it up to the light. 
 
    I laughed, wondering if I really look like the kind of woman who would be interested in Johnny Groversen, or pass a fake hundred. Pete clearly lacked sophistication. 
 
    Off to visit Johnny Groversen at Palm’s Oyster Bistro. When I parked, I answered Rachel’s call. She told me that the number on the burner phone was a Gary Dodge’s cell phone. 
 
    “Gary Dodge. According to the guard named Pete, he was one of Donald Ogden’s best buddies.” My voice was more confused than disbelieving. “What secret could Donald Ogden have with Dodge? Dodge was touted as being this hero type ex-military.” 
 
    Rachel’s laugh was stunted. “I’ve just been checking Dodge out. He was booted out of the Marines for unbecoming behavior.” 
 
    “To be discharged for a onetime infraction means the infraction was very unbecoming.” I took a deep breath. “Any clues?”   
 
    “As you know, it takes an Act of Congress to find anything out. But it certainly wouldn’t seem to be minor or one-time crime. And I’m thinking Donald didn’t know anything about Gary’s infraction. Donald seemed to be careful of his reputation.” 
 
    “Look, I just arrived at the Palm’s so I’ll try to find out if Johnny Groversen knows about Gary’s getting kicked out of the service.” 
 
    Rachel scoffed, “It’s always about who knows what and who doesn’t know what or anything else.” 
 
    A quick giggle and goodbye, then moments later and I was entering the Palm’s. I’d immediately identified Johnny. A background check showed a fairly good-looking man of twenty-seven. Style exuded from his broad shoulders and their lift, down to his polo shirt, designer slacks, and his several hundred-dollar sports shoes. Six-two, his body was well-formed, seriously cut, and muscled to perfection. His personal trainer, slash, bodyguard was at his side. I could tell the shadow was on duty because he stepped in between Johnny and me as approached. He was definitely on the clock because he left his smile behind. 
 
    “I’d like to talk with Johnny.” I’d brought my smile. 
 
    “Mr. Groversen is busy.”  
 
    “I assure you,” I said scoffing as I leaned toward Mister Bodyguard, “I’m far busier.” 
 
    When Johnny turned my way, I extended my hand. Johnny Groversen was in a somewhat drunken state, but his lady radar was blinking. “You want to talk with me?” he asked. Stale charm oozed. “I always have time for a great looking girl.” 
 
    “I’m what you might call a woman.” I responded with a flirty grin. “I’m Beryl Trevar, and I have some questions to ask you about Donald Ogden.” 
 
    His eyes opened widely. “Detective. You’re a P.I. I’ve seen your photo.” 
 
    “I enjoy rounding up criminals,” I announced with a chuckle. “And I’d hoped for your assistance in finding the killer of your friend, Don.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t call him Don. Donald. He wanted to be called Donald.” 
 
    “He thinks his full name makes him more professional?” My question challenged. 
 
    Scoffing, Johnny remarked, “Actually, he believes it would be a better name for his political ambitions. He believes he’ll be in the White House.” 
 
    “Do you think he’d have a chance?” 
 
    “Not if this country is watching for phony connivers. Look, we were friends. But maybe even that was an act.” Still skeptical, but feigning his helpfulness, he asked, “I’ve already talked with the police. But I’ll be glad to answer any questions.” 
 
    I pointed to an empty booth, and he followed me. I grinned before I questioned, “Johnny, I have one question that I really need answered. Did you kill Donald?” 
 
    “He was my pal. For years. College…” 
 
    “What about a fight you had a while back? What was that about?” 
 
    “I don’t have any idea. We fought about sporting events. Trivia. Hell, it could have been anything.” 
 
    “I thought maybe it concerns Gary Dodge’s war record.” 
 
    Surprise resonated. His deep masculine voice cracked, “What about Dodge’s war record?” 
 
    “Were you aware that Gary was dishonorably discharged for an infraction?” 
 
    “An infraction?” His skin blanched. No tan can hide that moment when blood drains from the face. 
 
    “One of my partners is checking it out now. I strongly suspect it was more of a felony than an infraction. Like raping a fellow female soldier.” I bluffed, but I did give myself elbow room. 
 
    Johnny’s eyes were firing missiles. “If I knew that, I would never have had him around. I’m a senator’s son, I work in the Senate, for God sakes. You know how that would look. And if Donald knew and didn’t tell me, I would have beaten the crap out of him.” 
 
    “And would you have murdered Donald if he knew about Gary, and didn’t tell you?” 
 
    His mouth bobbled for a moment. “No. I’d probably have murdered Gary. I bragged about the guy being a hero.” 
 
    “And that would have made you look like fool.” 
 
    He gazed away. Then he slammed his fist on the table. “I’m so tired of sifting the riffraff and the hangers on.” After a sigh, he added, “But I don’t think Donald knew. If he would have known, he would have told me.” 
 
    Before I got to my vehicle, I took an incoming call from Rachel. The ‘infraction’ was for sexual misconduct. In other words, rape. Violating a soldier. 
 
    It turned my stomach. Gary Dodge was relieved of duty. Not tossed in the slammer. Just set outside the military. Unleashed onto the citizenry. Why, I wondered, were women, and some men, left on their own when it came to sexual assault? 
 
    I knew why women were intimidated. I’d done pro bono work for rape victims. There were alternatives, but just as with battery against women, the victim was often vilified.  
 
    Alis volat propriis. She flies on her own wings. An independent spirit, she, who chooses her own destiny, pays her own way, and rejoices or suffers in her singularity. That was listed as one of the Palm Beach Philosophies.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    The morning Team’s gathering was dotted with as much humor as is available in a couple murder cases. Pluma got the conference started with her chattering caw imitating street talk. “Mierida,” she gave her plaintive call of shit. That was followed by a couple bawdy, los cojones and a puta. All the while Pluma swung on her swing bar stretching her neck and head. Always the innocent – Pluma. 
 
    The four of us then began the topic of murder. The two cases we were working on - I felt as though each clue was merely a loose end hanging from a million-string ball of yarn. 
 
    Summer shrugged and rolled her eyes. Jill added humor with telling us that at least one of the Ross architectural firm’s employees referred to Mona Ross as Moan-a-lot. Summer put her head down on the conference table in an attempt not to giggle. Jill made a silly face as she cleared her throat. Clearly the two opposing members of the Team were still not enjoying their time spent together. That included morning meetings. 
 
    The burner phone found in murder victim Donald Ogden’s desk, had been used to call his buddy, Gary Dodge. Many times, within a two-week time span. Rachel’s research showed that Dodge was not actually a hero from the military. But rather a serial date rapist who had been dishonorably discharged. That fact had possibly not been known by Donald ’s pal, Johnny Groversen. But perhaps was known, and kept quiet, by Donald. Rachel had also pulled up a possible last address for Dodge. I’d decided to give him a call. He did take my call, and we were going to meet for lunch. 
 
    The middle of a small diner in West Palm should be safe enough, I thought, as I drove across town. Having time to spare, I stopped by Pages Book Shop to visit Clarissa Lamb. She looked as stunning as usual. It must have been breaktime because she ushered me up to her mini-loft apartment. “I’m glad you decided to pay me a visit. I’ve got to talk with you.” 
 
    Although I felt relaxed, as we traded smiles, I realized Clarissa wasn’t tranquil. I wondered why she was seemingly detached when I’d entered. I disliked my vulnerability when I trusted someone. That was from once trusting more completely than I’d ever thought I might. And I was bamboozled. Seated across from this lovely woman, with her eyes packed to the brim with believability and kindness, frightened me. 
 
    What really terrified me was when she stated, “Two men were in the bookstore asking about you?” 
 
    “About me!” My back tightened as I leaned toward her. “They asked about me?” 
 
    “Yes, well not really you. They asked if I knew your brother. I answered only that I wasn’t aware you had a brother. Then when they said twin brother, I put two and two together. They were talking about Boyd. I said I had no knowledge about it.” 
 
    “When were they here?” 
 
    “Just a few minutes ago. They left right before you got here. I was going to call, but a customer was insistent about seeing the self-help books. I hoped she was going to look up a book on patience.” 
 
    Pulling out my phone, I immediately dialed Mandy’s apartment. After explaining that Simon’s probable murderers had made my cousin and me, I insisted that Boyd needed to be kept undercover. I hung up and vigorously rubbed my forehead. 
 
    “Clarissa, I’m sorry. Dang, this is not good. It means that one of the men from the treasure ship must have seen the four of us at Darlin’ Lucy. I was being surveilled.” I felt a shiver going down my back. “They spotted us together. They made Boyd. Then they took a look at me and our resemblance to one another. You and I are probably easier to locate than Boyd. It means we all need to be careful.” 
 
    “It means they know I lied to them.” Pausing, she shook her head. “Beryl, I’m not good at this intrigue business. My book shop is an exact reflection of me. I’m an open book. Now I’m frightened for you, for me, and everyone around us.” 
 
    “Apologies, I’m not in a lady-like profession. Clarissa, I know you’re not about to make room for a detective in your life. In your romantic life.” 
 
    “Beryl, I’m sorry. Tawdry strong arms paying a call on me, isn’t what I want in my life. This isn’t a life I’ve chosen.” She hesitated. “Or would have chosen.” 
 
    My eyes were grim. My words quivered as I said, “I understand you’re not wanting to be involved. I’ll see that you’re safe. I’m going to contact either Jill or Summer to see which of them can come directly over here. I’ll see that you won’t be left alone.” I texted both women and Jill texted back she was on her way. 
 
    “We really are in danger?” 
 
    “As you know, these guys think that my cousin took the treasure. They are after him. They mean to get to him, through me, and now you. So yes, we are in danger.” 
 
    “This terrifies me.” Her face was ashen. Her lips trembled. Her voice lowered to a whisper. “I’m so sorry. I’m not the brave type.” 
 
    “You have nothing to be sorry about, Clarissa. I never would have endangered you.” My words were chosen deliberately. “Please don’t worry, Jill is on her way, and she’s packing.” 
 
    Although Clarissa gave a fleeting smile, she said, “It’s so incongruous that there is going to be a weapon in Pages. A bookstore is a sacred place.” 
 
    “I am so sorry.” I got up from the table, and as I passed by her, she stood right into my arms. She tenderly kissed the side of my lips. I continued to feel the warmth from her after Jill arrived, and after I was on my way to meet Gary Dodge. I’d set it up as being a friend of Donald, and just needed to talk. 
 
    The neighborhood diner was well-kept, and half empty, making it quite enough to hear every single grating word uttered by Dodge. I was somewhat certain any lies he was handing me were emphasized. He made it clear that he was a heroic man. He’d lost friends in the war, and now was very sorry about the passing of his pal, Donald Ogden. I was immediately reassured that he had not been in touch with Johnny Groversen. 
 
    Dodge was a smug, sketchy, despotic crackpot. His light hair; and his cheeks were stubbled. His blue eyes were blinking, shifting with mock bravado. His features were rough, and his body was rock hard. He held himself with a military stance. The kind to impress people. He was one of those people attempting to constantly impress. I wasn’t quite sure if the bull he tried unloading was believed by him, and he expected it be believed of him. Lathering it on way too thickly, he barely breathed between sentences. 
 
    Finally, somewhere between when our orders arrived; and the server poured me a second cup of coffee, I’d decided it was time. I’d heard Gary’s point of view, and also learned a bit about both Johnny, and Donald. I was impressed that Johnny – aka Mr. Washington, hadn’t contacted him. But Johnny was probably taught the political way. Non-confrontational. And ditch anyone not in your sphere. Let it all go away quietly. 
 
    “Gary, I’m actually investigating Donald ’s death. I wanted to also chat with you about him, to get an idea of what his friends might be thinking. Do you think your mutual friend, Johnny Groversen, might be in any way involved?” 
 
    Startled, Gary shifted the weight of his body around until the chair offered comfort. He still looked uncomfortable. “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “I’d heard they had a conflict a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “Naw, I doubt it.” 
 
    “And you and Donald were pals. I am also certain of that because you talked with him so often.” 
 
    “What?” His stare was fastened tightly to mine. “We only got together once in a while. I can’t tell you the last time I talked with Donald.” 
 
    “I can tell you. I can pull up the information about numbers called from the burner phone Donald had. “Your last conversations were a day before he was murdered, and a few hours before he was savagely knifed to death.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I forgot. I did chat with him.” Gary pushed the silverware around on his plate. 
 
    “Difficult to believe you didn’t recall the last time you spoke with him.” 
 
    “I’ve got a memory problem.” He was becoming agitated. 
 
    “Do you know who murdered him?” Watching his expressions, I caught a glimmer of deep anger. “Well?” 
 
    “Hey, how the hell would I know. Military service taught me all about protecting people. Not killing Americans.” 
 
    “Protecting innocent women from rape?” My question startled him. 
 
    “What are you insinuating?” 
 
    “I think it would behoove you to work with me. I know about your dishonorable discharge. Come on, Gary, drop the hero bullshit. I want you to tell me everything you might know about this homicide. Johnny now knows about your big-shot hero lie. And we both know he wouldn’t have killed Donald. He hasn’t got the fortitude to kill.” 
 
    “How did he find out?” Gary’s fists smacked the tabletop. “You told him?” 
 
    “Relax. It was going to come out eventually. Washington is a hotbed of rumors. If a senator’s son is being interviewed by police, it’s not a leap to believe all of Donald’s friends are being scrutinized. Now, talk with me about anyone you know interested in killing Donald.” 
 
    “His wife. She wanted him dead. But she wouldn’t have killed him.” 
 
    “She hired someone?” 
 
    “Naw, she’s all mouth. It must have been a druggie, a nutcase. Someone just saw him and unleashed on him.” 
 
    “It was someone wanting him chopped up. That’s not how a random killing goes down. Random assault is usually a knife wound or two. This is a slaying of emotional payback.” 
 
    “Look, I saw what drugs make people do. I know damn well that someone high – drug crazed, would do that.” 
 
    “Maybe. And that’s a big maybe. The police will be calling you. I just got the jump on them because my detective agency found the burner phone first. Well, the police investigators have it by now. You need to hone your story about why you and Donald were in contact. And why he used a burner phone.” I stood, tossed down money on the table. “I vouch for the police. And Homicide Chief Tom Powers isn’t a stupid man. He wouldn’t believe much of what you just said. Especially since he is a genuine military hero. And you are no such thing.” 
 
    Walking to my Mercedes, I considered what to do next. 
 
    I drove straight to the Blue Sea Bar, wondering if I could shake something up. Two slick jerks had decided to create a war on me, my cousin, and Clarissa Lamb, so they would need to be dealt with. Rachel sent photos of Mickey Coleman, Jurg Laski, and Dimitri Zhenya, to Clarissa. She was certain that the two men were Mickey and Dimitri. So, that meant the creeps were looking for me. I made it my mission to let them find me. 
 
    Entering the Blue Sea was always like wading through a gutter. A gutter in a sewer. Ax Mendoza was at the door probably propped up pretending to be the bouncer. Scare tactic. “Hey, Ax,” I got his attention. “I need to know where Mickey and Dimitri are.” 
 
    “You doin’ your probation office, or social worker scam. I know who you are. Don’t try none of your crap with me.” 
 
    “Sorry for the ruse, Ax. Now that we’re friends…” 
 
    “You ain’t my friend,” he interrupted abruptly. 
 
    I leaned near. “I’m trying to catch the men responsible for killing your pal, Simon. Simon was your friend. That puts us on the same side. Help me locate Mickey and Dimitri.” 
 
    “Mickey and Dimitri are way over your head. They’ll toss you in their whorehouse and have you used up in no time at all.” 
 
    “Mickey is still in the prostitution, trafficking game?” 
 
    “He never left the lady gamin’ trade.” Ax gazed down. His face tightened. “You better scat. Stay outta their way, gal.” 
 
    “I want you to tell me where Mickey, Dimitri, and as a matter of fact, Jurg, might be. I don’t want to go out to their ship. The Sea Fortune is way too dangerous.” 
 
    “Jurg is usually always on the ship. Mickey, too. Dimitri is runnin’ the house. They switch off the running of things. Mickey won’t venture too near where they stash the women. He’s already been sent up for that crime.” 
 
    “Where are the women they’re trafficking? They’ve got to warehouse them somewhere?” 
 
    “I got no idea where it is. I can tell you Dimitri was in here an hour ago. He might be visiting a lady at Sheeran’s Club.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ax,” I murmured. “If you see either of them again, will you call me?” I handed him my card. 
 
    “It’s your funeral,” his raspy voice said. As if he might be tossing me a pre-funeral treat, he added, “He’s driving an old black Ford.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I drove immediately to Sheeran’s Club. Dimitri’s ride was parked in back of the shabby club. I waited, with my car out of sight. 
 
    When Dimitri stumbled out of the bar, I hit the accelerator and my tires squealed when I pulled my car next to him, as he was turning. I’d pinned him against his car. His expression was shock and terror. His wiry, muscled frame shook for a moment. 
 
    From my slightly opened driver’s side window, I said, “Dimitri Zhenya!” 
 
    “What the fuck you doin’, driving like you crazy?” he screamed as my window lowered and he stared into the barrel my Barretta. “You trying to kill me?” His English was with a strong suggestion of a Russian dialect. 
 
    Glaring, I enunciated, “You listen to me. You warn Mickey, Jurg, and whoever else crosses my path, not to. No more bookstore visits. You don’t involve innocent people. You got a problem with me, contact me. Got it?” 
 
    He tried to move. Sucking in air to squeeze some room, he said, “You a crazy detective bitch. You just try to kill me.” 
 
    “Can’t blame a girl for trying. You and your scumbag partners stay away from anyone I’m connected with. I don’t know why you want the surviving diver. I can tell you, he knows nothing about Simon’s death. Nothing with the exception of his excuse - which is that Simon was still on the ship when he escaped. If Boyd wouldn’t have fled, he would have been another body on the beach. Boyd didn’t kill Simon. You and your treasure hunting pals are the perpetrators.” 
 
    “You protecting you brother. He got him something that belong to us.” Rage replaced fear. “When I kill you, you gonna be hurt bad.” 
 
     Carefully, I watched Dimitri’s face becoming redder. As if it was an anger blooming across his wide face. His ruddy cheeks were almost scarlet. I shouted my message, “He’s got nothing that belongs to you. You killed his dive buddy. You pinned a murder on him. And you know damn well either Simon hid the treasure, or he didn’t have it and was being set up. No matter which way the truth tumbles, Boyd didn’t have anything to do with it. You’d best steer clear of me and everyone I care about. Because next time I steer toward you, I’ll be less precise about not mashing you against what is on the other side of my vehicle.” 
 
    I threw it into reverse. I hoped I’d take Dimitri’s recently serviced male member on a fender ride. In the rearview mirror, I saw that he looked intact, but he would long recall the crazy detective bitch that nearly provided him with a free vasectomy. 
 
    Years ago, when I first became a lawyer, I learned that every time a lawyer, or a detective, opens their mouth, they’d better make a statement. I’d made a memorable statement to Dimitri. That meant he would either want to keep out of my way, or to take revenge. When I reached Pages Book Shop, I spotted Jill talking with Clarissa. After I’d finished telling them about my encounter with Dimitri, we all chuckled. But fear remained, I could see it in Clarissa’s eyes. 
 
    I joked, “I wanted to be memorable.” 
 
    “He’s going to want to kill you.” Clarissa suddenly bolted to the storeroom/office. I followed after her. 
 
    “Clarissa, I’ve got to stand up to thugs. We’re going to be watching after you until those men are in prison.” 
 
    Her eyes were pleading, “Beryl, I think the world of you, but please understand, I don’t want to play dangerous games. And those men will eventually be out of prison.” Her eyes were clouding up. 
 
    I inhaled deeply. “I’m so sorry. I don’t blame you for being concerned. These three men are dangerous.” 
 
    Realizing that I hadn’t even shared the fact that I may have also kicked a hornet’s nest in the Donald Ogden murder case. Whoever the killer might be, if it was one of Donald ’s friends, that person might now want me dead. Gary definitely knew I was on his trail. I was all kinds of a target. 
 
    She touched my shoulder tenderly. “Beryl, I know this ‘shoot-em-up’ life is your career. But I don’t want it in my life. I should have realized that the reason I own a bookstore is because I like tranquility. I always have.” 
 
    “I’ll ask Jill if she would pick up some dinner for us. Then I’ll relieve her for the night. In the morning I’ll assign either Jill or Summer to guard you.” 
 
    Jill, Clarissa, and I ate a takeaway dinner from a grilled fish stand. Then Jill left. After Clarissa closed up the shop, we went up to her loft, and I slept just outside of the bedroom on a little cot she’d drug out of the closet. We had kept the chat friendly, and away from talk of the terror of chasing and being chased. We talked food, TV programs, books, and about her love of cats. That had spurred the confession that I had a parrot. Pluma would not like my adding a cat to the yacht. 
 
    Although Clarissa closed the small sliding door, I could hear her breathing. I wanted to hold her and protect her. I wanted to say everything would be fine, and she would be safe. But I’d seen too much, and I had no right to drag a sweet, kind, intelligent, decent woman into my shadowy world of evil and crime. My area of expertise. Where I lived. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Our schedules had changed. I was staying over with Clarissa in her loft. In place of a morning meeting, Rachel handed out assignments to Jill and Summer. She then called me, while I was still at Pages. The cot I slept on was not the most desirable and comfortable bed that I’d ever experienced. Although, I’d set up a couple of the Team’s alarm systems around the store, I’d only had light, minimal sleep throughout the night. 
 
    Rachel’s phone call began with dissention. “Beryl, I sent Jill back to relieve you. Summer immediately balked about getting the worst assignment. She considered shadowing Gary Dodge a miserable task. Do you want to switch them back around?” 
 
    I grumbled when the morning began this way. “What’s wrong with them? We haven’t got time for this. Jill is on her way. If I have a chance, I’ll talk with her. Guard team rotation. I didn’t get much sleep and my mood is not great.” 
 
    “I hate to bring this news so early. I don’t have a clue what’s wrong with Summer’s attitude. Where’s Clarissa?” 
 
    “She’s showering.” I glared across the room. “Look, Rachel, I want them to abide by your decision.” 
 
    She laughed. “So, I’m going to be mean office mom?” 
 
    “It has to do with the right person for the right assignment. You call the plays.” 
 
    Rachel defended, “I just considered Summer’s youth, her legs might be fresher to keep up with Gary. Summer is faster than I am. She’s ten years younger than Jill, so maybe a little faster off the mark.” 
 
    “Rach, tell Summer it was my call. In your defense, Jill is also acquainted with Clarissa and the employees, as well as the dynamics of guarding her. No one was slighting Summer.” 
 
    “She knows that,” Rachel replied. 
 
    “Look, Rachel, they are going to have to get their act together. I’m seriously unhappy about it. We need teamwork. I’ll talk with them again.” 
 
    “You know Summer will turn in her resignation.” Rachel remarked, “She always does when she doesn’t get her way.” 
 
    “I’ll tear up as many resignations as she hands me. And we’re not letting Jill go. She’ll be back on the police force before I’ve had a chance to blink. She’s totally trained, bright, and makes a huge contribution to the Team.” Jill was perfect for the Team. Quick, professional, and confident. Everything that made her an excellent cop. 
 
    “Is Clarissa making any kind of contribution to your love life?” Rachel’s laugh accompanied her question. 
 
    “Two obvious criminals visit her book shop and question her. Terrifying her. She wants no part of me or my life. They menaced an innocent, non-violent citizen.” 
 
    “Sorry I asked. But I can see her point. However, you usually don’t take your profession to the bedroom with you. And these bad guys are particularly evil. The sex trade is filled with rough hombres.” 
 
    “They know I’m related to Boyd, and maybe they wanted to intimidate her. Or me. Get someone to lead them to Boyd.” I paused. “Anyway, I’ve got to concern myself with the cases.”  
 
    “And that includes chasing the wicked three?” she inquired. 
 
    I changed the subject. “Rach, I don’t want to run into Dimitri until he has a chance to cool down. I thought I’d have Ravyn meet me somewhere. She knows more than she’s saying. The receptionist might know my voice, so if you could contact her to find out when and where we can meet.” 
 
    “Trev, if she’s in with them, she might be setting you set up for them.” 
 
    “True. Make sure our meeting is in a public place. Maybe at the mall. Coffee shop would be fine.” 
 
    Rachel reported, “I’ll see what I can do. Mickey Coleman is probably running the operation. He’s good at standing back. When he got out of the slammer years ago he was in for pimping. He went back to the streets immediately, but then cleaned it up to a string of massage parlors. Now he may be sex trade trafficking to build an escort service. That’s his M.O.” 
 
    “This is going to be a tough solve. Two kingpins are working their gigs from one another’s arena. We’ve got the sex trade and the treasure ship business.” I paused. “Interesting to see how they play their games. A fresh new start for Coleman. But not.” 
 
    “Enforcement doesn’t really expect them to clean up. I’ve heard that the sex trade is going more youthful. Now they kidnap younger and younger women, girls. And men, boys actually.” Her sigh through the phone was discouragement. “Trev, if we take them out, we’ve made a major improvement in our community. If not, it is going to be the same as usual.” 
 
    “And then we’ve got the other case, a clean-cut guy marries a chic millions-of-bucks-heiress. And their expectations fizzled. They face divorce. Donald Ogden is murdered. He leaves behind a question mark. No one hates the guy. His buddies have young ‘stud pissing’ battles, but nothing too unusual. Wife hates him, wants to be rid of him. But why would wife, Mona Ross, send out a hit that is a bloodbath?” My mind whirled when I thought of the horrific crime. 
 
    “It makes no sense,” Rachel grumbled. 
 
    “Rach. She has money to buy a miserable hubby off. A divorce dump. Where do the dynamics of it all lead?” These were the questions that circled my mind. Mona might have hated Donald enough to stage a killing on the beach walkway. Killing on a trail. But leaving a corpse that would require a billion sutures? “She couldn’t have over-powered him herself. Blood and guts aren’t her style. My guess is that she’d have offed him a few bullets. Maybe it was some slasher mentality junkie who was high.” 
 
    “Be careful, Trevar,” she cautioned me. “I’ll try to get in contact with Ravyn and get the information to you.” 
 
    “I’m going to find a safe way to get over to talk with Mandy and Boyd. I might as well assume that either Mickey or Dimitri will be tailing me in their quest to find Boyd. I’ll need to give whichever tail the slip.” 
 
    “Maybe the trinity will send in one of their goons.” 
 
    “Rach, I don’t think they want the staff to know what they’re up to.” 
 
    “Just take care. I’ll let you know if Summer finds anything incriminating about Gary’s activities. And why don’t you use my BMW to visit Mandy and Boyd. We know Dimitri has seen your Mercedes up close and personal.” Rachel muttered, “He probably has nightmares about it.” 
 
    “Good point. I’ll drop back to the yacht, shower, disguise and take your car. We need to get all our vehicles swept.” 
 
    Driving back to the yacht, I realized how tricky this was all getting. 
 
    Rach agreed that we needed to step up our undercover game. I showered, changed clothing and when I got to the door, Rachel chuckled, “Be careful.” 
 
    I slipped sunglasses over my eyes, and then tossed the printed Aussie hat on my head. I tucked my blonde curls inside. Walking across the luxury dock where The Radclyffe Hull was securely in her slip, I glanced around the marina parking lot. There were rented security guards – robo-cops, but they probably were only trained at taking down pickpockets. The turnover was weekly. I knew at least one of the guards was barely out of high school. A nice kid, but the only shootout he’d seen was watching TV drama. 
 
    Scanning the horizon of high-dollar yachts, and the beach, I didn’t see anyone suspicious. I broke into a jog across the parking area, then curved my run back to the ocean. Again, I gave a check. It was clear. I waited several moments, then turned my hat inside out. It was now white. I took off the over-blouse I’d worn and shoved it into my handbag. Before heading back through the marina parking area, I rolled up my pantlegs. There was a car on the other side. The driver was watching my yacht. Whoever he was, he was even more interested in slamming down a breakfast burrito and fancy-dancy iced coffee and cream drink. 
 
    Nonchalantly, I went across the lot to where Rachel’s BMW was awaiting my arrival. I then zipped right past the sports car that had eyes on the yacht. Mickey Coleman was sitting in the driver’s seat. He didn’t bother looking up from his eats. When I was a couple blocks away, I called Rachel with the auto’s ID. We could at least have security keep eyeballs on Mickey Coleman. 
 
    I was on my way to visit cousin Boyd, and my friendly confidential informant, Mandy. I contacted her to let her know I was on my way, so I could be buzzed in immediately. Mandy and Boyd were in the sunroom, sipping iced tea. “Come on through,” Mandy called as she poured me an iced tea. On the rectangular wicker tabletop was a thick glass covering, and a jigsaw puzzle with edges finished, and pieces strewn. “Every time I see the two of you together, I’m more convinced that you’re twins.” 
 
    Boyd and I laughed at the same time, with the same wildly wide grins. I explained the camouflage and deceit I used to safely sneak into the apartment. They seemed slightly impressed with my wily dress. But after I told them about the ordeal with Dimitri, my two consorting pals became fully attentive. 
 
    “You nearly shaved off Dimitri’s manhood?” Boyd exclaimed. 
 
    “It was a very snug, close shave,” I admitted. “I have no idea how I would have beat that charge in court. But I wanted to ask you about the pecking order. Coleman, Laski, Simon, and Dimitri.” 
 
    “Dimitri,” Boyd explained, “was the lowest on the totem pole. The expendable one. The arm, as they call it in gangster talk. Dimitri is nuts, and physically determined. Vicious and cruel. It’s just my take on it. I was an outsider. Skipper Laski, Jurg, seemed to be at the helm, as it were. But yet, Mickey had equal footing. Dimitri knew what was going on, and he would boss the others on the crew, but he marched to Jurg’s whims.” 
 
    “And Simon?” I questioned. 
 
    “Simon was somehow logistically near the three. It was as if he’d been a part of Mickey’s past. You know, they went back. But they didn’t talk much about their private lives. That’s why I didn’t believe Simon would steal the treasure. Not from a longtime pal like Mickey.” Boyd frowned, concentrating. He placed a puzzle piece carefully where it belonged. 
 
    “And Jurg and Dimitri were from Russia, and could they have historically gone back together?” 
 
    “In their case it was as if Jurg lived here most of his adult life, and Dimitri probably only a few years. But Jurg often talked to Dimitri as if he were the underling. They talked Russian, and that really upset Mickey. He’d tell them to stop that babbling. If the four of them colluded, I mean, if Simon was in on anything illegal, the conversation may have been when I was scouring the sea bed.” 
 
    “So, there were times when Simon wasn’t diving with you?” 
 
    “Some days there would be two divers, sometimes three or four. They ran the diving in a haphazard way. Never really a schedule.” 
 
    Mandy had been placing puzzle pieces along the lower right side. “Tom Powers called yesterday to say they might need to interrogate Boyd again.” 
 
    “Stall him,” I quickly answered. “I’ll drop by and chat with him in the morning. Update him on the threats that the real killers of Simon are inflicting on us. How seriously Mickey and his Russian buddies are trying to find Boyd.” 
 
    Mandy honed in on that. “The three will only turn tables and maybe ask that you be charged for nearly emasculating Dimitri. They can buy some witnesses.” 
 
    Boyd added, “And they’ll probably say that it is revenge for losing their pal and employee. They have contempt for women anyway, so they’d love to take you apart.” 
 
    “Speaking of women,” Mandy’s right eye lifted. “I know a woman who is very crazy about you.” 
 
    “You haven’t talked with her lately. I mean,” I corrected, “if you’re referring to Clarissa. She doesn’t want to be threatened by the criminal world. And I don’t want her to be endangered. She won’t spend her life with a woman strapping on a gun holster every day.” 
 
    “She only mentioned it would have been nice.” 
 
    “Mandy, Jurg and Dimitri paid her a visit to find out about Boyd. That’s why I went after Dimitri.” I wanted to pound the table but all the puzzle pieces would have jumped from their correct position. “Jill is now her bodyguard.” 
 
    “You’re taking care of her, protecting her,” Mandy argued. 
 
    “Mandy, I’m her evening bodyguard, and she is not happy. I slept on her cot last night. She wants no part of me.” 
 
    Boyd offered, “Beryl, this is an unusual circumstance.” 
 
    “I chase criminals for a living. Anyone wants to get to me, all they need to do is get to a person I care about. The Team has experienced that over the past years.” My dejection showed clearly. “Sorry, I wish it could be possible. But it isn’t.” 
 
    Boyd shook his head. “Hey, if she was straight, I’d give up my career for her. She’s a special woman.” 
 
    It would do little good explaining that detective work was my career, and my life. But a fine, decent, smart, delicate, and honorable woman could be a wonderful life. 
 
    Yet, my appointment was set with Ravyn. And I headed that way. 
 
    Going from thoughts of Clarissa to meeting Ravyn – Rhonda Reed, was mind-boggling. She’d selected a place, where I’d never been before, to meet for our luncheon. It was a small, off the grid, barbeque hut on the edge of West Palm. We sat as near as we could to the window air conditioner. I could smell the spices of the BBQ pit outside. It could clear my sinuses, I figured. 
 
    I almost didn’t recognize Ravyn out of her costume. Her denims were mid leg, and her faded blue tank top was haphazard. Her face was desolate without the thick layer of cosmetics she used in her striptease act. She wouldn’t be taken for a soccer mom. However, she certainly contained the sexy runway walk, and the gyrating pole motion. “This is a little out of the way, but it’s safe from having to explain to my bosses.” 
 
    “Your bosses are or have something to do with a guy name Mickey Coleman or Dimitri Zhenya, right?” 
 
    “Look, I could get wacked for talking to you. You tried to kill Dimitri last night. He told us all about it. He’s fuckin’ irate. That’s why I agreed to see you. Somebody needs to warn you off. These guys have no normal in ‘em. Simon found me and stuck by me. That saved me from beatings, and bullshit. Simon did that for me.” 
 
    “Who exactly owns Sheeran’s?” 
 
    “They call it a corporation. But Mickey sort of had to divest all his ties to crime when he did time. I met the treasure hunter, Jurg, but he’s not much more than in business with Mickey. He recruits the girls sometimes. Gets them offshore where he’s safe. International waters. I try not to know what’s going on. Simon always said that I should know nothing and I’d be safe.” 
 
    “Can’t you get out?” 
 
    Shame covered her face. It was a relief when the server brought us each a platter of huge ribs. After she had fidgeted and picked on one of the ribs, she spoke. “How the hell can I get out? Where would I go? How would I make a living? I make me some good money. I got no papers. I got no recommendations. I got no documentation. And going back to my family isn’t an option. They got no money. I send them the bucks to survive. I’m trapped now.” 
 
    “Were you recruited?” I quizzed, hoping she’d answer. 
 
    “I got doped up at the wrong place and time. Next thing I knew I was on the way to Puerto Rico. They kept me there for a couple years. Told me that I owed them money.” 
 
    “It was involuntary servitude.” 
 
    “Hell, some parents in other countries sell off their daughters. If their kid survives, the parents are disgusted by them. Well, like me. Shamed by my family. Mickey brought me to Miami. Finally, I met Simon and he was working with Mickey. Simon was loyal to Mick. Simon talked Mick into giving me a good job here. He was keeping me safe.” 
 
    “Ravyn, how do they recruit so easily, without getting caught?” 
 
    “Easy. Kidnap a girl. They’re wanting younger and younger kids now. I hate Mick and Jurg for this. They steal women. If they can get ‘em across a border, no one can find them. Yeah, exploited, sold to pimps. It’s an ugly road and there’s no way out. Hell, yes, it’s slavery. But it goes unnoticed. They got child sex tourism. Minors, they don’t give a damn.” 
 
    It was sickening, yet I understood the complexity of it all. “Mickey is a very bad actor.” 
 
    “And beware. You made Dimitri pissed off at you. He’s unequalled in punishing. The guy is a nightmare. He makes me want to vomit. He has this virgin fetish. He is a monster. If you’re smart, you won’t let him catch you.” 
 
    “I want to catch him.” I thought of the young women he raped and brutalized. Youth in its middle time of going through hoops of romance/sex, has enough of a difficult time. I wasn’t going away from this case. I was looking for some punishment, and an end to him and Mickey. “I want to catch him. I want to capture Mickey.” 
 
    “Mickey Coleman is too smart to go back to the slammer.” 
 
    “Mickey gets sent to prison, and he comes out with more ideas about the trade?” I inquired. 
 
    “Sure. Brothels masquerade as legitimate business. Massage parlors. Illicit fronts for prostitution. It begins with ‘hand relief’ or genital stimulation. Then intercourse. You’d be surprised about how big this business is. Mickey and Jurg have big holdings in the sex trade.” 
 
    “You know where they take these kidnapped women, don’t you?” 
 
    “You don’t understand. Sit there with your purity. You don’t give a damn what happens to me. I’m complicit with this. Sister, you don’t know. These men will take their AR-15’s and make me mincemeat. And they won’t blink. Simon was the only one who took care of me. I don’t think I ever loved anyone. But he was the closest I come to loving anyone.” 
 
    She finished her meal in silence, then walked away. I knew she was finished talking. And she didn’t want lectures. She knew what she was allowing to be done to those young women. She fully understood that she was implicated. She didn’t trust Mickey Coleman. And she didn’t trust me. Self-preservation was her only goalpost. 
 
    That afternoon, I spent checking with confidential informants and leads. Informants wouldn’t talk much when I mentioned Mickey Coleman. 
 
    My inquiries were leading me to believe there were no exemptions for law and order. The course of life was set. We just did our best, or worst in the cases of the rotted hearts of evil. Two cases. One was a body that drifted onto the beach. The resolution seemed to be lingering, and perhaps disseminating into a cold case that would never be solved. 
 
    The other was a case that had tunnels of criminal activity that junction from one crime syndicate to another. It was personal because it led to a sex-trafficking gang. A war against women, youth, innocence…So many ugly crimes. Trevar Investigators case began with a lifeless body, found on another beach. Simon Wagoner, had probably been killed elsewhere. I presumed on board a ship. Had he escaped, jumped, tried to outswim the spray of bullets? Or had he been murdered by the crew of Sea Fortune? Then thrown from the side deck of the ship, perhaps. 
 
    I parked in a lot a couple blocks from Pages. When I entered the bookshop with its multitude of books and shelves, and the sweet floral smell, I couldn’t help but smile and be calm. Of course, this serene spot relaxed me. Clarissa didn’t want her peace disturbed. I didn’t want that for her. I could never provide a placid life for her. Because I could never assure it for myself. 
 
    That didn’t mean I couldn’t appreciate the state of calm in the bookstore. And I loved the way Clarissa looked up from the counter, and her smile was automatic. She may not have wanted to encourage me, but her smile hadn’t gotten the message. 
 
    I returned her smile just before she went back to the customer she was helping. Then I nodded to Jill. “Jill, I can take the overnight shift.” 
 
    “Trev, you managed to stay alive today. Good work,” she teased. “I heard that both cases are in a lingering state. All clear on this front.” 
 
    “Right. You can fill me in when you come back tomorrow morning. Not much to go over. Cases are not terribly active.” My frown ruffled as I considered the translation of our professions. In my work – nothing happening, dead ends, and no perp in jail. For Clarissa, my guess would be no books would sell that day. But that wasn’t the case. Jill lifted a stack of books as she headed for the entrance. “Rachel called for a stash of books?” 
 
    “Yep,” Jill answered. “Clarissa knew exactly where to find them all. Did you know she’s a former librarian? She has her Master’s Degree in library science.” 
 
    “There’s a great deal I don’t know about Clarissa, or you.” 
 
    Jill walked slowly back to where I was standing. “Has my fellow team member been moaning?” 
 
    “Jill, Summer feels as though you get the best jobs, I guess. I want both of you to be on our Team. I’m not sure how to fix this rift.” 
 
    “Do you want me to resign? I can go back to enforcement.” 
 
    “I don’t want you going anywhere. We had a terrific trio, and now with you, we have a perfect Team.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for this assignment. It was in Rachel’s hands. Summer doesn’t seem to understand the basics. When I studied criminal justice at the academy we were told that we take whatever assignment we were given. One of our instructors said that because it is so essential that we be on the same page, we should consider enforcement like being a member of the military. Chain of command. I don’t think Summer has ever had that discipline. Now, if you want to fire me for saying that, I do understand. And I respect you, whatever you do.” 
 
    Nodding, I spoke pensively, “Summer is guilty as charged. She was the youngest, and she was the muscles, and had an instinct for crime chasing. But she’s young, and she’s been on the streets alone for the few years before she joined the Team. She isn’t disciplined. And to be honest, Rachel and I worked around her. Your being part of the Team changes the dynamics. I predicted that you would train her to have discipline by your example. Summer has a strong loyalty. She’s got an instinct. She’s feeling shoved aside right now. I want you both to be patient. Because she’s got a hair-trigger temper, she’ll take what I say as picking on her. I have no right to ask, but will you be an undercover mentor to her?” 
 
    Jill’s grin flashed. “I’d much rather go through a hail of gunfire. But I’ll try.” 
 
    “Something about these cases makes me feel that we’re going to need one another. More than ever before.” 
 
    This time her nod was affirmative. She left the shop with a simple wave. 
 
    Turning, I saw Clarissa coming my way. “How’s my reinforcement?” 
 
    “Clarissa, I’m fully armed and ready to defend.” 
 
    “Do you realize the more I see of you, the more feelings I have for you?” she questioned. 
 
    “I’ll sleep nearer the landing of the loft. Try to keep us parted,” I teased. 
 
    Her grin suddenly lifted. “We’re both trying desperately not to allow this.” 
 
    “I still want to get to know you better. You were a librarian?” 
 
    “And you were a lawyer?” 
 
    Chuckling, I confessed, “I probably got shot at just as much in my previous profession. Maybe more. But I’ve survived.” 
 
    “Haven’t other women you’ve been with objected?” 
 
    “Sure. All but the woman I fell in love with.” 
 
    “Lilia Franco?” 
 
    “Yes. And she was fine with my profession because I was her bodyguard. She understood that people are in need of my services.” 
 
    “Was that why you loved her?” 
 
    “I don’t visit that portion of my nostalgia. We just loved one another. I’m not sure there are reasons.” 
 
    “Probably not.” Her sigh was understood by both of us. “And in your teen years, what were you like?” 
 
    “Raffish youth.” I grinned. “I needed to study hard to get through college and law school. So, I was actually very tame. Then after graduation, I had a little party inside of me, and then got to work.” 
 
    “Beryl, I wish you loved me as you loved Lilia. That was what love should be like.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to, but you’re right. I wouldn’t be beneficial for you. I couldn’t be the person you need in your life.” 
 
    Our gaze was too long. But I couldn’t take my eyes from her face. If love could be reversed, concluded, or sent off to a faraway dynasty of lost stars, would I want to lose love? 
 
    Avoidance was a luminous, gleaming beam of light that shined too brightly. And perhaps, dimmed to rapidly.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
                                                                                                                                                                              
 
      
 
    Because of scheduling conflicts, we made a decision to change the original morning plans. Jill would relieve my bodyguarding Clarissa earlier. I would hightail it back to the yacht, and shower. At that point we would do a conference, with Jill on her phone giving her input. 
 
    My agenda, or docket as I often referred to it, included: Team meeting. Chat with Chief Tom Powers at Homicide Headquarters. Appointment with Mona Ross at Ross Architects. There was a yearning that perhaps Mona would terminate our contract. She had kept us on to see if we could discover a murderer of her hubby. I assumed that was so that she would no longer be under suspicion for the killing. I was realist enough to believe it could very well have been a random homicide by a crazed drug addict. But that scenario set off a little alarm system. 
 
    I’d always had that little alarm system going off – signaling my brain. But at times, I ignored it. Those were not good times. I was taking advantage of not making a decision about Mona’s innocence.  
 
    I was much more anxious to find a way to draw out the Sea Fortune’s Scumbag-Hucksters and Coleman’s strip joint/sex trafficking/escort business. I wanted to save my cousin’s honor, and his freedom from a prison stay. I was also protective of him. I didn’t want him murdered by the killers of his friend, Simon. But there was an addendum to my reason for wanting this case solved. I hated women being abused. Sex trafficking, and the sex industry, were grimily intrusive ugly acts against women.  Itching to see Jurg, Dimitri, and Mickey charged, I could use the womanpower of both Summer and Jill. 
 
    I was pretty certain I could find trouble to get into that afternoon. But the morning was spoken for. 
 
    After my shower, I pulled Summer aside and cautioned her about being a Team member. “The two of you are needed for the cases we’re working on. We can only accomplish success when our Team is together. Our synchronicity is the hidden ingredient. I realize you don’t like working the boring case of Donald ’s murder. But until we get the contract torn up by Mona, we’ve got to ethically give it our best try. Jill isn’t being given better assignments. She wants criminals off the streets. You want the streets cleaned up.” 
 
    She argued, “Donald was murdered by a violent stranger. It’s going to be an unsolvable mystery. The cops have no clues – no clues exist. Can you honestly say it isn’t a cold case?” 
 
    “Summer, I’m not at all convinced that it can be solved. I don’t want to wait until someone squeals or confesses. The people we’re investigating could have murdered him. Maybe it is probable that they did not kill Donald. And no one ordered a hit on him. But it is possible that one of them did it or conspired to have him killed.” 
 
    Her eyes were fired up for another line of argument. “I don’t buy it.” 
 
    I intersected her debate. “Summer, will you please cooperate? We are a team. The Team. Please give Jill a chance. I know it isn’t easy. But our business depends on it. How many times have we depended on calling audibles. We’ve been hooked up together. It’s our reaction, and our closeness to recognize one another’s idiosyncrasies, signals, messages – that saves us. Our lives depend on one another.” 
 
    She spun around and walked out of the office. It was going to be a short, sweet conference. I was pretty sure Jill could feel the cyber glares of Summer. But everyone stayed cool enough for the meeting to end.  Ours was a be safe motto. Take care and take care of one another. 
 
    My nerves were relatively secured when I entered Tom’s office. 
 
    Chief Tom Powers immediately began with his order to bring Boyd in to be interrogated by a couple of the homicide detectives. I would divert his invitation. My chat at homicide headquarters was to do just that. 
 
    “Tom, come on. Jurg Laski, Mickey Coleman, and Dimitri Zhenya are looking for Boyd. They’ll kill my cousin. Mickey and Dimitri now know that Boyd and I are related. They paid a visit to threaten my friend, Charissa Lamb. They entered her bookstore and frightened the hell out of her. I now need to use one of the Team members to give her 24-hour protection. That’s 25% of my workers. I’ve got Boyd in safe storage, Tom. I’m not turning him over so that it leaks out where he is. And Trevar Investigators are working two cases.” 
 
    “Get back to you guarding the rich and famous.” He sat across from me. “I don’t want you women getting in my way.” 
 
    “Perish the thought that crime gets solved. By the way, have you spoken with Jurg Laski about the murder of his diver?” 
 
    “They aren’t always available to us. You know that we can’t go into International waters.” 
 
    “I got that, Tom, but these are potential killers.” I knew he was right. Twenty-four nautical miles from the coastal shoreline. Twelve to twenty-four was considered the contiguous zone. The waters can be patrolled for drugs and contraband by the Coast Guard. And they have the right to board and search. 
 
    “You want me to rip the treasure hunter’s ship by its moorings? You women don’t pay any attention to the rules. You don’t worry about probable cause or anything else.” 
 
    I grinned. “You have more resources that we do, Tom. I agree, we are a little less dainty about suspect’s treatment. And a little less concerned about a few other areas of law.” 
 
    “Damn right you are,” he fumed. “As a matter of fact, we did talk with Jurg and a guy named Dimitri. They claimed they found little hooks beneath the hull. Someone was attaching bags of coins under the boat. Stealing the skippers stash. They don’t know where Boyd went with Simon. Simon was killed while he was with your cousin.” 
 
    “If you’d find the speedboat they were in, you’d see it was full of bullets.” 
 
    “All we know is Simon was full of bullets. Close range.” 
 
    “Glad you at least met with Jurg,” I said. “Tom, they are career killers. The mob.” 
 
    “I’d love to get them, too.” He scratched his head. “That scumbag, Dimitri called me a name.” 
 
    “Oh?” I inquired. 
 
    “I heard him say ‘douche nozzle’ when I was leaving.” Tom blushed. 
 
    Then we laughed. “I’m sure he has called me worse,” I said. Dimitri wouldn’t have told Tom about my assault on him. Not terribly masculine. I wouldn’t offer it up. Maybe in twenty years at Tom’s retirement party, I could bring it up. 
 
    “Also, you might as well forget the Donald Ogden murder. And stop bothering Johnny Groversen. I don’t want trouble from Washington.” 
 
    “Tom, Johnny could be involved.” 
 
    “He was friends with the dead man, Trevar. End of story. We don’t have trouble with his father and we don’t want trouble with him.” 
 
    “You think it was a random killing. But what if it wasn’t?” 
 
    “You and your Team face it. The killer won’t be identified unless a jailhouse snitch trades a name for time served. I’ll back away on interviewing your cousin, if you leave the Groversen family alone.” 
 
    “You’re trying to restrict our investigations. Tom, I have a feeling…” 
 
    “You and your feelings. Stay out of the homicide business. Do your little bodyguard and missing persons business. Leave the murders to us to solve.” 
 
    I began toward the door, then swirled around. “In other words, you don’t want the crimes solved.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “We’ll get the killer of Simon eventually. Maybe the killer of Ogden will have a lifetime Stay Out of Jail card. It’s not looking optimistic for a lockup.” 
 
    As I exited, I was still grinning about his encounter with Dimitri. Tom and I constantly played this crime solving competition. He knew I wouldn’t remind him of how many crimes Trevar Investigators had solved. He liberally furnished forensic clues, and other information that wouldn’t be available without his permission. It was a win-win, or perhaps a draw-draw. 
 
    My drive to Ross Architects didn’t take long enough. 
 
    Sitting across from Mona’s elaborate circular table, she immediately began her harping, haranguing droll list of expectations. “You’re providing the surveillance of two of Donald ’s friends. Isn’t that a waste of my money?” 
 
    “Can you provide me a list of anyone you haven’t mentioned. We’ll be glad to turn our investigation in whatever direction you’d like as long as it’s vital to the case. Mona, I feel it was someone he knew. And it was all about hatred. Why are you so certain it wasn’t his pals, Johnny Groversen or Gary Dodge?” 
 
    “Because Johnny was not even in town. And Gary is a despicable rodent, but why would he kill Donald? I suspect Donald was slipping his old pal money. My money.” As an aside, she said, “Donald felt power when he bought people. And he was the biggest purchase I’ve ever made.” Her chuckle was cruel. She then sat back, when I failed to appreciate her humor. “At any rate, Gary wouldn’t have killed the golden goose.” 
 
    My thoughts were suddenly whipping around with tornadic speed. “Wait! Donald was paying Gary?” 
 
    “Probably the loans were out of friendship. Some of the money I believed Donald was stealing to pay a blackmailer to keep quiet about his philandering, or maybe his pilfering company funds. I mentioned before that Donald had his hand in the till. He was taking from me, and I’m certain he was being paid by our competition by selling quotes and the espionage of our company plans. Even if your detectives can’t find the funds, I know he was siphoning out a great deal of money. You can’t locate the crime because you’re too busy chasing Donald’s worthless friends.” The conversation went quiet. Then she added, “Donald threw his ‘hero’ grifter a few crumbs.” 
 
    “At least we brought it to your attention that Gary was not a hero.” 
 
    “I hadn’t already surmised that he was no hero. But I knew all along he was a rodent.” 
 
    “Mona, if you’re dissatisfied with my company, I’ll immediately rescind all of our previous contractual agreements.” 
 
    “I just want to see some data providing me with backup to my suspicions. Proof that the bum I married was not such a sweet guy.” 
 
    I stood slowly. “I’m only going to say this once. We do not make it up as we go along. You want to prove your innocence to the homicide detectives. I understand that. My Team will only verify the truth.” 
 
    After leaving the Ross Building, I was hot under the collar. I called Summer, to check and see if she’d come up with anything on Gary. We decided to meet for a quick lunch down the street from Gary’s apartment. Away from the place Gary often when to eat. Since we would be talking about the case, it was safer from inquiring ears. 
 
    Summer called Gary the least interesting person she’d ever surveilled. He’d dug in at his apartment. He went out to the same pancake house for breakfast, lunch and dinner. Ate alone. He was chummy with the staff, and only went to the bathroom before he ate, Summer dubiously reported. 
 
    That I considered strange. He was nearly across the street from the pancake house. A five-minute trip – so one would think he could have wee-weed at his apartment, then on to lunch. And he didn’t look at all like the type to be insistent on pristine hands. Yet, he went to the men’s room to scrub up. Sometimes, Summer said, it was occupied, and sometimes not. We should have a gentleman on the Team to check toilet activities of potential perps. 
 
    Summer and I were seated. She mumbled, “Trev, I tell you, this Gary is a weirdo.” 
 
    “Mona seems to think he’s okay, except for being a rodent.” 
 
    “Mona,” Summer repeated as she opened the menu, “is difficult to define. She runs hot and cold. I asked Rachel about Ross Architects financials. She said that there probably were some shortages. And so far, nothing on Gary’s banking practices. Seems there probably weren’t any. He was pocketing cash.” 
 
    Both Summer and I ordered the Florida breakfast special omelet. That included shrimp, and Creole sauce. We both must have been hungry, and the lunch was fairly appetizing. The lemonade was excellent. We ate our way through most of the meal before we resumed our conversation. 
 
    “Nothing more about the phone dump. The burner cell only showed Gary’s landline number. Tom didn’t provide the ping information of the trace phone. Jill even talked with the Chief, and nothing new.” I placed a forkful of pancakes in my mouth. I immediately noticed Summer’s jaws tightening. 
 
    “Trev, if Rachel and you can’t get information, surely Jill can squeeze it out of her old boss.” 
 
    “That’s not what I was saying. Summer, please make an effort. We’ve got to be on one page. Two homicides. Both potentially dangerous. Certainly, the Simon Wagoner case is teeming with dirtballs. Dangerous dirtballs.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose Mona is done with us on the Donald Ogden case.” 
 
    “Nope. I asked her if I could tear up the contract. She’s vehement about us continuing to find a killer that I’m not sure is around. A hidden person, not connected to Donald in any way, other than the fact that they met on a beach pathway, is dubious. Donald was filleted. Someone wanted him to hurt. And then die.” 
 
    “She just doesn’t want to go down for it.” Summer then charged, “Maybe she did do it. She sure as hell hated Donald. And she could easily afford a hitman.” 
 
    “A hit man would probably have just gored the guy in a few critical places. He wouldn’t have butchered the guy. Bullets are quicker, and smarter for a hitman.” 
 
    Summer finished her drink. She joked, “Maybe he was being paid by the jab wounds. Or maybe hitmen have a menu that the client can pick from.” Summer giggled, “Yes, and hit special of the day. Client’s pay, hitmen slay. Massacre by knife, to be made to look like a random act, an added charge.” 
 
    I laughed and shook my head. “Well, someone must have taken home a big paycheck.” I paused, “I have never understood the basic option of a life of crime. Why select crime, when there’s always an alternative?” 
 
    “Remember, Trev, you rescued me from a detox center where I was about to be transferred to jail.” 
 
    Recalling that day, I questioned why a bright, lovely kid would we be ruining her health. I signed her out as a guardian of the court. Everyone knew I worked pro bono with women. “I trusted my instincts, Summer. I knew you were to special to be tossed off to the side.” 
 
    “What made you think I could be saved?” she asked. 
 
    My mind cast backward to a story I often quoted. “The glowworm story.” 
 
    “Glowworm?” she asked quizzically. 
 
    “Right. People respond to safe harbors. You can’t ask more of people than they can give. It’s analogous to the glowworm story. There was a talented glowworm. The trainer asked it to glow blue. It complied. Then the trainer asked for red. The glowworm again glowed what the trainer asked for – red. Finally, the trainer asked for the glow to be plaid. The glowworm worked and worked to achieve the command and glow plaid. Finally, the glowworm glowed plaid, but then exploded.” My expatiation ended on a somber, meditative, and lamenting, way. “This is what happens when we require too much of people. You were your own person. I recognized that precious talent you have.” 
 
    Summer’s eyes were damp. “I’m glad you saw that in me.” She walked to the door. I thought she might turn and grin. She did not. 
 
    Although when we parted, I should have headed across town to check on a creep or two connected with Simon’s murder, I drove in the opposite direction. I went to the beach behind the luxury buildings where Donald was knifed to death. 
 
    The beach was white, and with a small brow of sea debris. Walking the path made me check the scene thoroughly as I strode along. When I went by one area, I saw red stains off to the side. Usually, after an investigation, all signs of the crime are removed. But some of the blood must have bled into the sand and remained. Foot and bike traffic had then uncovered the few spots of blood. I took my sample packets out and placed the sand inside. Suppose, I considered, forensics got the visible mess cleaned. But perhaps this was off to the side, and didn’t come from Donald, but from his killer. 
 
    A long shot, but I would provide the packets to Tom Powers. Perhaps they might be useful and buy me some cred with Tom. It might give me a couple paybacks from the homicide chief. I was grasping at straws on this case. Or maybe just hoping for some strands of DNA that were compatible with a killer. I would mention that he might want to do a DNA check on Johnny and Gary. 
 
    Walking back, I thought about Donald, and what he might have been thinking on his run. Although I only met him once, he didn’t seem like a guy marrying an older woman and scheming to scam money from her. But everyone commented that he was a chameleon. He wasn’t someone I would have suspected until after interviewing those who knew him. 
 
    Gazing out on the ocean, I wondered if I was always able to identify evil. It was my business, but so much of detective work was revealing one layer after the other. Each pronouncement when interviewing a suspect came from their vantage point. I’d missed the signs before. 
 
    As I realized my thoughts were all about the heartless living among us, I watched the surf meandering along the shore. I felt the sun. My thoughts turned to protection of the good, the precious people of life. I closed my eyes and Clarissa was a life-size image on my mind. 
 
    Clarissa Lamb’s existence was all about the warmth and spirit of kindness. I wanted to hold her, kiss her and make love to her. I perhaps hungered for living with and for what she was all about. 
 
    I was realistic enough to know that she wanted nothing to do with me. She wanted friendship. She understood that she couldn’t allow a crime-fighting woman into her life. I immersed myself into solving theft, killing, malefactions, hatred of one another. I wondered if crime soiled the spirit of those chasing after the wicked. 
 
    Back in my car, I directed it to one of the filthy examples of the underworld. Sheeran’s Club was part of the sex industry. It seemed as though there were two considerations of this. From Mandy’s viewpoint, it was a choice for women. It was the only industry where women can make more than men. Her escort service protected the women, paid the women handsomely, and took women off the streets, and sometimes off drugs. Most of them made a choice, and most of them were able to help themselves. 
 
    Their view was that they met the needs of men. Mandy expressed the idea that many women marry, and it is for money, being taken care of. The inducements varied. It was consensual sex. 
 
    I’d argued with Mandy that the sex trade objectified women. 
 
    The one place we agreed was that sex trafficking was against the woman. The land of pimps, of corporate sex trade, or diminishing the woman’s choice, was on so many street corners. 
 
    I didn’t see Ravyn’s car in the parking lot. I also didn’t see Dimitri’s four-wheel beater. I rethought the reasons for my stopping by. I continued on, bartering with myself about if I should go back to the yacht. I could pick up a change of clothing for spending the night bodyguarding a woman I was beginning to have feeling for. And I could talk with Rachel about Jill and Summer’s disputes. +And if I were lucky, Pluma would squawk out her own profane objections to the world’s problems. 
 
    It had been a busy morning. I felt like pilfering an hour from company time. I wanted to walk barefoot on the sands. My mind was filled with clues. The time was a criminal watch ticking in my brain. 
 
    I selected an isolated beachfront. Kicking off my shoes felt good. As I walked, I excavated thoughts about the crimes. Just as a deep-sea diver excavated gold, I was pulling in various strands of not only what someone said, but how they said it. 
 
    Words filled the cavern of time. It was as though these cases bounced off the canyon rims in some forgotten place. While I attempted to clear and strain thoughts and to relax my brain, I was becoming more encumbered by each clue.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dreams, at times, bothered my night. 
 
    They reminded me that, at times, my profession placed me in a world begrimed and loathsome. Akin to many of my childhood remembrances. Being raised by non-functioning alcoholics, in slum areas, I’d purposely selected a lifestyle, as a prominent defense attorney. I was housed in a pristine mansion and lived an immaculately clean existence. 
 
    Once in a while there was a feeling of displeasure. Handshakes with trashy criminals would make my well-groomed hands feel defiled. Assisting criminals to gain their freedom made my heart feel lousy, contaminated by evil. 
 
    Being a detective is another form of leaping into the grime of criminal activity. Less take-home pay, but being on the opposing side of evil, was there for me when I became a P.I. Still awaiting me some nights, was treachery. I awoke in the middle of the night. A dream of being chased by the scum of the earth. I was roused from sleep. My throat was tight and dry. Ahead of me were streams of lewd women. They weren’t exuberant, their terror became my terror. Fear. 
 
    I sat up on the cot, wiping my eyes. I was rumpled from sleeplessness. I could hear Clarissa’s breath across the room. Morning finally rescued me. 
 
    Suddenly, Clarissa was kneeling at the side of my cot. “Beryl, are you okay?” 
 
    I swallowed, “I’m fine. Sometimes I have nightmares. Sorry.” 
 
    Touching my face, she looked concerned. “Nothing to be sorry about, Beryl.” Her soothing hands were placed on my cheeks. Her fingers felt like soft clouds. Her eyes linked to mine, and tears were forming. “You sleep so fitfully, but it’s going to be fine. Please smile.” 
 
    My lips contorted for a moment, then rested into a beaming grin. “Just for you. Thank you for making me feel better.” I paused, allowing my lips turn down. “My life has been so messed up, and your life has been so tranquil and how life is supposed to be. I wish I could be for you. I’m frightened that instead of me allowing your happiness into my world, I might drag you down to mine.” 
 
    “I was thinking, you smiled once,” she teased, “and that makes me confident I can make you smile again.” She added, “It may be too late, but I’m reconsidering us. We’re together for a reason. We should be able to share our moments. Love is a miracle. And I’m throwing it away for a very shallow reason.” 
 
    “It isn’t too late,” I whispered. When our lips met, I took her in my arms. My eyes clamped snuggly as I felt the power of our kiss. It was warm, tender, and peaceful. I savored her nearness. We embraced, beginning another kiss, just as the sensor alarms went off. 
 
    I jumped to my feet, as I grabbed my Beretta tightly. I felt the cool handle. “Stay here, call Rach, and lock your bedroom door.” I ordered. 
 
    Carefully, I descended the circular stairway. I surveyed the store. Glancing at my phone, I could see it was the alarm I’d set last night, nearest the backdoor. In slow motion, I drifted against the wall toward the back. With a rapid spring, and gun aimed, I burst into the storeroom. Aiming, I then quickly lifted my gun, pointing toward the ceiling. 
 
    I yelled up to Clarissa, “Come on down, it wasn’t a break in.” 
 
    When she looked in, she saw me grin, as I lowered the gun to my side. 
 
    She burst into laughter, “It’s Patch.” 
 
    “Patch? I wasn’t aware you had a cat.” I lifted the white American Shorthair cat. His fur was soft, and had multiple dark colors splotched over his coat, and by his ears. 
 
    I placed the purring cat into Clarissa’s open arms. “He’s the store cat. A stray. He sometimes stays over with the two women booksellers I introduced you to the other day. Yesterday they worked different shifts. They must have thought the other one took him. When they do that, they just leave him here for me to cuddle. I’m so sorry,” she apologized. 
 
    I laughed. “I’m just glad I didn’t take one of his nine lives. I’m sort of a sharpshooter.” 
 
    I tickled the top of Patch’s head. “Patch, you put the fear of goddess in me.” 
 
    “We found him in the magazine department. He’d hidden out behind one of the display racks. We tried to find his home, but it became evident that he didn’t have a home. We care for lost or homeless cats. Stray kitties gravitate to safety. They come here, and people see them. We usually find them homes quickly. Patch was meant to be the company cat. Everyone loves him.” 
 
    “He’s a lucky cat,” I commented. 
 
    “And we named him Patch for the obvious reason. He has a black square patch on his white back. That was the first thing I noticed when I met Mr. Patch.” 
 
    I phoned Rachel back to call off the Team alert. She told me that Jill was already on her way. In fact, Jill was entering the front door before I’d said goodbye to Rachel. 
 
    I asked, “Did you bring small handcuffs, Jill?” When she frowned, I explained I had the beautiful cat in my custody. She commented that we needed paw-cuffs. 
 
    While I showered and dressed, Jill went across the street and brought back a box of luscious pastry for us, and for the women working at Pages. Clarissa had brewed a large pot of coffee, so we sat. It felt so easy, so natural, being near Clarissa. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said as I bit into a Danish pastry. “Just right for my energy level to get back to normal.” 
 
    “You really must have been moving quickly to have gotten a draw on a cat,” Jill joked. 
 
    Clarissa continued teasing me, “Jill, she still has the moves.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Jill remarked with her eyebrows lifting. “Do you have anything you want to tell me?” she asked. When I didn’t reply, she poked, “Come on, you two. Fess up.” 
 
    I answered, “Jill, nothing to tell. I promise you. Clarissa was talking about my…” 
 
    “Sorry, Trev,” Jill said with a smile. “I won’t tell Summer that Clarissa claims you still have the moves.” 
 
    I had to chuckle because Clarissa was finding it funny. “Okay, nothing has been happening.” When Clarissa went to open the entry door for her staff, I scolded Jill. “Jill, drop it. We’ve talked about it. We aren’t sure it would be a good idea.” 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    “Because we’re so different.” 
 
    “Come on, Trev…” 
 
    I interrupted, “And why are you calling me what Summer calls me? I thought the two of you are enemies.” 
 
    “I like calling you Trev.” Her lips pursed. “It has nothing to do with Summer. And don’t change the subjects. Clarissa has feelings for you.” 
 
    I picked up my pistol from the small table. “You two are probably complicit. Have a safe day.” 
 
    I tucked my gun into my body holster. I shook my head as I headed out the door. When I got to my car, I sat for several moments before my phone tone alerted me to Rachel’s call. She was chuckling. “How’s your first day on animal control?” 
 
    I was certain that Jill and Clarissa had immediately told her, and probably Summer. “Give me a break.” 
 
    I heard Summer’s voice in the background, “And ask her how her moves are?” 
 
    “Rach,” I said with a humorously stern voice, “is there a reason why you’re calling?” 
 
    “I got a strange call. Woman, disguising her voice. She said to tell you that she needed to meet you at the same place.” 
 
    I sat up. Only one woman would be attempting to hide her meeting with me. Ravyn. “I’ll be going back to where Ravyn and I lunched. I have a hunch it’s her and someone suspects her of talking with me. She has something to tell me.” 
 
    Rachel paused, then said, “It could be a setup. Be careful.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    “Do you need backup?” 
 
    “Naw, I’ll check it out carefully.” 
 
    When I arrived at the small BBQ restaurant, I scoured the area. I saw Ravyn’s vehicle. I swerved into the parking space beside it. “I took a chance that you were calling.” I ordered a cup of coffee. 
 
    “Look, I overheard Mickey and Dimitri talking last night. They were saying that Jurg wanted to put a GPS tracker on your car. They’re wanting to find Boyd Trevar. I just wanted to warn you. You’re a smart woman. I don’t like to see crap happening to women. Have you ever thought of turning Boyd over?” 
 
    “He’s my cousin and he didn’t do anything. If Simon stole the treasure, then he probably hid it somewhere on the coastline. Or even on the Sea Fortune. Boyd doesn’t have it. I looked, it isn’t with him. Besides, he was so terrified, he would have given the gold back immediately. I’m a vigorous, robust, tough woman, Ravyn. He is the absolute opposite of me. He’s a diver. He’s never had a speeding ticket in his life. He’s square, and he’s very, very …,” I paused selecting the word. “He’s self-preserving. He likes beautiful seashells, and the ocean floor’s adventure. He wouldn’t be into a heist like that. He hasn’t got the …” 
 
    “…balls for it?” 
 
    “Right. I always have the balls for dangerous gigs. But he isn’t the valorous type. Jurg, Mickey, and Dimitri live on the edge. Boyd doesn’t. And I haven’t made up my mind about Simon.” 
 
    “Simon never wanted to be the one in trouble. He was a messenger boy, but hell, he was a chicken shit. I started out as a lowdown, hookup whore, and I could fight. Simon wasn’t going to go up against gangsters.” 
 
    “I don’t have any idea who has the treasure. One of them might have redeposited the treasure on the ocean floor. All I know is I don’t have it, and I’d bet the farm that Boyd doesn’t have it.”  I stood, looking back down at her. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Naw,” she answered. But she was lying. Ravyn might have been okay at conning the typical john at a strip club about her emotions, but she wasn’t fooling me. The woman knew more than she was saying. But she wanted to tell me something. 
 
    “Thanks for all you help, Ravyn. I really appreciate you letting me know. Just remember, I’ll try to help you, too. I know someone and she could help you.” 
 
    “You don’t get it. I’m implicated.” 
 
    “I also know a hell of a good defense lawyer. I could take any charges against you and have the case buried in writs. Moral turpitude is nothing. And I’m betting anything you did, beyond that, you were coerced. Please help me?” 
 
    She nodded negatively. She was terrified of what the three men could do to her. And Simon wasn’t around any longer to protect her. One day soon she would spill her information. I felt certain of that. And I would be there with my ears pinned back. 
 
    It only took me twenty minutes to drive to the garage area we’d rented in West Palm. Rachel was calling the car rental company to meet me there. I pulled my Mercedes into the garage, took what I need from it, locked everything securely, then searched. 
 
    Last night had indeed been a busy night for the skipper and his two goofs, or one of the three. My vehicle had a tracking device. From the inside fender, behind its wheel, I pulled the magnetic tracker. The hidden tracker was an off-shelf magnetic GPS. I dismantled it. I then worked the electronic sweeper to see if there were additional GPS units. I called Rach, to have her warn everyone to use their bug sweepers to check their vehicles. My auto was parked behind Pages. I’d probably overlooked setting the alarm system, or it had been overridden. Whatever, my Mercedes had been compromised. It was clean now. Rachel promised to look into the security safety of our other vehicles. 
 
    Meanwhile, I locked up the garage. Within ten minutes, the rental car was delivered. Wonderful, a nondescript beige Honda. A perfect undercover car is like getting a new lease on life. 
 
    I needed more than that fresh lease. I placed power alarms on the rental car. If anyone tampered with it, I’d hear the alarm system’s siren blast. 
 
    The Blue Sea Bar was certainly a squalid dump. Not knowing which lowlife might be affiliated with the rotten threesome, I hedged my bet with Ax. At least by chatting with him, I knew which side he was on. His buddy, Simon, was most probably shot to death by the Sea Fortune slicksters. 
 
    “You keep a talking with me, and you’re gonna get me killed,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Just a few questions. Can I trust Ravyn?” 
 
    “I reckon so. She’s got ‘er an act about not givin’ a crap about nobody. She loved Simon. She was beholdin’ to him. Hell, if she wasn’t. But she cared. Doubt any of them treasure chasers gave a fuck about Simon. He was nothin’ but a gofer.” 
 
    “Why do you think Ravyn didn’t get out of the business earlier?” 
 
    “She couldn’t. Mickey had her afeared for her life. She wouldn’t have walked. Now, she’s got a little age on her. Where’s she gonna go? Nowhere safer than Sheeran’s for her. She’s built up trade, and she’s making okay money.” He hesitated, swinging around in the seat, looking over his shoulder. “You git on outta here. If you got sense, you won’t come back. Dimitri gets ahold of you, and he’ll pitch your ass in the sea and take target practice on ya.” 
 
    “Nobody will talk out of fear. Those three have everyone terrified. They killed Simon.” 
 
    “You got it, lady. Talk is that Jurg and Dimitri once cranked a long screw into a guy’s upper and lower jaw. They hate snitches. Ravyn ain’t takin’ on Mickey. Jurg and Dimitri knows how to shut ‘em up. The guy starved to death.” 
 
    “Mickey is running the threesome?” 
 
    “They are all dangerous. They git you and you’ll be sorry.” 
 
    It was verified. Mickey ran Sherron’s. He was Ravyn’s boss. She’d taken two chances to squeal to me. 
 
       I thought better of the idea to pay her another visit. At least until she was ready to give up what information she had. She was probably already suspected. And she not only had warned me, she’d indicated she wanted to talk. And my buddy, Ax, had flat out warned me off more than once. 
 
    Nobody wanted to throw out names of an establishment that was trafficking women. I wondered how deeply involved Ravyn was with the crew. She knew a load. And she wasn’t talking. When I saw that Rachel had tried to contact me, I returned her call. I told her what I’d found out, or rather not found out. 
 
    “Pete, the gate guard from the Groversen estate, called and did have some information. He said that Johnny had returned to Palm Beach. And he’d instructed Pete that Gary was not to be given access onto the property.” 
 
    “That was all he said.” 
 
    “He seemed to think you’d drive there and give him enough cash to burst the seams of all his pockets.” Rachel’s laugh was a scoffing chuckle. “You must have given him a good tip.” 
 
    “He must have spent my good tip. But I may drive to the Groversen estate to see Johnny. Or see where Johnny might be. Mr. Washington probably didn’t confide his personal agenda to Pete.” 
 
    “That was the last part of what Pete told me. Johnny packed an overnight bag and hustled away. A woman he’s keeping company with needs some attention.” 
 
    “I don’t want to see him in playboy mode,” I said with a shiver. “I don’t understand what women see in some men.” 
 
    “I don’t see what Clarissa sees in you.” 
 
    I giggled a moment. “Rachel, that’s mean.” 
 
    “It’s only mean because it’s true. Trev, don’t mess with that woman. I like her.” 
 
    “Rachel, we both know it might not be good. We’re so far apart. Maybe it can’t happen. I do care. Anything more?” 
 
    “Now she’s believing it could happen.” 
 
    I wanted the return of optimism. Belief in the possibility of a lover. “Maybe it could,” I responded. 
 
    Rachel recommended, “If I were you, I’d give Pete a call. I don’t think he told me everything. And you need to be in person to bribe and pay for the next installment.” 
 
    “I’ll drive by and see what else I can get.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you drive by the book shop and see what else you can get.” 
 
    I hung up, started the engine, and swiftly drove to the Groversen mansion to see how much money Pete would get out of me. 
 
    When I drove to the gate, Pete grinned like a drunk sailor. “Did you have anything more to tell me?” 
 
    “Got a hundred?” 
 
    I fished in my pocket and pulled out a bill. “What?” 
 
    He grasped the bill tightly. “While he was waiting for the gate to open, I overheard Johnny saying that he, Johnny, wasn’t involved in something or other. He’d just got the ball rolling. And Gary wasn’t getting introduced to anymore of his friends. It was a sham. Even his medals were shit. And Gary was a pharmaceutical expert.” 
 
    “Gary was a pusher?” 
 
    “I could tell that from the minute I saw the guy.” 
 
    “Anything else?” I quizzed. 
 
    “It’s all I got now.” 
 
    “You have no idea what woman he went to see?” 
 
    “Do I look like the kind a guy that travels in his circles?” 
 
    To answer would not be in my best interest. It would be telling him what he already knew. And I definitely wanted to keep him sweet. He verified what I already knew. Gary had worn his welcome out. And the fact that he’d worn his welcome out, well, that might mean that Johnny didn’t want him around. Pete gave me a verified conversation. That meant he was a reliable confidential informant. He was well worth the money to have him on the side of Trevar Investigators. 
 
    Pete was probably unstable, and he wasn’t a tsunami of information. Flipside, he got most of the information on point. 
 
    Time for me, I thought as I saw the dashboard’s clock, to take over the bodyguard duties from Jill. 
 
    I hadn’t guarded a body so wonderful for a very long time. I drove rapidly to Pages. 
 
    I recalled this morning. Clarissa’s sherbet-lime outfit. Her smile of optimism. Her morning topaz eyes. Her hand as she smoothed stray strands of my hair from my face. The press of her breast, those magnificent leggy crushes against my own. Euphoric, enchanting visions of the woman. Those were all rhapsodic remembrances. They were enticing, tantalizing – I was even hungrier for her in my arms now. In all probability, my love interest had a day to think it over. Buyer’s remorse could have set in. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Unlike detective work, love sharing had few, if any, negative repercussions. Clarissa was warm and willing. She shared her bed, and herself. Romance was similar, yet miles apart from crime-chasing. 
 
    Detective work is accomplished by the ability to change and rearrange at the blink of an eye. Plans had been devised overnight, in my head. 
 
    Of course, I was thinking of Clarissa, when we awoke. I could hear her soft breathing. I could feel her warmth as she snuggled in my arms. As she shifted in her sleep, and even when she puffed up her pillow, she felt to be a part of me that I loved more every moment. 
 
    Through it all, I had decided what must be done with the day. I must turn my wayward attention to the murder cases. 
 
    If the Donald Ogden murder was ever to be solved, it would need immediate attention. The consensus was that someone - X factor - had knifed Ogden. But too many little hints were cropping up as the case went on. I was of the opinion that it was one of the three people closest to him. Each time new information was exposed, I would put a different prime suspect at the top of my list. One day it would be Mona, the next day Johnny, and the next day, Gary. There wasn’t that decisive ‘gut feeling’ that usually pointed out the perp. 
 
    I called the marina security to hire a guard to watch The Radclyffe. I knew Rachel wouldn’t be disappointed with her new task. Although it meant she would be carrying protection – the smallest Beretta produced, she wouldn’t mind the assignment. She would be hanging out with books and book-lovers. And bodyguarding the lovely Clarissa. 
 
    This would free up Jill to locate, and to shadow Johnny Groversen. Meanwhile, Summer would be sleuthing the despicable Gary Dodge. She had rolled her eyes and complained that she’d pulled the short straw yet again. I was pretty sure she would rather have been defending the authentic, wise, and magnificent bookseller. So would I. 
 
    However, someone needed to do the track, hunt, and pursuit concerning newfound clues. While Jill and Summer tailed suspects, Rachel was working computer trails and making phone calls while watching out for Clarissa’s safety. Rach wanted to find some of the women that were forced to deal with Gary’s advances. AKA rapes. The military made it difficult to locate the victims and the perps. They disclose as little as possible. She also checked on Johnny’s background. Mona’s background was available in the society pages of the Shiny Sheet newspaper. 
 
    Answers would perhaps be forthcoming. We hoped, before the shade was drawn on viable information. Chief Tom Powers had no intention of wasting the taxpayer’s money by sending his busy homicide detectives on a case as dead as the victim. He considered the Ogden murder as doornail dead. He had other fish to fry. He didn’t mind our intrusion, there was plenty of crime to go around. And he preferred the possible arrest, rather than the impossible, unsolvable murder. Trevar’s Team wasn’t too choosey. 
 
    Mandy Jewel called to set up a luncheon date at noon. While she had nothing earthshaking to report, she just wanted to get together. Boyd was sanding down one of her interior doors to repaint. Mandy had joked that he was good about repairing anything, and tidying up, however she didn’t want to be around the sawdust and paint. 
 
    After a morning of chasing possible witnesses, and tips, I was exhausted. It would be wonderful to meet Mandy at Silky’s Garden Grill. Silky’s was a sweet West Palm lesbian bar. It was a neighborhood bar and grill, yet with style and amazingly great food. 
 
    I’d parked my rental car a couple blocks away from Silky’s. No one was following me, and if there were fresh tracking devices on the vehicle, that still didn’t give away my personal location. There were mostly women in Silky’s and they were people I’d seen around before. It felt safe to chat with Mandy. We usually talked in the language of a hidden dialogue, and real-conversational words. She loved the intrigue of undercover. 
 
    I was thrilled to be meeting at the casual, yet upscale, Silky’s. I’d dressed on the casual side of casual. With sand colored cargo pants, and a dark indigo pullover, I was set for tackling bad actors. Stylish Mandy wore rose colored crop pants, with a scoop-necked top. A coral blouson jacket was in order. The morning was besieged by fog thick as split pea soup. The skies had cleared by noon. It was now cleared, and the first thing Mandy did was remove her jacket. I was just arriving, in time to help her with her jacket. 
 
     We hugged, and cheek-kissed. Then were seated in a booth toward the back. The next table, and the booth in front of us both had women chattering away. They weren’t in the least interested in us. 
 
    After we ordered, Mandy confessed, “I didn’t order a fancy drink because no place makes cocktails the way I do. They leave out the fruit, the magic, and much of the rum.” 
 
    “And the little paper umbrella,” I joked. 
 
    “That also.” She smirked. “Boyd teases me about that constantly. He has been so helpful,” she commented. 
 
    “I hoped he wouldn’t be an imposition.” 
 
    “Beryl, on the contrary. He is such wonderful company. And as I’ve told you before, he’s a dear to fix everything around the apartment.” 
 
    “And what’s new?” I quizzed. 
 
    She frowned. “I’m not certain if I have something or not. I didn’t want to make you curious over nothing. Yesterday I met one of the gentleman I knew from years ago. He mentioned an escort service he employees now. For business entertainment. It is at an apartment building in West Palm. He didn’t give the location, but he did mention that he believed it was a place Mickey once owned.” 
 
    “Rachel can check it out. Maybe she can get a location.” 
 
    “Naturally, Mickey would be careful. He probably dissolved his business dealings when he went away. My previous client did ask if I’d heard of Treasure Lust. I hadn’t, but I thought it might be useful for you.” 
 
    Pausing, I frowned. “It could be a shell company.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking, too. It isn’t listed as an area business. There are so many escort services. I did a cursory check of online sex trade businesses in Palm and didn’t find anything. I’m not sure I could deal with the industry in this climate. Back when I had my service, it was strictly as law abiding as we could manage. But Beryl, now there is such a tawdry, sick element. Girls, girls, in their teens. Back in the day, men wanted women with some expertise, polish, and experience.” She paused, her gaze lowered. “We were called fancy ladies. Back then we called anyone interested in young trade pedophiles. There wasn’t enough money in the world for most of the established houses to deal with those men.” 
 
    “Now, unfortunately, it’s a common part of society. Women, children, all for sale on the dark web. Even females are sometimes contractors. There’s indentured servitude. Girls fear being deported. And how do we combat it? Florida is a hot spot for human trafficking. It’s so pervasive. And guys like Micky cover their tracks.” 
 
    When our plates were served, I examined the delicacies. Mandy had ordered shrimp criolla. And I’d settled on shrimp creole, along with crab cakes. We’d both ordered the homemade Key lime pie for desert. 
 
    As we ate, our conversation continued. I explained, “I’ve never felt much of a reason to attempt to clean up the crime. It was always woman selected the profession, and now it’s different. Women are forced, captured, and it’s gotten dirty. Black-marketing women brings big revenue.” Hesitating, I looked up at the ceiling a moment. “And to be truthful, I guess I haven’t wanted to approach it.” 
 
    “You’ve gone after killers, druggies, and every other criminal. Is there a reason?” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I admitted, “Maybe looking back into my history hurt too much. I could have easily been one of those kids on the streets. Shanghaied. Or talked into it while I was on the streets in my early teens. Pimps held their hostages. My escape route was libraries. As well as a plan to elude poverty.” I was sullen. 
 
    “Some of those women make great money. Most of the women that worked at my agency made enough money to invest and get into other fields before they faded with age.” 
 
    “You worked with them, not just protecting them, but you educated them.” 
 
    “That was a couple decades ago. Sadly, the purchaser is still there, but the business has changed. There’s very little decorum. Tawdry. Back in the old days there was decorum.” 
 
    I chuckled out loud. “Now I know how it was when I used to roll my eyes each time I’d hear people talk about the good old days.” 
 
    “Back then I knew everyone in Palm Beach.” A glow of memory flashed, and then faded. “I wonder if I had as much fun as I should have. Some times were fun. Some were problem days. It is rarely easy for a woman to make it in the world. No matter the time or the profession. It’s all very complex.” 
 
    “Speaking of complex, have you heard much of what society is thinking about the Donald Ogden murder?” 
 
    Her eyebrows lifted. “Everyone thinks it was some transient. Probably drugged up. Aren’t you working for Mona Ross?” 
 
    “Yes. Tom Powers also is of the opinion that the killer was someone long gone now. But I’m not so sure. If you don’t mind, could you keep your ears open for anything about it?” 
 
    She leaned forward. Her eyes shimmered. “I’d love to check on it. Beryl, I love being part of your Team.” 
 
    “Mandy, we couldn’t have solved the last murder case without your assistance. Sleuthing comes natural to you.” 
 
    “You can’t be a madam if it doesn’t,” she said with the gulp of a laugh. 
 
    After I told her about Ravyn, and the deplorable conditions she’d talked about, I added, “I’m guessing that Mickey has her terrified. And Dimitri is a very desperate guy. He even spooks me.” 
 
    “Clarissa told me about him. He’s a deranged rattlesnake. I hope you don’t tangle with any of those three. But then she also told me you’ve already encountered Dimitri.” She simpered, “You’re driving skills.” 
 
    I chuckled. “It was funny, but with a terrifying aftermath. He’s now gunning for me.” 
 
    “I don’t know Dimitri. I do know Mickey, and he’s dangerous. But Dimitri – and nearly running him down is seriously treacherous.” 
 
    “He’s a wannabe gangster. But he’s a cheap knockoff version.” I grinned with mock confidence. “I didn’t want him near Clarissa.” 
 
    Mandy and I left the restaurant. She left first, and I followed behind, watching for any signs of the nefarious threesome. Going to my rental car, I made certain Mandy had safely driven away. I looked around and was assured that I was not under surveillance. Undoubtedly the rental car that I had been fitted up with remained clean. 
 
    Checking my phone, I saw a message to contact Summer. “Problem?” I inquired. 
 
    “I’m not sure. I was part of the lunch crowd at the place where Gary hangs out. Gary took the same stool at the counter that he always takes. After the customers began to thin out, I noticed he was talking to the busboy. The guy was chatting with Gary something about their cause. A few minutes later they go to the men’s restroom. I got near, but I couldn’t hear anything. I burst in, and they were talking, but I didn’t get much of their conversation. Immediately I excused myself, saying I’d gone to the wrong door.” 
 
    “What was their response?” 
 
    “Not much, they just stared at me. But something was going down. I didn’t see any drugs, and they weren’t grabbing a nooner.” She paused, “Both of them had their zippers in place. But something was going on.” 
 
    “What did the kid look like?” 
 
    “Every supremacist you’ve ever envisioned. There were questionable tats on his arms. Nazi leaning. He was trying to conceal them with a long-sleeved shirt.” 
 
    “And he’s with an ex-military man.” 
 
    “That means nothing these days, Trev. Some of these men have served. They became malcontents. Turn their hatred back at the country. I talked with Rachel, and Gary’s records don’t indicate he had PSTD or anything. Never was in a combat zone. The only combat he ever saw was probably when he was raping a woman, and he got kneed by an unwilling participant.” 
 
    A sickness came over me. The busboy could be a homegrown terrorist. A confluence of events, and it’s a kid terrorist working with a dissatisfied ex-soldier. Their paths intersected. And perhaps ignited terror. 
 
    “As I recall Gary stays in at night, so he’s probably not going anywhere. Maybe you can wait until the busboy goes off duty, and you can scratch around with his coworkers, and maybe boss. Find out his name, and any additional information. Then report your findings to Rachel. Since Gary probably is in for the night, you might ask Rach if she needs help. Or ask if Jill needs help tailing Johnny.” 
 
    The currency we needed to use to solve the cases was trust. Locating any and all information. Every little detail, with one another’s assistance. When Summer and I hung up, I called Rachel to find out if she came up with anything. She laughed when Clarissa looked at the screen of Rachel’s computer. It flashed brothel’s and pimps on the screen. Clarissa was amused. She accused Rachel of searching for a date while she was supposed to be working. Rachel teased back that when she was finished with tracking brothels and pimps, she would be checking out porn filmmakers and strip joints. We knew of one, Sheeran’s Club, but there were probably more. My guess was that Mickey Coleman was a busy guy. 
 
    It was an easy bet that was where the big money was. The treasure search was a reason to keep a ship out on the water, beyond the U.S. boarder. International waters offered invaluable uses. The goons probably hadn’t expected to actually find a treasure. Lucky them. However, if one of them, Mickey, Dimitri, or Jurg, hadn’t stolen it, the pot of gold might have gone down with Simon. 
 
    Mickey had built a sex trade industry. Just like a candy factory, they offered variety. Mickey had probably learned the motto – go big or go home – when he was imprisoned. Now he was recruiter, owner of joints like Sheeran’s, brothel pimp, and guesses were, porn. If he was going back to the slammer, it wouldn’t be for a couple women working out of a motel. And Treasure Lust might be a great umbrella company. It may have covered it all.     
 
    Summer texted me that the busboy’s name was Mark Novak. Rach then texted me that Mark Novak had a long sheet of arrests. He was older than he looked. Twenty-two and had been in petty crime since he was fifteen. He was a criminal, but small scale. Perhaps until the present. The last time he was arrested on a warrant for missing a court date, police found explosives and a few weapons. Someone helped him make bail. Could be a group he was affiliated with, or it could have been Gary. 
 
    When Jill phoned me, she gave me her location. Johnny had returned to his family mansion midmorning. Must have been a productive night’s activities. He stayed at his summer home until midafternoon and then took a joyride to a private beach area. There he’d met several friends, and they were partying. Jill had eyes on him from an area above the beachline. 
 
    Since I wasn’t that far away, I decided to drive to the parking lot where she was surveilling the senator’s son. She said she could use the company. 
 
    “Hey,” she greeted me when I pulled up beside her. I sat in the passenger’s seat in her car. She handed me her binoculars. “He’s chasing some young blonde around the beach. He’s a sloppy drunk. And one day he’ll probably follow in his father’s footsteps and become a sloppy drunk senator in Washington, D.C.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that some of them stay sober long enough to get some sex trafficking legislation created.” 
 
    “You’re an attorney, don’t you get disappointed in the law?” 
 
    “I do.” I glanced across the beach. The beige sand and blue skies were lovely. Small stringing comma clouds were oceanside. On the shore was a clubhouse, and the booze was flowing, and the music was blaring. And the rich and glamorous were enjoying the fun and sun. “I get tired of the greed, and the nonsense. But I understand that world, because for a time, I was part of the world of acquiring. It was making my mark on the world. Acquisition of a huge home, a flashy car, and money in the bank.” 
 
    “And you changed. Rachel and I have our enforcement background, and she told me that the two of you were at odds. I’m law and order, just like Rachel. I probably wouldn’t have liked that you defended the slime balls.”  
 
    “I finally didn’t like myself for defending them. But the law states that everyone has a right to an attorney. I still believe in that part of the law. Justice. I believe in justice.” 
 
    Jill looked away. “I don’t know if I do anymore. Trev, I want to believe, but it’s difficult. Particularly being raised as an African American. I felt the injustice. I still do. Just now, whites walking by looked at me. What was a black woman doing alone in a car near a beach? It was something that I’ve always felt, and you can’t understand it because you haven’t experience it. Maybe when I was in uniform, at least they looked at me differently. They knew I was part of society. An approved part of society.” 
 
    “Please don’t tell me you’re thinking of going back to the force?” 
 
    “No. I gave you my word. I won’t leave in the middle of cases.” 
 
    “I promise you, we’ll do some good. And when you feel that you’re a part of cleaning up crime, you’ll feel you did some good.” 
 
    “Rachel said that, too. She said we can make a difference that is difficult for enforcers to make. I want to be in on that.” Her eyes flooded with tears. 
 
    “I want you to be in on that.” I blinked my eyes several times. 
 
    “Remember when you called me, and let me make that collar on the apprehended killer?” 
 
     “Yes. And I hoped you would one day be part of the Team.” 
 
    She gazed toward the party. The party-goers were happier than either of us. I was angry that she’d endured racism. And I was angry that it was a common occurrence for her. 
 
    Those moments seemed to shrivel away. Yet my anger was there to stay. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    The plan was hastily put together. When I arrived to stay over with Clarissa at Pages, she had mentioned a change in the arrangements. It would be easier for Rachel to work out of her own office aboard The Radclyffe. Since tomorrow would be Clarissa’s day off from the bookstore, she offered to have two of her employees stay overnight at Pages Book Shop. Then she accompanied me back to the yacht for the night. And she would spend the next day with Rachel, aboard The Radclyffe. 
 
    She was impressed by the yacht, the crew, and I cooked one of my most luscious meals. As we sat around the dining table, I realized how perfectly she fit in with the others. Instantaneous friendships. It was congenial. 
 
    I’d knocked myself out making one of my favorites. Chateaubriand con Vino Brado. Roasted to perfection with accompanying roasted veggies. I’d coupled it with pine nut encrusted scallops, and a raspberry and walnut salad. Dessert was crepes filled with fruits and a wonderful lemon cream topping them. We drank Mandy’s recipe of sunset cocktails. 
 
    Sensuous, was how Clarissa described it. My three partners traded glances, as they wondered about sleeping arrangements. After they’d retired to their staterooms, I led Clarissa up to the sky lounge. It was a magnificent night. Stars blazed as we talked about our attraction. And what we were feeling. I was pretty sure my emotions were genuine. There was trust, as well as understanding. 
 
    She said that her philosophy was once very strict about sharing love. Meaningful and monogamous.  Now, her belief was much more generously liberal. She would willingly chance sharing love with me, knowing and accepting my dangerous job. She also would understand my inability to stay put. Her words, ‘stay put’ meant never wander. She’d been reading too many tabloid stories about detectives. I knew I could be faithful, because I was faithful to Lilia Franco. Before she dumped me. 
 
    Our first night sharing love on the ship was extraordinarily perfect. We were both at ease as we showered together, then crawled into my bed. In one another’s arms, I felt a superb emotional depth. It amazed us both. We’d become nocturnal souls wrapped together as lost lovers. 
 
    When we awoke, I felt that this marvelous encounter had transported me back to the newness of love. She was both enchantress, and also enamored first love. She possessed the restraint of a serious woman of letters, as well as the comedic expressions of a frisky, winsome best friend. There was a softness, a touch that could be counted on to fill one another’s life with tenderness. She was flirty, and simple. She was a renaissance woman, with a complexity I loved. The night was excitement, melded with tranquility. 
 
    Whatever was happening, I certainly knew better than to pledge everlasting fidelity. This amazing woman didn’t truly approve of my profession. She had an aversion to peril. And because of me, she had been menaced by criminals. Although we hadn’t shared years together, there seemed to be a built-in quality of devotion. It was there. If she ever did fall in love with me, I could be assured she would forever accept what I did for a living. 
 
    How did I feel about her? The emotion was so rare, that it was barely recognizable. In the midst of two homicide cases, personal sentiments were detrimental and dangerous. However, Clarissa perfectly blended passion with affection. I was way more than enamored. The word that sprung to mind was – potential. This feeling flooded my emotion with potential. 
 
    Morning came too quickly. As she slept, I crept out of bed. I kissed her cheek, and I smiled. I was nude under the robe I’d slid over my shoulders. After a quick shower, and dressing, I stuck my head in the office where Rachel was busily doing computer searches. She grinned. “Had a good night?” 
 
    “Excellent. Clarissa will be calling her work to give instructions for today. I’m just in the process of making a nice breakfast. Want to join us?” 
 
    “Jill and Summer took off early this morning on their cases. I’ll be getting some data for Jill.  Jill wants any kind of a dirty background on Johnny that might have been hidden - been paid off, bought off. You know how that goes. I found a couple DUIs that were expunged. What else I can find, who knows. And I’ll also be checking some IP addresses on Treasure Lust.” 
 
    “I’m not going to mention anything we find on Johnny or Gary to Mona. Donald might have had something going on since he made use of his burner cell. If there wasn’t something happening, why wouldn’t he use his own phone?” 
 
    Dubious, Rachel asked, “And why would the calls all go to Gary Dodge?” 
 
    I sat on the corner of her desk. “Rach, I see the friendship between Donald and Johnny. Both slick, ambitious, polished up young men. But Gary is rough trade. I’m not seeing how he got into the mix. Both Donald and Johnny were probably impressed with braggart Gary’s non-existent war heroics. It’s a guy thing. But the reality was, his military career was less than valorous. He was a coward. Gritty. He ravished the weaker sex. There’s nothing courageous about the guy.” 
 
    “And Trev, that kind of record is often secreted. The women who devoted their time, their lives to honorable service, they become protective. I hate that deception. I understand some of it. Protecting the reputation of the military. And to be honest, I talked with a couple of women yesterday. They wouldn’t go on the record. They wouldn’t see him charged because they feared it would make a mark on their branch of the service.” 
 
    “And?” I questioned. 
 
    “They did corroborate the preliminary reports. They just wouldn’t go through with charging. Women get drugged, drunk. It’s just another oppressive way a guy has to dominate women.” 
 
    I sighed. “The battle of sexes. The oldest profession. Both are still going on. Different venues, but it’s there.” As I stepped away, I said, “Take care of Clarissa. If Mickey thought she might be on board our yacht, he’d make trouble. And tell Summer and Jill to be careful. The more we dig up, the more danger we’re in. Oh, by the way, did you find anything more about Treasure Lust?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “I guess Mandy is doing her own search on it.” I chuckled. “She’s turned out to be an excellent P.I.” 
 
    “She still knows lots of people in the trade. Most of her era are no longer relevant.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to say no longer alive,” I quipped. “I was going to correct you.” 
 
    Rachel grinned. “No. Mandy is indestructible.” 
 
    “Mandy has stayed relevant,” I defended. “Many may not be, but she is.” 
 
    “She’s definitely a truly timeless goddesses.” 
 
    “Want to come to the galley for an omelet?” I invited. 
 
    “You and Clarissa can use together time. And I’ll be spending the rest of the day with your sweet woman.” She paused until I was in the hallway. I heard Rachel say, “I’ll guard her with my life.” 
 
    I playfully commented, “I’ll see that you get a merit badge.” 
 
    She thought that was far more hilarious than I thought it was. Clarissa was going to be hanging out with Rachel for the day. It would give the adorable bookseller a chance to see more about the lives of detectives. Maybe it would reassure her. Then again, it could frighten her completely out of my life forever. 
 
    Seated at the breakfast nook Clarissa was smiling at me over the coffee she’d poured for us. I plated the vegetable, sausage, and cheese omelets. When I put our breakfasts on the table, I leaned toward her cheek to kiss her. 
 
    I heard Pluma squawk, “Got a party goin’ on. Fuckin’ party, fuckin’ party…” 
 
    “That’s enough, Pluma.” I cautioned with a shrug in Clarissa’s direction. “I’m sorry, my adorable woman. That parrot is hopeless.” 
 
    “She called me a hussy earlier.” Clarissa said with a laugh so tender, it warmed my heart. 
 
    “When she cuts loose with her language the air turns blue.” 
 
    As if on command, the crazy parrot divulged, “Summer’s pissed. Summer’s pissed.” 
 
    I grinned at Clarissa. “Actually, Summer usually is upset. She’s the volatile member of the team. High-strung. But she’s a dynamo when she’s out on the street. Criminals give her plenty of room. She understands the dangers of looking as if she’s frightened. She seldom ever has looked afraid.” 
 
    “I haven’t had time to get to know her very well. But she’s always seemed very nice to me. Rachel said she can be moody.” 
 
    “Very moody.” I smiled. “Her temper bubbles up to the top quickly. And I know you’ve had a chance to evaluate Rach, and Jill. From my perspective, Rachel’s got an easy-going personality. Efficient and pure ex-cop. Jill is sort of quiet and also has that staunch demeanor she acquired at the police academy. But when we party, they all act fairly normal. In fact, we should plan a yacht party soon.” 
 
    “And how do you characterize yourself?” 
 
    “I’m loveable. At times. I’m an expert markswoman. My firearm has had time to develop a lovely bluing. And I don’t like to lose.” 
 
    “Mandy mentioned that the Team is very heroic.” 
 
    “Mandy and the Team are mutual fans of one another.” I glanced at the clock. “Time for me to strap on my holster and ride on out of here.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Clarissa admonished. “I worry about you. And remember, I like my woman all in one piece.” 
 
    “Am I your woman?” I coyly questioned. 
 
    “It feels that way.” 
 
    It did feel that way, I explored the thought. Mornings were designed for delight. 
 
    But right now, there were just too many killers that wanted to see me dead. They wanted to murder me. Or perhaps wish I were dead. 
 
    Pluma squealed, “Creampuff pussy.” 
 
    Clarissa and I laughed. I apologized a second time. “I’m truly sorry. I told you a gangster had Pluma for years before he went to the slammer and gave her to me. He claimed he was incarcerated because I didn’t properly represent him. He knew I couldn’t spring him because he was so guilty that no defense attorney had a chance. I had saved him from being pitched into the electric chair. He must have still had it in for me because he requested that I take his pet bird, Pluma. I would much rather he do like other unsatisfied clients. Just give me the bird. Not a parrot. Pluma was his retribution.” I leaned near Pluma’s cage. “And Pluma, kindly put your animosity away. We are a Team of high class women.” 
 
    I loved the sound of Clarissa’s laughter. Lovely chime-like chuckles. I knew she would tell her friends at the book shop about Pluma. If detective work ever dried up, I could take the comedic Pluma on the road. She had a curse word for every occasion. I was convinced no one could out-swear Pluma. 
 
    Once I arrived at the Homicide Department’s conference room, I realized Chief Tom Powers probably would have liked to cuss me out. I was only five minutes late for our appointment. 
 
     He was on edge about something. “What’s wrong, Tom?” I queried. 
 
    “What’s right?” He chomped on the end of his Bic pen. “What are you checking on Mark Novak about?” 
 
    “He was wanted on a warrant run. You got the name and where he worked from Rachel. We located his employer for you. What’s your problem?” 
 
    “By the time we got there, he was gone.” 
 
    “You didn’t know where he was before we told you. And you snooze, you lose. Just keep track of his pal, Gary Dodge. Novak might show up.” 
 
    “Gary Dodge was a close friend of Donald Ogden. You’re still chasing that murder? I don’t get it.” 
 
    “I think Gary might have something to do with Donald ’s death.” 
 
    He grumpily guffawed. “We’re not even investigating that crime any longer. It was a random burglary gone sideways.” 
 
    “Tom, what if it was a spree killer? If it wasn’t one of the pals, or the wife, it could have been a multiple killing. So why aren’t you looking for the guy?” 
 
    “Look, Trevar, I’ve got a drive-by shooter we’re chasing. We can take him down. He’s ID'd, and we’re on the way to the Prosecutor’s Office. The D.A. will put the shooter away for life. Case closed. We’ve got crime all over the county. It’s chaos. I’m not chasing some phantom killer. Nobody he knew killed Donald Ogden. Some junkie murdered a stranger, and then ran away leaving no clues. Washed off in the ocean. No trace evidence at all left behind. You think I’m sending the entire forensic lab out to examine the ocean? For god sakes,” his rant was becoming louder. “I can’t manufacture evidence. The cases are circling the drains.” 
 
    “Tom, I realize both Ogden and Wagoner were not highly sympathetic victims. And the probable perps might have had a reason to kill off a con man and a possible thief. But why are you taking it out on me?” 
 
    “The drive-by killed a kid.” His eyes watered. The tough cop mask he usually wore became one of sorrow. “An eight-year old kid named Barack after Obama.” 
 
    “And you’re chasing the killer?” 
 
    “We’re throwing everything at this case. The two investigations you’re playing with are stalled.” 
 
    I reached and touched his arm. “I’m sorry. You’ll catch the kid’s killer, Tom.” There were times when I didn’t appreciate the Chief as much as I should have. Admittedly, I wanted all the crime investigated. Some took priority. 
 
    “It’s a hot case.” Before I could walk way, he motioned me back. “Mona Ross called earlier to say she wanted to know if our treating the case as cold now meant we were done. When I said that was right. She told me she’s paying out your contract, and so won’t need your service any longer. She claims you got no leads on the case.” 
 
    “She hasn’t mentioned cutting us loose to me. But she knows that’s fine. Maybe she just said that to you because she’s guilty.” 
 
    “Trevar, you don’t trust a soul, do you?” He implied that we just wanted to milk the case. 
 
    “Hey, the money is already in the till. Mona Ross will pay out our contract no matter if we work the case or don’t. Our Team is just curious to see where all our little clues lead. If your department comes up with Mark Novak, please let us know.” 
 
    His jaw crunched down on the pen. “He’s long gone.” There was a pause. The Chief was wrestling with what to say, or how to say what he wanted to say. “What about the Simon Wagoner case?” 
 
    “We’re working it. Aren’t you?” 
 
    “I haven’t got enough evidence on your cousin to arrest him. I get any eyewitnesses, you can bet I’m going to be cuffing him.” 
 
    “Boyd didn’t do it.” I considered, even if he did do it. I would suggest a plea of no intent-no crime. But he didn’t. 
 
    I turned before I opened his door. “Tom, you mess with a false arrest against him, and Boyd and I shall own a big chunk of this county.” 
 
    “Threatening?” He leaned across his desk. It was a Columbo kind of challenge. 
 
    “Warning. As only I can warn you. He’s a good guy. He’s family. And if you’d go out there to The Sea Fortune, you might find the killers.” 
 
    “Trevar, you know they drift into international waters the minute we get near. Anyway, they’re too busy picking crap off the bottom of the ocean.” 
 
    “It’s gold coins and bullion. Not crap.” 
 
    “According to their financial reports, haven’t struck a lucky pot of the stuff. Just small stuff.” 
 
    That had told me that Coleman and his partner Laski weren’t reporting their bounty. They not only wanted to capture Boyd to take back their satchel of treasure. They wanted him dead because he could report that there was plenty of gold coming off the wreckage that slept on the ocean floor. They probably wanted Boyd killed for being able to testify against their tax scam. 
 
    I exited the building with sadness. The only possible thought that would allow me a handful of elation was that I would be spending another night on the yacht with Clarissa. As planned Jill would take her back to the book shop in the morning. And Jill would be her bodyguard. 
 
    I stomped off to the parking lot. Always observant, I scanned the panorama of cars. I was pretty sure I saw the car that Dimitri had been driving. That meant I would need to sweep the rental car for devises. Sometimes I loved technology. Other times it was a nuisance. 
 
    One thing I was convinced of - Boyd Trevar was not implicated in the death of Simon. Now, I realized that he was the only bleep on the Chief’s screen. Tom firmly believed Boyd was guilty. 
 
    Life’s little twists and turns amazed me. This case could end badly. I was convinced that Boyd might not have looked up his cousin if not for the fear of being killed. He was out numbered, and out gunned by the treasure hunting, sex trade kingpins that had killed Simon. He called me out of fear. He hoped I could help him. 
 
    I made no pretense that his call to my drunken, tattered part of the family tree was about wanting to spend time with me. It wasn’t to meet me for lunch so we could catch up on family stories. 
 
    I had no family stories. My parents were always drunk. My father was dead. My mother was probably dead. I hadn’t seen her for over twenty years. And his self-righteous mother and brother didn’t give a flip about my poverty-stricken lineage. We were struck off. I once read Carson McCullers book that referred to family as “The we of me.” But the nucleus of the Trevar tree had been separated. They were ashamed of my branch. And who could blame them? 
 
    The good that came of being snubbed might have been beneficial. I’d battled my way to become a prestigious, wealthy litigator. My goal had been to be able to buy and sell anyone who’d ever looked down their nose at me. I was never going to be embattled by impoverishment. The Team helped me see I was contributing to criminals being on the streets. That was lining my pockets. 
 
    I have no idea which side of the family provided my conscience. But I sold my mansion in Palm Beach. I cashed out and bought a yacht. I also had seed money to begin Trevar’s Investigators. I’d been chasing criminals since then. So, had my aversion to being poor, and treated poorly, triggered my determination to acquire wealth? Quite possible. 
 
    Yet, I questioned the sequence of my life. Why did I have a built-in animosity and mistrust of rich people? Chief Tom Powers would offer his opinion. I mistrusted everyone. He was pretty much correct. 
 
    Occasionally I’d chuckle to myself about the paradox that becomes an offshoot of my mind. Animosity, I repeated to myself under my breath. And here I was lecturing Pluma about her animosity. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morning nestling near Clarissa felt so natural. When I met her, I’d felt an attraction, but I hadn’t felt the earth pitch me off my feet. The woman that had instantaneously rocked my world had deceived me, and she had run away to serve as a nun in a religion I didn’t even believe in. Most people don’t get so much wrong. I had. 
 
    Since then, I haven’t trusted. But now my feelings were expanding for Clarissa. I didn’t believe I needed to consider trust so vitally. It was there. My thoughts derailed, I had also believed my former lover wouldn’t betray me. 
 
    Clarissa awoke in my embrace, our kiss was warm, the morning was lovely. We showered together. We were overpowered with urges, and with passion. After finally getting out of the shower, and dressing, I slipped on my oversized wristwatch. 
 
    In my embrace, Clarissa lifted my arm to examine the timepiece. She commented, “Your watch certainly has all the bells and whistles.” 
 
    “My watch is actually also a hidden spy camera/recording device.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “We all wear either these watches, or other mini-spyware. It’s standard for enforcers to wear bodycams. Us, too. The pinhole cams, are amazing surveillance systems. The pinhole lenses are so tiny they can be in pens, on buttons, or broach cams - any jewelry. Even small magnetized cameras can be distributed in an area where people might be pilfering, or a potential crime scene. They’re wireless, mini, hidden.” 
 
    She grinned, “Dare I ask?” 
 
    “No,” I replied. “We only use cams on the job. I’ve gotten good at using my watch. If I’m talking with a suspect, I just put my fingers up to my chin, rubbing my face. If we are getting a confession, it’s invaluable. When I’m chasing a perp, I turn the watch to whatever direction were trotting. Very easy, after a while, to get used to the various techniques. And it is imperative that we use it in confrontations. Avoids lawsuits, falsely accusing us of any infractions. Don’t you have security cameras in Pages?” 
 
    Embarrassed, she admitted, “We do, but I rarely even check them. Book readers are usually honest, and honorable people. I don’t think they’d steal books. And if they do, perhaps they needed the book more than the author and I need to pay our bills.” She chuckled. “But we do keep them on, in case of a robbery, or an altercation. Neither of which we’ve experience.” 
 
    “The Team uses ours on a regular basis. Like today, I’m going in to talk with a client, Mona Ross, and she’s going to want to amend our contract. I’ll record the meeting. Make certain we’re paid, and also that she doesn’t renege on the agreement to discharge the contract.” 
 
    Her frown ruffled her forehead. “I trust my vendors, and those I work with.” 
 
    I gazed at her face. Trusting. I wondered if I deserved a woman so confident in humankind. Perhaps if she were my custodian, slash, lover, she would help me to learn to have faith in others. She didn’t need a security wristwatch. 
 
    Again, the morning’s breakfast was a treat. I was astounded by how perfectly the women were working to get the meal accomplished. Even Pluma’s morning greetings were relatively innocent, for her. She only said, Nos vamos al infierno. And what breakfast gathering doesn’t want to hear that we’re going to hell? 
 
    It had been a while since the quartet had an official morning conference, in person, about the cases. We’d invited Clarissa to sit in, but she decided to clean up the galley after our delicious breakfast. That in itself had been an event. Each of us cooked, baked or fried our specialty. That way the Team got to sample a variety of omelets, pancakes, fruits, and some Creole shrimp over rice. 
 
    While Clarissa stayed behind in the galley to wash up, the Team sat in our conference room, with notebooks and lists. Rachel gave out the assignments. She stated that since Johnny was back in Washington, Jill could go back to bodyguarding Clarissa. Summer would be tracking Mark Novak, and also checking in on Gary Dodge. I would first stop in and pay Mona a call. Because Chief Powers had sensed that she would be cutting off the Team, I just wanted it down in writing. 
 
    We had no intention of dropping the Donald Ogden case. The consensus was that it may not be solvable. But then again, we felt it might have been someone he knew, or someone had been hired to carry out the killing. 
 
    Something was going on between Dodge and Novak. Johnny Groversen had cared about Gary Dodge, then friendship went to hatred. Johnny had allowed Gary to party with him. In the big leagues. Johnny had slobbered over attractive women. Some would be so impressed with his Washington ties, they’d bed him. Others still wouldn’t give him the time of day. He’d spent a couple days imitating a senseless, drunken frat boy. This was undoubtedly his Washington routine also. 
 
    Donald had perhaps partied with him in their younger days. But he’d settled down. That was most probably to secure his marriage, and his millions. Perhaps Mona was going to be expected to cough up future campaign monies. 
 
    Chances are the women at the society parties that Gary went after, as a touted war hero, might have been impressed. If not, he might have just helped himself if they became inebriated. Sad state of affairs. 
 
    But I didn’t have a feel for Donald’s fit in the trio of friends. Other than the obvious. He was a political groupie. Everyone in the case was using everyone else. 
 
    Rachel summarized what we knew. Johnny and Gary probably tolerated one another for prestige. Johnny was impressed with Gary’s hero status, which was bogus. Gary hung out with Johnny because he liked the glamorous and glitzy world afforded by a senator’s son. Donald was a friend to both men, for probably both reasons. Donald married up with promise of rich company, and with a fortune in his grasp. 
 
    “Donald’s charm ran out,” Summer said as she sat back. “The marriage hadn’t worked so great for him.” 
 
    Jill closed her eyes a moment. “Maybe he was killed by someone wanting to rob him.” 
 
    I added, “Donald was well-exercised, a runner, a regular at the gym, but from the photos, it didn’t look like he had time to fight back. Why would he be running, and then stop along the way to chat with a killer carrying a substantial knife. The blade had to be a miniature machete. The knife has never been recovered. I’m thinking it went into the ocean. The Chief sent divers, and they found nothing. If Donald had time to see the knife, before being disabled, he probably would have had time to fight. It was a surprise attack. But the perpetrator got close enough. Donald wouldn’t have stopped running if he saw a weapon, and particularly if the person acted drugged, or in any way threatening.” 
 
    Rachel surveyed the scene photo. She shrugged. “He was either flat out overtaken by surprise. Or he knew the killer. Stopped to see the new weapon his friend had purchased.” 
 
    Summer guessed, “It could have been either scenario. But it’s worth checking out Donald’s friends. They leave a lot to be desired.” 
 
    “In this case, since Johnny and Gary are now estranged,” I surmised, “it might get down to the last man standing is the killer.” 
 
    We all snickered. We all knew that most private detective agencies would be bolting away from the possibly random case. The question is always, is the killer non-existent? Someone murdered Donald. The knife wounds hit where he was vulnerable. Killing points. A hired killer would know them. An infantryman would know them. A street gang member would know them. 
 
    Nothing was giving up answers. We all went our separate ways. 
 
    I drove to Ross Architects. When I finally entered Mona’s enormous office, she pointed to the chair. I sat, obediently. Then I spoke. “Mona, I don’t feel we’re giving you much for the enormous fee.” I lifted my arm, with elbow on the desk, and leaned my chin on my hand. 
 
    “I know it’s a waste of your time and my money. But I wanted to feel better about things with Donald. I did want to know if it was a random killing. Keeping you on the case helped ever so slightly.” 
 
    “I see.” I leaned toward the desk. “It heals your conscience for wishing him out of your life, or you feel forgiven for his death.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Her head lifted, haughtily, and she challenged. “Well?” 
 
    “Perhaps both. You tell me.” I returned her challenge. 
 
    “I’m just doing everything to see his murderer brought to justice. And quite frankly, it looks better, being his wife. I should show that I care. And the spouse is always the first suspect.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a tad hypocritical?” 
 
    She slammed down her daily agenda book. “Whatever you are inferring is wrong. The entire company knows Donald and I were having trouble. It wasn’t a secret. But I didn’t want him killed.” 
 
    “Tell me about why one of his buddies might want him dead?  Because I’m telling you, I don’t buy the stranger theory.” 
 
    “You said you checked his ex out and you believed her to be innocent. Johnny and Gary are numb sculls, but I don’t think they murdered him.” 
 
    “As friendships go, they were convoluted in many directions. Donald was having a problem with Johnny. Gary was part of it. Not one of them was the type of friends I’d want.” 
 
    “There were issues, of course. Long time friendships often crumble under the weight of their differences. Different paths. Life changed them. The military changed Gary. The power of being in Washington changed Johnny.” 
 
    “And what changed Donald?” 
 
    “Too much money. Too soon. And he hadn’t earned a penny of it. His head got too big for his inferiority complex.” 
 
    “And that big head was nearly chopped off. Who hated him that much? Enough to kill him?” 
 
    “He hated me enough to kill me,” she accused. 
 
    “But he didn’t kill you.” I watched her face as expressions rolled like a film. “In fact, he told me, when I interrogated him, that he wanted to stay married to you.” 
 
    She laughed, cruelly and harshly. “I see he conned you, too. He deceived me. As he did everyone he came in contact with. He portrayed himself differently to everyone. He could be beguiling, but he was treacherous. And yes, he could have killed me.” 
 
    “Why would he so often have been in contact with Gary Dodge? On a burner phone?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Look, he was stealing from the company. Maybe Gary was an accomplice.” 
 
    “Accomplice,” I scoffed. “Gary is delusional.” 
 
    “Maybe Donald was attempting to help Gary.” She stood. 
 
    “Were you aware of what might have been said on Donald’s burner cell?” 
 
    “Look, he had a two-pack of those phones…” Her eyes batted. Maybe they were a freebee given to him by a supplier. He probably only used the damned thing to see if it worked.” 
 
    “How do you know it was from a pack?” 
 
    “I saw them.” 
 
    “What happened to the other phone?” 
 
    “I have no idea. He probably pitched it out. Destroyed it. It probably had some information about his trying to take over my company. Or maybe he was secretly talking with one of his girlfriends. How do I know? Look, you’ve been paid to date. I checked our contract, and we’ve probably overpaid. But I shall provide the full contract amount. Take the money and consider it a gift. You’ll be out of my hair. The police believe it was a transient, or a drug addict. I don’t want you back here.” 
 
    I pulled out the contract. “If you wouldn’t mind signing off.” 
 
    She scribbled her name. “We’ll transfer final payment to your account.” 
 
    “One more question. Did you know Gary wasn’t a hero?” 
 
    “I suspected it. Even Donald suspected that he was no saint.” She stood. “Now please, don’t bother me again.” 
 
    So much for the bereaved widow’s healing process. 
 
    When I got outside, I walked slowly to the rental car. I’d phoned Rachel to tell her to use the identity number on the burner phone. The other burner phone would be one digit away – before or after the number on burner cell. Then she should find out activity of the phones one digit away – the number before the number after. I suspected that the two-pack phones would have consecutive number. 
 
    “I’ll see if I can’t get the numbers they called.  It’s a long shot because maybe the second wasn’t used at all.” 
 
    “Whatever you can get. I feel as though I’m trying to locate a needle in a thousand haystacks.” 
 
    “Oh, the woman that called you before, Ravyn, called again. Still didn’t officially give her name, just said to meet your friend at the same place as before.” 
 
    “Did she give a time?” 
 
    “Lunch. I mean she said to meet for lunch. Probably noon.” 
 
    “If she calls back, let me know. Otherwise, I’ll drop by the BBQ joint. After that I’m going to sniff around for Mark Novak. He’s off the radar with Tom’s detectives, too. Check out the breakfast place. This case is ruining my palate and my sensibilities. Mark must have talked with someone about where he lives. I don’t buy that he just went missing. He’s out there. If possible, I need to know where he lays his head at night.” 
 
    “My guess is that he’s done a runner. If he meets up with Gary, we’ll know. Summer said that Gary is now buying food at the corner convenience store. He’s eating in.” 
 
    “That must be a culinary delight. I’m off to meet Ravyn.” 
 
    I went through the same rigmarole as I first did when meeting up with the stripper. She was alone, and trembling. She’d heard a conversation between Mickey and Dimitri. They were drunk enough to be talking loudly. She only listened because she heard Simon’s name mentioned. 
 
    “Which one said something about Simon,” I interrogated. 
 
    “Mickey said Simon dying should have been a lesson to Boyd Trevar. Then Dimitri says how he’d like to get his hands on you. He says how he hates you.” 
 
    Shrugging, I grinned. “Just because I almost emasculated him doesn’t mean he knows me well enough to hate me.” 
 
    “These guys are both nuts. I’m tellin’ you that you should watch your back. Beryl, you been square with me, and I don’t want to see you hurt. They will hurt you. I’m sure they don’t trust me because I fight ‘em on bringing the young ones into Sheeran’s Club. I know they’re underage. But they’re like kids to me, terrified. I don’t like runnin’ a place like that. Underage, clearly, they’re girls in serious trouble. Probably picked up, groomed, and now they’re hooking.” 
 
    “Do you ever get raided?” 
 
    “Naw. Mickey knows people. And he has safeguards.” 
 
    “What safeguards?” 
 
    “Nothin’ I’m talking about.” 
 
    “Ravyn, isn’t there a way you can move. Leave and relocate? Go to another area?” 
 
    “And where would I work?” 
 
    “There must be more reputable places in other areas. I’ll talk with my friend about getting you something.” 
 
    “Mickey’s got ways to find anyone. When Simon was alive, he always settled Mickey down. He once told me he had enough on all three of ‘em. But he’s dead now.” 
 
    “If you help me, I promise, I’ll see that you’re taken care of. Have you ever heard of Treasure Lust?” 
 
    “No. If it was anything to do with Mickey Coleman, Simon would know. He would have had that kinda information.” 
 
    “Mickey trusted Simon with information?” 
 
    “When Mickey did time, Simon would smuggle information about him outside. He said he kept copies of stuff. I seen it. It was in a two-inch thick folder. Simon held on to it so he’d have things on Mickey, just in case. Simon always said it was his insurance.” 
 
    “Do you know where he’d put papers like that?” 
 
    “Nope. Mickey took all Simon’s things out of the office. He’s probably got the copies. And destroyed them.” She grimaced. “Look, I just wanted to meet up with you to make sure you stay out of their way.” 
 
    “I’ll stay safe. And you, too. If you hear anything else, please let me know.” I paused, “Ravyn, thank you for the information. Please keep trusting me.” 
 
    I drove a couple miles then turned into a vacant lot. I called Mandy, requesting to talk with Boyd. She passed the phone off to my cousin. Immediately I asked him, “Boyd, did Simon ever mention that he had a file? Papers?” 
 
    “A file?” There was bewilderment in his voice. 
 
    “The file was two inches thick. Filled with copies?” 
 
    Boyd laughed loudly, “He wasn’t a nineteen-eighties filing secretary type.” 
 
    Chuckling, I shook my head. “Did he ever say anything about having a safety deposit box, or a place he might have kept a file?” 
 
    “We were divers. His personal records never came up.” 
 
    “This is really important. Just think of any hiding place, or any where he might have mentioned.” 
 
    “Will do, Cuz.” 
 
    “And stay put. No roaming. Stay in the apartment. Things are getting a little more dangerous.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    I’d wanted to say that I’m fine, and add on, for now. But I answered, “Fine. Just do as I say.” 
 
    “I’m taking orders from Mandy. I’m safe.” 
 
    I continued prodding, “Banking. Do you know of any bank Simon might have used? Or someone he knew casually even. Someone that would have held things for him.” 
 
    “Only that woman he dated. Ravyn.” 
 
    “Keep thinking, anything you can give me.” 
 
    “Beryl, he was a diver. I know the mindset of most seamen. The treasure hunters are out to get rich. Simon was just out to get enough to make it through the month. I love deep-sea treasure hunting. Seeing the shipwreck underneath. The patina on scuttled ships. Exciting. Antiquity. Coins people touched centuries ago. And the artifacts excite me. I wasn’t diving to fill up a treasure chest. I love to rescue significant finds. Excavate for people to study what artifacts I might bring up.” 
 
    I felt he’d shared something important of himself with me. “Boyd, what happens to unclaimed property?” 
 
    “If it hasn’t been claimed, declared, then it’s finders keepers.” He hesitated. “Why?” 
 
    “I just wanted to understand.” 
 
    “Where a ship is found, if it hasn’t been claimed, possession is the law. Maritime laws say if the find lies within a country’s territorial twelve nautical miles from its coastline, it is under that country’s regulations. Hiding a shipwreck or cargo is an offense. And dishonest conduct forfeits the taking. But that only applies to bounty within that jurisdiction.” 
 
    I found out two things about my cousin. He loved the relevance of antiques. And he would have made a terrific attorney. 
 
    “Thanks Boyd, could I please speak with Mandy a moment.” 
 
    He handed the phone over and I explained Ravyn’s dilemma. She immediately offered to help, if Ravyn broke free of the hold that Mickey Coleman, et al, had on her. 
 
    Before my next call, I considered how difficult it would be for Ravyn to trust me. And to warn me. It obviously took fortitude. I was at least as suspicious as Ravyn, yet I was surrounded by people I could trust. And had trusted for years. The Team. 
 
    My mind also skimmed the memory of the lush touches of last night. Of course. I would be able to trust Clarissa. She already trusted me. 
 
    I called Summer, and she said she had nothing to report. I could save my trip to the breakfast restaurant in an attempt to find anything out about their former busboy. Nobody knew a thing about him. He was manufactured out of fairy dust, and the flipping dust disintegrated. 
 
    However, Summer noticed, Gary was buying enough snack foods and drinks for an army. Or for two hungry men. She wondered if Mark Novak hadn’t sublet Gary’s one-bedroom apartment. Roommates, I thought. Two morons hook up and who knows the possibilities. 
 
    I would spend the remainder of the afternoon walking along the ocean. The wavelets would swarm my bare feet. Taking out my small notebook, I would make diagrams. I sketched out boxes – squares of corners touching, overlapping. Of course, it didn’t make sense. That rarely stopped me. 
 
    One thought I had was scuba diving with Boyd. Together, we could browse the ocean floor. Explore the sediments, the aquatic crustaceans, and have schools of fish swarming around us. I now knew he was my kind of friend. A fine brother-substitute. We could see the wildly colorful fish swooping in choreographed ruffles. 
 
    Participating in our family ties sounded better and better all the time. 
 
    When I’d finished computing the murder cases on paper, I washed my feet, and returned to my car. I called Clarissa at the books shop to ask if I could bring dinner in for us. She reported that the book trade was slow, and she wasn’t needed downstairs in the shop. She was up in the loft kitchenette making us a crab salad. She divulged that salads were her specialty. 
 
    I could vouch for the fact it was not her only specialty. 
 
     For a couple years, I hadn’t bought flowers for a woman. I stopped by the florist and had a bouquet designed. Then I headed to Pages. I loved seeing Clarissa’s smile.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    I faced morning with thoughts of the sweet evening, and loving night. Not only did I awake with the woman I adored, but also with a soft, purring cat that had sidled his way into my waking. Patch also offered comfort. There was a sense of belonging when I stayed over at Pages Book Shop. Cozy, was how I would describe Clarissa’s loft. 
 
    A hurried telephone conference call with the Team, was abbreviated. No one was surprised that Mona admitted keeping us on payroll to ease her conscience, and to glean any information on the case she could. Her personality made it easy to spot. She had a bad case of wanting to be the first to know. And to know everything. 
 
    Mona Ross had been groomed by her parents to be detailed. To gather facts. To be an architect like both her parents were. She’d preferred being boss, so she added a business degree, and in order to take over a billion-dollar company. She liked controlling. 
 
    Forensics had reported back to Rachel concerning the trace blood evidence that I’d discovered on the trail. The blood samples were old and deteriorated DNA. Since Donald was hacked to death more recently, Jill had joked that it was probably the blood of pirates. Summer roared at the joke, and that thrilled me. The Jill and Summer feud could possibly be mending. Rachel believed that Chief Tom Powers probably hadn’t instructed forensics to put the DNA through the hopper until they found a match. From day one he called the sample useless. He was correct the sample could well have been from anything. Or anyone. A flipping pirate. 
 
    I’d liked Tom for years, so I would eventually tell him about the pirate blood theory. I admired his work. He had, in fact, solved the drive-by murder. I congratulated him on that. 
 
    Tom’s detective work was solid. He usually opened the world up, peering inside, and saw everything and anything. When I’d called him on it, he said it could have been a biker, or runner that fell, a nosebleed where a couple drops of blood were lost. Or blood splatter brushed against the greenery. The Chief just wasn’t up to speed on pirate theories. 
 
    He’d just told me not to worry my pretty little head about the evidence. Forensics was keeping it under lock and key. Sometimes he made me laugh. Other times, not so much. I certainly wouldn’t mention my little crime-meter inside my brain. He didn’t buy that I had feelings, suspicions. At times an alarm system would blare out danger. I would suspect a perp, on sight. Who did I suspect on the Donald Ogden case? I couldn’t make up my mind. Throughout the investigation, I’d suspected Mona one minute, Gary the next, and a minute later, Johnny. 
 
    Mona hated her husband, believed he was cheating on her and/or stealing company secrets, and an assortment of other charges. Johnny knew Gary was bogus. He blamed Donald for bringing Gary into his world. They fought. Johnny didn’t like his own sterling reputation besmudged. He liked besmudging himself by having a playboy/alcoholic persona. So, to have a duplicitous fake hero was too much for him. His buddies made him look foolish. Donald had his pretenses. A different person to appease each of the people he knew. He’d bragged about being able to change conversational tracks. Lead people by confusing them. Finally, Gary was assuredly riding coattails. The big shot ex-military was a fragile pretender, and undercover rapist. How did the threesome intersect in such a bizarre grouping? And who was the perpetrator? 
 
    My first phone call was to Mona’s office. She wasn’t there. I joked around that she just didn’t want to talk with me. Her secretary must not have been made aware that Trevar Investigators were no longer in Mona’s employment. She’d divulged that Mona got an important phone call. She’d rushed out a half hour ago. She was at her apartment complex if it was an emergency. 
 
    It was time for another conference call. I asked Rachel to let me know when she found out about the burner phone, and her attempt to contact Johnny Groversen. See if he was still in Washington. Jill asked what was going down. I replied that I didn’t know, but something was amiss in this weird mix. Summer said that she hadn’t seen Gary in over a day. Maybe he was off and running. Doing a runner would fit his M.O. 
 
    “It’s important, let me know everything on this case as it happens,” I stated. “Jill, I’ll be sending the security guard I like, Pablo, to stay with Clarissa. Why don’t you meet Summer somewhere outside Gary’s apartment? Inspect everything closely. Check out the place carefully.” 
 
    “Will do,” they replied in unison. That was a good omen. Jill and Summer were vocally together. 
 
    “What’s going down?” Rachel question. 
 
    “We shall see. Just be ready to roll. Everyone equipped with security cams and armed. Rach, we need you to pull everyone to where they’re needed.” 
 
    Rachel’s voice suddenly reflected amazement, “Wait, hold on. I just got the text from Washington. Johnny is not in Washington, he has returned to Florida. Palm Beach.” 
 
    “Everyone in place. We’ve got work to do,” I said. 
 
     I slid my phone back into my pocket. After setting it up with Security Guard Pablo, I rushed to my vehicle and drove to Gary’s apartment building. There I met with Jill. 
 
    “Where’s Summer?” 
 
    “She’s inside, checking around.” 
 
    We saw Summer bolt through the entrance doors. She ran to us. Breathlessly, she said, “I was on the ground floor. Pushed the service elevator button. Elevator stopped, doors opened, and there was the busboy, Mark Novak. He was going down, presumably to the garden level floor.” 
 
    “Do you know what’s on the garden floor?” 
 
    “A couple apartments,” Jill answered. “I checked it out. And there’s the building maintenance room in the center. It’s where the renter’s storage units are.” 
 
    “Did you see the units?” 
 
    Jill said, “I did. Ten units. Maybe twelve. They’re spacey. Actually, one of the renters had his open and was getting his bike out. They’re big enough for a couple of bikes, and assorted boxes. Maybe four feet wide and eight feet deep.” 
 
    “Were names, or numbers on the units?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Gary Dodge’s apartment number is 3B. And that’s how the numbers were on the door of the units. I noticed his was toward the end of the room.” 
 
    “Summer, watch Gary’s apartment. Tail him if he moves. Let us know his movement. Jill, let’s go find out what’s going on with the storage unit. And cams on.” I tapped my wristwatch. 
 
    We entered, took the service elevator down, then we exited quietly. There was someone inside Gary’s storage unit. The unit had not been locked. The door was ajar. I pulled my gun. I hand-motion for Jill to open the unit on a three count. I mouthed the words. On three, the door flew open. 
 
    Tarps were covering several boxes. In front of them stood Mark Novak. He couldn’t help seeing my gun aimed at him. “Novak, I want you to shut your mouth. Hands behind your back.” Jill approached him with zip ties. She bound his wrists. 
 
    “You can’t do this,” he argued as I pushed him down to the floor. 
 
    “Citizen’s arrest, pal.” I replied. I picked up a dirty rag and stuffed it into his mouth. “You’ve got an outstanding warrant. And let’s see what else you’ve got.” I pulled one of the tarps away. Guns, numerous varieties of handguns and rifles. Assault rifles. And, to my amazement, there were boxes of explosive haplessly stacked. “Oh, my God,” I gasped. 
 
    I heard Summer whisper, “Gary’s on his way down.” Jill moved back across the room and behind a large air conditioning unit. Summer had raced the elevator by using stairsteps, and she won. She entered the room. Then quickly moved behind the door. 
 
    I put my Berretta to his Novak’s temple. It was understood that he should be quiet as a mouse. He had surrendered into our custody. And he was wisely silent and shaking. 
 
    Gary’s steps were plodding toward the unit. When he opened it, he began to run. His stop was as if he’d put on the brakes. He was met with Summer holding her gun in front of him. And Jill directly behind him. His arms wildly lifted. “What the hell is this?” he hoarsely questioned. 
 
    “First question is mine,” I said as I pulled him around so that Jill could zip cord his hands together behind his back. She then shoved him down on the concrete floor. “Are you and busboy, here, planning a little fireworks celebration?” 
 
    “Who the hell are you three?” 
 
    “Gary, we’re women with firepower.” I waved my gun in his face. “You’ve got some firepower in there. But you haven’t got your finger on the trigger. You’ve got a terrorist delight going on. No doubt the cops will have a search warrant and they’ll check out the agenda datebook in your apartment. All good terrorists have a plan book, diary, or some documentation. And while we wait for the enforcers to come ask you questions, I have a few.” 
 
    “I don’t need to answer your questions,” he said angrily. 
 
    “Tell me why you and Donald were doing so much yacking before he died. He had a burner phone.” 
 
    “I got no idea.” His eyes were shifting around like he was umpiring a Ping-Pong match. 
 
    “Gary, we’re going to have a little chat, and you’re going to tell me what you’ve been up to. One thing is for sure, you’ve made some fresh cash lately. This artillery is expensive. Someone hatched a few golden eggs. Was Donald bankrolling you? Funding your ammo drive?” 
 
    My phone vibrated. “Rach, what’s happening?” 
 
    “The information you wanted came in. The phone calls made from the other burner phone were to made to Gary’s phone, and get this to Johnny’s Washington number.” 
 
    “Donald was calling his pals?” 
 
    “Probably not.” Rachel sighed. “The time of Donald’s death was approximately an hour before his body was found. The calls were back and forth after the murder. Calls through the night and into the next day. All made after Donald died.” 
 
    “Okay, don’t contact the police before I talk with Mona. Right now, we could lose our trump card if we show our hand too soon. Rach, meet me at Mona’s penthouse in the Ross Luxury Apartments. Wear a body cam and strap on your gun. We need to get a confession now.” 
 
    “Just hold these two?” Summer questioned. 
 
    I instructed Summer and Jill, “Hold them until the badges arrive. Go ahead and see if they want to get their stories on record now. First. Maybe they can define the conspiracy.” 
 
    My dash over to Ross was a speedway record.       
 
    In the vestibule, at the counter, I dialed her number. I finally got through to a nervous Mona. I told her we had apprehended the killer of Donald. Reluctantly, she told us to come up. When Mona flung back the door, I stepped in quickly. 
 
    Her stare was cold, and yet still conniving. “You call with this emergency, and claim you’ve captured Donald’s killer. Are you going to tell me, or not?” 
 
    “I thought you’d tell me.” 
 
    “Stop being a cutesy bitch. You think you know who killed my husband. Out with it.” 
 
    “I just wanted to deliver the news to the grieving widow. But first, let’s call Johnny out. Come on, Johnny,” I yelled to the next room. “I know you’re there.” 
 
    Through the hallway, I heard the traipsing of feet. “You’ve got a nerve coming here,” he blasted. He was struggling to get his shirt on. 
 
    Rachel and I looked at one another, then nodded. I then pulled my gun out. “Johnny, were you in on the murder?” 
 
    “I never killed anyone,” he objected. “Are you two nuts?” 
 
    “Wow, you didn’t knife Donald, but you certainly were in on it. You were a collaborator, conspirator. We’ve got Gary’s confession. He was coerced by one of you, or both of you. The police will be taking his statement.” 
 
    “Gary is certifiable,” Mona screamed. “If he murdered Donald, he did it alone.” 
 
    “Have a seat, both of you,” I ordered them. By this time Rachel had pulled her gun from its holster. Unusual for her to pull her weapon without being told. But it was out and shining. 
 
    I glared, and addressed them, “Mona, you wanted rid of your husband. You were working Trevar Team hard to find some infraction against Donald. You wanted the slate clean. And without having to lose part of your company with a divorce. Your other husbands all had their own money, and they wouldn’t have caused a fuss. Donald would have gone after your money. You wanted him out of the way. To go quietly. He never would have done that. Also, you’d started to have interested in his pal, Johnny, here.” 
 
    Johnny stood rapidly, his face was bursting with a red color that was difficult to place. Tomato-color was probably pretty accurate. “You’re with those detectives. You can’t arrest us.” 
 
    “I can detain you. I’m perfectly within my rights to do just that. So, settle down until we’ve got the story aimed in the right direction. Johnny, you were attracted to Mona. You even mentioned that you liked older women. And if you pursued her, you knew she’s the kind of woman that would yield to your attention. You both wanted Donald dead. The term death row comes to mind. You hated Gary and Donald for the trick they played on you. They made a fool out of you with their cock and bull story about Gary’s patriotism, and his heroics.” 
 
    Johnny slowly sunk down onto the couch. He’d probably had a couple stiff drinks, and his head was beginning to feel cottony. “It may have made me hate Gary. But why would I kill Donald. He got fooled, too. He didn’t know until after we all believed the story.” 
 
    “But he let the lie continue.” I paused, then said, “It will all come out. Gary is spilling to the police as we speak. Then the two of you will blame one another. That’s the way these things happen. Gary claims you two gave him money to kill Donald. Get him out of your lives,” I surmised.” 
 
    I pretty much figured that must have been the money Gary needed to buy up his armaments and his explosives. Gary was angry enough to blow a pretty good sized hole in the world. His anger was against his pal, a guy who married money, who succeeded on a monetary scale. Hatred enough to not only kill someone, but to brutally, beyond reason, knife someone to death. That is a pent-up, deep rage. He cut Donald to ribbons. The killing was not anger by proxy. He hated Donald. 
 
    “I would have just bought Donald off,” Mona defended. 
 
    “Naw.” I watched their reactions. “You’d fallen for Johnny. You tipped your hand when you said that it couldn’t have been Johnny, because he wasn’t even in in town at the time of the murder. You wouldn’t have known that. Unless you were keeping tabs on Johnny.” 
 
    “It doesn’t prove a thing.” Mona’s face was filled with scorn. 
 
    I commented coolly, “Gary would off a friend if the price was right. And you made the price right, didn’t you, Mona? Cheaper than paying Donald’s pre-nup payoff.” 
 
    “No,” she said, this time her eyes were pleading, “No.” 
 
    “Come on, your tracer phone that was in the packet with the one used by Donald showed calls had been made. Made to both Gary and to Johnny. We discovered the numbers were only one number off the phone Donald had been using.” 
 
    “I called to tell them Donald had been killed.” 
 
    I spoke in my ‘convince the jury’ voice. “Fifteen minutes after the crime was committed? When no one even knew. Except the killer and the conspirators. You three were busy checking in with one another. Conspiring.” 
 
    Rachel added, “Case closed. Not only do we know who you called with that phone, we know it was you. You just confessed to that.” 
 
    Johnny accused, “You stupid…Why can’t you ever keep your mouth shut. First you say you fired them, then they waltz in and entrap you. All along, I just wanted to bug Donald by getting a little hot mama action from his old lady.” Johnny drug his hands through his hair. “Now, I’ve fucking got trouble with the law.” 
 
    I conceded, “She continued with our services too long. That was another thing. Mona, you kept us on the payroll to find out what was happening with the case. You wanted to see what we found out, and what the police had. Then the two of you sit there and toss crazy Gary under the bus. Now, you’re both going to turn on one another.” 
 
    I was predicting with unusual fine accuracy. Mona confronted Johnny. “You wanted Donald out of the picture. Donald was getting suspicious.” 
 
    She then shrieked at Johnny. “Go ahead. Tell them why we plotted to kill him. Just have the balls for once in your useless life to be a man. Tell them.” 
 
    His fingers continued nervously combing back his hair. “Donald had gone to Gary and asked him for a favor. He said he had money, he would pay Gary. Mona was planning on leaving him, and then he’d have nothing. He and Gary planned to murder Mona. Donald knew that Mona had the money and the power to dump him. And probably had enough lawyers to get out of the prenuptial. But he would have it all, if he killed his wife.” 
 
    Rachel and I looked at one another. 
 
    “Holy mackerel,” I said under my breath. I stared at Mona’s twisting face. “Donald was planning your demise. He was going to hire his pal Gary to kill you. Right, Mona?” 
 
    Mona added, “Absolutely. Gary told us he was being paid by Donald to kill me. Donald was pilfering money so he could pay Gary to kill me. Gary will tell you that.” 
 
    Johnny said, “Mona was protecting herself. We offered Gary twice the money to get rid of Donald. If we hadn’t, even if Gary refused to kill off Mona, Johnny would have hired someone else to kill her. Another hired killer.” 
 
    “Did everyone agree on the method of murder?” Rachel questioned. 
 
    “Gary is an aggressive guy,” Mona spoke. “He said that Donald originally wanted to have me thrown off the balcony. But Gary told Donald that he could use his combat training and slash me. When I found out he wanted Gary to stab me, I thought a seemingly better comeback would be to have the murderer knife him. Make him suffer. Just as he would have had done to me.” 
 
    Johnny nodded, and said, “But I warned him with all the blood, he had to be careful not to leave evidence. He said he had someone who would help him. A guy named Novak.” 
 
    “You struck the deal?” Rachel questioned. 
 
    “It was that or let Donald have Mona killed.” Johnny was playing it for all it was worth. “It was self-defense.” 
 
    Mona added, “And it would have worked if your Team hadn’t gotten involved. The homicide detectives said they’d probably never find the killer. It was going so great.” 
 
    “It was never going great, Mona. I knew all along it was one of you. Usually I trust my radar, that inside feeling. I could never figure out which one of you did it.” 
 
    Rachel closed her eyes a moment. “They all did it. That was what threw your system off. Who the hell would have thought a victim’s wife and two pals would kill the guy?” 
 
    Obviously, not me. I pressed Chief Tom Power’s direct number. “Tom, I know by now, you’re busy collecting the dastardly duo, Gary Dodge and Mark Novak. But I think you’ll want to jet on over here to Ross Apartments and collect the co-conspirators. Mona and Johnny colluded their pants off.” 
 
    Tom’s brusque voice sounded jittery. “I have never heard anything like this. Did those two tell you about it? About Donald Ogden trying to hire Gary to knock off his wife. Then, the damn killer got his money doubled by killing Ogden instead. Ogden was the first to put out a contract. He gets outbid by his potential victim. Jez, the guy set up his own killing. And it wasn’t pretty. Have you ever heard of anything so bizarre? Did they confess to that?” 
 
    “That’s the story we got, too, Tom. And we not only make credible witness to the confession. We’ve got it all on audio/video for you.” 
 
    “And these two imbeciles here at Gary’s apartment have enough explosives and weapons to take out part of our city.” 
 
    “Glad you gave up smoking, Tom,” I commented. “I haven’t seen that many guns and explosives since I visited a military base once.” 
 
    “We’ll be right over,” he replied gruffly. 
 
     “Tom, it is a rather good thing Trevar’s Team didn’t for a second believe that it was a random killing.” 
 
    “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” He made the trip in less than ten, with sirens blaring, and half a dozen black and whites. 
 
    We were all required to meet at the police headquarters. After giving our statements, the four of us talked to prosecutors. They’d never heard of anything like it either. They quickly went over our statements again with us. They were fairly confident that Gary Dodge would get life without parole. They would eventually offer that, in place of going for a death penalty charge. And also, to turn against both Mona and Johnny. 
 
    To the assistant district attorney taking my information, I said, “Gary raped his fellow soldiers. Was never prosecuted for it. He impersonated a military hero. The guy swanned around acting like he’d done something courageous, and that was never authentic. I’d love to see him on death row.” 
 
    “We’d like to put him on death row. But Beryl, the inmates where he’ll be sent don’t take kindly to his crimes. The remainder of his life is going to be spent with some treacherous men who are every bit as evil as he is. As you know, he can testify against the coconspirators.  And Mona Ross has money to fight conviction. I think that will work against her. Same with Johnny Groversen. The two of them hadn’t expected to be caught, so they didn’t have exit ramps planned. Juries are going to convict them.” 
 
    “They’ll lawyer up separately. They were getting feisty with one another before the police arrived,” I divulged. 
 
    “Your Team’s excellent video provided the takedowns and confessions from every angle.” 
 
    “Would it be fair to say that it will all be admissible evidence of the highest order?” 
 
    The assistant D.A. chuckled. “Absolutely. Anyway, thanks.” 
 
    I was relieved when I arrived at Pages. The security guard had done an excellent job of watching after my lady. Rachel, Summer, and Jill had returned to The Radclyffe. Media calls were coming in, and Rachel finally loaded our answering message. We were unavailable to discuss the pending case. 
 
    We were all exhausted. The other team members said they would be getting tucked in early. I also required quiet. I wanted to take Clarissa in my arms, and just hold her. I wanted the two of us to be secure, tenderly so. We’d slept a couple hours before I heard the sheets rustling. She whispered in my ear, “Beryl, romance is loveliest at midnight.” 
 
    It was one A.M. and our romance was lovely. I thought we both deserved to sleep in when morning arrived. Of course, I was falling in love with her. Or had I already fallen. My eyes shut, and I was completely out of questions. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    That morning, Jill arrived to bodyguard Clarissa. I was glad Jill and I had a few moments to converse about the Team. Clarissa was chatting with a customer, so it was an opportune time. 
 
    I commented, “I think we can all be proud of taking down the killers of Donald Ogden. Another homicide solved.” 
 
    Smiling, Jill leaned against a book counter. It was her amazing grin that lit up her face. “I’ve got to tell you, that was an exciting takedown. It wasn’t the way a SWAT team would have dealt with it. There would have been hours of negotiating. A dangerous standoff. Finally, a dangerous takedown. We just dived right in. We rushed them, slapped them on the ground, and took them into custody.” 
 
    “I told you early on, we don’t go by the book, because we don’t have a book. Stay safe, do a reasonably juridically-approved job, and collar the perps. When we have a situation that needs to be dealt with immediately, we work it promptly, swiftly, and securely. Make it safer for us all.” 
 
    “It’s just different. It’s gut call rather than textbook,” she asserted. “I see how we took down the killers. And I felt proud. It’s just not the same. But we got the job done.” 
 
    “I know you have doubts.” I recognized that in her eyes. They wavered. Or at least she was struggling with the justice angle. “We don’t have the perks of city and county enforcers. But we aren’t restricted. The police department has the staff and has the backup. We make it on our own. Or don’t. Jill, I understand each side has benefits, and frustration. The important part is that we do some good. That’s all I want. And good can be done by wearing a uniform and badge, or by our independent determination to fight crime. Two methods. Two philosophies. The very same desired outcome. Criminals are off the streets.” 
 
    “All the training I went through keeps pounding. Do it the correct way, it’s saying.” 
 
    “We do what is correct for us. If someone shoots at us, we’re citizens, and we can fire back. We don’t need to fiddle around getting shot at again. We can pull the trigger. We don’t need to wait for a warrant. We’re not in the job of concerning ourselves with regulations and technicalities. The Team just does what needs doing. And we try not to get killed.” I rubbed my eyes. 
 
    “It just concerns me.” She was coming to terms or figuring it out for herself. 
 
    “Jill, I understand your concerns and your anxieties. When I went from being an attorney to being a detective, I felt like I was breaking a solemn oath. I saw the ferocious way of the streets. Fast, and dangerous. The first time I picked a lock, I was a wreck. If I had been caught, all I’d need to say is that it was a necessity. It would be a necessity, emergency entry, defense.” 
 
    “Police, enforcers, without a warrant, needs to make out reports, face suspension. Etcetera.” 
 
    I offered, “Crime is time-sensitive. Law needs to be upheld by the ones in power. And the reason for strict adherence to the law is that there are a small group of dirty, bigoted, slimy cops. Broken badges. There has to be law, but the enforcers must better adhere to the law than the citizens. Many badges die doing just that.” 
 
    “It seems complex.” 
 
    “Jill, I know it’s been a rough change for you. And as for the Team, I hope Summer is making it easier now.” 
 
    “Things are okay.” She pursed her lips. “I hope.” 
 
    “Give it time. This morning Summer is going to talk with Ax. See if she can recruit him as a C.I. to fed us information about Mickey, Dimitri, and/or Jurg. She has a better chance of becoming pals with him. Maybe someone caring about Simon being murdered might pop up. Rachel will be doing information gathering.” 
 
    “What’s your assignment?” 
 
    I grinned. “I must have drawn the shortest straw. I’m going into the Sheeran’s Club. Ravyn doesn’t go in until later, so I thought it would be good to talk with a couple of the other women. Might not glean anything. But it will make it looking like I’m on a generic search. Maybe I can take suspicion off of Ravyn, and that might encourage her to call me again. Somewhere there is a file folder Simon left behind. Mickey might have already destroyed it, but it might be hidden away. When I leave here, I’ll contact Boyd and ask him to see if he can recall anything at all about where Simon hung out. Jog his memory.” 
 
    “By the way,” Jill changed subjects. “Rachel wants to put together a little dinner party tonight. Invite Clarissa, Mandy, and Boyd. And she said to bring a date. I left a woman I loved in Miami when I moved here. I thought she’d follow. But she hasn’t.” 
 
    “A party to celebrate our busting the homicide. Capturing the ‘who knows the hitman’ gang.” 
 
    Jill laughed. “See, it’s cheering me up.” 
 
    “It might be just what we need. I’m worried about Boyd showing up. In case Coleman or one of the others are surveilling the yacht.” 
 
    “Ahead of you. Mandy said she’ll disguise Boyd’s identity.” Jill chuckled. “Maybe she’ll dress him in a nun’s costume.” 
 
    Our laughter strung together. I said, “My ex became a nun.” 
 
    “I remember. She was a world-famous singer. She went off to do a retreat or something, as a nun.” 
 
    “She’s a missionary in Latin America. Jungle.” 
 
    “I know her music, and movies. She was very glamorous. That’s a leap. Go from sexy Latina singer to a nun.” 
 
    Sadness wasn’t overwhelming me, but there was an ache. “Jill, I loved her so much. And she left me. I guess that’s why I don’t trust women.” 
 
    “Trev, you’re terrified of becoming a duet with such an amazing woman. That’s insane. Love is giving it a chance. Trust is the down payment. Clarissa loves you. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t be with you. You have to risk again. We’ve all had disappointment, but I’m still looking and hoping. But you already know what you feel. Even with our Team, you’ve lived through it with Summer and Rachel. I’m just getting to know all of you.” 
 
    “I’m hoping you continue to know us. The four of you are my family.” 
 
    “It’s good you have Boyd now, too.” 
 
    “I think he’s a good guy. Time will tell.” 
 
    “Trust him. And trust Clarissa. She’s one of the best women I’ve ever met. Don’t miss out on her.” 
 
    I nodded. It was my turn to change subjects. “I wonder what’s on the menu tonight.” 
 
    “Rachel ordered crab, lobster, fresh fruit, and incidentals. She said you’d figured the menu out.” 
 
    I paused, considering. “Crab croquettes with lemon and avocado sauce, to begin. Lobster on a bed of couscous with chives and tarragon. Sautee pommess …” 
 
    “What?” she quizzed. 
 
    “Potato cubes with spice mixture.” I questioned, “What time will Mandy and Boyd get here?” 
 
    “Six o’clock. We’ll be guarding the marina. Make sure they get aboard okay.” 
 
    “Once they’re aboard, we’ve got enough alarms to make sure anyone asks permission to board.” I smiled. We were usually secure. “It sounds like a very entertaining evening. We’ve been so busy, none of us have had much R & R.” 
 
    It was needed, I thought. A night of calmness, camaraderie, good music, a feast, and all of us getting to know one another. Jill was correct. Clarissa was probably soon going to want to know about a future. We’d only talked about it briefly. We knew where one another was. She wanted tranquility, but for right now, she would settle for my remaining in my oft dangerous career. 
 
    “You’re going to Sheeran’s Club now?” Jill questioned. 
 
    “Yes. I’ll check in with Rachel when I get there. I want to make sure we all are checking in with Rach. Since I’m going to Sheeran’s Club, there’s always a chance Dimitri and Mickey will drop by.” 
 
    As promised, when I arrived at the sleazy strip club, I called Rachel. The car lot was nearly empty. There was no sign of any recognizable car of the mob. Once inside, I asked the bleary-eyed man at the counter about questioning some of the women. He said their rate is two-hundred an hour. I told him I’d just wander around and look. He said looking was only a hundred an hour. I told him how he could keep himself occupied. Very unpleasant, but he didn’t want a scene and perhaps police presence, so he ignored me. 
 
    Walking across what looked to be a dance floor, I checked the rooms where Ravyn had been seated in a makeup chair with mirrors. Probably two-way mirrors. One woman walked in, and I asked her if she knew any of the three men. She told me she had no problems and wanted no problems. I assumed her response was similar to what I told the jackal at the entrance. The filthy place with its cheap smelling air freshener killed any sex drive I might have while there. So, the women could consider themselves safe. At least safe from me. I wouldn’t vouch for the run of the mill misogynist visiting the strip club. 
 
    A cleaning woman glared at me, when I asked her about the three bosses. Her eyes widened. “You don’t wanna come in here asking about them guys.” 
 
    “I just did ask. Can you help me?” 
 
    “Hell no, I’m busy.” 
 
    “It doesn’t appear that you’ve been terribly busy cleaning. There’s films of filth throughout the place. Sort of layered,” I added for a touch of drama. “I’m trying to find out about Simon Wagoner.” 
 
    “You a cop?” 
 
    “No. A private investigator.” I pulled a fifty from my pocket. “I really want to know who Simon knew.” 
 
    “He had his hair cut two blocks south. On the corner. Maybe the barber could help you.” Her hand popped out. It opened widely. I gave the fifty. 
 
    I escaped the club. It was currently called a sex club. Back a couple decades, it was a den of iniquity. That always stuck in my mind because an older neighborhood gang of girls always bullied me. I was probably eight or so, and they were preteen. One told me my mother got her money at a den of iniquity. I’d never heard of it before. For all I knew, my mother was a drunk claims adjuster, or a dancer. She’d always told me that she was practicing to be on Broadway. I didn’t think den of iniquity had anything to do with Broadway. If the girl would have come out with whore I would have understood. 
 
    This thought careened into wondering how I survived childhood. That fear was never far from the surface. 
 
    The barber didn’t know a thing, other than Simon was a nice man. He didn’t mind if his hair was shabbily clipped, as long as it was short enough to be comfortable in the water. The barber recalled him bragging about going down deeper than other divers. 
 
    I wondered if Simon might have redistributed the coins, and any other items he may have stolen. Taken a pouch and filled it. Then placed it underwater, somewhere only he, or an accomplice, could find. But that, I argued, would be impractical. However, he didn’t sound as though he was a Brainiac.  Could be he didn’t care if it wasn’t the most practical way of stealing a fortune in gold. 
 
    I made a few neighborhood stops at little shops in the area. No one even recognized the name or photo of Simon. After batting out several times, I gave it up. I wasn’t optimistic. I was realistic. No one knew much about Simon. They wouldn’t have been receptive to tell me if they did. I probably looked like a bill collector. 
 
    Because the celebratory dinner cooking was being left up to me, I decided to get started making the feast early.   
 
    I went directly back to our yacht to begin the sumptuous, elegant dinner. Jill would be arriving back, and she’d be bringing Clarissa. Jill would then hop in the shower and dress up a tad. Summer finally rolled in. She complained that Ax had threatened to behead her, but she used my name, and he settled down. 
 
    Summer called Ax a crazy old coot. That probably wasn’t the wisest of confidential informant/detective pairings. 
 
    As soon as I’d finished preparing most of the dinner, I raced down to grab a shower, and fix myself up a bit. I heard Jill and Clarissa arrive. My hair was taking forever to dry, and to get the curls just right. When I’d finished mitigating the tired face, and embattled body, I went up the galley to check on the cuisine. Rachel had given Summer and Clarissa drinks. Jill had gone out to the marina’s parking area, to escort Mandy and Boyd. 
 
    When they came through the door, I might very well have fainted. 
 
    Mandy indeed had hidden Boyd’s identity. She had dressed him in drag, to duplicate my look. Which of course, since we were nearly identical, he nailed perfectly. 
 
    Boyd grumble as he stomped into the dining area. Mandy waved a pitcher of her famous Hurricane Mandy cocktails. She brought her specialty. It was a combo of vodka, rum and fruit. 
 
    It felt as though my jaw had dropped to the floor and been bolted there. My charming cousin – in drag. I finally uttered, “Oh, Boyd. I can’t imagine how she talked you into going in drag.” 
 
    “She was the best madam in Florida for four decades. She could have talked me into becoming a Cher double.” He huffed, “But never again.” To me he said, “Thank goodness, you’re a slightly androgynist.” He kicked off his shoes. And yanked off the curly, blond wig. We all thought it was hilarious. I was not certain he considered it all that amusing. 
 
    Mandy quoted one of the old Palm Beach bons mots. “Boyd, darling, failure is never fatal. Your lipstick is slightly crooked.” He twisted his lips. She then bragged about her makeup job on Boyd. “I know my way around drag queens,” she said, expressing pride. 
 
    Beginning with a toast to the resolution of the Donald Ogden homicide, we started out with joy. Yet we all knew, war had been declared on a major crime syndicate, and we would soon be meeting up with them. It was inevitable. 
 
    We were seated, and joked, laughed, drank, and ate. It was indeed a wondrous evening of getting to know everyone better. Jill had always wanted to be in enforcement. She said she was always the bossiest kid on the block. Summer simpered, commenting that she could believe it. Jill asked what Summer had wanted to be. Summer replied, she wanted to be free of all the bosses in the world. That could have been why she was such a troubled teen. 
 
    Rachel and I traded glances, hoping it wouldn’t get out of hand. But everyone had laughed. I looked around the table. Realizing that it had been too long since getting together in a group, I smiled a very credible smile. I reached to squeeze Clarissa’s hand. I felt her grip tightening, then she questioned, “Am I holding on too tightly?” 
 
    Before I had time to consider it, I was saying, “You’re holding on just tightly enough.” 
 
    We leaned nearer together to kiss. Everyone at the table clapped. Clarissa and I didn’t let go to join in the clapping. We just held on. 
 
    I liked to think it was at that moment when I first conceded that I’d fallen in love with her. But we were both certain that it was a great deal earlier. Whatever, I wasn’t just smitten. 
 
    After dinner, we played board games, and it was the most congenial evening I’d ever spent. While the others accompanied Mandy and Boyd to their car, Clarissa and I went out to walk on the deck. The moonlight was elegant. Life was elegant. 
 
    Hearing the laughter across the marina seemed magical. Exactly like the tenderness of Clarissa’s touch. I traced the shadows on her face. “You’re lovely,” I whispered. 
 
    “I’ve always felt somewhat plain. Unadorned.” 
 
    “Have you ever considered how beautiful your unadorned face is?” 
 
    She chuckled. “That was your best pickup line?” 
 
    “I’ve never used lines,” I said as I grinned back at her. “But if I were using one on you, I might tell you that I’m falling in love with you.” 
 
    “Keep falling. I’ll catch you.” 
 
    There was believability in my simple, uncomplicated response. “Okay.” 
 
    She neared. As our cheeks brushed, she said, “Okay.” 
 
    By the time Clarissa and I had made it to my stateroom, we were exhausted. She and Jill would drive to Pages early so she could deal with some orders being delivered. She also would finish checking out the credentials of a potential new employee. Books and employees were her life. Meanwhile, I would go back out on the streets and pursue strippers, barbers, bouncers, and other assorted characters. 
 
    Admittedly, Clarissa made me happy. Also making me, if not happy, certainly fulfilled, was chasing an assortment of dangerous, loony, weird people, and criminals. 
 
    Pursuing criminals by the sidecar full was my profession. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sunrise was perfect. The woman was perfect. Waking in her arms was the purest perfection I could imagine. 
 
    It all fell apart from there. I was living in a day that deteriorated by the hour. 
 
    Jill and Clarissa had gone to Pages early. Rachel and I had recapped yesterday’s information. Laughing about how uncomfortable Boyd was wearing his twin-Beryl outfit, we agreed that was the highlight of the evening’s celebrations. Summer was spending the morning attempting to locate anyone in anyway affiliated with Simon. 
 
    By noon I had scrambled to locate Ravyn, hoping she might have thought about where Simon kept his things. Documents, a file. She knew it existed. But it was not at her home, and not at Sheeran’s Club. If it had been left aboard the treasure hunting ship, it was found by Mickey et al, and destroyed. 
 
    Finally, she returned my call. When I inquired about Simon having a bank safety deposit box, or any lockbox, she nixed the idea saying, he hated banks. She abruptly disconnected the call. 
 
    Frustration was building. 
 
    Thinking luck was changing, I suddenly saw a call coming in from Ravyn. She was panicked. She gave directions to an intersecting street a few blocks away where we could meet. I speedily drove there. She immediately got into the passenger’s side. “Quick, they’re after me.” Her face was flushed, and her right eye had been blackened. “They’ll kill me. They’ll kill us both.” 
 
    My rental car squealed away from where I’d pulled over to pick her up. I directed it toward the city justice building. Calling Tom, I gave him a brief background, and asked him to have black and whites meet me in the parking area. I also had a car description, and name of driver. It was Dimitri. 
 
    On the drive, through Ravyn’s hysterical screaming, the words were chilling. “Please, don’t let them get me. They rape women. Torture them. Dimitri prides himself on raping virgins, young girls. He says he was givin’ ‘em a test drive. Beryl, I wanted to tell you. To confess and report them. I was afraid. Women that have betrayed them go missing.” 
 
    “Where do you think they’d take a woman? Where’s this place – their hideout?” 
 
    “I’d tell you if I knew. It’s always been a secret. The place is filled with teenagers, young women, recruited or kidnapped. And they have an escort service, porn, the sex trade.” 
 
    “Do they call it Treasure Lust?” 
 
    “Simon didn’t want me to know anything. He knew it was dangerous.” 
 
    As I parked at the Justice Building, my stomach lurched. Women in bondage. Young teens in bondage. My anger raged. “The police will shield you, Ravyn.” 
 
    “I wanted to tell you, they want to kill you as bad as they want to kill me.” 
 
    Ravyn was being escorted in by two beefy, strong policemen. That made me feel somewhat safer for her, but also, they wanted to kill me. They might go after Clarissa. I called with a quick alert to Rachel, to have her dispatch Summer to Pages. 
 
    That was too late. Jill had called for a rescue response unit to Pages. Breathlessly, Jill reported that the driver of a book delivery truck had been hijacked. Clarissa was abducted.  Dimitri and Mickey had pistol-whipped the delivery person. They had then knocked on the backdoor. Clarissa had the key to open the door. She looked first to check who it was. She saw the delivery truck. When she opened her door, she was grabbed by Dimitri and Mickey. The two men then carried a fighting, screaming Clarissa to their car. 
 
    Jill had been standing guard at the front of the store. She jumped into action, running to the back. She fired shots at the thug’s car. She didn’t want to hit Clarissa, so she aimed to shoot the tires out. 
 
    Clarissa was now the hostage of two vicious men. And I was heartsick. Helplessly heartsick. I had no idea where they might have taken her. 
 
    I got back in my rental, not knowing where to go first. Rachel had contacted Boyd and Mandy. Cautioning them to bolt their doors. The incoming call was Boyd. “I was thinking about Simon,” he divulged, “and I suddenly remembered something. It was just one line. Never mentioned it again. Beryl, he said he had to stop off at his gym. Gyms have lockers. But who is dumb enough to leave documents there?” 
 
    “Simon. Did he mention the gym’s name?” 
 
    “No, but it must have been somewhere near the Blue Sea Bar. He said he was stopping off for a drink after dropping by the gym.” 
 
    “Thanks, Boyd. Now stay undercover. Stay on line. I’m putting you on speakerphone with Rachel and Summer. I turned on my conferencing speakerphone. I quickly began driving toward the Blue Sea Bar. Rachel reported, “They’re dispatching a police unit to Mandy’s apartment.” 
 
    Boyd broke in, “Beryl, ask them if they’ll trade Clarissa for me. I’m the one they want.” 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way with these people. They’re panicking and they’ll kill everyone in their way. Just say safe. Shelter in place.” I disconnected Boyd’s line. 
 
    Driving rapidly, as I talked, I told Summer where I was. Also, that she should meet me near the bar. I instructed Rachel to pull Jill into the area ASAP. “Rach, I know Jill is giving a police report on the abduction but tell Tom to make it quick. And check out addresses of gyms or fitness centers in the area.” 
 
    “Summer is on her way.” 
 
    “Rach, if Jill is still at headquarters, have her ask Ravyn which gym Simon belonged to.” 
 
    When I was almost to the Blue Sea Bar, Rachel radioed, “Jill said that Ravyn told her Simon used the gym on the opposite corner and down three blocks south of the bar.” 
 
    “Send Summer, I’m almost there now.” 
 
    As I pulled up to the fitness facility, I saw Summer exiting her car. We rushed into the vestibule of the gym. 
 
    There we were met by two of the most muscle-bound men I’d ever seen try to block me. “Out of the way. I’m on police business.” I flashed my P.I. credentials. It could have been FBI for all the muscle heads knew. 
 
    “Come on, you horny broads are always coming in trying to feed us bull. Get a new excuse,” one of them said with a sputter. 
 
    “I need the locker number of Simon Wagoner. And I need it now,” I replied with the fiercest frown I had ever issued. “It’s a matter of life and death. Damn it, tell me.” 
 
    Summer wasn’t messing around. She pulled her pistol from its holster. Grabbing the shirt of the desk clerk, she waved the gun under his chin. “Talk!” she instructed. 
 
    “What the hell,” he looked startled. “Simon’s dead. But his locker number is 774.” He pointed to the locker room. 
 
    Summer and I stormed in, checking numbers. When we finally found 774, the padlock appeared to be what they might have used at Fort Knox years back. “No key,” I muttered. 
 
    Summer put her gun beneath the lock. “Stand back. We got our key.” 
 
    The explosive sound of steel shrapnel lifting up to the ceiling shocked the two men who had followed us into locker room. “Holy shit!” the larger of the two exclaimed. “You messed up the locker, and the ceiling.” 
 
    “Send the bill to Trevar Investigators,” I replied. As the locker door sprang open, I saw the envelope file folder. Grabbing it, I followed Summer out to the parking lot. We got into her car, and I pulled a half inch stack of papers from the folder. I divided the papers. We both began perusing each page of each paper. 
 
    “Bingo,” I exclaimed. “MC’s Treasure Chest Lust is located at…” before I could get out the address Summer’s vehicle was spinning through the gravel parking area, she was at the cross road when I added the address. I called out as the GPS was giving directions. “Rach, did you get that!” 
 
    “Roger, I just texted the address to Jill.” 
 
    We were high-velocity women, if nothing else, we’d always joked. And with Clarissa endangered, I was pretty sure everyone was pulling out the stops.  
 
    In less than ten minutes, Summer’s vehicle skidded to a stop outside what looked like a regular apartment complex. Somewhat substandard, but it was fancy enough to bring the perverts in for their hour of inhuman sexual escapades with young girls. 
 
    Breaking into the lobby, with guns drawn, Summer and I took aim at the huge, block-of-a-man desk clerk. “Where did they take the captive woman?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he replied with the glimmer of a grin. 
 
    Summer backhanded him across his jaw. “Work on your memory, you flipping asshole.” 
 
    He reached for his mouth. “Mickey and Dimitri are up top. Penthouse.” 
 
    Summer warned, “Don’t make a sound.” She zip-tied his hands behind him, and then connected it to a center pole. Cuffed, he wiggled as far away from us as he could. Wobbly lips said nothing. To be safe, I pulled his dirty handkerchief and stuffed it in his bleeding mouth. 
 
    We scrambled up steps, two and three at a time. Vaulting forward until when we reached the top floor. There was a hallway with two wooden doors on one side of the hall. On the other was heavy, steel, decorative door. Quietly we approached. The sturdy, protected door was where they would keep their latest hostage. It was confirmed when we glanced up at the security camera. “Whistle when ready,” I spoke. I heard Summer’s shrill whistle. While she shot out the camera, my fire blasted the door’s lock. We both rammed our bodies against it. 
 
    Inside, I saw that Clarissa was bounded and gagged. She was leaning in the corner. Her eyes were blinking, and she was terrified. Mickey Coleman swung his AK-15 around, spraying a hail of bullets toward us. Both Summer and I dived down. I discharged the first bullet, aiming for his head. It was an on-target shot. Summer opened fire, shooting a direct hit to Mickey’s chest as he was falling. 
 
    Dimitri had exited down the outside fire escape. 
 
    “Take care of Clarissa, I’m going after him,” I instructed Summer. When I leaned out the window, I heard two bullets from an automatic fly by my shoulder. That zing of a bullet is deafening when it passes near your body. 
 
    I gripped my Berretta, aiming it downward toward his scurrying body. A shot or two later, he arrived at the final portion of the fire escape. We had been playing dodge the bullet for two floors. Dimitri jumped eight feet to the ground. He lifted himself up. He was limping away. Carefully, I followed. I was thankful that my acrobatic landing was much more graceful and accurate than his. The chase was short. He was running on a depleted ankle. And he was also running out of steam. 
 
    We ended with a standoff. Dimitri Zhenya was attempting to hid himself behind a trash dumpster. I was poised at the corner of the building. I screamed out, “Nowhere to go, you useless human garbage. Give it up.” 
 
    Clarissa filled my thoughts, and those mental visuals were difficult to repress. I was attempting not to allow my concern for Clarissa to enter my mind. Not now, when each moment, each move, meant possible death. 
 
    Leaning out from the building’s corner, to get a shot at Dimitri, I heard his bullet. I felt the flying pieces of stucco as the bullet became embedded in the wall. More bullets gnawed into the stucco beside me. 
 
    I saw Dimitri’s shadow. I fired twice when that shadow moved. I saw him slump to the ground, crumpling. 
 
    As I neared him, I heard the sirens. The cavalry had arrived, I mused. Dimitri shifted slightly. His head moved, and he pleaded, “Spare me. I have a bad time in my country. I was a child poor.” 
 
    “Your privation or mental condition are not an excuse. Don’t give me that tangled childhood crap. Think what you’ve done to those women.” 
 
    “But I don’t harm men.” 
 
    “What?” I incredulously questioned. 
 
    “I say to you, I only hurt women.” 
 
    I’d thought that was what I heard. I was on this mission for women. He probably assumed I was a lesbian, hence I possessed a slight amount of male superiority. My choice. I could have immediately called in my location. If he didn’t bleed out, his wounds would probably be patched. He’d be back in business in ten years. Back on the streets. 
 
    I came out from my cover. He was on the ground, legs splayed, but his hand still gripped his gun. “Don’t move. If I see you lift that gun, I’ll shoot you again.” 
 
    I saw his hand twitch. I wasn’t sure if he had bled out, and it was a death grip on the gun, or if he would squeeze the trigger. He could have his gun aimed and fired at me by the time I got a round off. I considered it a survival shot. Better safe than sorry. I grasped my gun handle tightly. My index finger was steady. My aim was fixed. 
 
    I muttered, “If the villains don’t want their name on a tombstone, they shouldn’t mess with strong women.” I thought I saw his hand twitch in my direction. I fired a shot purposely and well-aimed. 
 
    One of the policemen had rounded the corner just as I shot. He staunchly spoke, “I saw him aim his firearm at you.” 
 
    Glancing up, I wondered how vigilante I would become. I spoke serenely, yet assuredly. “He twitched. I’m wearing my body cam. That will show he jerked, aiming at me.” 
 
    The officer gasping for breath from his run. With disgust, he said, “I had to run through the building to get back here. I saw some of the women they were bringing, herding out into the halls. Missing kids. Young, early teens. Preteens. Kids.” His eyes were wet. With anger covering his face, he added, “My niece was fourteen when she was abducted. Janey. I wanted to stop and search for her just now. But her body was found ten months ago in Texas. Sex trade. The killer was never caught. It could have been this guy. Or some other dirtball,” he declared, still pointing toward Dimitri. “Maybe this moment is the best I can do for Janey.” He bent down on one knee and leaned over Dimitri. His touch to the neck to feel a pulse was more of a slap. “He’s gone.” 
 
    Leaning over his lifeless body, I concurred, “Yes. He is spent. And if he weren’t, I haven’t brushed up on my CPR for years.” I gave a shrug that both the officer and I recognized. “He’ll never hurt anyone again.” I continued my thought, not that he would ever have harmed a man. But he didn’t mind torturing women. Raping and killing women.  
 
    “I’m being transferred to Vice next year. There’s more that needs to be done.” 
 
    “I read about that case.” Janey Ellis. 
 
    He neared me. His hand touched my shoulder, “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you, Officer.” I hadn’t realized that I was leaning precariously against the corner of the trash dumpster. “I’m fine. I’m better. All women are better, now.” 
 
    After holstering my weapon, I returned to where the police were interrogating each victim, each witness, and the workers. Those employees of Treasure Lust were going to be charged for their implication. Some had already been cuffed and carted. 
 
    I immediately went up to the penthouse living room where Mickey had perished. Clarissa walked across the large room. She walked into my embrace. My eyes were damp, drizzling. 
 
    She whispered, “I’m fine. Just frightened. But fine. They didn’t harm me. You got here just in time. They were talking about killing me. Dumping my body in the ocean. They didn’t want to be caught with me, their captive.” 
 
    I wondered how many women these men dumped in the ocean. Just as they dumped the body of Simon Wagoner. 
 
    I held Clarissa tightly. It occurred to me that if I’d gone by the book of law, that I so revered, I would not have had the information I needed to find her. She would have been murdered. And I would be arrested for breaking into the gym and seizing a file that led us to the woman I love. As well as other innocent women victims. I felt a smile inside. There was always the necessity. It certainly was an emergency. 
 
    The thought that Mickey Coleman and Dimitri Zhenya would still be roaming the world brought a chill. They would still have women in their crosshair. Capturing, debasing, torturing, raping, and murdering women.  Young women were Dimitri’s trademark. Brutalizing rape.  Sealing Dimitri’s fate. The tipping point – that flash moment, for me, were the words, But I don’t harm men. Evil, delusional, rapist, sadist, name it what it is, I considered. By his standard, harming women is permissible, he felt justified. Women didn’t count with him and his sick male egotism. 
 
    This time it was women stopping him. Women had made it possible for tucking two depraved predators in their graves. 
 
    No apologizes need. And none given. 
 
    Our Team didn’t ask specific questions of ourselves, or of one another. We didn’t high five, and we didn’t boast. We were all glad it was over. A place called Treasure Lust was shut down. The building and property would be confiscated. Eighteen workers were arrested and would serve what prosecuting attorneys called ‘sweet nothing’ time. But they were now and forever on the record as sexual criminals. 
 
    As Summer and I were breaking into the Penthouse, Jill was simultaneously bursting into one of the apartments housing half a dozen women. As she’d sprinted through the hall, she’d see an armed guard threatening the women. Jill entered, subdued the sex trafficker, and saved the young women and girls. She said she would never forget that moment. One of the enslaved women had hugged her, refusing to let go. With tears in her eyes, Jill stated that she’d never had a better hug. 
 
    When we finally arrived back at the yacht, everyone was exhausted. It had taken us the entire afternoon to give statements, we’d briefly talked about the events. A tradition after solving a case was opening a bottle of bubbly. Just to keep up our tradition we held our glasses high. I rattled off our toast. Nunc est Bibendum. Break out the champagne. Horace’s call to merrymaking, literally, “Now it’s time to drink.” It was from the Odes. The excellent bottle of wine had no taste for me. The words were unceremonious. 
 
    Clarissa understood the Team’s need to process the day. Killing was a dichotomous and painful incident. Surrendering my gun to the investigation was likewise an agony. It would be returned to me immediately upon the investigation’s completion. 
 
    The entire aftermath was the most tortuous of all. It was attempting to realize the suffering of women and girls stolen from their lives. Captured and kidnapped from their friends and families. It was inhumanity to an entire group. Women.   
 
    I’d recalled the faces of the women sex slaves. The women/girls waiting to talk with authorities, and members of the National Center for Exploited Children. They would try to see that the women’s family would be found. Authorities would check the circumstances and reunite some of the victims. Some would be housed at a rescue home. It was my hope that they would all be able to go on with their lives. Hope seemed a flimsy word when wishing for young women to overcome the disturbing memories they had endured. 
 
    After a dinner was hastily put together, and also tasteless, I needed some cool night air. I climbed to the flybridge. I’d looked on the deck. I finally spotted Jill. She had escaped to the ocean loft. Seated, she had pulled her legs up, and her arms wrapped her knees. In the deck chair, her head was down, resting on her arms. 
 
    “I saw you and Summer hugging this evening. Does that mean you’re feeling better about one another?” I questioned. 
 
    “We’re friends now. At any time, any one of us could have ended up dead. We really need to be a strong unit. We don’t have a SWAT team backing us up. Or half a dozen enforcers. It’s just us. Now we’ve been through the war together. That drives it home. We must be a true Team. A Team of sisters.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’ve reconsider staying with the Team?” When she hadn’t answered. I nonchalantly continued. “We don’t always go by the book. You said you wanted to help people. Look what we’ve just accomplished.” 
 
    “We had a good week,” she agreed. Her partial smile was beautiful because both lips and eyes smiled. 
 
    “One case – a rapist, a killer with disregard to his military sisters, and other women. Gary Dodge will be incarcerated for the rest of his life. Two conspirators, Mona Ogden and Johnny Groversen, will probably be going to jail. A young malcontented terrorist, Mark Novak, had his death weapons of bombs and artillery taken from him. And he will most probably spend his youth and into is middle years in jail. Innocent people will be saved. Novak will be sent off for a long time.” 
 
    “Not a bad collar,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “And the sex trade has taken a hit. The seamy, ugly part of it. Mickey Coleman and Dimitri Zhenya aren’t ever going to hurt anyone again. Two or three dozen women have been rescued from lives as sex slaves. Jurg Laski was picked up when he drifted out of international waters, into our coastal waters. They are examining the gun they found on Sea Fortune. Maybe if Laski has got dual citizenship, he can be tried for murdering Simon. His boat has been confiscated, any property or financial funds will be seized. Tom told me that the prosecutors are going to empty his pockets.” 
 
    Jill shook her head. “The very least, he’ll be booted out of the country. But I hope charges are brought against him.” 
 
    “We are making a difference, Jill.” My words were steadfast, and sturdy. 
 
    Pensively, Jill spoke, “We’ve accomplished more than I ever thought we could, a lifetime of accomplishments.” She looked out at the ocean. “I’m wondering why I’ve still got reservations.” 
 
    “The way I look at it is that we have the slow, tedious cases. The cases of hatred and revenge. Somehow greed usually enters the picture of crime. Lodged inside those it owns, greed taints all that it touches. These cases were examples of that.” I took her hand in mine. “Jill, look at the good we can do. I’ll ask again. Are you still considering going back on the force?” 
 
    “Does the Team need me?” 
 
    “Jill, you know we do. With four, we’re still understaffed. We did an army’s worth of fighting today.” 
 
    Jill’s head went up. “Cleaning up the world and making it safe is exactly what I want to do.” 
 
    “We can do a lot more of that.” 
 
    Her hand reached out to meet mine. Then we hugged. 
 
    “I’m glad Clarissa wasn’t harmed,” Jill spoke softly. 
 
    “Me, too.” I paused. “She would have been killed if we hadn’t arrived in time.” 
 
    “You do realize that your emotions concerning her are way off the chart. You’re in love with her, Beryl.” 
 
    “Let me tell her first,” I said with my grin growing wider each second. I wanted to hold Clarissa and tell her that almost losing her today made me realize the depth of my love. 
 
    I went to my stateroom and I crawled into bed. I was beside the woman of my dreams. She was intently reading a book “I suppose you’re going to read books every night?” I playfully chastised. 
 
    “I suppose you’re going kick criminal tails all day?” 
 
    “Did you bring that detective mystery book that Rachel recommended?” I inquired. 
 
    She pointed to the bed stand. “Let me know if you like it, darling.” 
 
    I flapped open the cover. After a few pages, I glanced up. Chuckling, I asked, “Who believes all this crime? All these shoot ‘em up’ sections? And they’re even in the first few pages?” I’d only read to page six. 
 
    “Thankfully for my bookshop, most everyone believes.” 
 
    Of course, she was correct. She turned off the nightlamp. Then she snuggled into the cove of my arm. Believers are good people, I thought as we tucked nearer. It felt wonderful to finally believe. I didn’t need to say the words. She knew I’d fallen in love with her. 
 
    Adventures in my life certainly were drama, song, a glimpse at words on a page, a dance across a lovely landscape, and canceling out some of life’s meanness. Holding Clarissa was a dream in which I was willing to invest. Without belief in one another, I pondered, we are stranded. I thought about the day’s occurrences, and how I never wanted to be stranded from Clarissa again. 
 
    That must be one of love’s definition. And I know knew it by heart. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Breakfast had been a lingering, restful space in the day. Clarissa left for the book shop. The Team sped through a lackluster meeting in the conference room. Rachel reported that Tom had called. “He said he’d taken our recommendation to go lightly on Raven, Rhoda Reed. He talked with the D.A.’s office and suggested she be released on to a member of the community. He also said that this was a dilly of a case.” 
 
    Summer rolled her eyes. “A dilly of a case?” 
 
    We laughed. 
 
    I took a guess. “Mandy bailed her out and offered to help?” 
 
    Rachel added, “Yes. I also spoke with Mandy. She’s going to give Ravyn a job working at the women’s shelter. Mandy is a huge contributor.” 
 
    “Raven tried to help me. Us.” I then hesitated. “She made a difference in the outcome of our case. I’m glad for her. Mandy will help her get her life in order. Mandy is great at getting lives in order.” 
 
    I heard someone in the office, so I got up to see who was there. In the hall, I spotted Boyd coming out of the office. “Just looking for you, Cuz. I’m going to be traveling back to California to tie up some loose ends. But I’ll be back in a month or two.” 
 
    “We’ll miss you.” We all congregated in the galley around the table. 
 
    “I’ll miss all of you. Beryl, thank you for taking my case. I profoundly thank you all for saving me. I didn’t steal that treasure. And I surely wouldn’t have killed Simon. It’s been fun meeting you all.” 
 
    “You said you’ll be returning?” Rachel quizzed. 
 
    “Yes. The apartment across from Mandy went up for sale. I bought it. I’ve felt as though I belong here. You’re all made me feel welcome. I feel a part of this family. Beryl, it’s a part that neither of us had growing up.” 
 
    “I figured you just called on me because you were in trouble.” 
 
    “I had been wanting to look you up for years. But I thought you’d blow me off for being from such a stodgy, hypocritical, branch of the family.” 
 
    “And I thought you believed you were too good to associate with my side of the family.” 
 
    “That isn’t true. I carried that photo of us as kids for years,” he defended. 
 
    Laughing, I clasped his hand. “We’ve finally found one another.” 
 
    “When I get back, I’ve been considering purchasing Sea Fortune. I asked about it, and since the boat will be seized, I’ll bid on it.” 
 
    “That’s costly,” Rachel commented. 
 
    “As I said, I’ve got funds. And your bill has been paid,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “Will you work the treasure search?” Jill asked. 
 
    “I was thinking that if I ended up with the treasure ship, and ultimately, the treasure, I would donate the artifacts to museums.” He looked down. “I know that money isn’t the real coverlet of euphoria. Gold bullion can’t keep you happy or warm. I’ve seen enough shallow and apathetic people. And while seeing those murderous people, I’ve also seen the good in Mandy, and you four. Anyway, I’ll be returning.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” I gave him a thumb’s up sign. “I’ll take all the family I can get.” 
 
    He stood, “I have a plane to catch. But Mandy said she’s throwing a party when I get back. And Beryl, you’ve got to go in drag this time. You can look like me.” 
 
    “This is family life!” I sputtered. “To be ridiculed, mocked, and lampooned.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he said walking to the door. “I’ve now got four sisters to pick on me.” 
 
    “Have a great trip, and hurry back,” I said. 
 
    We all gave him hugs, and he walked away. 
 
    Jill and Summer were planning to spend the day together in the sun, resting, enjoying, and trying to shake the last few weeks trauma out of their minds. I was going to relax, and maybe read a little fiction. 
 
    Rachel came through the galley, “Look, these mysterious envelopes were in the office. They were in each of our letter boxes.” 
 
    “Boyd was coming out of the office when he arrived.” I concluded, “He must have left them. 
 
    I took the heavy manila letter-size envelope with my name. Opening it, I grinned. A dozen gold coins fell into my hand. The others opened theirs, and soon we were laughing, roaring. Each of us had twelve pieces of various denominations of centuries ancient gold. 
 
    “I thought he said he didn’t steal the treasure,” Jill said. She shrugged. “Well?” 
 
    “I don’t think he did say the words,” Rachel said as she buckled over laughing. “I never heard him say he stole the treasure.” 
 
    “No,” I said firmly. “He was careful not to give the implication he’d stolen it. Boyd hadn’t stolen anything. Simon stole it. Tucked it into his pack, but he was kept from getting into the boat. Boyd carried the loot ashore and hid it. Technically, because it hasn’t been reported stolen, it’s only missing. Boyd found the lost gold. Treasure hunting is a type of finders-keepers.” 
 
    Rachel stared at me. “You knew, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. I suspected. I’d hypothesized that to be the case. I’d recalled seeing the impressions from the two backpacks. They were the ones belonging to Boyd and Simon. Boyd had brought them from the boat that sunk. When he set them down, one set of impressions was a great deal deeper. I even checked his closet out, and Boyd turned the pack over to Tom’s office. When I looked in Boyd’s bag, I saw his exercise equipment. However, he’d thought of everything, with one exception. He hadn’t realized that the packs had different little knobs on the bottom. The impressions weren’t his weights. The heavy travel pack, leaving deepest impressions, belonged to Simon. It had been filled up with gold.” 
 
    Rachel smirked. “Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    “My observation wasn’t proof positive. Either way. Boyd didn’t steal the treasure. It was in his possession.” I shook my head. “I’m glad that he is going to use it for progressing the research of the artifacts. He will do some good.”  
 
    Summer whistled loudly, as she looked at the sparkling coins. “These are pure gold.” She frowned, “They aren’t considered stolen property, are they?” 
 
    “There are no current missing treasure reports. Technically, it could have been a gift from Simon. However, once it left Simon’s possession, it couldn’t have been called a gift. It was pure and simply treasure. Up for grabs treasure.” 
 
    “And it’s wonderfully authentic,” Rachel added. 
 
    Jill shook her head and smirked. “I’ve never had a fistful of gold, and I doubt if my ancestors did.” 
 
    “You’ve got gold now,” Rachel said. “Our Team has always had friendship, and that’s worth all the gold in the world.” 
 
    We toasted, lifting high our coffee mugs. “To friendship!” 
 
    Pluma imitated us. “To friendship! To friendship. Batch of chiselers in the slammer.” We burst out giggling. 
 
    Laughter, is such music. I said, “I did not teach her that.” 
 
    Jill teased, “Are you going to try to tell me that her former owner, the gangland boss, taught her that?” 
 
    “I’m innocent, he’s not,” I said. “It’s okay, Pluma. Today we’re even pardoning your bawdy language. Pluma has a day off, and so do we.” 
 
    Everyone was taking time off for good behavior. Women are so very incredible, I thought. I just wanted to ease my mind into a neutral kind of day. I’d spend the day waiting for my incredible woman to get off work. And perhaps even encourage her to take off early. 
 
    I felt like an afternoon of sailing with my love. I’d had a wonderful night’s sleep. My night was more restful than it had been for years. Maybe I’d never felt this peace and tranquility. Perhaps my somnambulistic bedtimes were cured. I knew what having a good night’s sleep meant. A lover’s calm tranquility. Could that have been the remedy I required? I envisioned Clarissa’s smile.  
 
    Gazing out over the sea, my wish was for all women to be free, and to smile.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Timber County Cuisine by Lydarose’s Daughters 
 
    The various appetizers, meals, desserts, et al, are available in 
 
     Timber County Cuisine - recipes and comments. 
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    DAMSELS OF CASTAWAY CREEK  
 
      
 
    The miniscule town of Castaway Creek was home to mostly women. Mostly Sapphic women, as it happens. Many had retired in Castaway. Jesse and Mara were approaching sixty, and they had promised they would be spending out their days living right there. 
 
      
 
    Nestled back away in the Colorado Rocky Mountains, was that dot-on-the-map community. Barely a town, the population was half a thousand at tops. Jesse Bonner and her spouse of over thirty-five years, Mara Kerr, were proprietors of the Castaway Trading Post. 
 
      
 
    Directly across the main street was the Castaway Bar and Grill. It was owned and operated by Ruthie North. Since she just turned forty, she was young enough to be Jesse’s offspring, so Jess figured she needed to direct Ruthie’s thinking. Ruthie was in love with a drifter named Con Fraser. Jesse didn’t take to Con, and she caused a bit of bother once in a while. Con was a tad secretive about her past. 
 
      
 
     Jesse and Mara had become the town’s heartbeats! The real power in Castaway Creek was its mayor. Castaway’s first and only mayor was a twelve-year old cat named Dottie. The votes had been counted, and every year it was a landslide in Dottie’s favor. 
 
      
 
    Small town living was never without humor, nor was it without problems. That’s what made Castaway Creek special, Jesse declared. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ROYCE MADISON MYSTERY SERIES: 6  
 
      
 
    Sheriff Royce Madison’s sixth mystery becomes a Timber County crime that everyone will remember. An assault on one of the enforcers takes the mountain communities into sorrow. No one more so than the sheriff. 
 
      
 
    She will pull out all the stops to capture the perpetrator of this dastardly deed.  
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