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    Brogan Cole knew her typical spring to summer relationship with her vegetable garden would have to change.  
 
    In years past, her “garden” consisted of a small patch of Malibu concrete that had to compete with palm trees, lounge chairs, a cabana house, and the ginormous pool her famous father had loved so much.  
 
    Short of getting rid of the pool—something she couldn’t bring herself to do—the crowded space relegated her to growing everything in containers. Gardening experts called it container gardening. And it required a certain amount of creativity to reach even minimal success. 
 
    She preferred using unglazed hand-thrown pottery over terracotta or ceramic because it allowed her to support small local shop owners. And the color selection was better. She wasn’t sure that stimulated better root growth, though. The type of pot might have contributed to her lack of success. At least the colorful planters became decorative additions to the patio. 
 
    But to her friends, the whole growing thing had become a bit of a joke. Those so-called pals often dissed her efforts, choosing to refer to her hobby as tacky, even calling it a failed botany experiment.  
 
    Brogan ignored her critics, preferring to chalk up their catty comments to ignorance. Instead of giving up, she kept trying to improve her green thumb, taking full advantage of every available slice of cement. 
 
    Over the years, the pretty pots took over more and more space around the pool. One by one, the deck chairs disappeared into storage, and the “friends” visited less often.  
 
    As a child, she’d always loved to grow things. Watching seeds push through the soil was like magic. No matter how unsophisticated the urban setup seemed to others, she would pamper each spurt of new growth like a mother overseeing her baby’s first steps. Which meant she would endure the ribbing and the teasing. 
 
    But now, everything had changed. The landscape had changed. Her life had changed. 
 
    With a chunk of acreage outside Pelican Pointe that slapped up against the coastline, Lucien Sutter and Brogan Cole had somehow gone from an urban environment and slipped comfortably into country living.  
 
    Lucien’s dream property had become a reality. After seeing the house go up, brick by brick, last fall, she had set her sights on creating a real outdoor garden. Even before the two had talked about marriage, Brogan recognized this was the place. The time was right—no more container gardening for her. She wanted to plant everything in the ground and see it grow tall and sturdy. She wanted to take long walks in spring and summer and enjoy the growing season, sit among the flowers, watch the pollinators dart from plant to plant, and admire how tall everything had gotten from the year before. 
 
    But this year—their first year—they were just getting started. 
 
    After almost four months of married life, the prelude to spring meant she could plant whatever she wanted. She dreamed of putting in raised beds of beans, tomatoes, peppers, melons, asparagus, and even growing an assortment of salad greens.  
 
    Lucien thought she was crazy until she’d shown him her blueprint of just how she wanted the layout to look. The carpenter in him, and ever the planner, had spent Christmas Day perusing the drawing before deciding her design worked. No matter how he tried, he couldn’t improve on the pathways between the raised beds, creating easy access. Things like watering and weeding, and later, harvesting would get done with a straightforward approach.  
 
    He’d been impressed with the way she’d researched companion gardening, the way she’d listed every plant’s location, even assigning certain flowers their best spots to attract the bees, butterflies, and beneficial insects.  
 
    After weeks of working side by side, building the raised beds themselves, today was the day to pull it all together and get seedlings in the ground.  
 
    This overcast and chilly Saturday morning in February found them hovering over a dozen beds filled with fresh-tilled dirt. Preparing to plant the baby seedlings—seedlings they’d coaxed along since early January from their very own greenhouse—Brogan intended to enjoy the entire process. 
 
    “Can you believe we’re doing this?” On bended knees, she hunched over the edge of the large wooden planter box while she plucked another cabbage seedling off the tray.  
 
    She spared Lucien a glance, but her gaze stuck there in open admiration. She took the time to appreciate his toned, six-two frame and the graceful way he moved. It got her every time. Today was no different. 
 
    Since last fall, he’d spent a lot of time outdoors. The sun had kissed his caramel hair, giving it golden honey streaks. The highlights accentuated the brownish mop he’d let grow longer than he had since his rock ‘n’ roll debut onstage at fourteen. His career as a guitarist might have been short-lived, but he managed somehow to nail the sexy musician look. His thick crop of hair now furled around his ears in a messy style that went well with his five-day-old beard. The rugged look somehow worked for the artisan furniture designer who had become known around town as the man who could turn a fallen tree into a masterpiece. 
 
    Lucien patted down the soil around his patch of green beans before reaching for the marker that identified the seedling as a wax variety. “Sometimes, when I’m working in my studio, and I’m sanding down a piece of white oak, I still feel like this is all a dream, that it isn’t real, and we still live separate lives. I sometimes wake up in the middle of the night wondering if you’re really sleeping next to me. It’s a surreal feeling until I’m able to reach out and touch you.” 
 
    “Funny, but that’s how I view married life and relocating to Pelican Pointe. Surreal. I thought I’d miss Malibu more than I do. I grew up in that house, you know. I had weird times there, sure, but for the most part, I was truly happy there. But I didn’t know what happiness was until I came here to live with you.” 
 
    “That’s how I feel. So much has changed in our lives. Yet we’re the same but better together.”  
 
    “Better together. I like that. I still miss Dad. I miss hearing his laugh, his voice, especially when he sang. I miss him playing the piano, his guitar, that stupid ukulele he brought back from Hawaii. You helped me fill that void. Without you, I’m not sure—” 
 
    Lucien didn’t let her finish. “We’re here for each other. That’s the way it’s been for years now, dealing with whatever life throws our way.” 
 
    He squinted up at the sky as the sun peeked out behind the clouds. “The last few months have been a whirlwind. We spent the holidays decorating the house, building the dining room table, getting each room squared away, hanging our favorite pieces of artwork, putting our personal touches on our very first house together. And in between it all, we made time to greet new friends who stopped by. Putting in this garden seems like we’re finally settling in for real.” 
 
    “Let’s not forget we designed Maeve’s little house in the middle of all that,” Brogan tossed out. She studied the six-hundred-square-foot cottage located steps from the garden that still sat empty. “That took weeks away from everything else we had on our to-do list.” 
 
    “But it’s finished now and waiting for the paint to dry inside. Has Maeve said anything about how it looks?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? She says it’s her first new house. She goes over there at night, takes a chair, and sits in the living room until it’s time to come back to the main house and go to bed. She did that before you put up the walls.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “Maeve didn’t want you to know, said she didn’t want to hurry you. She snuck over there to get the lay of the land, so to speak, and watch it go up, bit by bit, room by room. And the day you poured the foundation, she’d already picked out the color scheme she wanted: Mocha and mint. You’re an artist. You’re familiar with unique color choices.” 
 
    “I’d call it more of a dark beige, almost a taupe but not quite, paired with a light sea foam green. An unusual choice.” 
 
    “I thought the same thing at the time, but now I kinda like it. Suits her. Maeve put some thought into how she wanted her place to look. That’s what matters.” 
 
    “Is that what she was doing all those times I caught her hunched over your laptop, shopping online?” 
 
    “You bet except for the little dining table you made for her. So much for all those times she claimed she didn’t know anything about using the internet. Let’s just say she developed a slight shopping addiction during those bleak winter weeks that needed addressing. It’s under control now, thanks to Felicia’s help. Maeve’s sister somehow managed to pull her back from the brink. Now, I happen to find online shopping the most boring thing to do on earth. I’ve learned from firsthand experience that I need to find something better to occupy my time. I mean, think about it. The only fascinating thing that’s happened to us was when we went in search of Angus Eden’s stepsister right after the wedding.” 
 
    “Hey, at least we found Portia alive and well.” 
 
    “After four days,” Brogan huffed out. “Reading that sulky fifteen-year-old’s social media posts were enlightening, to say the least.” She shook her head in disgust at the memory before adding, “Who knew Portia would decide to leave school without telling anyone?” 
 
    “That’s what spoiled brats like Portia do. At least Angus and his father were happy at the quick results we got them. Even if they did have to come to terms with Portia relocating to Bakersfield, shacked up with her boyfriend of ten days.” 
 
    “In a filthy studio apartment with a twenty-four-year-old she’d met off the internet,” Brogan reminded. “Some terms. You warned them there was trouble brewing in that girl’s future.”  
 
    “Not that it did much good. At least they got her out of that living situation for a few months before she went right back. Are you disappointed that no one else has trusted us with a new case?” 
 
    Brogan smiled. “Am I that transparent?” 
 
    “More like antsy. I admit I’ve been a little disheartened myself. Months have gone by without anyone knocking down our door, asking us to locate anyone else, missing or otherwise. So much for the sleuthing business.” 
 
    “Hey, we have enough to keep us busy. You’re building up your furniture stock, turning part of your workshop into a viable gallery to showcase your work—” 
 
    “And you’re running Brinell Steel from the West Coast,” Lucien finished with a nod. “Who would have ever thought Delia would allow that?” 
 
    Brogan's lips curved at the thought of her grandmother finally happy about something. “She had no choice. Backed into a corner, Delia had to accept there was no one else. It was me living in California or turning the company over to a stranger. Delia couldn’t handle the idea of that.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining about anything. I mean, look at this place.” He sat back on his haunches and stared out through the trees at the beach in the distance. “I’d live in a hut if that’s what it took to wake up to this view every day.”  
 
    She sucked in the smells of the ocean, then looked over at their two dogs, Stella and Poppy. Both pups were curled up in a ball under the shade of a lemon tree, dozing in naptime bliss. An unlikely pair—one rescued fawn-colored greyhound, one tiny snow-colored Bichon—the two canines refused to go anywhere without the other. Even when Brogan took them on daily walks combing the beach, the dogs were happiest together playing tag with the waves. 
 
    “What a different vibe this is from Malibu,” Brogan decided. “Is it because we’re together here for the first time or because the town is so much smaller, fewer people around us? Or is it because this place generates a genuine community spirit?” 
 
    “Probably all three. The huge difference for me is the people. Different attitude. Different approach to—everything. The people here give a new meaning to neighborly. They aren’t as standoffish. They’re more willing to help out a neighbor. Think about it. If not for Troy, Zach, and Ryder, we wouldn’t have been able to complete this house in such a short amount of time. They did much of the work after normal business hours and refused overtime pay. Who does that?”  
 
    “Which is why we should make ourselves available if they ever need help. Any kind of help.” 
 
    “It’s a start that you donated a dozen new laptops to the library.” 
 
    Brogan lifted a shoulder. “They only had one available to use. How sad was that? They needed to make more computers available to the general public, especially school-age kids. Not everyone has that kind of coin lying around to spend on a computer.” 
 
    “It was a generous thing to do even if you did do it anonymously.” 
 
    “I don’t want anyone knowing it was me. You didn’t say anything, did you?” 
 
    He frowned over at her. “Do I look like a guy who can’t keep a secret? Give me a little credit, will you? It’s Maeve you should worry about. That woman’s got loose lips.” 
 
    “I know. She told everyone within earshot at Murphy’s Market that I had taken over her kitchen. Right there at the deli department. Just because I wanted to cook you a meal myself, she went all territorial on me.” 
 
    Lucien busted out laughing. “That story made the rumor mill in flat out eight seconds or less.” 
 
    “It wasn’t funny. Maeve also told everyone I had become obsessed with cleaning just because I Swiffered the new floor four or five times a day.”  
 
    He cocked his head and cleared his throat, knowing it was time to face the facts. “Let’s be honest here. There for a while, you did get a little consumed with mopping every dust bunny that came within six feet. You never do anything half-assed, now do you? I’ve never seen anyone declare war on dirt, especially vacuuming and doing laundry quite the way you did. It got so bad that Maeve wanted to jump ship, go back to Santa Barbara and work for Dad helping out Felicia.” 
 
    Brogan tightened her jaw. Hearing the truth didn’t always sit well. It could also flip into an embarrassing story for later. Somewhere during those first few weeks of married life, she’d tried—a little too hard maybe—to become the perfect wife. What did it matter that she’d gone a little overboard?  
 
    Standing next to her garden, she could admit to giving in to her obsessive-compulsive habits. Almost right after the wedding, a slight panic snuck in. So what if she’d taken over cooking their meals? Who cared if she tried to keep the new house looking spotless? OCD had kicked into overdrive. So much so that within days, her compulsion had turned into a battle of wills with Maeve. 
 
    “I came to my senses before Thanksgiving, didn’t I?” Brogan pointed out. “I’m the one who gave in, didn’t I? I turned over the entire meal planning to her just to keep the peace. And did Maeve appreciate my gesture? No. She booted me out of the kitchen and barred me from looking over her shoulder. She even threatened to put a lock on the kitchen door. If that wasn’t bad enough, she went so far as to tack up a sign in the laundry room that I was not to touch the washing machine. What do I do with a woman like that, a woman who practically raised me? For God’s sake, she’s like my second mother. If I went a little batty, then so did she. It happened right before my eyes, just because I wanted to take a few chores away from her. What was I supposed to do but give in to make her happy?” 
 
    “Maeve considers you her baby, always has. And since Rory died, she’s got no one to look after except you. How many years did she cater to your dad? Spoiled him rotten, she did. Coming here to Pelican Pointe has been an adjustment for her. Just like she got excited about the guest house, you have to realize this is all very new for her.”  
 
    Realization hit Brogan then. “She came to you, didn’t she? Confided in you about the problem as she saw it, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Yeah, she did,” Lucien admitted. “I was caught in the middle, trying to play negotiator. But in the end, all I had to do was remind her what was at stake if she left. She knew she wasn’t going anywhere.” 
 
    “Maeve really did consider leaving?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think she was ever serious. Maeve is clever. She used it more as a threat to get my attention and make sure I did something about it. Look, Maeve wasn’t sure how to handle any of your new issues. She knew darn well that you hadn’t been like that back in Malibu. The beach house had never been spotless like this one. You were never obsessed with mopping four times a day. You seemed to look at this house very differently. Here, guests could eat off the kitchen floor. You know it’s true. Maeve might’ve been able to handle your obsessive compulsion to keep the floors spotless, but she wasn’t sure what to do about you taking over the cooking. I’m pretty sure that was the breaking point for her.” 
 
    Brogan stopped kneading the dirt long enough to hold her face up to the wind. The breeze caught her honey blonde hair and blew several strands across her face. She shook off the feeling like a failure. “Hard to believe all that drama happened because I just wanted to have a homecooked meal waiting on you as soon as you hit the door in the evening.” 
 
    “I appreciated the sentiment. I did, still do. But that’s not you, is it? Not really. I’m grateful for the way you devoured all those cookbooks to pull off the perfect string of dinners. They were impressive. But in doing so, you pushed Maeve out of the picture. She wasn’t sure where she fit into our new life together or what her role was.”  
 
    “I can see that now. Obviously, I did what I always do. I always go to extremes. I never know when to let up.” 
 
    He reached over, touched her cheek with a fingertip leaving a smudge of dirt on her face. “Believe it or not, I fell in love with your extremes. And I know how to handle them. But how long has it been since you and Maeve lived under the same roof? By my count, it’s gotta be seven years.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “You two just needed to find your balance again. The problem worked itself out.” 
 
    Brogan sputtered with laughter. “Get real. Because I gave in, Maeve has the run of the house again. Trust me. I know my place.” 
 
    “You gave in because you didn’t want to hurt her feelings.” 
 
    “More like I didn’t want to go up against that Irish temper of hers.” 
 
    “Yeah, she can be scary when that short fuse kicks in. Remember the time we forgot to check in after school. She went ballistic, called the police, thinking someone had kidnapped us.” 
 
    “Put the fear of Maeve in me for all time. Taught me to pick up a phone and let her know where I was at all times,” Brogan confessed. 
 
    She glanced back at the house, a modern architectural design straight out of Lucien’s creative brain. It had arched doorways and plenty of windows for light. Both design elements came together, giving it just enough Spanish influence to make it warm and inviting. He’d given her three kiva fireplaces—one in the living room, the kitchen, and the master bedroom—creating cozy, intimate spaces. He made sure there were plenty of built-in bookshelves, built-in desks, and roomy closets with storage shelves. He’d designed sturdy wooden crossbeams overhead to embrace stylish practicality. There were walk-in showers in every bathroom. His design captured a modern look that blended with an old house vibe, giving it a touch of ancestral heritage. 
 
    Brogan had lived in larger homes—back East and in Malibu—but she’d never lived in one built with greater love.  
 
    “What are you smiling about?” Lucien asked. 
 
    “Simply remembering how much we love each other.” 
 
    They chatted like newlyweds for the next half hour about everything they needed to get done around the house until they had all the seedlings in the ground. 
 
    Brogan stood back in awe. “I’d say we’ll have our own vegetables in a matter of weeks.” 
 
    Lucien chuckled as he got to his feet. “Maybe. If the rabbits don’t get to them first.” 
 
    A few feet away, Stella sat up fast from her nap. The movement caused Poppy to get to her feet. Both dogs sniffed the air and started barking toward the dunes. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” Lucien asked.  
 
    “The dogs yapping? Sure. Hard to miss. I hear the waves in the background, though.” 
 
    “No. I mean, it sounds like someone’s calling for help like someone’s in trouble down by the beach. Listen.” 
 
    Before Brogan could answer, Lucien took off running past the lemon orchard and toward the water.  
 
    She followed, sprinting at full throttle with the dogs trailing after her. But Lucien had a considerable head start and reached the beach she did.  
 
    He didn’t bother shedding his shoes or clothes but darted past the knee-high beachgrass swaying in the dunes before diving into the seawater.  
 
    When she caught up with Lucien, Brogan could make out a woman she didn’t recognize wearing a wetsuit struggling against the current to make it back to shore. An empty surfboard nearby bobbed in the waves. 
 
    Brogan watched Lucien jump in and swim out to where flailing arms were going down for what seemed like the last time. The woman gulped for air, then disappeared under the murky water.  
 
    The only way Lucien could reach her now was to dive down and pull her back to the surface. Fighting the current, he wrapped one arm around the female’s waist, managing to pull her along against the strong riptide.  
 
    Brogan waded out a few feet, stretching out her arms to grab onto Lucien as he made his final push to reach land. When Lucien pulled the unconscious woman up and onto the dunes, Brogan realized the surfer was a teenage girl.  
 
    She knelt in the sand and attempted CPR. Performing mouth to mouth took some finesse on Brogan’s part. Trying to remember the lifeguard lessons from years back, she worked on her timing and rhythm.  
 
    A winded and still-shivering Lucien tried to catch his breath. “Was I too late?” 
 
    Brogan sat back and watched the teenager cough up a fair amount of ocean water, then watched as the girl gulped for air. “No. She’s coming around. Do you recognize her?” 
 
    Lucien gazed over at the young teen, her wet cinnamon-colored hair chopped off in a long bob that now spread out across her face. Her alabaster skin accentuated the patch of freckles across her nose. “Don’t know her name, but I think she works in that new coffee shop after school and weekends.” 
 
    The girl rolled to her side in time to spit up more water. Still a bit disoriented, the teenager whooshed out in between coughs, “Chloe. My name’s Chloe Bretton.” 
 
    “What were you doing out here surfing by yourself?” Brogan scolded, her words coming across as more maternal, or maybe a harsh reprimand from an older sister. “The slack tide here is deceiving. It starts calm and then drags you under as it flows out to sea.”  
 
    Her body trembling, Chloe sat up and swiped a band of hair out of her eyes. “All I wanted to do was catch a few waves before heading into work. Everything was fine. Small waves, nothing I couldn’t handle. There was a lull, and then wham, out of nowhere, this huge wave came out of the blue and  knocked me off my board.” 
 
    “A sneaker wave,” Lucien explained, still shivering from the cold. “Happens here all the time.” 
 
    “Whatever it was, it took me under in just a few seconds. The harder I tried to swim, the more it sucked me under. I tried to call out, but there was no one around except you. I almost drowned. You saved my life.” 
 
    Brogan blew out a breath. “Lucien heard you when no one else did. You are one lucky girl.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it.” Chloe tried to get to her feet but slumped back down to the beach. Her eyes grew wide. Her mouth dropped open. “What is that? There, in the dunes. What on earth is that? Is that a body? It looks like a dead body to me.” 
 
    Brogan followed the same track of the girl’s eyes to a lump of what looked like dark navy jogging clothes bunched between the beachgrass. Then she saw the shoes. Athletic trainers. “That’s a body. And he’s not moving.” 
 
    Lucien swallowed hard but got to his feet. The only one of the three willing to get closer, he reached down, picked up the man’s cold, stiff hand to feel for a pulse. But he already had his answer at the slight touch of gray skin. He bent closer to inspect a sizeable lump on the man’s left temple that oozed blood. “We need to call Brent Cody. Now. This guy’s dead. From what I can tell, it hasn’t been that long since he died.” 
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    Brogan and Lucien watched through the French doors in the kitchen as their stretch of beach became a crime scene. The yellow police tape went up. The peaceful beauty of the dunes morphed into working chaos.  
 
    The police chief Brent Cody had shown up with his entire team—Eastlyn Parker and Colt Del Rio. They marched off distance using a long tape measure. They searched the dunes for evidence. 
 
    The excitement they’d felt earlier about planting a simple garden dimmed. 
 
    Brogan had wrapped Chloe up in a layer of blankets while Lucien had taken a hot shower. She fixed the shaken girl a cup of hot chocolate and Lucien coffee.  
 
    After Lucien rejoined them, the three hung out around the island counter, waiting for Chloe’s mom to pick her up.  
 
    Lucien sipped his coffee, deciding he might never get warm enough again. He looked over at Brogan, trying to dry the girl’s wet hair with a blow dryer. “Any warmer?” 
 
    “Some.” 
 
    “You’re gonna be just fine,” Brogan told the teen, who still wore her wetsuit underneath the cocoon of thick layers. “But don’t be surprised if your mother wants to get you checked out at the ER.”  
 
    “I’m not going to the hospital,” the sixteen-year-old countered. “I’m okay now. You both can tell my mom that when she gets here. Right now, I just want to sit here, drink my hot chocolate, and get warm.” 
 
    “I hear ya,” Lucien muttered. “But we’ll see what your mom says. Mothers have this quirky way of wanting what’s best for their kids. What did she say when you called her?” Without waiting for an answer, Lucien went on, “My guess is you snuck out of the house this morning to surf. You didn’t tell her where you were going, either.” 
 
    Chloe let out a sigh. “You know, sometimes a girl just wants a little time to herself without getting harassed.” 
 
    Brogan took the barstool next to Chloe. “The problem is you picked the one spot around here with a dangerous rip current. Locals know to watch out for it. Next time take someone with you. Never surf that spot alone. Otherwise, it could take a disastrous turn again. That could be one reason why parents always want to know where their chicks are. It’s not harassment. It’s called love.” 
 
    Chloe rolled her eyes. “Yeah. Whatever.”  
 
    When the doorbell rang, Lucien went to answer it and came back with Paula Bretton, a youthful-looking forty-year-old with the same cinnamon tresses as Chloe. But Mom’s style was a layered cut that barely reached her shoulders. Much like her daughter, Paula had porcelain skin that accentuated the spate of freckles across her nose.  
 
    Paula took one look at Chloe and threw her arms around the girl’s neck. “Thank God you’re okay.” 
 
    “You’re not mad?” Chloe grunted. 
 
    “I probably will be later, but right now, I’m too grateful that you didn’t drown out there by yourself. How many times have I told you to let me know when you’re heading out to surf, especially when you’re alone?” 
 
    “Don’t embarrass me, Mom, okay? I know I should’ve told you.” 
 
    “At least left a note.” Paula let out a beleaguered groan. “Kids. Chloe and I moved here last August to make a fresh start after her dad died. We had to get out of the city.” 
 
    “We?” Chloe questioned, boring a hole through her mother. “You mean you. I had no say in the matter at all. You wanted to bring me to this stupid place where I had to start school not knowing anybody. You made me leave all my friends back home. Surfing is the only legit thing I love about this place.” 
 
    “Where was home?” Lucien asked. 
 
    Paula slumped against the counter. “Portland. I wanted to start over somewhere else. I sold the house and used the money to open up a little shop in town called The Perky Pelican, right next door to the bookstore. Maybe you’ve seen it?” 
 
    “I’ve been in there,” Brogan admitted. “Great location. Great coffee. Great service. Wait until summer when the tourist season picks up. You’ll be swamped.” 
 
    Pleased, Paula’s face broke into a smile for the first time since entering the kitchen. “That’s our goal. I wanted a business I could pass on to my daughter.” Paula let her hand rest on Chloe’s shoulder. “Ungrateful as said daughter is at this moment. It sounds corny.” 
 
    “Mom, you are embarrassing me.” 
 
    “These people did save your life,” Paula pointed out. “Come on, let’s leave them to their Saturday. I had to leave the shop in Boone’s capable hands. And you know how he still mixes up the orders.” The harried mother looked out past the French doors and moved closer to the window to get a better look. “What’s going on out there? Is that crime scene tape I see? Is that all because of Chloe? I saw the police cars parked on the side and thought it was about her.” 
 
    “Not quite,” Brogan began. “There’s a dead body out there. Chloe came to and spotted it first. They’re out there trying to figure out what happened.” 
 
    Paula’s hand flew to her mouth. Her face drained of all color, leaving it a sick shade of ivory. “Oh, my God. What a horrible thing to happen? You saw that?” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Chloe lamented. “If almost drowning wasn’t enough, I looked over and spotted this dead guy a few feet away.” 
 
    “We might not have found him so soon if not for Chloe’s mishap,” Lucien tossed out. “I don’t think he’s been dead that long.” 
 
    “But this is Pelican Pointe,” Paula protested. “It must’ve been an accident, right? We’re not talking foul play here, are we? We moved here to get away from things like this.”  
 
    Lucien didn’t want to speculate further and get mother and daughter more worked up than they already were. So he kept his trap shut and poured himself a second round of coffee. “Would you like some?” 
 
    “No, no, we need to get out of your hair. And I need to get back to the coffee shop. I can’t thank you enough for what you did for Chloe. Please come into the shop anytime. I promise the coffee is on me, even the specialty drinks. Or tea. Or maybe a smoothie. Whatever you fancy at the time. Your money’s no good when we’re behind the counter. Right, Chloe.”  
 
    “I think we can do better than that, Mom. I’d at least throw in a biscotti or a pastry.”  
 
    Paula tittered with nervous laughter. “Good thinking. See? She’s not so bad when she isn’t a brat. Anyway, stop in anytime. If you ever need anything, just let me know.” 
 
    ‘We will. Thanks,” Brogan said as she walked them to the front door. When she returned to the kitchen, she found Lucien staring out at the dunes. “Did you recognize him at all?” Brogan asked. “The dead guy.” 
 
    “Nope. But it bothers me that he was found so close to our house. Why is that?” 
 
    Brogan spotted the Chief of Police making a beeline toward their back door. “I don’t know, but maybe Brent can shed some light on who the man is. Was.” 
 
    Lucien opened one of the French doors to let Brent Cody inside. He had to quiet the dogs and get them settled down before he could turn his attention to the cop. “Well? Was he a local? Did you find any ID? How do you think he died?” 
 
    Wearing street clothes—jeans with a zipped-up leather jacket instead of a uniform—Brent’s outward appearance seemed relaxed and casual, almost disinterested. But the man was a seasoned professional. He’d once spent years as County sheriff before taking the job as police chief. His dark eyes flashed with a cop’s awareness as he ran a hand through coal-black hair, a streak of gray at each temple. “Whoa. It’s early yet. We’ve only just started. We’re still waiting for the coroner to get here. Meantime, I was wondering if we could get some coffee.” 
 
    Brogan went to the cupboard and took down three travel mugs. “Sure. I would’ve brought some out sooner, but Chloe and her mother just left.” 
 
    “No problem. How was the kid?” 
 
    “Chloe seems fine. You know teenagers, downplaying the entire thing.” 
 
    Brent slid onto a barstool. “She’s lucky you heard her cries for help. Otherwise, that area’s riptides combined with one fierce sneaker wave could’ve been deadly. Easy to get swept out to sea in the blink of an eye. It’s happened before.” 
 
    Brogan brought over the steaming mugs and pushed the sugar and creamer toward Brent. “To be honest, I’m not sure how Lucien heard the girl’s cries for help.” 
 
    “It was Scott Phillips,” Lucien admitted, not caring at the moment how it sounded. The truth was the truth. A man, long dead in the Iraq War, who had a habit of looking out for people, had been watching over Chloe. “I looked up from the raised beds—we were planting seedlings—and saw Scott waving his arms in the air. I knew something was wrong.” 
 
    “Ah,” Brent muttered, taking a deep draw on the caffeine. Over the years, he’d gotten used to hearing these types of stories from residents all over town. “Maybe Scott also wanted you to find that man’s body. Ever think of that?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “It’s weird, though,” Brent stated. 
 
    Brogan stared at the cop. “Weird that Lucien saw a ghost? Or weird that Chloe got in trouble mere yards from where a man lay dead?” 
 
    Brent’s lips curved. “Both.” 
 
    “But you don’t believe in coincidences,” Lucien added. “You said so yourself.” 
 
    “Nope. I firmly believe that guy was here in the area for a reason, a reason important enough that caused his demise. Hopefully, I’ll be able to answer all your questions once the medical examiner takes a look. It always jumpstarts things when we get preliminary feedback.” Brent got to his feet. “For now, I’ll take these coffees to go, get the cups back to you before we leave.” 
 
    “No hurry. You will keep us posted,” Brogan prompted. “I mean, the man’s family…someone will be looking for him. They’ll be worried.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of all that,” Brent promised. “You guys go on with whatever it is you were doing with your weekend. For now, ignore the commotion down at the beach.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say. Hard to ignore a line of police cruisers and county coroners,” Lucien pointed out. “We’re not going anywhere anytime soon. Not until you guys get done anyway.” 
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    It took the rest of the morning and into the late afternoon before things settled down. They watched from a safe distance as the body was bagged, tagged, and carted away for an autopsy.  
 
    During those hours, Lucien had picked up chatter from Colt and Eastlyn. There had been no ID on the body. They’d found a backpack nearby but found nothing noteworthy inside to indicate the man’s identity, no wallet, no driver’s license, no credit cards. The guy’s bag didn’t give up any secrets, either. It contained the usual hiker’s gear—two unopened plastic water bottles, a couple of protein bars, a pack of nuts, a small first aid kit, and a multi-tool Swiss Army knife.  
 
    His clothing—the jogging suit—made the coroner speculate that the man had been hiking and stumbled on the rocks, hit his head, walked a few feet away into the dunes, and dropped down disoriented from his head wound on the beachgrass. The medical examiner estimated the dead man’s age between twenty-five and thirty-five years old. 
 
    “Not much to go on,” Brogan said, crossing her arms over her chest. “I can tell by that look on your face that you’re frustrated, but what else can we do at this point?” 
 
    “Not much. I just don’t buy the whole accident thing.” 
 
    “But if he had a head injury—an open wound that could’ve caused a concussion—” 
 
    “Someone could’ve knocked him over the head with a rock and made it look like he fell.” 
 
    “That would take a pretty big rock.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. A blunt object delivered at just the right spot to the temple with a certain amount of force could kill an adult male.” He caught the skeptical look on her face. “What?” 
 
    “I just don’t want you heading in the direction of murder when there’s no basis for it.” 
 
    “Yet. You heard Brent. It’s early.” 
 
    “Aside from how he died, why was he here, on that stretch of beach? And where is his wallet, his driver’s license, his credit cards?” 
 
    “Good questions. Neither of us will feel easy until we find out why this happened practically on our doorstep.” 
 
    “How will we do that? It could take weeks to get the results of an autopsy. And we don’t even know who he is. Somebody has to miss him and—” 
 
    “Contact the authorities about a missing person,” Lucien filled in. “The thing is, it could take days for the report to hit Brent’s desk.” 
 
    “Yeah, but Brent didn’t seem to think the guy was a local. And if that’s the case, then another police department somewhere could take the report, and we’d never know about it.” 
 
    “If he’s not a local, he had to come from somewhere. There has to be a way we can find out more.” 
 
    “Well, he didn’t just fall out of the sky there on the dunes. How did he get to that point on the beach? What did he use for transportation? Where did he leave his car?” 
 
    Lucien took hold of her shoulders. “That’s it. You’re a genius. His vehicle is either parked nearby or somewhere in town.” 
 
    “Wait. Don’t you think Brent’s already thought of that and sent Eastlyn and Colt out to scan the area?” 
 
    “Probably. But I need to do something. Don’t you?” 
 
    She let out a long breath. “Sure. Now I can see there’s no stopping you from getting involved. You want to go sticking your nose into this. Fine. Then let’s dive headfirst and see where it takes us.” 
 
    “That’s my girl. I like seeing that adventurous spirit you once had when we were kids.” 
 
    “As I recall, that kind of adventurous spirit is what got us stuck in that canyon at Malibu State Park for the better part of a day, and we had to get rescued out of there.” 
 
    He placed a kiss on her mouth, then slung his arm across her shoulders. “That was kid stuff. We’re smarter than that now.” 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that.” 
 
    He ignored the dig. “We’ll start by going south and then backtrack into town if we don’t find the car around here.” 
 
    Brogan poked him in the ribs and accepted her fate. “Just don’t get cocky. If Maeve has to send the fire department out to save us this time around, she’ll never let us live it down.” 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    “Yeah? Where have I heard that before?” 
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    Brogan decided being a good sport about the search was the best approach. She hardly expected to drive around and find an abandoned vehicle at the side of the road waiting for them to discover it. 
 
    But two miles south of the cutoff to San Sebastian, Lucien whipped his truck into a U-turn and headed back west. He pulled his Ford pickup off the shoulder of the narrow two-lane road behind a late-model silver Lincoln Navigator. 
 
    By late afternoon, the sun had broken through the clouds leaving a brilliant blue sky overhead. Brogan squinted into the western sunshine, trying to get a better look at the vehicle. “Lucien, this spot is miles away from the house, miles from the beach where we found this man. Why would he leave his car so far away and walk to the beach? That makes no sense. Maybe this car has nothing to do with the dead body at all.”  
 
    “You’re kidding? You don’t really think that, do you? I mean, an abandoned car. What are the odds that someone left their expensive SUV in this very spot?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to think. No matter our next step, we need someone who knows how to hunt down a registration. Otherwise, we’re just sitting here spinning our wheels.” 
 
    “Big Jack would know.” 
 
    Big Jack was Big Jack Milliken, who’d started his security career as a bouncer at one of the trendiest nightclubs in L.A. One night, superstar Rory Rossum Cole had strolled in with his entourage, spotted Jack tossing out an obnoxious music critic who had panned the singer’s last album and offered Jack a job on the spot.  
 
    Jack had toured with her father’s band as head of security. He’d traveled all over the world as Rory’s trusted adviser. With Jack taking care of Rory Cole’s safety, it was up to him to provide the band with bodyguards while on the road. During those years with Rory, Jack became a whiz at computers. Now, a knowledgeable IT guy who could crack all kinds of databases and get at information most people couldn’t, Jack remained a valuable asset. 
 
    Brogan shifted in the passenger seat. “You want to get Jack involved in this? You really are determined to go all in, aren’t you?” 
 
    Without answering her, Lucien snatched his cell phone off the console and searched his contact list. He punched in a name and waited for Jack to pick up. When the call went through, and Jack answered, Lucien went into the details. “Hey, Jack, it’s Lucien. Is there any way you could run a car registration for me and not get into trouble?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Lucien explained the events of the day.  
 
    “No kidding? And you think you’re sitting behind this guy’s vehicle right now? Weird.” 
 
    “It’s a possibility.” Lucien rattled off the plate number and the description of the car. 
 
    “Okay. Give me ten minutes. Can you sit tight for that long without doing anything stupid? Don’t go poking around and leaving fingerprints anywhere on that car. Got that?” 
 
    “I think I can manage,” Lucien huffed out before Jack ended the call. “Typical Jack. Not a lot of warm and fuzzy.” 
 
    “Just attitude,” Brogan concluded. “He’s a big teddy bear, and you know it.” 
 
    “With you maybe, but not with me. Another decent relationship flushed down the toilet thanks to Graeme,” Lucien grumbled. “Dad singlehandedly managed to damage what Jack and I had built up ever since I was a kid. We had an established connection that went south when Dad’s wandering eye became an issue. Ever notice how Dad leaves these hard feelings wherever he goes? Then he acts surprised when someone gets pissed off.” 
 
    “Graeme did screw Jack’s girlfriend. How would you feel?” 
 
    “I was very nearly in that same situation. I almost cut Graeme out of my life altogether after he made a pass at you.” 
 
    Brogan made a face. “Don’t remind me. Those were dark days.” 
 
    Before he could agree, his cell phone lit up. He cut his eyes to hers. “I’m just glad you didn’t hold it against me.” 
 
    She touched his cheek. “Don’t be absurd. It wasn’t your fault. Now, answer the phone. Don’t keep me in suspense about who belongs to that car.” 
 
    Grinning, he swiped to answer and put the caller on speaker so Brogan could hear, too. “Jack?” 
 
    “Yep. That car came back to a Tanner Holland.”  
 
    Brogan grabbed Lucien’s arm. “You don’t mean Tanner Holland the actor, do you?” 
 
    “The same,” Jack stated. “His driver’s license matched what the actor’s bio contained that I found online, birthdate, height, weight, etc. You know him?” 
 
    “Yeah. I know him, knew him,” Brogan admitted. She cleared her throat and stared across the seat at Lucien. “We sort of dated for about six weeks.”  
 
    Lucien sat up straighter and glared at her. “Oh really? That’s something you neglected to mention.” 
 
    She eyed her husband of four months. “Relax. It was one of those times we’d taken a break. You went traipsing off to London to study furniture design or something. Remember? You left me after one of our more memorable heated arguments. Does that little detail jog your memory enough?” 
 
    “Heated discussions,” Lucien emphasized and scratched the back of his neck. “As I recall, they were disagreements about our future together. Do you blame me for getting upset? I never knew you went out with anyone else during that time.”  
 
    “What was I supposed to do? Sit at home and pout about how you could’ve asked me to go to London with you, but didn’t? I guess that’s probably why we ended up invited to one of Tanner’s parties as soon as you got back to town. Tanner wanted to check out his competition.” 
 
    “Ah. That bash out in Laurel Canyon to celebrate the Fourth of July. I remember that. We left early and made our own fireworks that same night on the beach.”  
 
    That brought a smile to Brogan’s lips. “Exactly. We made up big time that night.” 
 
    Lucien stared at the SUV two feet from the pickup’s front bumper. “A lot has changed in two and a half years.” 
 
    “More like three,” Brogan corrected. “Maybe that’s the reason neither one of us recognized Tanner back on the beach this morning.” 
 
    “Because the last time we saw Tanner, he didn’t look like a cold, dead corpse.” 
 
    “True. So what was he doing here on our beach? Care to speculate on that? Why would he be here? And do you think his wallet is there inside the SUV?” 
 
    Lucien chewed his lip. “No idea. I didn’t even know he liked to hike. He didn’t seem the outdoor type to me. All I know is that he liked to sit around the pool and show off. The last time I heard anything about Tanner was a tabloid story I read saying the actor had reconnected with his family after a big blowup, something about a very public reunion. That must’ve fit into the three-year timeframe you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Tanner spent a large chunk of time estranged from his father, director Pearce Holland,” Brogan added. “He once told me about their dysfunctional dynamic. He wanted to know if I had a bad relationship with my father. Now that I think about it. I remember him telling me their falling out came after Pearce promised him a role and then backed out of the agreement.” 
 
    Lucien gave her a wide-eyed look. “You’re saying his father promised his son a role and then gave it to someone else?” 
 
    “That must’ve left hard feelings festering for a while,” Brogan concluded. 
 
    Jack had patiently listened to the byplay on the other end of the line, but now he was ready to hang up. “So, do you need anything else from me? If not, you’d better start thinking about the next step. Because pretty soon, someone will be wondering why this guy was in your neck of the woods and died there. You get dragged into the story whether you want to or not because there will be press releases to consider.” 
 
    “I guess that brings us full circle, back to Brent Cody,” Brogan realized. “We’ll need to contact the police here and explain who they have in the morgue. Jack, is there any way you could nose around a bit more on your end and see if there’s anything Tanner might’ve gotten himself mixed up in that could’ve gotten him killed? There’s a homecooked meal in it for you.” 
 
    “You know the right buttons to push,” Jack said with a laugh. “Make it Maeve’s chicken and dumplings, and you’ve got a deal. I’m not that busy at the moment anyway. I’ll do some digging and let you know what I find.” 
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    “What the Sam Hill were you guys thinking driving around on your own and looking for the car?” Brent shouted, not one bit pleased they had provided a name for the victim. “Nobody asked you to do that. In case you haven’t heard, I don’t like amateurs butting in on my investigations.” 
 
    “I get that. But we did find the car,” Lucien replied. “And a name that went with it. I’m sorry you’re upset about that.” 
 
    Brent narrowed his eyes, aiming his piercing glare at Lucien. “Colt and Eastlyn combed that area, north and south, a few miles from your house. They didn’t see any SUV sitting on the side of the road then. Where was the vehicle then? Now, you waltz into my office and tell me you found it after sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong.” 
 
    “Then they didn’t go far enough south, did they?” Lucien fired back. “The Navigator is parked pointing westward heading toward the Pacific Coast Highway.” 
 
    “I know you’re upset,” Brogan began. “But that body on the beach is Tanner Holland. The information we brought you is more than you had this morning. I’d think you’d be grateful to have a place to start. Without knowing the identity of the body, you’re nowhere. Instead, you’re yelling at us for coming in here. Your attitude is why people are reluctant to come forward, why they don’t like to get involved. Why would anyone want to willingly go through this when they’re afraid they’ll get harassed?” 
 
    On a roll, she pushed out of the office chair and got to her feet. “There’s no reason Tanner Holland should’ve been four hundred plus miles from Laurel Canyon. There’s no reason he should’ve ended up here on that beach. Maybe Tanner didn’t make the trip by himself. Did you think of that? There’s an outside chance someone came with him. Tanner does have a brother. Maybe he knows why Tanner was here. Maybe he was even driving Tanner’s car.” 
 
    Lucien wished Brogan had kept that nugget to herself. But since it was already out there, and the information seemed to intrigue Brent, he decided to toss the cop another tidbit. “If he was coming to see us, why didn’t Tanner just park his car in front of our house? Wouldn’t that have been the easiest, most direct route rather than coming in from the beach?” 
 
    Frown lines creased Brent’s forehead. “You’re assuming Tanner died there because he’d come to see you guys, right? If there’s a brother in the picture, perhaps he didn’t want Tanner to make it inside. What’s this guy’s name anyway? What’s his story?” 
 
    “Jonathan Holland,” Brogan offered. “Younger brother, another actor. As I see it, slogging through the reason an L.A. actor died here in the dunes is your problem now. So is finding out why he left his car parked so far away. Good luck with both.” 
 
    Lucien stood up. “One day, you’ll need help from the public, you’ll want information from them, maybe even beg a witness or two to come forward. We may be amateurs at this kind of stuff, but at least we know when to ask for help. That’s how we solved Rory’s murder. If you remember, we caught a serial killer right here in your hometown. We’re the ones who came up with the plan to lure him out in the open, make sure he made his move. Our team got lucky because the guy showed up when he did. The truth is no member of law enforcement—not here and not in Los Angeles—had Palmer Riordan listed on their radar. It was our team who identified him and took him down. Because of us, we got Riordan off the streets.” 
 
    At the reminder, Brent scrubbed a hand down his tired face. “I’m getting bitchy in my old age. Sorry guys. I’m edgy. I don’t like the idea that murder has come to our little town again.” 
 
    Brogan understood that feeling. She frowned, not wanting to believe someone had committed a homicide so close to their back door. “But you said you didn’t know if it was murder yet, not for sure anyway.”  
 
    Brent sent her a knowing look. “I’ve been in this job long enough to know the cause of death can change. Right now, the medical examiner’s first impression is that the guy fell on the nearby rocks and hit his head, then stumbled some twenty yards into the dunes, collapsing. We’ll see come Monday if that’s his final word on it.”  
 
    “But you’re not sure about an accidental fall,” Lucien pointed out. 
 
    “A couple of things don’t add up for me,” Brent conceded. “If the man is Tanner Holland, then we need to find out what brought him to that particular spot. Was he there to meet someone? Was he trying to get away from someone? Was he running for his life? Why did he park so far from the beach and then walk to where he died? Or did he do that? Did someone else move the car before Eastlyn or Colt could spot it? Look, I know I was abrupt with you. But a mysterious death this close to town unsettles me.” 
 
    “How do you think we feel?” Lucien pointed out. “This happening so close to home, practically in our backyard, makes us nervous.” 
 
    Brent nodded. “Tell you what I’ll do. When the coroner finishes with his findings, which probably won’t be until Monday afternoon at the earliest, I’ll let you know what he says. How’s that for making peace?” 
 
    Lucien stuck out his hand to show there were no hard feelings. “Thanks. That’s all we wanted was to help out in any way we could. Let us know if the body turns out to be someone other than Tanner Holland.” 
 
    “Will do. And guys, thanks for coming forward with the information.” 
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    Lucien and Brogan spent the rest of Saturday afternoon putzing around the house, doing their best to keep busy and trying to keep the image of the dead man out of their head. 
 
    Though everyone was upset, the discovery of a body mere yards from the house struck Maeve the hardest. The housekeeper might have been a huge true crime fan, but this hit too close to home for her to keep quiet. She made her opinion about it known. “We didn’t have such dreadful things like this happen in Santa Barbara, not even Malibu.” 
 
    “Sure we did,” Lucien chimed in, slinging his arm around Maeve’s shoulder. “Statistics show that the crime rate is higher in Malibu than eighty percent of US cities. And Santa Barbara is only thirteen percent safer than anyplace else.” 
 
    The five-foot-two-inch Irish woman looked horror-stricken. “Really? You’re not just making that up?” 
 
    “It’s statistically much safer here than in Santa Barbara,” Brogan stressed, backing up Lucien’s data. “I did my research on Pelican Pointe. The day Lucien told me he was moving here, I started checking the place out. We’re as safe as we can be.” 
 
    “Humph,” an unconvinced Maeve tossed out. “Then it’s just a coincidence that a dead body was out there for hours before you discovered it?” 
 
    Lucien traded looks with Brogan. “She’s got us there. Do I need to tick off the security features I installed in this place? And before you ask, the guest house has the exact same system as the main house.” 
 
    “And you finally get to move in by Monday at the latest,” Brogan reminded Maeve. But the look on the housekeeper’s face said she was still scared, simply terrified at the idea of living alone, even that close to the main house. “It’s literally twenty-five feet away. There’s an intercom system you can use if you hear the slightest noise.” 
 
    Embarrassed, Maeve twisted the dishrag she held. “I don’t know what’s gotten into me lately. I feel like a silly old banshee these days. I’m usually fierce as—” 
 
    “A Morrigan warrior goddess,” Brogan finished. “Yes, you are. But these are strange times since Rory’s and Sloane’s murders. I’m afraid the experience has left us all with serial killers on the brain.” 
 
    “A little too much,” Lucien added. “I heard from David Lomax last week. He says Milo has been plagued by nightmares lately.”  
 
    “Poor Milo,” Maeve muttered. “The lad’s lost his mum. We all know something about how hard that is. Should we have him over soon? I’d bake a lemon cake. His favorite.” 
 
    Brogan would always consider Milo Lomax her stepbrother. It didn’t matter that they shared no blood relation whatsoever. The separate deaths of her father and his mother had been more difficult than any divorce. And even though Milo had been older than she was when she lost her mother, loss was loss, and pain was pain. No child should suffer the loss of a parent. “At Christmas, Milo promised to visit during spring break. It wouldn’t hurt to remind him he’s welcome here anytime.” 
 
    Just as Lucien had hoped, the talk about young Milo had gotten Maeve’s attention off murder and crime data long enough to tamp down her fears. For now.  
 
    He watched as the woman went to the stove and lifted up a lid on a huge pot. “What’s for dinner? I’m starving.” 
 
    “I thought we could all use some comfort food. A good old-fashioned Dublin Coddle is what’s on the stove. Nothing better on a chilly February night than a hearty casserole.” 
 
    While layers of bacon and sausage stewed together alongside onions and potatoes would typically generate a concern for calories and cholesterol, Brogan let it slide. She cut her eyes to Lucien in a knowing look. “That sounds wonderful. We’ll all sit down together and enjoy the meal with a good bottle of wine.” 
 
    “I know just the one,” Lucien said as he moved into the area off the kitchen designated as the wine cellar, a six-by-six-foot cubby he kept at a chilly fifty-nine degrees. The refrigerated space held their combined vino favorites. Brogan’s white, his preferred red, unless the meal called for something else. “I think a nice merlot with a smooth blend of cloves, mint, and plum suits this type of stew.” 
 
    Brogan eyed Maeve and rolled her eyes. “I knew that little wine room would go to his head.” 
 
    Maeve snickered. “Maybe so. But he taught Felicia and me the difference between a pinot noir and pinot grigio when he was fifteen.” 
 
    “Those were the days, eh, Maeve?” Lucien added as he began to unwrap the foil from around the head of a dark wine bottle. “Napa Valley’s best 2016.” 
 
    “Fancy to go along with my little taste of Dublin,” Maeve cracked. “I should’ve dressed it up more, maybe added a nice stuffing with it. And I blame Felicia for letting a wee lad like yourself  drink wine with the meals she’d fixed.” 
 
    Lucien winked at Maeve. “I didn’t turn out a drunk, now did I?” 
 
    “There is that,” Maeve conceded with a grin. “But I’ve known lads who gargled more than their fair share and ended up legless and sloppy on the side of the road. Turned out no good, not fit to do more than sponge off others.” 
 
    “You didn’t let me have wine with my meals,” Brogan realized. “You’re saying Felicia let Lucien have wine?” 
 
    “Not my idea. And I didn’t want you falling on your arse in front of company,” Maeve teased as she dished out the stew into an oversized serving bowl. “You’ll not give me a bad time of it either. I did right by my girl, even if Felicia took the sideways view with Lucien. Felicia’s always been the wild one.” 
 
    Brogan got out their wine glasses and started for the dining room but stopped. “Why not eat dinner in the kitchen in front of that cozy fire Lucien built up?” 
 
    “Good idea. I’ll put on some music to help with the ambiance of the evening,” Lucien added with a nod. 
 
    When the trio finally settled around the table, they devoured the casserole along with warm buttered rolls. Brogan had thrown together a kale and cabbage salad last minute and added it to her plate. While the music switched from Beethoven’s playlist to Chopin, the three of them managed to polish off an entire bottle of wine.  
 
    Outside, the wind picked up. Thunder rumbled overhead. Lightning slashed across the dark sky. Drops of rain began to splatter the glass on the French doors. 
 
    When the dogs rushed under the table, Maeve clucked her tongue. “It’s building up to be one of those mean nights. We’ll all be wantin’ to snuggle under our blankets tonight for sure.” She glanced over at Brogan. “You best be gettin’ that dead body out of your head. Don’t take that image to bed tonight.” 
 
    Brogan shuddered at the memory of the man’s pasty white face, his eyes left opened in a glazed stare, and his lips turning a horrible purple color. “Easier said. It certainly didn’t look like the vibrant man I knew as Tanner Holland. I remember a guy who lived to party all night, then watch the sun come up from his deck the next day.” 
 
    Lucien frowned into his glass of wine. “You sound as though you knew him rather well.” 
 
    “Not really. But I heard stories. There were always rumors of wild parties, drugs of all kinds available to anyone who wanted them.” 
 
    “Do you suppose he died of a drug overdose?” Lucien proffered, leaning back in his chair. After several seconds went by, he answered his own question. “Nah, that makes no sense. Why would he drive up here just to snort cocaine on the beach behind our house? Although he certainly showed he could do several lines that Fourth of July night as I recall.” 
 
    “It was a party,” Brogan pointed out and picked up her wine glass. “I don’t think coke played a role in his demise. I don’t buy that he tripped and fell, either.” 
 
    Lucien drained his glass and went in search of another bottle of the same merlot. “I’m a little surprised Brent would even entertain that idea. And what was with his attitude earlier, blaming us because Eastlyn and Colt didn’t find Holland’s car. How is that our fault?” 
 
    Maeve watched Lucien pop the cork and held up her glass for a refill. “For what it’s worth—and I’m not one to carry gossip—that man married and had kids late in life. He still has small children at home. Three, to be exact. There are rumors around town that he’s looking to retire at the end of this year, give up the job entirely to spend more time with his family.” 
 
    “Who said that?” Brogan wanted to know. 
 
    “Everybody.” 
 
    Lucien lifted a shoulder. “I heard that, too. But I chalked it up to somebody’s wishful thinking. Brent’s got too much experience just to walk away from the job. I don’t see him happy watching from the sidelines while some other person tries to fill his shoes.” 
 
    “Well, our illustrious chief of police certainly seemed annoyed with the whole thing this morning,” Brogan threw out. “He showed up here in a bad mood. I liked the way you set him straight, though on how we caught Riordan when no one else even knew the man existed.” 
 
    Lucien poured himself another glass and started clearing the table. “You know what bothers me the most about finding Tanner Holland on that stretch of beach?” 
 
    “Other than the fact he died there?” Brogan deadpanned.  
 
    “That, yeah. But if he headed up here to see us, how did he know where we lived? Only a handful of people back in L.A. know, and Tanner certainly isn’t one of them. Think about that for a minute. How the hell did he know where we lived? And why didn’t he just park in front of the house and walk up to the door?” 
 
    Brogan got up to help with the dishes. “I don’t like the sound of that. It’s too…weird. We can’t even ask Tanner’s family any questions.” 
 
    “Not yet. Because there’s a chance, it might not be him at all. Until Brent makes a formal ID of the body, and the coroner makes it public how the guy died, we’re in a holding pattern.” 
 
    While the rain beat down on their newly planted garden, Lucien didn’t know it then, but things were about to change. Before the night was over, he would discover why Tanner had come calling. Why and how the man died would become the driving force behind the mystery.
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    After dinner, Maeve made coffee and brought out an apple cobbler still warm from the oven. “I thought we could have this with some vanilla ice cream.” 
 
     They were about to dig in when the doorbell rang.  
 
    “Who could that be?” Lucien wondered as he tossed his napkin on the table and stood up. 
 
    “Maybe Brent thought of another reason to yell at us,” Brogan joked.  
 
    On the way to answer the door, Lucien had to step over the dogs, still cowering under any piece of furniture big enough to offer solace.  
 
    A drenched man stood on the covered front porch wearing a raincoat. “Do I have the right house? Are you Lucien Sutter?” 
 
    A wary Lucien eyed the twenty-something man. But he couldn’t miss how the man resembled a younger version of Tanner Holland. “Depends on who wants to know. How’d you get this address?” 
 
    “Your father’s Graeme Sutter, right? Indigo’s lead guitarist?”  
 
    “Was. Yeah. But who are you?” 
 
    The man reached out a wet hand. “I’m sorry. My name’s Jonathan Holland. Your father knows my dad, Pearce Holland. And Tanner and I hang out with your dad sometimes at his favorite watering hole.” 
 
    That was news to Lucien. “You’re Pearce Holland’s youngest son, right?” 
 
    “That’s me. Graeme said that you and your wife might be able to help my brother and me track down a missing person.” 
 
    A cold chill went through Lucien, and he huffed out a breath. It was just like Graeme to not offer a heads up in this situation or make a simple phone call to lay the groundwork. “I’m still in the dark here. You might want to start at the beginning.” 
 
    “No problem. Tanner’s my older brother. He came up here yesterday to look for you guys. But I haven’t heard from him since late last night. He’s not answering his phone. And the hotel off the 101 where he checked in Friday night said he didn’t come back to his room at all today. I got worried and decided to drive up here myself.” 
 
    Lucien’s stomach churned at the notion of delivering bad news to this man. “Come on in out of the weather. Let’s get you dry first, and then we’ll sort this out, take things slow.” 
 
    As Lucien led the way to the hall bathroom, he thought of something that didn’t add up. “Why didn’t you guys just call us? Might have saved you a lot of trouble by letting us know you were looking for help.” 
 
    Jonathan lowered his voice. “Because this is a very unusual circumstance, kind of a delicate matter we don’t want becoming public just yet. I don’t mean to sound so mysterious. It’s just that we think—Tanner and I—think there’s a good possibility that our father murdered someone.” 
 
    Lucien flipped the light on in the bathroom, then turned to face Jonathan. “You’re kidding?”  
 
    “Nope. This is serious stuff. We can’t exactly go to the cops until we know something for certain. Now, can we? At least not until we’ve tried to get to the bottom of this ourselves. If we can locate this woman, the supposed murder victim, if she’s alive, then that means we’re wrong about this whole thing.”  
 
    Lucien opened the linen closet and tossed Jonathan a towel. “Dry off.” 
 
    Jonathan realized he’d dripped water all over the floor. “Sorry about the mess.” 
 
    “I’ll mop up the floor. Want a drink? Something to eat?” 
 
    “I could use both. It’s a long drive up here.” 
 
    “You got it. Use as many towels as you need, then meet us in the kitchen. It’s down the hall and to the left.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Lucien sauntered off to explain things to Brogan. When he’d finished, he looked over at their wide-eyed housekeeper, who kept giving him suspicious looks.  
 
    “You’re both too trusting,” Maeve whispered. “What if he’s the killer?” 
 
    Lucien patted Maeve’s hand. “Then we’ll find that out. Could you warm up some of the leftover Cobble for our guest?” 
 
    “You go on to bed, Maeve,” Brogan directed. “I’ll warm up the food.” 
 
    Maeve looked miffed. “You want me to prance off to bed and forget about the stranger in the house?” 
 
    “If Graeme sent him, we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “And if he didn’t?” Maeve protested. 
 
    “Your true crime show is about to start,” Lucien reminded the distrustful woman.  
 
    “If he murders us in our sleep, I’m coming back to haunt the both of you,” Maeve warned as she headed off to her room and her own TV. 
 
    But Brogan was just as cynical. “Let me get this straight, his sons think their father, Pearce Holland, the noted director, has committed murder?” 
 
    “From what I gather so far, yeah,” Lucien acknowledged. 
 
    “Which one of us plans to tell him about Tanner?” 
 
    Jonathan walked into the kitchen. “What about Tanner?” 
 
    Lucien exchanged knowing looks with Brogan before turning to their guest. “Before we get to that, how about you tell us what was so important that it brought you here on a Saturday night during a thunderstorm?” 
 
    Brogan slid a warm plate of stew on the table. “Here, sit down, eat. We’ll get you a nice glass of wine.” 
 
    Jonathan eyed the food and took a seat. “Looks good. Thanks. Graeme was right. You guys are nice.” Before digging into the stew, he caught them staring. “Okay, I guess you want me to start from the beginning. I’m sure you’ve heard about my dad’s reputation with the ladies and his drinking binges. If not, you’ve probably read a few articles in the tabloids. Plus, Hollywood is no different than a small town with its rumor mill on full ramp up twenty-four-seven.” 
 
    Lucien bobbed his head but grew impatient. “We get it. We grew up there. Let’s fast forward over all that and get to why you’re here.” 
 
    “About two weeks ago, Tanner and I were called to dad’s house by his current wife. Believe it or not, she’s only ten years older than Tanner. Dad’s pushing seventy-five and hooked up with this much younger woman. Anyway, as I said, my dad’s a bit of a boozehound. He has this penchant for dating and getting involved with much younger women. It usually gets him in a whole slew of embarrassing messes that lawyers end up handling. We all know our parents aren’t perfect, right?”  
 
    “Right,” Brogan prompted as she handed off a glass of wine to Jonathan, hoping the alcohol would loosen his lips and the man would get to the point. “But that hardly leads to the assumption of murder.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, when Tanner and I got to the house that night, we discovered Dad talking out of his head, saying things that didn’t make any sense. I mean, he was spouting some crazy batshit stuff about a woman, a former actress, he’d known in the past. He’d already consumed an entire bottle of Glenlivet by himself. Not for the first time, we tried to get him calmed down and into the guest bedroom. Because Charlene, the current wife, had kicked him out of the master bedroom months ago. Anyway, Dad starts talking about feeling guilty about how he murdered this woman ten years back. He wouldn’t shut up about it. After he finally passed out and we got him to bed, Tanner and I started talking about what to do next. We had two choices. Ignore what he’d said or do something about his story. Was our father a murderer or just a drunk old man hallucinating and making stuff up? A few days went by before we decided that we should talk to him again. But this time, Dad clammed up. He tells us we should never mention her name again, not ever.” 
 
    “What was the name? The actress?” Lucien asked as he sat down across from Jonathan. 
 
    “Michelle Spencer, a real beauty in her day—blonde, blue-eyed, busty—we know because we found her photo online from when she starred alongside Brad Pitt in a movie. She was only twenty-two at the time, and that was the only film that we could verify. We thought it would be a piece of cake locating her. That’s the reason Tanner and I tried to find this woman ourselves. We tried to keep it lowkey without generating a lot of noise. But it didn’t matter. Every road we went down ended up a dead end. We kept hitting a brick wall. That’s when we decided to ask for help. By sheer chance, we ran into Graeme kicking back a few in that upscale bar in downtown Santa Barbara. You know the one, Roxy’s Rooftop. Anyway, we got to talking about trying to find this actress who seemed to have left Hollywood overnight, and your dad recommended you guys for the job.”  
 
    Lucien suddenly wished Graeme would have kept his mouth shut. “So you didn’t tell Graeme about your father’s claim that he murdered this woman?” 
 
    “Uh, no. We left that part out. We were in a public place after all.” 
 
    Brogan wanted to make sure she understood. “So basically, you want to locate this Michelle Spencer to make sure she’s alive?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. If she is, that means our dad is talking nonsense just like we figured.” 
 
    Lucien rubbed his chin. “But if we discover this Michelle Spencer is dead, are you fully prepared to deal with the consequences of an investigation? Your father could very well be right, and if so, he would become the main suspect.” 
 
    Jonathan shrugged. “You weren’t there that night. You didn’t see my dad’s crazy eyes or listen to the chilling way he talked about strangling the life out of this woman with his own two hands. What were we supposed to do, ignore that sort of thing? Tanner and I discussed it, and we decided to act, hoping we’d find her alive within a few days, and that would be the end of it. The idea that our father could choke the life out of someone is sickening. He’s a lot of things, a lousy father for one, but we never pegged him as a killer.” 
 
    Brogan winced and tried to refocus. “What makes you think Michelle went missing? Maybe she quit show business and now lives a quiet life in Montana, raising a couple of kids. It happens. Actors get tired of the circus, the endless auditions that never go anywhere, and give it up. They look for alternative ways to earn a living.” 
 
    Jonathan shook his head and downed half a glass of wine before answering. “No, I don’t think that’s the case here. After 2011, Tanner and I can’t find a trace of Michelle anywhere. We found her old Facebook profile. The woman hasn’t posted anything since 2011. It’s as if she vanished without a trace, there one day, gone the next. So, will you help us?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Lucien said. “We’ll help. But there’s a caveat. A couple of them. You tell us who else Tanner might have gone to see before coming here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Tanner made one other stop before reaching us,” Lucien explained. “We’re sure of it.” 
 
    “You mean the hotel?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’re saying he met up with someone else? How do you know that? Why would you think that?” 
 
    Brogan cleared her throat. “Are you sure you two were in complete agreement about how to proceed? I mean, maybe Tanner wanted to find out about Michelle, but you didn’t?” 
 
    “No,” Jonathan spat out. “We were both on the same page. We wanted to know if our father was a killer. It’s that simple. We wanted to know what happened to Michelle. You’re keeping something from me. What do you guys know that I don’t.” 
 
    “This is tough to hear,” Lucien began. “But this morning Tanner—or at least a man who we think was Tanner—was found dead in the dunes, several yards from the water, right behind our house.” 
 
    Jonathan’s eyes tracked in the direction of the French doors. “What? This house? No way. I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “What type of vehicle does Tanner drive?” Brogan asked. 
 
    “A Lincoln Navigator. Same as me, only mine’s white, his is silver.” 
 
    “We’re hoping it’s not him,” Lucien offered. “Why don’t you stop by the police station, file a missing person report? Tonight. After you get done eating. It’s at the corner of Main and Beach Streets. Tell them you’re looking for your brother. You don’t have to go into any more detail than that.”  
 
    “Then what? Will they take me to the morgue to look at the body? It’s not Tanner.” 
 
    “We can’t help you until you ask about your brother,” Brogan emphasized. “If it is Tanner, don’t you want to know?” 
 
    Jonathan pushed his plate of food away and let out a sigh. “You really think it’s him?” 
 
    Lucien strummed his fingers on the table. “I’m sorry. But yeah, we do. We found the silver Navigator parked about five miles from here.”  
 
    “His car was five miles from here? Why so far away? That doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    Brogan chewed her bottom lip. “That’s what we thought. We couldn’t figure out why he was walking on the beach. If he wanted to talk to us, why didn’t he just ring the doorbell like you did?” 
 
    “So who did he see and talk to before reaching Pelican Pointe?” Lucien pressed. 
 
    Jonathan’s eyes misted over. “You think whoever he talked to followed him here and killed him?” 
 
    “It’s a possibility. But we don’t know for certain it was murder. But if it was, there’s no other logical explanation. Unless your brother knew someone else here in town.” 
 
    “Or he was intoxicated, possibly drugged, that early in the morning and fell onto the rocks on his own, ended up in the dunes,” Brogan submitted. “We don’t consider that a likely scenario, though.” 
 
    “He didn’t know anyone else here. Why would he? He was coming here to see you guys. That’s all I know. He didn’t say a word to me about making another stop to talk to anyone else.” 
 
    “We’ll need his cell phone records, his pings, and any CCTV that exists along his route from Santa Barbara up the Pacific Coast Highway.” 
 
    Jonathan stared at Lucien. “Will you come with me to the police station?” 
 
    “Sure. But don’t be surprised if the cops snarl at me. They’re already upset about us finding Tanner’s car.” 
 
    “Why would they be mad about that?” 
 
    “In their eyes, we’re not part of the investigation,” Brogan explained. “We don’t qualify as legit investigators. What they fail to understand is Tanner was found dead near our house. We’re automatically dragged into this whether we want it or not. To us, it’s a mysterious death that needs explaining. We have questions that law enforcement can’t answer yet. They don’t understand how much we deserve answers so we can sleep at night.” 
 
    “That sounds reasonable enough to me,” Jonathan said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’m so tired I’m not thinking straight, though.” 
 
    Brogan shifted in her chair. “Things changed for me when Palmer Riordan murdered my father. No one seemed to care about solving it.” 
 
    “Yeah. It was all over the news. When the lead singer of Indigo dies from a gunshot wound, it makes headlines.” 
 
    “But that’s just it. That’s not what happened initially. For two weeks after Dad died, we thought his death was an accident or a heart attack. Then the papers carried stories speculating how he must have overdosed on a cocktail of heroin and cocaine. All that talk about drugs, and not one reporter mentioned the truth. He was murdered. Oh, they eventually wrote a story about how someone entered his house and shot him. The papers eventually got it right. But I couldn’t imagine the man who killed him getting away with something so coldblooded. When Lucien and I first started looking into it, we had no idea we were dealing with a serial killer, a vengeful little man who’d killed others. For the survivors, a mysterious death holds all sorts of questions. I’m not sure the police understand to what degree families need and deserve answers.” 
 
    Lucien picked up Brogan’s hand. “Which brings us back to Tanner. You should know the medical examiner thinks that he fell on the rocks, hit his head, and then stumbled his way over to the dunes, dropped down where he stood. Brogan and I aren’t buying it.” 
 
    Jonathan shoved to his feet. “Okay then. If I want answers, then I’m hiring you both to find out what happened. I’m already struggling to believe Tanner and I went looking for Michelle Spencer, and my brother ended up dead because of it.” 
 
    Lucien stood up. “To be clear, we aren’t saying that. We don’t know enough to speculate. But it seems odd that Tanner pulled his car to the side of the road before he arrived here and just left it there. Why would he walk the rest of the way here? We don’t think he did.” 
 
    Understanding crossed Jonathan’s face. “Unless someone offered him a ride. Now I see why you thought he met up with someone else in the area. But I have no idea who that would’ve been. I swear it.” 
 
    “You two head to the police station,” Brogan said. “I’ll make up the other guest room. Unless Jonathan has a place to stay tonight.” 
 
    “I didn’t think that far in advance. But I could stay in Tanner’s room at the hotel where he booked. I’m sure the hotel is still charging for his room through noon Sunday when he planned to check out. Unless he checked out this morning, but that wasn’t part of his plan. It’s about fifty miles from here, though.” 
 
    Lucien shook his head. “Let’s not disturb that room just yet. It could be part of a crime scene. I’ll get in touch with the hotel manager and make sure they don’t send the maid in to clean it until Brogan and I have had a chance to take a look. You can stay here tonight.” 
 
    “If you decide to stay in the area for a longer length of time, there’s a B&B north of here that offers full service, meals included,” Brogan offered.  
 
    Jonathan looked exhausted and more than a little overwhelmed. “If I need to make a report, let’s get it done. This whole thing makes no sense.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about making a decision tonight about staying longer. Just go file the report about your brother and deal with whatever comes from it later.” 
 
    After the two men had gone, Brogan stood in the kitchen at the sink, loading the dishwasher. She thought of her poor vegetable seedlings taking a beating in the rain. 
 
    She was programming the dishwasher when a strange sense of déjà vu came over her. She turned around to see Scott sitting at the table, big as life. It never occurred to her to scream or bolt out of the room at the sight of a ghost. This ghost of a man who had been dead ten long years decided to join her in the kitchen, calm as a priest.  
 
    Like a friendly neighbor dropping by on a rainy Saturday night for a shot of bourbon or to make a little small talk about the weather, Scott seemed up for a chat.  Or maybe he’d dropped by to pick up the latest tidbit of gossip,  
 
    Knowing he was no longer a living, breathing man—there was even a park in town named in his memory—Brogan finished hitting the buttons on the dishwasher, then wiped her hands on a dishtowel before facing him. “What do you think about Jonathan? Is he telling us the truth?” 
 
    Scott tilted his head in her direction. “Does anyone ever disclose their secrets without a little incentive?” 
 
    She tossed the towel down on the counter. “Could you, for once, give me a straight answer? Jonathan is spending the night here tonight. And I recommended Promise Cove to him, which would mean he’d be around your ex and your daughter. So, if you don’t mind, I’d like to know if my intuition is spot on or off-kilter.” 
 
    “Never underestimate the power of intuition.” 
 
    “Then Jonathan is hiding something.” 
 
    “Definitely. But Jonathan didn’t kill his brother if that’s what you’re thinking,” Scott declared.  
 
    Relieved, Brogan took a seat at the table. “Did Pearce Holland murder Michelle?” 
 
    “Come on, Brogan. An event that far back in a different place is hard to pin down, even for me. I’m not a clairvoyant or a medium or a psychic. I take care of my little patch along the coast and leave the rest of the world to somebody else.” 
 
    She sputtered out a laugh. “Yeah, right, sure you do. Psychic. Medium. Clairvoyant. You’re all three of those things, and you know it. You’re the reason Chloe didn’t drown this morning. Well, you and Lucien.” 
 
     “She’s lucky I was able to get Lucien’s attention when I did. Some situations work out, and some don’t.” 
 
    Their eyes met. 
 
    “You saw what happened to Tanner?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t, which is unfortunate. It seems I came along about twenty minutes too late. But if I were you, I’d be looking at murder. What happened to Tanner was no accident. It’s someone he fought with, argued with, and that disagreement led to his death. But you’ll likely have a fight on your hands about the autopsy results. The thing is, you have a built-in witness. Chloe. Because she almost drowned, she doesn’t even know it yet. But when she realizes what she saw on the beach, she’ll be the key to convincing Brent.” 
 
    “But that information won’t solve the case.” 
 
    “No, it won’t solve Tanner’s murder. Chloe didn’t get that kind of detailed look. All it will do is convince Brent—when the time is right—that there were two people on the beach before the riptide took Chloe under.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sensing a difference of opinion about that. Why is Brent so reluctant to see our value to his investigation?” 
 
    “You know the answer to that. Cops are territorial. They don’t even like to share information with other cops. Don’t take it personally. I hate to say this, but if you intend on hunting down killers, you need to grow a thicker skin.” 
 
    Her eyes brightened. “You’re right. It’s not personal. And I do need to toughen up.” 
 
    “What else is on your mind? I can see by that look on your face you want to ask me something.” 
 
    “Who says you don’t have clairvoyant abilities? Okay, since you can read me so well, here goes. I’ve been wondering about something. I asked around town about you. After your parents died and you came here to live with your grandparents, did you ever feel sorry for yourself? Your circumstances? Did you ever wonder how come things work out so well for some people but not for all people?” 
 
    That’s the last thing he expected her to say. “Is this about losing your mother at such an early age?” 
 
    “We do have that in common. But you were so much younger when it happened to you than I was. It seems so unfair. I have memories of my mom. You were so young that you probably don’t. Plus, you lost both father and mother. I just thought…I was wondering how you coped at the time?” 
 
    “It was tough. I didn’t make friends easily, got bullied a lot. It’s why I mostly hung out by myself. But look where I grew up. I lived out of town, miles from the nearest neighbor. I didn’t see a whole lot of kids my own age. No playmates meant I spent a lot of time alone. But I had my own personal beachfront, a hidden cove off the beaten path, acres of grounds to explore, trails to follow that led to wild adventures. I grew up thinking I was the luckiest kid around.” 
 
    “It seems so idyllic. So you kept busy, and that was enough for you?” 
 
    “I was a kid. What else was I gonna do? Where’s this heading?” 
 
    “I sometimes find myself wondering about fate and its outcomes, the cause and effect. For example, if that car accident had never happened, you wouldn't have ended up here. If your parents had lived, your life would’ve gone on as before. If my mother hadn’t died in that plane crash, I wouldn’t have gone to live with my dad in Malibu. If Lucien’s mother hadn’t gotten fed up with his antics at school, she wouldn’t have shipped him off to Southern California when she did to live with Graeme. Lucien wouldn’t have been around for me to bond with like glue. You see where I’m going with this?” 
 
    Willing to listen but not comprehending the gist of it all, Scott frowned. “That kind of stuff will drive you crazy if you think about it for too long. Sometimes there’s no rhyme or reason in life. Accidents happen. They take away people we loved.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m trying to make a point. Tanner Holland trusted the wrong person. It got him killed. He’d still be alive if he hadn’t done that. How many of those bad decisions result in death? My mom got on that plane in bad weather. The pilot decided to fly through a thunderstorm.” 
 
    “Bad luck all the way around.” 
 
    “So you never wondered why the bad luck happens. Or who the unfortunate person is and how the situation comes to be? Take your situation in Iraq. Why was it your Hummer that hit the IED and not someone else’s?” 
 
    “Ah. I get it now. I guess some people are luckier than others—no rhyme or reason for it. The roll of the dice doesn’t always come up with the lucky number seven. Have you actually wasted time thinking about this? For how long?” 
 
    Embarrassed now, Brogan was tired of trying to explain the point. “Forget it. Forget I brought it up. You’re right. Some people are just more fortunate than others.” 
 
    Sensing he’d somehow let her down, Scott backtracked. “Don’t mind me. I’m dead, remember? What do I know about the fickle finger of fate.” 
 
    “Who does?” Instead of pursuing the topic, though, she decided to change the subject. “What do you do when you aren’t flitting from house to house?” 
 
    “On a Saturday night like tonight, I’m on the lookout for trouble.” 
 
    “Jeez, I’m flattered you picked my house.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? This place has been a den of activity all day long.” 
 
    “Did you check on Chloe? How is she doing?” 
 
    “You might want to check in with her yourself. She’s not happy here. She could use a friend.” 
 
    “I know. Chloe’s already dissed the idea of small-town living, especially since she had to leave all her friends behind in Portland. I’ll make it a point to check up on her, make sure she stays sane.” 
 
    “Good because Chloe needs a confidant, a friend. She could use some surfing lessons, too.” 
 
    Brogan’s brow creased. “Not my usual area of expertise, not since I was thirteen. But I’ll see what I can do. Chloe could use a friend her own age.” 
 
    “That’s not always possible.” When Scott started to fade, Brogan glared across the table. “Is our time up already? Did you get—” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Maeve asked from the doorway. The housekeeper stood there wearing a no-frills white cotton nightgown that flowed around her ankles. Over that, she wore a ratty terry cloth bathrobe in bright coral pink. Looking droopy-eyed, she glanced around the room. “There’s no one else here. Were you talking to yourself just now? Where’s Lucien? What happened to that man from earlier?” 
 
    “Lucien took Jonathan to the police station to report his brother missing,” Brogan explained, ignoring Maeve’s original question. Hoping to avoid the subject of how she’d been talking to herself, she got up to offer Maeve a bribe. “How about a cup of cocoa fixed just the way you like it? 
 
    Maeve gave her a dopey look. “No thanks. It’s a little too late for chocolate.” 
 
    “Since when?” 
 
    Maeve disregarded the question. She patted her pockets on the robe and muttered, “I got up to look for my phone charger. Can’t find it anywhere.” 
 
    “Did you just wake up?” Brogan quizzed, taking a few steps to retrieve a long, white cord off the counter. She handed it off to Maeve and kissed the top of the petite woman’s mop of tousled reddish-brown hair beginning to turn gray. “Get some sleep. And stop worrying that Jonathan will kill us in our beds.” 
 
    “All the same, I’m locking my bedroom door tonight. I keep a baseball bat underneath the covers.” Maeve stopped before exiting the kitchen. “Please tell me we can start moving furniture into the guest house tomorrow?” 
 
    Brogan draped her arms around the woman’s shoulders. “If you can stand the lingering paint fumes, absolutely. We’ll open the windows and air it out while we get you moved in. You should be able to sleep there tomorrow night. How’s that sound?” 
 
    “Music to me old ears. You’d be wise to lock your bedroom door tonight, too.” 
 
    To appease Maeve’s fears, she whispered, “I will. Stop worrying.” 
 
    Brogan watched Maeve waddle back down the hallway. It hit her then. The woman she adored was getting older. At the thought of that, a wave of panic moved through her. Left alone in the kitchen, she finished tidying up the counters that didn’t need cleaning but couldn’t help herself. But scrubbing the counters didn’t help shed the melancholy, depressed feeling. Where had the years gone? At the thought of Maeve growing older, tears welled up in her eyes.  
 
    She saw headlights turn into the driveway from the side window before hearing the garage door go up. Then she heard Lucien’s truck pull into the garage. She wiped the tears away as Lucien’s voice carried into the house.  
 
    “Hey, I’m back.” Lucien placed a kiss on her forehead and frowned. “What’s wrong? Did something happen here?” 
 
    “No. How’d it go with Jonathan?” She glanced behind him. “Where is he?” 
 
    “The strangest thing happened. Colt was on duty. He took the missing person report and then offered to take Jonathan over to the impound lot in Santa Cruz to retrieve Tanner’s Navigator.” 
 
    “What? Don’t they need that car for testing later or something?” 
 
    “You’d think. But Colt said the County forensic lab went over it once and found nothing out of the ordinary. Which is the reason I took Jonathan aside and suggested he bring the car back here to let another set of professionals take a look at it tomorrow. I figure Jack knows the right people who would do that.” 
 
    “Good thinking. Why did Colt take the missing person report if they think it’s Tanner in the morgue?” 
 
    “Beats me.” 
 
    “What about IDing the body tonight?” 
 
    “Not until tomorrow morning.”  
 
    “Are we waiting up for Jonathan then?” 
 
    “No. He decided to get a hotel room there in Santa Cruz for the night so he’d be ready to head to the morgue first thing. I must say Jonathan looked beat. And I’m not far behind him. It’s been a long, stressful day. Why were you crying just now?” 
 
    “It’s nothing. I’m just tired and reeling from the events of the day. I promised Maeve we’d move her into the guest house tomorrow.” 
 
    “Then we’d better get some shuteye. You head to bed. I’ll check to make sure we’re locked up tight, and the alarm is set.” 
 
    “Are you worried about someone breaking in?” 
 
    “Hey, the kind of day we’ve had, I’m not taking any chances.” 
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    The following day over omelets topped with fresh avocado slices and roasted asparagus tips, Brogan raised the question she’d been stewing over all night. “How can law enforcement release a car to the family when they don’t even know if the owner died under mysterious circumstances yet? That SUV could be a critical part of an investigation. Those kinds of decisions drive me crazy.” 
 
    Across the table, Lucien slathered strawberry jam on his toast then licked his fingers. “I was blown away by it. I must’ve asked Colt three different times if he was sure the car was ready for Jonathan to take it away. Colt assured me that Brent had cleared it for release.” 
 
    His cell phone dinged several times with a series of text messages. “It’s Jonathan. He just left the morgue. The body is Tanner. No mistake.” 
 
    “So it’s official. Does Jonathan need anyone with him?” 
 
    Lucien sent a text back asking that question and waited for a reply. “He says his girlfriend flew up to Santa Cruz and got here this morning, so he isn’t alone. After he checks out at the hotel at noon, he’ll drive Tanner’s car back here later today and leave it. I should probably give Jack a heads up about scheduling a team of forensic analysts next week to go over the vehicle again.” 
 
    “As soon as possible,” Brogan added. “The car may already be of little value forensically because Jonathan’s driving it back here.” 
 
    On the other side of the room, Maeve clucked her tongue in a disapproving fashion. “Listen to you two. You sound like those detectives on my true crime shows. The ones who are always thinking ahead.” 
 
    Lucien smiled into his plate of eggs before winking in Maeve’s direction. “That might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.” 
 
    “Technically, she complimented both of us,” Brogan pointed out. “We’re a team, remember? Don’t go hogging all the glory.”  
 
    “What glory? We started this case in a pissing match with Brent.” 
 
    Brogan raised a shoulder and thought back to Scott’s comments the night before. “So we’ll ruffle a few feathers now and then. It means we’re doing something right.” She looked over at Maeve. “Are you ready to start moving in today?” 
 
    “Past ready. Felicia’s taking this Friday off and spending a three-day weekend with me. I want to be all settled in my new place and ready for company.” 
 
    “Look out, Pelican Pointe,” Lucien teased. “The Calico sisters are ready to party.” 
 
    Maeve’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “They don’t call us Irish twins for nothing. Born eleven months apart, we are. In our younger days, we could party all night and not bat an eye.” 
 
    Brogan took her plate to the sink. “Why Maeve Calico, you’ve shattered my illusion that you were the shy, introverted, wallflower type.” 
 
    Maeve batted her lashes and leaned toward Brogan. “I never claimed to be a saint. Felicia’s the one who tried the marriage thing, not me. Learned her lesson there, though. Hooked up with a lout, she did, who liked to use his fists whenever he drank too much whiskey, which was morning till night.” 
 
    “But you got her away from all that,” Brogan said. “Persuaded her to leave Ireland for good and got her a job with Graeme.” 
 
    “Which I am forever grateful,” Lucien added, placing a kiss on Maeve’s cheek. “Felicia was more like a mom to me than my own mother. Her wit and wisdom got me through some rough days.” 
 
    Maeve patted Lucien’s cheek. “She loves you like a son. I thought she’d bawl her eyes out at the wedding. She was that happy. She’s wanted you two married for as long as I can remember.” 
 
    “How sad is it that my own mother didn’t bother coming?” 
 
    “But Kate did manage to put in an appearance at Thanksgiving,” Brogan supplied. 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” Lucien quipped. “She complained the entire forty-eight miserable hours she was here. Brand new house and the accommodations weren’t good enough. What was it she called our home? Country quaint?” 
 
    After loading the dishwasher, Brogan snickered at the dig. “To Kate Ashcroft and the South Hampton crowd, if it ain’t six thousand square feet, they label anyone’s home ‘country quaint.’” 
 
    “Miss Ashcroft wasn’t that bad,” Maeve contended. “She loved my cornbread stuffing, raved about it. The woman is used to five-star everything. The fact she went on and on about my cooking says a lot. And bless her heart, she raises a lot of coin for that cancer foundation.” 
 
    Lucien rolled his eyes. “You mean in between all the charity benefits and balls she attends. I’d bet she spends five-hundred grand on gowns in a year.” 
 
    With the sound of the dishwasher humming in the background, Brogan angled toward her husband. “Could we derail the ‘Hate on Kate Train’ long enough to talk about moving day? I got up this morning and opened the windows to the guest house to finish airing it out. I’m trying to obliterate the paint smell by midday. Hopefully.” 
 
    “Let’s just start hauling the furniture out of the garage and into the house now,” Maeve suggested, her voice laced with all the eagerness of a younger woman getting her first apartment. “Why wait till half the day is gone? You probably want the space back by now to park the Range Rover out of the weather.” 
 
    Brogan picked up on Maeve’s enthusiasm. “Fine. Let’s get to it then. We’ll use that roller thingy on wheels Lucien uses to move his heavy pieces.” 
 
    “That roller thingy is called a dolly with a thousand-pound weight limit,” Lucien corrected. 
 
    “Perfect.” Brogan pivoted toward Maeve. “Go change into a pair of jeans and start boxing up your plants. By tonight you’ll be sleeping in your new digs.” 
 
    For the next hour, the three of them lugged Maeve’s new pieces across the courtyard and into her little casita. Brogan had ordered everything online months ago, the day Lucien broke ground. Delivery had been sporadic. Some items came right away, while others took six to eight weeks to arrive. But the good thing about that meant they now had everything ready to set up for the tiny house. 
 
    Lucien had proved, once again, he could design a functional place to live on a tight deadline.  
 
    Maeve loved the simple floorplan. One side of the cottage was the living area and the kitchen with ample storage, a pantry, and a laundry room. The other side was the spacious bedroom and a full-size bath with a walk-in shower, a must-have for Maeve these days, who no longer wanted to climb in and out of a bathtub. 
 
    In the middle of the move, they took a break when a somber Jonathan arrived, leaving his brother’s SUV parked at the end of the driveway. He held out the keys to Lucien. “You’ll see that it gets back to me, right?” 
 
    Lucien nodded. “Give me until the end of the week to line up someone who’ll go over the inside. Was his wallet found in the interior?” 
 
    “No. Are you saying Tanner’s wallet is missing?” Jonathan scrubbed his hands over his face. “I didn’t get a whole lot of sleep last night. My brain kept going in a dozen different directions. Right now, I’m trying to figure out what to do next. There’s so much to get done. My girlfriend Tina offered to drive me to Santa Barbara, where my dad lives. I just don’t feel like getting behind the wheel myself. But I have to tell my dad about Tanner before the press gets wind of it. I have to do it today, or else word will get out, and Dad might hear it from someone else or worse, on the news. After that, I’ll need to get back to Los Angeles to plan Tanner’s funeral. I can’t believe this is happening.” 
 
    “You have a lot on your plate. Take it slow. There’s no rush to do anything just yet but learn the truth about what happened to Tanner,” Brogan offered.  
 
    “When will you guys start trying to get some answers? Where will you guys start?” 
 
    Lucien shifted his feet. “The when is this afternoon, making sure we establish a timeline to track his movements—the where is at the hotel. Tanner planned to stay the entire weekend. We’ll take a look around his room, then maybe see if he met anyone there. Maybe we’ll ask to go through their CCTV footage.” 
 
    Jonathan took out his phone. “How about I send you the money for the retainer through Venmo? Or do you prefer PayPal? Will you keep me updated with a progress report?” 
 
    “Of course, you’ll get progress reports. And Venmo’s fine. If you want to hold off until the coroner’s report comes out though—” 
 
    Jonathan didn’t let him finish. “No. I want to find out who did this to Tanner. I want to know how looking into Michelle Spencer’s disappearance got us here. I don’t need a coroner’s report to tell me Tanner’s death is suspicious.” 
 
    “I understand. But try to leave here with an open mind. We don’t know anything yet concrete enough to say it was murder.” 
 
    “We know Tanner’s dead,” Jonathan fired back. “And we don’t know why. I want to know why.” 
 
    After Jonathan and Tina got on the road, Brogan went looking for Lucien and found him in the garage, organizing the vacant space where they’d stored Maeve’s furniture. He looked deep in thought. “There’s something you need to know. If there is a killer out there, they might think that Chloe saw more than she did.” 
 
    Lucien came out of his daze. “That could put her in danger later on.” 
 
    “That’s why we need to be careful how we proceed. I don’t want to go scaring a single mother with a teenage daughter for no reason unless we have our facts straight. Then there’s Brent and the coroner. Let’s just make sure we don’t misstep there either. Before we take a giant leap toward murder, we need to wait and see what the autopsy tells us.” 
 
    “Agreed. But I promised Jonathan we’d talk to the people at the hotel this afternoon before they have a chance to clean the room. I don’t intend to go back on my word.” He held up his phone. “Our Venmo account says we’re already on the clock.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I don’t have a problem with starting at the hotel.” 
 
    “Then what’s bothering you?” 
 
    “This case. Right from the start, everything about it reeks. Something just doesn’t feel right. Let’s just say I’ll feel better when we find out what happened to Michelle Spencer. It doesn’t sit well with me that old man Holland, in a drunken stupor, claimed he strangled her, then didn’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “But a dead body should come before a missing person.” 
 
    “Says you,” Brogan huffed. “For all you know, Tanner died to keep the truth from coming out about what really happened to Michelle.” 
 
    “I admit it’s a possibility.” Lucien looked down at the T-shirt and shorts he wore. His clothes looked like they needed a good wash. While Brogan’s outfit didn’t look as bad, her top had some sort of stain all over the bottom. “We should both get cleaned up before heading to the hotel. We should at least try to look professional.” 
 
    She glanced down at her ribbed top. “This is from moving Maeve’s huge Pothos. She didn’t tell me she’d just watered that sucker.”  
 
    He slung his arm over her shoulder. “Doesn’t matter. Let’s take a shower together and celebrate how we have the house to ourselves now.” 
 
    She searched his eyes. “Good call, Sutter. For the first time since we got married, we’re alone in this house. Why do you think I agreed to move Maeve in a day early?” 
 
    “Sneaky.” 
 
    “You bet. That’s what makes me such an exceptional human being. I see a problem. I fix it.”  
 
    He toyed with a few strands of her hair. “You seek to find a solution wherever you go.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    He hauled her up to his chest. “Come on, let me show you how much I appreciate that positive, can-do attitude.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Dressed in business casual attire—her in a geometric white blouse and a black skirt and him wearing a jacket over a silk midnight Oxford shirt paired with dress pants—they channeled office appropriate. But walking into the mid-scale Sand & Seabreeze Inn, just north of downtown Santa Cruz, had Lucien rethinking his wardrobe choices. 
 
    “I’m not happy about dressing like this,” he grumbled. “I look like an organ grinder missing his monkey. What was wrong with wearing jeans?” 
 
    “Jeans and sportswear are fine for interviewing witnesses or gadding about pumping people for information. But if we’re planning on walking through the doors of a major corporation, slapping down a business card, and hoping for some cooperation, we best be ready to dress the part and look like we know what we’re doing. Don’t take this the wrong way or anything, but you’d be more Sam Spade-ish sans the beard.” 
 
    “Who wants to look like Humphrey Bogart? Not me. Besides, I’m a lot taller. What’s wrong with my beard?” 
 
    “Not a thing. I like it. You look very handsome, manly—sort of George Clooney-ish. Let’s see if that charming persona works on the staff at this hotel chain. A Dutch group owns it out of Amsterdam.” 
 
    “You did your research.” 
 
    Brogan nodded. “While you were primping in the mirror and trying to tame that mane of hair.” 
 
    “It’s called blow-drying. The practice is fairly common after a shower.” 
 
    “Whatever. I went the extra mile because we need to get our hands on their surveillance footage.” 
 
    “No worries. Leave it to me.” 
 
    They walked through the lobby and up to the front desk. An attractive young Black woman greeted them with a smile. Her name tag read Ophelia. “Checking in?” 
 
    “No, but we’d like to talk to the manager. I called ahead and spoke to a Mr. Langdon.” Lucien went into details about why they were there and why they needed to get inside Tanner Holland’s room. “You see, he died the morning after he checked in here. Saturday. His stuff is still here. Unless, of course, you’ve removed his belongings.” 
 
    Alarm spread across Ophelia’s face. “Not here. He didn’t die here. I would’ve heard about it.” 
 
    “No, no, Mr. Holland didn’t die inside his room or anywhere on the property, which is why we need to talk to Langdon.” 
 
    “Well, Jerry, uh, Mr. Langdon went off duty at noon,” Ophelia explained. 
 
    Brogan nodded, flashed a smile, but remained on point. “Then we need to speak to the manager on duty now and collect Mr. Holland’s things out of his room for the family. Tanner Holland’s brother has retained us, a Mr. Jonathan Holland. As long as the room hasn’t been declared a crime scene, which it hasn’t, then I see no reason for the hotel to continue holding onto Mr. Holland’s belongings.” 
 
    A tall, balding, middle-aged White man wearing glasses, skinny as a rail, appeared behind the desk from the office in the back. His name tag revealed this was Melvin. “Is there a problem, Ophelia?” 
 
    Ophelia relayed the conversation and the purpose of the visit. 
 
    Melvin frowned. “Jerry Langdon didn’t say a thing to me before he left about any of this. And since you’re not the police, I’m not sure I can hand over a guest’s personal effects.” 
 
    Undeterred, Lucien picked up where Brogan left off. “Mr. Holland’s room isn’t a crime scene. Otherwise, I’m sure the police would already be here. They aren’t. Our goal is to see if anything in his room might explain what happened to him. Tanner Holland checked in here two nights ago, arriving rather late from what we understand. We don’t know what he did after he checked in or if he talked to anyone. Did he have a visitor? Did he use the phone in his room to call someone? Learning something definitive would be helpful. If we could determine whether he met someone here the next morning, maybe in the lobby, that’d be great. That’s why we’d appreciate it if you’d let us go through your CCTV for Friday night and early Saturday morning. We think he left the hotel around six a.m. It would be great to have a timeline.” 
 
    The skinny manager moved to a computer and began to tap the keys. “Tanner Holland did stay here. There’s a note that says his stay is indefinite. That’s about all I can tell you, except that he made no calls using his room phone. There are no charges for room service or anything else.”  
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not good enough,” Lucien began. “You see, Mr. Holland left the hotel that morning and ended up dead at another location. Since we’re working for the Holland family, we’d like to take a look around his room, then gather up his personal belongings. We have permission from the family to recover his luggage.” 
 
    “For that, I’d need something in writing, maybe even permission from the local authorities.” 
 
    Brogan took out a piece of paper from her leather tote. “Will this do? It has the contact information for Tanner Holland’s next of kin, his brother Jonathan. There’s also a paragraph there about not charging Tanner Holland’s credit cards after today. The man is, after all, lying in a morgue as we speak. I’d hate to make it public that you’re still charging him for his room at two hundred dollars a night.” 
 
    While Ophelia chewed on a manicured fingernail, Melvin looked confused. “But what about the police? Won’t they want to go through the man’s things?” 
 
    Lucien shook his head. “Why? Do you know something we don’t know? We didn’t mention anything about Mr. Holland ending up a murder victim. We don’t even know if the police will ask to go through the CCTV. The family just wants answers. Even though Mr. Holland died on a beach  
 
    south of here, I doubt the cops will be interested in collecting his things any time soon. They’ve already released the vehicle he was driving to the brother. Does that sound like they think foul play was involved? No. Doesn’t sound like they have any intentions to show up here. We’d hoped you would follow suit and honor that same protocol, release his personal effects to the next of kin.” 
 
    Melvin scratched his chin. “Tell you what. Let me put a call into the corporate office. If they say it’s okay, then I’ve covered my you-know-what, and it’s fine. Be right back.” 
 
    While they waited for Melvin, Ophelia helped a few more guests with check-in before turning to Brogan with a question. “How did this guy die anyway?” 
 
    “Trauma to the head,” Brogan whispered. 
 
    Ophelia lowered her voice. “But you think it was murder, don’t you? I’ve watched enough crime shows to appreciate your investigative skills. I love how you were forceful enough with Melvin to get his cooperation. It just so happens that I’m going to school majoring in criminal justice. I’m only working here part-time. I’ve always wanted to be a cop. Although I might switch to pre-law after I graduate.” 
 
    “You’d be a natural at either one,” Brogan encouraged, handing her a business card. “If you do become a police officer, I could put you in touch with a member of law enforcement I know.” 
 
    “Really? That would be great. What about if I become a lawyer?” 
 
    “I’ve got contacts in Los Angeles. Either way, I got you covered.” 
 
    Melvin came back wide-eyed. “I don’t know who this guy was, but apparently, his family has connections. Their lawyer had already talked to our legal department at the corporate office in Amsterdam and got them to sign off on getting into his room. Corporate even gave the go-ahead for you to look through the surveillance footage. The thing is, I will need to accompany you inside the room to document what you do or do not find.” 
 
    “No problem. We’d prefer it that way,” Lucien told Melvin as he headed toward the elevator, grabbing a luggage cart along the way to haul down Tanner’s stuff to the car.  
 
    On the third floor, Melvin led them to Room 318, used his master key, and let them enter a spacious suite with a king-size bed.  
 
    They stared at a neatly made bed, indicating that housekeeping had already tidied up. Not a promising start to finding clues. 
 
    Tanner’s suitcase lay open on the luggage rack, his clothes still packed and folded inside.  
 
    Brogan picked through the contents. “Weird. He brought a suitcase full of clothing. He did plan to stay indefinitely. Why in this area?”  
 
    “There’s another bag sitting under the hangers,” Lucien pointed out. “This was no quick trip to see us about a missing woman.” 
 
    “Two bags? Yeah. I’d say he planned to stay a while.” After Brogan inspected the bathroom, she reappeared. “It seems Tanner came prepared to meet someone here locally other than us all along. Maybe that’s why he picked this location halfway in between. We just have to figure out who that was. Look, I can handle the bag. Why don’t you two go ahead and start perusing the CCTV footage to save time? I’ll stay here and gather up Tanner’s stuff.” 
 
    “Is that okay?” Lucien asked Melvin. 
 
    “Sure. Just tell Ophelia to let you into the office where the security system is,” Melvin directed. The manager took one last glance around the room. “There doesn’t seem to be much here to gather up other than his toiletries. He hadn’t even unpacked.” 
 
    “Which is why it shouldn’t take me long,” Brogan indicated, sending Lucien a knowing look. “I’ll be right behind you guys.” 
 
    After the men left, Brogan knew this was her only chance to search the room without Melvin’s eagle eyes watching. Even though Tanner’s suitcases still held his clothes, she opened every drawer on the dresser just in case. She went through the bathroom, gathering up the items Tanner had left on the vanity. She stuffed everything into his shaving kit, then dropped it into his suitcase. She dragged out the second bag from the tiny closet space, zipped it open, but found nothing more than his underwear and socks, an extra pair of shoes. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    It was only after opening the drawer on the nightstand that she discovered a phone number written on a notepad provided by the hotel. She stuck the entire pad of paper down into her shoulder bag to check out later. 
 
    Since Tanner had never unpacked, there wasn’t much else left to search. She loaded up the luggage cart with his laptop bag and his two suitcases. She was about to shove the cart into the hallway when something sparkly caught her eye near the bed. On closer inspection, one very female earring had embedded itself into the carpet fibers.  
 
    Brogan glanced around the room for something she could use to pick it up without actually touching it. She spotted a box of tissues on the dresser and used one to gently dislodge the piece of jewelry from the woven tufts of carpet. Holding the Kleenex in the palm of her hand, she noted the teardrop shape was no ordinary bauble. In the center was a pear-shaped ruby surrounded by a halo of diamonds in a design more suited to an older woman.  
 
    “Someone has to be missing this,” Brogan muttered as she tucked the tissue and earring into her bag. She hoped it was a clue. But the earring could’ve been there long before Tanner ever checked in. If that was true, though, she didn’t think anyone would’ve waited this long to retrieve something so valuable unless they didn’t want to be linked back to the hotel.  
 
    Having claimed everything out of the room belonging to Tanner, she tugged the cart out into the hallway and let the door bang closed behind her. An eerie feeling settled over her as she headed for the elevator. Tanner’s life had ended not long after he left here for the last time. Had he been alone when he walked out of his room for that last time, or had someone used force to get him to go? Had that person been waiting in the lobby for him or maybe in the parking lot? Had they already made up their mind that Tanner had to die, or was it a spur-of-the-moment decision?  
 
    “The fickle finger of fate strikes again,” Brogan muttered as she boarded the elevator. After pushing the button to the first floor, she hoped the CCTV footage would provide some answers.  
 
    She patted her bag. She was leaving with a phone number and a viable piece of evidence. Not bad for an amateur. Not bad for their first day on the job. 
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    “I’m telling you, Brogan, the surveillance told us nothing we didn’t already know. It showed Tanner at the front desk checking in, elevator footage of him getting to the third floor, opening the door to his room, and then leaving the next morning. No meetup in the lobby like we thought, no visitor after he got settled in for the night.” 
 
    With the windows rolled down, the ocean on their left, they were headed back to Pelican Pointe, heading north. 
 
    From the passenger seat, Brogan shifted, kicking off her pointy-toed suede pumps that were making her feet ache. Disappointed about the CCTV footage, she breathed in the ocean air. “Which rules out the earring as a piece of the puzzle.” 
 
    “Not necessarily.” 
 
    She sent him a puzzled look. “Unless it belonged to Tanner or our mystery lady floated in from the balcony and left it there, it sounds implausible.” 
 
    “Not as implausible as how it got embedded in the carpet. Think about it. Housekeeping might have skipped vacuuming Tanner’s room since it wasn’t that lived in yet. Knowing the guest was coming back for another day, maybe the maid decided to make the bed and leave the vacuuming for another day. We should get the earring tested for DNA and send it off to that lab Jack recommended. Have you called the phone number you found on the notepad?” 
 
    She held up her cell phone to check the signal. “Not yet. Cell service isn’t exactly the best out here. I’ll try once we get closer to home. Are we suggesting that the killer is a woman? Because if I noticed that earring, I think housekeeping would have seen it, too, especially if it had been there for several days. Someone has to be looking for it.” 
 
    “What do you think it’s worth?” 
 
    “The pair? Upwards of five thou, easy.” 
 
    Lucien took his eyes off the road to glance over at her. “You have got to be kidding me. Okay, that is suspicious.” 
 
    “Plus, it’s a jewelry style that an older woman would wear. Just saying. My grandmother has almost the identical type of earrings. She bought them at Tiffany’s during her Audrey Hepburn phase.” 
 
    “So not modern at all.” 
 
    “Definitely vintage and pricey.” 
 
    “What do you think that means? If an older woman did manage to get up to the third floor and enter Tanner’s room, how did she do it without being seen on CCTV?” 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense. And if this person intended to do Tanner harm, why not kill him there inside his room?” 
 
    “Maybe it was an initial first meeting. Maybe she wasn’t sure how Tanner would react?” 
 
    “React to what? That’s just it. We don’t know if he met anyone, let alone if the earring wearer had anything to do with his death. But it sounds like you’re stuck on a female killer.” 
 
    “Michelle Spencer. That’s the only reason Tanner came here.” 
 
    “We think,” Brogan corrected. “Until we know something definitive, I’d say this trip to the hotel was a waste of time.” 
 
    “Try the phone number now,” Lucien suggested as he drove past the city limit sign to town.  
 
    Brogan read the digits off the notepad she’d taken and punched in the numbers, then repeated the message aloud. “The number you have dialed is no longer in service.” 
 
    “Disconnected already? That’s weird.” 
 
    “Well, technically, we don’t know for certain this belonged to Tanner or if it’s in his handwriting. That’s the problem with a hotel room. It’s a revolving door of people.” 
 
    “Yeah, but isn’t the staff supposed to—” 
 
    “Let me stop you right there,” Brogan interjected. “Hotel housekeeping does a good job eighty percent of the time. But they aren’t perfect. Those women are on their feet all day to do a job that requires attention to detail. If they get interrupted, or a guest asks them to do something special, they could forget to pick up where they left off like tidying up the trivial stuff.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” 
 
    “That the notepad could be insignificant.” 
 
    “ But it’s still worth checking out the number.” 
 
    “Absolutely. After all, the earring and the phone number are all we have. And to think, I left the hotel on a high, only to realize we might’ve come away empty-handed.” 
 
    “It won’t hurt to find out who belongs to that phone number. What do you say we stop at The Perky Pelican before it closes to pick up two macchiatos?” 
 
    She checked her watch. “Better hurry. We’ve got fifteen minutes to spare.” 
 
    Lucien speeded up until he reached the outskirts of town. Letting off the gas, they pulled up to the coffee shop with five minutes to spare.  
 
    Chloe stood between tables, wiping down the tops with a disinfectant spray.  
 
    Brogan glanced around at the empty shop. “It’s not even four yet. Where are all the late-afternoon, caffeine-craving drinkers?” 
 
    Chloe lifted a disinterested shoulder. “It’s been dead for an hour. I don’t even think it’s worth opening up on Sundays. But nobody asked me. Mom sure didn’t. What can I get you?” 
 
    “If it’s not too late, we’d like two macchiatos to go.” 
 
    “No problem,” Chloe mumbled and tossed the rag on the counter before turning to the espresso machine. “What size?” 
 
    “Both large.” 
 
    The teen grinned. “Someone needs a caffeine fix. Did you ever find out who the dead guy was?” 
 
    “An actor by the name of Tanner Holland.” 
 
    “No kidding? What’s an actor doing hanging around Pelican Pointe?” 
 
    “Turns out he was coming to see us.” 
 
    “And came in behind your house from the beach? Well, that’s kind of bent.” Chloe frothed the milk, and just before layering the foam on top of the coffee, she stopped. “You didn’t mention anything about adding syrup to it. Want me to put in some hazelnut or caramel flavoring?” 
 
    Brogan made a face. “No way. That would ruin it. You know, some people don’t realize just how bad a certain big-name coffee chain has totally destroyed the macchiato.” 
 
    “Really? Because I get people in here all the time, who want that sugary stuff added to it.” 
 
    “The Europeans don’t drink a macchiato quite the same way.” 
 
    “Cool. I bet you know a lot of stuff like that. About Europe. I bet you’ve traveled outside of California, right?”  
 
    Brogan chuckled. “You could say that.”  
 
    “You’re so lucky,” Chloe whispered. “You’ve done all the stuff I want to do. Plus, your hubby is such a hunk.” She glanced out at the parking lot to where Lucien sat behind the wheel. “What is up with his sexy, snow-leopard eyes?” 
 
    This time, Brogan broke into an honest-to-God laugh. “Snow-leopard eyes? Really? Lucien?” 
 
    “Come on. Those eyes are so lit, some sort of pale blue that I’ve never seen before, except on Jamie Dornan, that is.” 
 
    “Ah. Of course.” Brogan followed the track of Chloe’s eyes where Lucien appeared to be cleaning out his ear. “Hmm. Maybe I should take a second look at those eyes.” 
 
    Realizing she’d embarrassed herself, Chloe pushed the coffee order across the counter. “I’ve got to lock up.” 
 
    After swiping her debit card and adding a generous tip, Brogan grabbed the coffee cups and started to head for the door, then stopped. “Has business been that slow?” 
 
    “We got the after-church crowd, of course, but around two-thirty, it slacked off, not even a beachgoer in sight.” 
 
    “It is February. Wait until the weather gets warmer. You won’t be able to keep up.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    Remembering Scott’s words about Chloe needing someone to talk to, Brogan decided it needed to be said. “Look, any time you want to drop by the house to, I don’t know, discuss world politics or travel destinations, do it.” 
 
    “Really? Could we talk about Europe and all the places you’ve been?” 
 
    “Sure. Anything you want.” 
 
    “Will Lucien be around?” 
 
    Brogan bit her lip to hide a grin. “Yeah, unless his snow-leopard eyes will be too much of a distraction.”  
 
    Chloe’s cheeks turned bright pink. “Please don’t tell him I said that. Please. I won’t be able to look him in the eye ever again when he comes in for coffee.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me. Can I ask you something about what you saw yesterday morning before the wave took you under?” 
 
    “Just a quick glimpse of two people arguing.” Chloe held up a hand. “Before you say anything else, I was too busy trying to stay up on my board to stare at them for too long.” 
 
    “Okay. But you’re one-hundred percent certain you saw two people on the beach?” 
 
    “One hundred percent. I didn’t have double vision.” 
 
    Brogan let out a sigh, wishing she could take some of the pressure off the teenager. But some things about life were just hard. “You do realize that what you saw puts another person into the mix. If the medical examiner thinks this was an accident, what you saw could contradict that entire theory. It’s that big.” 
 
    “I know. I thought about nothing else last night. It’s why I didn’t get much sleep.” 
 
    “Don’t let it get to you like that. There’s nothing you could’ve done to save Tanner. We were nearby—only yards from where it happened, yet we didn’t hear or see a thing. Look, I’ve got to get back. I meant what I said. If you ever need to talk, come on by the house.” 
 
    “Thanks. I will.” 
 
    Brogan handed off Lucien’s coffee in the car and tried to study his blue eyes from a side angle. They were sort of like a snow leopard’s. Funny that it took a sixteen-year-old girl to point that out. For all the years she’d known him, she’d taken his silvery-blue eyes for granted. Now, she realized how sexy they came across. “It’s a wonder you didn’t have to fight women off with a stick.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Those sexy eyes of yours must be a chick magnet.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? What did Chloe slip in your coffee?” 
 
    She let out a laugh. “That’s what I love about you, Sutter. You are so damn down to earth you’re adorable.” 
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” Without waiting for an answer, he went on, “I’ve been sitting here thinking. We might be getting into weird territory with this case.” 
 
    She took a sip of her coffee. “Define weird.” 
 
    “It bothers me that Tanner died on our stretch of beach. Okay, technically, it’s public beach land that belongs to the state, but you get what I mean.” 
 
    A confused look spread across her face. “Where are you going with this?” 
 
    “I think from now on, we should encourage potential clients to meet us officially at our office.” 
 
    “We don’t have an official office.” 
 
    “We kind of do. I think we should turn the apartment above the workshop into our work office. If we’re planning to take on clients as detectives, strangers really, then we should have a place to meet them somewhere other than where we live.” 
 
    “Keep it separate. Yeah. That makes sense. No more having people we don’t know drop in on us. I like that.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, the first person who gets that memo will be Graeme,” Lucien noted. “He opened his big mouth, and now we’re knee-deep in this Holland business.” 
 
    “Don’t forget Michelle’s disappearance, perhaps murder. I’m sure she’d appreciate it if we’d find her alive and well instead of dead somewhere.” 
 
    “But you don’t think she is alive, do you?” 
 
    “No. I think Pearce Holland knew what he was talking about. I think he was having some sort of drunken guilt trip the night he spilled his guts.” 
 
    “We solve one, we solve the other,” Lucien concluded as he backed out of the parking lot. “Easier said.” 
 
    Brogan smiled and took another slug from her macchiato. “If it was easy, anyone could do it. We’re the ones who’ll break this case. Just watch us.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” 
 
    “Tanner’s death happened here for a reason. If it didn’t, then why not just kill him back in L.A., right? Or at the hotel? I’m getting this vibe that the police aren’t fully vested in this investigation. We are. And if the killer ever figures out Chloe was nearby, even if she didn’t see anything, they might zero in on her to eliminate a witness.” 
 
    “We can’t let that happen.” 
 
    “We won’t. She’s a good kid that Chloe. She deserves to go surfing without fear of getting involved in a murder.” 
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    Brogan had work emails to answer, Zoom calls to make, department heads to inspire. She hated Monday morning meetings, but Brinell Steel wouldn’t run without them. And it certainly wouldn’t run without keen leadership skills. 
 
    Her upstairs office had a view of the ocean for a reason. She’d picked that room because she spent so much time these days behind a desk troubleshooting problems, making quick, executive decisions that often kept the ship from hitting the rocks. She had her grandmother on speed dial if she encountered a complex matter that left her debating which way to go.  
 
    Cordelia Brinell Gregson still loved a lively discussion. When it came to the company Delia had headed for thirty years, corporate profit was a priority. Through several marriages, Delia had always put the business first. She’d inherited Brinell Steel from her industrialist father, who had inherited it from his father. The woman wasn’t about to let it go under on her watch. It would forever be Delia’s baby even though the “baby” had become an industrial giant, a leader in manufacturing steel. 
 
    Brogan felt comfortable replacing Delia as CEO even if she didn’t share her grandmother’s willingness to put it before anything else. No doubt in her mind that her relationship came first. Call it a foolhardy approach to running an empire, but Brogan had seen what putting the company above all else could do to a person. She wasn’t willing to make that same sacrifice. 
 
     But she still tended to hit Delia up whenever a sticky issue reared its ugly head. Old habits were tough to break. Sometimes though, she found herself turning to Delia for advice more out of courtesy rather than need. Many times she’d already figured out the solution before reaching out. 
 
    But Delia wasn’t getting any younger. The eighty-year-old woman wouldn’t be around forever. If Brogan wanted to pick the woman’s brain, she had to do it now or lose the resource forever. Plus, Brogan knew the calls made Delia feel included, important, still a viable part of the company. The phone calls made sure her grandmother would never feel cast aside or forgotten. She often sent Delia a synopsis of the meetings to keep the older woman in the loop, even though it wasn’t necessary. 
 
    After dealing out some hard-edged Monday morning encouragement to her troops, Brogan read off a list of data she’d compiled herself. Reciting facts and figures from her spreadsheet took another twenty minutes. But it was time to shift the meeting to a bit of pep talk. “You’ve all started the year strong. Let’s keep it up. Let’s plan on exceeding our weekly goals, shall we? If we do that, we’ll close this month out stronger than February last year and build up momentum that will carry us through March. We don’t coast. We don’t slack off. We push forward.” 
 
    A general discussion ensued before she disconnected the call on a high. Leaning back in her chair, she realized most of her staff had been with Brinell for fifteen years or more. It helped having dedicated, competent people doing their jobs well who brought positive energy to the table. 
 
    Swiveling in her chair to stare out the window, Brogan caught sight of Lucien cutting down a red alder tree that lightning had knocked down last month during a storm. Watching him swing his ax to chop firewood, she marveled at just how far they’d come as a couple since last October. Even with knowing each other for most of their lives, there had been adjustments to living together, learning each other’s habits, and making them work without driving each other crazy. 
 
    She knew Lucien hadn’t been enthusiastic about her agreeing to run Brinell Steel. But since Delia had withdrawn her demands, Brogan didn’t have to fly back and forth across the country and could head up things from California. Less drama between the two women meant Brogan could enjoy her job, do what she’d trained to do all those years in business school, and let go of a lot of animosities that had built up over the years. The relationship she now had with her grandmother was the best it had ever been. They could even laugh and enjoy conversations like they hadn’t been able to before.  
 
    Who said people couldn’t change? 
 
    As she wheeled the chair around to get back to work, she heard what sounded like gunshots coming from the rear of the property. Knowing Lucien was out there, she jumped up, darted out of the office, almost stumbling over the dogs.  
 
    Stella raced down the hallway ahead of her like the greyhound she was. Poppy trailed behind, trying to keep up. Brogan ran down the back staircase, taking the stairs two at a time to reach the back door.  
 
    Just as she darted past the kitchen, she punched 911 on her cell phone, finally realizing she needed to get help. “We have an emergency. Someone is outside our house firing a gun.” After rattling off the address, she darted out past the French doors, where she bumped smack into Lucien’s chest.  
 
    They each grabbed a dog before the pups could venture any further than the patio.  
 
    More gunshots rang out as Lucien forced Brogan to duck low to the ground behind the outdoor furniture for cover.  
 
    “I called 911,” Brogan shouted over the din of gunfire. 
 
    “So did I. Whoever they are isn’t a great shot, though,” Lucien decided. 
 
    “You want them to try a little harder?” Brogan muttered, crouching in front of the bench seating before wriggling her whole body under the outdoor table. She gripped Stella’s neck and pulled the greyhound in with her.  
 
    But before Lucien could answer, the gunfire seemed to stop. After several minutes, he stuck his head up and scanned the garden and beyond to the woods. “Someone was trying to scare us.” 
 
    Brogan crawled out from under her hiding place, finally loosening her grip on Stella’s collar. But she plopped down on her butt with her head remaining out of the line of fire just in case. “They did a damn good job of it then. I’m shaking like a leaf.” 
 
    “I hear tires squealing,” Lucien said as he took off around the side of the house, carrying Poppy close to his chest, leaving Brogan to tempt fate on her own. 
 
    Brogan arrived near the front porch with Stella just as a Santa Cruz County squad car pulled up kicking gravel out on the highway's shoulder. Eastlyn Parker’s cruiser had already skidded to a stop in the driveway.  
 
    Eastlyn vaulted out of the SUV, removing her service weapon in the process in one smooth, quick movement. Into her mic, she announced, “I’ve got a 10-32. Active shooter on the premises, south of town.”  
 
    “Not anymore,” Lucien informed her. “I think they’re gone now.” 
 
    Joined by a sheriff’s deputy named Joe Klein, Eastlyn kept her sidearm at the ready. “What happened?” 
 
    “I was chopping wood out back, in the open, about thirty yards from the house. If they’d wanted to kill me, they could have. They shot holes in just about everything around me, including the old tree stump that fell last month, and shot holes all along the dirt nearby. Then when I ran to the patio, the same thing there. Shot up the concrete along the terrace and the columns but nothing much else. The shots came from that wooded area twenty or so yards from the beach.” 
 
    “That is weird that you were able to dodge every bullet,” Eastlyn concluded. She glanced over at the sheriff’s deputy. “You ready to take a look around?” 
 
    Joe Klein, a ten-year veteran, nodded and took out his revolver. “Sure. I’ll take the lead, though. I’ll go south. You take the area to the north.”  
 
    Behind him, Eastlyn rolled her eyes and watched the deputy head to the back of the house. She looked over at Brogan. “You okay? You look like a scared rabbit.” 
 
    “Can you blame me? I’ll be fine once my heart stops pounding and my knees stop shaking.” 
 
    “Don’t blame you at all. No one likes getting shot at. You should probably get inside until we tell you it’s all clear. Find somewhere to sit down, catch your breath.” Eastlyn stared over at Lucien. “You too. We’ll circle through the woods, then talk.” 
 
    While Eastlyn headed off around the northern part of the house, Lucien bobbed his head toward the porch. “Let’s at least take a seat in the swing.” 
 
    “Not me,” Brogan concluded. “I’m taking the dogs inside where it’s safe. Where’s Maeve? Why isn’t she screaming her head off?” 
 
    “She took your car and went into town to buy groceries, left about twenty minutes ago.” 
 
    Brogan blew out a shaky breath and walked up the steps. “I’m glad she wasn’t here when it happened. She’d be packing her bags for Santa Barbara by now.”  
 
    Lucien chewed the inside of his jaw as they made their way into the main hallway. He let Poppy down, but the dog was as jumpy as ever. “You know, we’ll need to do something about this incident. These kinds of things can’t keep happening if we take on new cases.”  
 
    Brogan eyed the nearest place to sit. She plopped down on the sofa, knees still knocking. “I’m all for that. What exactly did you have in mind? Because Maeve won’t live here if she’s rattled out of her wits by gunshots. And frankly, I can’t even think up a good, decent, logical argument to keep her here if that’s the case. To be honest, I’m having a few second thoughts right about now myself.” 
 
    He sat down next to her, moved closer, slung an arm around her shoulder. “I wouldn’t expect anyone to put up with this.” 
 
    “It’s connected to Tanner, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what I’m thinking. Whoever killed him, came back to scare us off from asking nosy questions. They weren’t aiming to kill us, just make a statement.” 
 
    “How did the shooter know we were looking into it, though? Did someone at the hotel tip somebody off?” 
 
    “Interesting theory. I don’t see Ophelia getting involved like that. And by-the-book Melvin seems too uptight to break the rules.” 
 
    “Who says it’s either one of them? It could be someone else on staff. Word travels. Ophelia isn’t the only desk clerk, and Melvin isn’t the only manager.” 
 
    “True. We need to interview Jerry Langdon face to face and find out who the night manager is?”  
 
    “Which brings us to the idea that whoever Tanner met up with Saturday morning was someone living nearby, either in Pelican Pointe or within a reasonable driving distance from the Sand & Seabreeze Inn. I want to find this person, Lucien. Shooting at us is crossing a line, an extreme, over-the-top thing to do.” 
 
    “Desperate. This person is spooked. It also brings up the question on both our minds. Why shoot at us but kill Tanner with a rock? Why not use that gun to kill Tanner?” 
 
    “Maybe killing Tanner was an impromptu decision. Shooting at us was planned.” 
 
    “I think whoever killed him lured him into a confrontation. I think he got into a fight with somebody.” 
 
    “Whatever the theory, who plans on making the call to Jack to get some extra security around here?” 
 
    “I’ll do it. I want to talk to Jack about installing cameras in those trees. It’s the only way to assure the grounds are covered from the beach to the backyard.” Lucien stood up when he heard rapping on the French doors and went to the kitchen to let Eastlyn and the deputy inside. 
 
    Brogan followed, leaving the dogs napping on the floor.  
 
    “We found footprints under those trees to the right of the property,” Joe Klein stated before stepping into the kitchen. It rained Saturday night. The ground is still muddy. Great place to leave shoe prints.” 
 
    “A size eight and a half shoe,” Eastlyn added, stepping in behind the other cop. “We’ll take plaster cast impressions of those we located, just in case. But the shooter, as Lucien said, is long gone.”  
 
    “Any reason anyone has a bone to pick with you?” Joe asked. 
 
    Lucien glanced in Brogan’s direction before shaking his head at Joe. He wasn’t about to admit to this cop that they were looking into a murder investigation. “Nope. No idea why anyone would be shooting at me. Us.” 
 
    Brogan’s eyes met Eastlyn’s. To add credence to Lucien’s version, she pointed out, “We haven’t even been in the area that long. Lucien about a year and a half and me about four months. Everyone’s been so friendly here.” 
 
    But Joe seemed skeptical. “I’d say the shooter got off at least twenty rounds without hitting you. That’s kinda unusual.” 
 
    Without flinching at the severity of that statement, Lucien stuck his hands in his pockets. “Which is the reason I told Eastlyn that if they’d wanted to kill me, it would’ve been easy enough to do. Chopping wood out in the open, I had to be in the sight line.” 
 
    “Yet, you don’t have a scratch on you.” Joe took out a pen from his uniform shirt pocket before bringing out his incident pad to fill out a report. “Why the scare tactic then? Who would want to put the fear of God in you like this?” 
 
    Lucien lifted a shoulder. “Guns are everywhere these days. Who knows?”  
 
    “Is that your official statement?” Joe wanted to know. 
 
    Eastlyn slid onto one of the barstools. “Look, Klein, why don’t you let me handle the paperwork? This area’s part of my community, my jurisdiction. These guys are neighbors, which means it’s a local issue. I appreciate your response time, but I can take it from here.” 
 
    Joe cocked a brow. “Like the body found here two days ago? I’m aware of current events, Parker, even if this isn’t my usual patrol area. Fine,” he mumbled, tucking his metal clipboard under his arm. “You take care of it. I’ve got better things to do than stand around and get spoon-fed a line of BS.” 
 
    Once Joe headed for the door and was out of earshot, Eastlyn angled her head toward Brogan. “Okay, you didn’t exactly fool Joe. So what’s going on here? What gives? What are you holding back?” 
 
    Brogan crossed her arms over her chest. “It’s likely part of what happened with Tanner Holland.” She held up a hand before Eastlyn could object. “No matter what the coroner rules, Lucien and I think Tanner’s death is suspicious.” 
 
    “But you’re not telling me everything,” Eastlyn charged. She took out her own clipboard with an incident report form attached. “Let’s get this completed, and I’ll get out of your hair. There’s no point wasting anyone’s time if you can’t be straight with me.” 
 
    “You’re upset,” Lucien noted as he leaned against the counter. “Here’s the thing. We don’t want to create animosity between us and law enforcement. We don’t want to get on anyone’s bad side. And we came close Saturday with Brent. Very close. We’re pretty sure you already know we’re looking into Tanner’s death, which means—” 
 
    “It could get prickly,” Brogan finished. “We’re not trying to step on anyone’s toes. But Tanner was an acquaintance of ours, in a way, and his brother hired us to find out what happened to him.” 
 
    “You’ve already started asking questions,” Eastlyn surmised. 
 
    Lucien took out several bottles of water from the refrigerator and handed one off to Eastlyn. “Exactly. And no matter how you size it up, we’ve obviously ruffled someone’s feathers.” 
 
    “With your first inquiry?” Eastlyn offered, twisting the cap off the water. She chugged down a long slug. “Interesting. If you did poke the bear, whoever shot at you, took it to heart—the inquiry. I’d watch my back around here if I were you.”  
 
    “The first step is to bump up security,” Lucien vowed.  
 
    “You guys really intend to be private investigators?” Eastlyn queried. “Because if you’re serious, there’s a case I know about back in Bakersfield that I’ve always wondered if it’s solvable but never got the chance to drill down to see what happened. It’s an old case, a regular whodunit.” 
 
    Brogan traded eager looks with Lucien. “Let’s fill out your incident report, and you can tell us all about it over some lunch. I’ll warm up some of Maeve’s roast beef and make some fresh lemonade.” 
 
    “How does a hot sandwich sound?” Lucien asked, shoving his frame off the counter. “We have potato salad to go with it.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Eastlyn admitted. “I’ll call in a 10-7. Lunch break,” she added when the couple looked puzzled. 
 
    Like they’d done before, Lucien and Brogan split up the chore and got to work preparing lunch.  
 
    Brogan retrieved a glass pitcher from the cabinet and grabbed six lemons from the fruit bowl. After measuring the sugar, she started slicing the lemons while Lucien tossed the beef into a pot on the stove. 
 
    By the time Maeve walked in from the mudroom carrying her groceries, Brogan had switched to slicing the crusty French bread Maeve had made that morning.  
 
    But the housekeeper seemed to sense that something was up. Maeve stared over at the cop. “So it’s true, is it? Someone’s firing guns at the house now. What in the world is wrong with people?” 
 
    Eastlyn sent the older woman a smile. “Word travels fast. It seems these two tipped over a hornet’s nest. Someone doesn’t like the idea of them digging into Tanner Holland’s death.” 
 
    Lucien took the bags out of Maeve’s hands and began to remove the items in the sacks. “Wipe that worried look off your face. I plan to call Jack, get him to install a few upgrades around here. But he’ll want your chicken and dumplings as payment.” 
 
    Maeve clucked her tongue as she gathered up a starched white apron and tied it around her middle. “Fat lot of good that’ll do when we’re under attack. Is this what we can expect with your detective agency? Getting shot at?” 
 
    “That’s what’s weird,” Brogan began. “How would anyone know we were even asking questions at this point?” 
 
    “I take it your grandmother doesn’t know about this sleuthing business,” Maeve muttered. “Delia would have a fit if she did.” She looked over at Eastlyn. “You staying for lunch?” 
 
    “I got invited.” 
 
    Maeve nodded and gently nudged Lucien out of the way to test the meat simmering on the stove. “Good to have an officer of the law at the table, especially considering the circumstances. Imagine me in Murphy’s Market sorting through the potatoes when people start asking me about the uproar back at home.” 
 
    Amused, Brogan got down plates. “We’re sorry you got blindsided that way. We should’ve texted you, but we were a little busy trying not to get shot.” 
 
    For the first time since walking in, Maeve cracked a grin, took the meat off the burner, and started to dish it out onto the freshly sliced bread, open-face style. “I knew you kids would be a great match if you ever got together. But you’re looking for trouble.” She sent Eastlyn a knowing look. “Trouble is what these two used to be. Period. They haven’t changed much. Running their own companies, and they still can’t stay out of hot water for long.”  
 
    Eastlyn watched the comfortable byplay between them, beginning to feel more at home. Leaning back in her chair, the smell of food made her stomach rumble. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “No need to be,” Maeve noted. “We fill bellies around here. If we can’t fix you up with a decent meal, we’ll know the reason.” 
 
    “I bet you have stories you could tell,” Eastlyn remarked. 
 
    “Oh, aye,” said the Irish woman. “I could make a bloody fortune peddling my tales to the weekly rags if I wanted. But who wants to make money hawking trash. They don’t want to hear about the good times or the truth, just the awful stuff that sells. Sex and dirt—mostly lies at that—that’s what the rags prefer to print.” 
 
    Brogan slung an arm over Maeve’s shoulder in a friendly gesture while explaining to Eastlyn, “She’s very protective of our privacy. My second mom.” 
 
    Maeve snorted. “Lot of good trying to take care of you does me when you go upsetting people with your investigating.” 
 
    “Homicide investigations can be a dangerous sport,” Eastlyn cracked.  
 
    Lucien cleared his throat to change the subject. “Let’s hear about what happened back in Bakersfield.” 
 
    “I grew up there. This case stands right at twenty-five years old. It happened when I was a kid, ten maybe. One night, the single mom who lived down the street from us was murdered inside her home. Her son, a boy I used to play with, had gone to an overnight campout with a group of kids from school. I always thought her ex did it. But he had an airtight alibi.” 
 
    “What was that?” Lucien quizzed. 
 
    “Attending a business conference in Miami, clear across the country. Verified and checked several times over the years. Fast forward to me joining the military. Before leaving for Iraq, I had to accept the fact that Marianne’s ex didn’t do it.” 
 
    “When’s the last time you looked into this case?” Brogan asked, knowing full well Eastlyn wasn’t the type of person to let this kind of thing go. 
 
    “Is it that obvious? Christmas. The son, my age now, contacted me to ask if I knew anyone who might be willing to look at it again. Privately. I contacted a detective in the homicide unit there in Bakersfield who basically told me the case was as dead as Marianne Gifford. That was her name. Back when Trace asked me in December, I didn’t know you guys had officially decided to do that type of work, or I would have steered him to you sooner.”  
 
    Lucien shifted in his seat. “That’s the son? Trace Gifford?”  
 
    “Yeah. We stayed in touch until we both joined up. I went to Iraq while Trace ended up in Afghanistan. It’s funny how we both made it through Marianne’s murder then endured the super hell that the Middle East handed us. Life is funny that way, you know? Trace is willing to pay someone to find out who killed his mother.” 
 
    Lucien nodded. “I think we can do this one on the house. What do you think, Brogan?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Really? Thanks. I appreciate it. I’ll get in touch with him tonight, email you what I have on file digitally, then drop off the box containing everything I’ve managed to get my hands on through the years. Don’t get your hopes up, though. It’s not a lot of stuff, a few pictures of the crime scene that Trace confiscated.” She held up her hand. “I didn’t ask how he came by the photographs. I didn’t want to know. They’re about ten in all, so not very many for a murder.” 
 
    “Ten photos from a crime scene? That’s pathetic. But whatever you have would be a place to start,” Lucien declared.  
 
    “You’d be willing to take on the case even though you’re in the middle of Tanner Holland’s?” Eastlyn questioned. 
 
    “Sure. Cold cases that old will take some research, though. Then there’s the deep dive into everyone in Marianne’s circle at the time. It will take patience to track down the people around her back then.” 
 
    “I have a list,” Eastlyn admitted.  
 
    Lucien’s eyes widened. “Why does that not surprise me? Okay, that’s huge. That will definitely shave some time off. What does your gut tell you about it? Did Marianne know her killer? Or was it a random event? A burglary gone wrong?” 
 
    Eastlyn toyed with her last bite of sandwich. “I’ve given this some thought. I think it’s someone she knew. Look, I need to get back on the clock for now. I’d appreciate you keeping this between us. I don’t want the boss finding out I’ve turned to private detectives. He’s a little weird about non-members of law enforcement getting involved in an investigation. Even if this one is old—and in another jurisdiction—I don’t want the Chief giving me a hard time about getting you guys involved.” 
 
    “Your secret is safe with us,” Brogan promised. She stared over at Maeve. “Not a word about this to anyone, right?” 
 
    “My lips are sealed,” Maeve vowed. “I’m like a vault when it comes to keeping secrets around here. You should know that already.” 
 
    “Just making sure,” Brogan clarified. “I don’t want you spilling the beans while thumping the cantaloupes at the market. I know you and your friendly nature tend to let things slip.” 
 
    Insulted, Maeve feigned outrage. She winked for Eastlyn’s benefit. “Like Brogan here doesn’t possess the gift of gab. The girl would talk to a lamp post if she could.”  
 
    Brogan took the dig in stride before locking eyes with Eastlyn across the table. “The point is you have our word that Brent won’t hear anything from us.” 
 
    Lucien rolled his eyes. “Once they get started ribbing each other, you should get out of here while you have the chance. Leave before their vortex sucks you in, and you won’t have the strength to fight it. I have to put up with this twenty-four-seven.” 
 
    Chuckling, Eastlyn got to her feet. “You guys are a riot. You should all come to my house for a cookout weekend after next. Coop loves a good barbecue. And he could tell you a thing or two about solving old murders.” 
 
    That intrigued Lucien. He knew Coop was Cooper Richmond, owner of Layne’s Trains, a toy store in town, and Eastlyn’s husband. “That sounds like a movie trailer tease where we have to wait to see the film in the theater.” 
 
    Eastlyn laughed out loud. “You have no idea. I’m sure the story would make a great movie. But you’ll have to wait for the cookout. It’s Coop’s story to tell. Right now, I need to get back on patrol.” 
 
    “You have everything you need for the incident report?” Brogan wanted to know. 
 
    “I do. From now on, if anything like this happens again, just call my cell phone number.” She rattled it off while Brogan keyed it into her contact list. 
 
    “Got it. Come on. I’ll walk you out to your cruiser. We can discuss your recommendations for the best shooting range in the area.” 
 
    Eastlyn stopped walking and turned to stare at Brogan. “You want to learn to shoot a gun?” 
 
    “I think that might be more productive than slinging rocks at an intruder, don’t you? After what happened today, it certainly couldn’t hurt to be better prepared.” 
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    “What is this, the Old West?” Lucien barked as he paced up and down in the den. “You want to buy a gun? No way. Buy one gun, and it leads to buying more. Pretty soon, we’ll own a gun cabinet full of different weapons. We’re thoughtful, creative, intelligent people who use our brains to solve cases, not handguns. We’re detectives, like Sherlock Holmes, not gunslingers. No way.” 
 
    She let him rant for another ten minutes before finally adding in her two cents, “Calm down. I’m simply suggesting it wouldn’t hurt to have one available to us if we need to defend ourselves from an attack like this morning. What if he comes back? We could keep it in the safe in our bedroom, locked up, away from anyone else. We’d be the only ones with access. Just think about it.” 
 
    “Having a gun wouldn’t have prevented the shooter from taking those pot shots at us. If I’d fired back, I likely wouldn’t be standing here. He had the advantage. Location. Surprise. Anyone sneaking up on you always does. And unless I’d had the gun nearby, it wouldn’t have made a difference. I’m not wearing a sidearm. I’m an artist, not a cop. There was no time to dash in the house, run up the stairs, and open a gun safe, then take out a handgun, then run back down to the backyard, and start returning fire. That makes no sense.” 
 
    Brogan couldn’t argue with the logic of that scenario. “Then what do you suggest we do?” 
 
    “What else? We find the bastard who opened fire, the one we think killed Tanner.” 
 
    She dropped into one of the comfy side chairs by the grand piano, a 1965 Steinway that had belonged to her father. “I suppose you’re right. I got caught up in the moment. Being around Eastlyn Parker always inspires me to act, to do something. She’s such an energy, a bright light. The things she’s accomplished since losing her leg in Iraq are nothing short of amazing. I didn’t even know she wore a prosthetic until Cord mentioned it the last time I had the dogs at the vet. She flies a helicopter for search and rescue. The woman’s a walking legend around here.” 
 
    “I know. And I agree with all of it. I get it. I do. But we should stay focused on the real problem at hand. Jack will be here this afternoon to help us track Tanner’s digital footprint once he left the hotel Saturday morning. By tracking his cell phone, we should be able to figure out where he went before coming here. While Jack works on that, we should walk the property and figure out the best spots to install the security cameras.” 
 
    “You want me to go take a walk with you in the woods?” 
 
    He grinned. “Yeah. I promise I won’t let anything happen to you.” 
 
    Still skeptical, Brogan realized there was no way he could keep that promise. No one could. But, with or without a gun, she wouldn’t let fear keep her from leaving the house, keep her from enjoying what she loved doing. If she let fear take over, she’d give up things like gardening. And what about exploring the woods around the house? She’d stop sitting on the patio and watching the sunsets. Those rare pleasures were the very reasons she loved living here. No, she refused to give in to fear or let anyone keep her from enjoying her long walks on the beach with the dogs.  
 
    Fear would not win as it had with flying. Not this time. She pushed aside the fact that years of therapy hadn’t changed her mind about getting on an airplane.  
 
    But before either could survey camera angles, the doorbell rang, bringing Brogan out of her pep talk with herself.  
 
    “What now? I’ll get it,” Lucien mumbled as he disappeared into the hallway. 
 
    Brogan sat there contemplating the gun issue in her head. She felt like it would be a useful addition to their safety and security. She was still deliberating the pros and cons when Lucien brought Brent Cody into the room. 
 
    “I heard you had some excitement out here this morning,” Brent began.  
 
    “If you call getting shot at the excitement, then yeah,” Brogan joked. “This place is just bursting with activity lately.” 
 
    “Want something to drink?” Lucien offered. 
 
    “Nah. I’ve had my caffeine quota for the day.” 
 
    “What about lemonade?” Brogan offered. “Fresh as of half an hour ago.” 
 
    “Now that sounds good.” 
 
    Brogan bobbed her head toward the kitchen. “Come on, then. Lucien and I were just having a lively discussion about gun ownership.” 
 
    “No need to bring Brent into a family disagreement,” Lucien pointed out as he got a glass out of the cupboard. 
 
    “Before I weigh in, do either of you know anything about handling guns?” Brent prompted. “Have you had any formal training? Are either one of you comfortable holding a firearm?” 
 
    “You load it, then aim and fire,” she quipped.  
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not quite good enough. But look, I just thought you’d like to know that the autopsy results on Tanner Holland are back.” 
 
    Lucien handed off the cold drink. “And?” 
 
    “The coroner found that Tanner sustained injuries from maybe a fall, or they might be consistent with a tussle he had with someone. That someone could’ve conked him on the head with a rock. Now the thing is, we didn’t find a bloody rock at the scene, especially the size that did that kind of damage to his skull, one that would leave a five-inch-long crack. Which is the reason the coroner listed the cause of death as undetermined. Before you go jumping all over that, this is a good thing. He could’ve easily chosen to go with accidental. Undetermined leaves the door open for an investigation. And I understand you found some things out that might’ve prompted your unwarranted visitor.” 
 
    Lucien pulled out a kitchen chair and sat across from Brent. There were a few minutes when he debated whether to tell the cop everything but then decided honesty was the best policy. “We went to the hotel to gather up Tanner’s things at the request of the family. There were no surprises on CCTV. Whoever Tanner met with on Saturday morning, it didn’t happen on hotel property.” 
 
    “You’re sure of that?” 
 
    “I spent two hours looking at the footage from the third floor, where his room was, and the front and back exits to the lobby. Tanner checked into Room 318 on Friday night around eleven-thirty and never left, not until Saturday morning. He never went to get the ice bucket filled or even ordered room service. All I saw was hotel personnel. The timestamps on the video indicate it hadn’t been tampered with, either. I made sure of that. But somebody at the hotel must’ve tipped off our shooter.” He glanced over at Brogan. “We’re convinced of it.” 
 
    Brogan waited to see if Lucien told Brent about the earring or the phone number. When he didn’t, she decided to follow his lead and keep her mouth shut. So while the men batted theories back and forth, she excused herself, grabbed her jacket from the peg, and took the dogs for a walk.  
 
    After attaching the leashes, she went out through the sunroom, past two towering banana trees, and sauntered toward her garden to check the seedlings.  
 
    The idea of finding the bloody rock used to kill Tanner tugged at her. She couldn’t seem to let it go. Maybe it was the challenge that appealed to her, especially since no one else had been able to locate it.  
 
    Odd that the killer would have taken the rock with them. Since she doubted that he pocketed the stone on his way back to his car, that meant the murder weapon had to be somewhere along the rocky shoreline. She just had to find where.  
 
    Combing the beach had always been a joyful thing. But now, she had a purpose as she made her way down to the sand.  
 
    Overhead, dappled sunshine poked through an ever-thinning cloud cover. The dogs—used to feeling the wet earth on their paws—trotted along, dodging the waves. Even this simple scene calmed her fears, empowering her to take control of her life.  
 
    She took off her shoes, let her toes sink into the soft beach. Despite the chill, it felt good to feel the sand beneath her feet.  
 
    She walked past the dunes where they’d found Tanner’s body, then stopped to inspect the closest rocks to the crime scene. But nothing jumped out at her. She found nothing stuck between the stone crevices.  
 
    She headed south, hoping to retrace the same path the killer might’ve taken. But after scouring the beach for half an hour, she came up empty. She plopped down on a cluster of boulders that jettied out a couple of feet over the water.  
 
    Behind her, Stella and Poppy played tag, chasing each other around the base. The waves slammed over the rocks. But to Brogan, it was a soothing sound.  
 
    A male voice came from the adjacent rock. It came off as loud because he had to raise his voice over the sound of the waves. Even though it startled her, she recognized the cadence.  
 
    Scott sat next to her. “Did you ever consider that the killer might’ve tossed the rock into the ocean?” 
 
    She turned her head to glare. “Please don’t do that. Announce yourself or something. Don’t just blurt out a question without warning.” 
 
    “Sorry. Edgy, aren’t we?” 
 
    “We? I was deep in thought. It never occurred to me that the killer got rid of the murder weapon via the water. But it makes sense. Something else, though, is bothering me. Maybe the killer was out here on a boat, waiting for Tanner to show up.” 
 
    Scott’s eyes grew wider. “You’re a natural at this.” 
 
    “I figure the killer orchestrated a meeting somewhere nearby, south of here maybe. But it didn’t go as planned. He let Tanner leave the boat, only to follow him down the shoreline to our house. He started getting nervous about Tanner looking into Michelle’s disappearance, overthinking it. He took the first opportunity he had to bash Tanner’s head in with the best available object he had at the time, a rock. After he does the deed, he has to get rid of it before getting back to his boat, either by tossing it in the ocean or taking it with him.” 
 
    She squinted into the bright sunlight that had popped out from behind a cloud. “The killer could’ve gone through Tanner’s pockets, got rid of his cell phone, and tossed it along with his wallet into the water. But if that’s the way it went down, there are still questions. How did Tanner’s car come to be five miles from here on the cutoff to San Sebastian? How did the killer move it if he left by boat?” 
 
    “They had help?” Scott suggested. 
 
    “You make a terrific sounding board.” 
 
    “I’ve been told I’m an excellent listener.” 
 
    “Among other things,” Brogan mumbled with a smile. “I need to get back. I’d say stop in for dinner tonight, but you’d freak Maeve out, for sure.” 
 
    “She is a high-strung woman. She doesn’t believe in ghosts?” 
 
    “That’s the problem. She’s from Ireland, of course, she does. I once caught her talking to herself. When I asked her about it, Maeve explained that she often had conversations with her dead mother. It made me wonder why mine never bothered to get in touch. Anyway, things are tenuous at best after finding that body. Add in all the gunfire this morning, and I don’t want her bolting back to Santa Barbara.”  
 
    “Maeve wouldn’t do that, and you know it.” 
 
    Brogan’s face broke into a wide smile. “Maybe, but nothing stays the same forever. She might be all talk when it comes to leaving. But I don’t want to scare her either. She’s not as young as she used to be.” 
 
    Scott guffawed with laughter. “That woman will likely outlive everybody. She’s a trooper, that one.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you’re right. I’m not sure what I’d ever do without her. I wouldn’t say I liked it much when Sloane talked Dad into moving out of the house in Malibu. And when Maeve decided to stick with him instead of me, I was more than a little hurt. But I always thought her decision came down to keeping an eye out for Rory. Maeve never trusted Sloane. So after Rory married her, Maeve made it her mission to make sure Sloane didn’t do anything to hurt Dad. The woman was my eyes and ears during those first few months after they all moved.” 
 
    “And you appreciated that kind of loyalty?” 
 
    Brogan climbed down off the jetty’s boulders. “Exactly. Thanks for the new insight. A year ago, who knew I’d be talking to a ghost? Come on, pups. Let’s get back to the house.”  
 
    Brogan watched in amazement as Stella wandered over to sniff Scott’s shoes, a pair of dated trainers. She shook her head at the wonder of life, or rather, in this case, death, the afterlife.  
 
    On the walk back home, Brogan pondered why her mother had never bothered paying her a visit from beyond the grave. Or her father, for that matter.  
 
    “Let it go,” she told herself. “Just be grateful for realizing Scott Phillips didn’t abandon his family or the town even in death. Now that’s a true love story if I ever heard one.” 
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    She carried that thought back to the house. When she stepped back into the kitchen, Brent was nowhere around. She went looking for Lucien and found him in the office huddled over his laptop on a Zoom call with Jack. The two men were discussing how best to get hold of Tanner’s phone records. 
 
    “The chief of police in town is adamant that we stay out of an active investigation,” Lucien shared. “But there must be a way that the Holland family could provide us with Tanner’s account login so that we could access the last forty-eight hours of his phone records. That’s all we’d need.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea. I’ll contact the brother. He seems to be the most eager to get this thing resolved.” 
 
    Brogan scooted a chair in front of Lucien’s laptop. “Hey guys, here’s a thought. What if the killer used a boat to meet up with Tanner? And the two had a heated exchange on the boat. Tanner somehow managed to leave, to get away, but the man followed him down the beach to our house, where he hit him with the rock, then got rid of it by tossing it into the water. The same thing happened to his phone and ID.”  
 
    Lucien set his jaw, rubbed his chin, frowned. “How did the killer get his Navigator five miles away?” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was a perfect theory,” Brogan remarked. 
 
    “But as speculations go, it’s not bad. It might explain how Chloe saw two people arguing and how the murder took place so fast. An altercation onboard the boat might mean Tanner had already suffered injuries. Still dazed from the fight, the rock finished him off.” 
 
    Jack cleared his throat. “Wait a sec. You mean there was an eyewitness?” 
 
    “A teenage girl who was surfing about thirty yards offshore,” Brogan added.  
 
    “That’s not good. Does the killer know that? The cops?” 
 
    “The cops know it. I don’t know about the killer,” Lucien answered. 
 
    “The killer might’ve been a little busy, distracted, intent on murder rather than looking around to notice a witness,” Brogan suggested.  
 
    “You hope,” Jack cautioned. “I wouldn’t want him to go after an innocent person the same way he went after you guys this morning. Look, I need to get on the road. I’ll see you guys later this evening. I pulled off midway there to get some coffee and set up this Zoom call. If I want to get in touch with Jonathan Holland, I need to get off here and do it. Let’s plan on comparing notes over a late supper tonight.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” Lucien ended the call and twisted in his office chair. “The boat thing has me stumped. Why would the killer go to that kind of trouble to make the trip by water unless he knew he was planning to get rid of Tanner permanently?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that. I’m pretty certain that the killer planned to do the deed on the boat, and Tanner put a kink in the plans by getting away before it happened. That’s why the killer had to catch up with him on land. Is the coroner sure that Tanner had only the one wound to his head?” 
 
    Lucien’s fingers combed through his brownish mop of hair. “It’s difficult to do this job and do it well with such limited access to information. Isn’t it possible that every bruise or mark on his body might not show up at the initial autopsy? Don’t some bruises wait several days later for the marks to appear? I’m sure I read that somewhere.” 
 
    “It’s true. I read the same article last fall. What if we talked Jonathan into delaying the shipment of Tanner’s body back to the funeral home in Los Angeles?” 
 
    “Wait and see if more bruises show up? It might work. We’d need to make a trip there to look into the casket ourselves, though.” 
 
    Brogan made a face. “Really? I’ll let you take the lead on that. I’m not looking at a dead body again. And I draw the line at breaking into a morgue.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll get access to the body through legal channels. If nothing else, I’ll ask Eastlyn to get me in there.” 
 
    “Fine by me. You check Tanner out to see if other bruises come to light. I’ll stay here and knit or something.” 
 
    “You knit?” 
 
    “I can knit. I could make you a sweater if I wanted, even a loofah.” 
 
    “A loofah? Why haven’t you?” 
 
    “You don’t wear sweaters. And you don’t use a loofah.” 
 
    “How about a knit cap? I wear knit caps.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll get to work on that right away.” 
 
    He captured her hand before she could walk away. “While that sounds like a terrific birthday present before you take out your finest yarn, let’s take a walk outside and find the best camera angles for the new surveillance equipment.” 
 
    “See? That’s why you don’t already have a sweater. No time to sit around by the fire and create something with my own two hands.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jack arrived in his long, boxy motorhome, a white RV with copper-colored trim that labored and lumbered wherever it went. But the self-contained travel van also acted as his office on wheels.  
 
    Lucien met him on the shoulder of the road. He waved at the giant of a man who sat behind the wheel. 
 
    “You sure it’s okay to park here?” Jack hollered as he stuck his head out and looked around. “I mean, I got your text message, but it looks like you’ve put in some grass.” 
 
    Jack took in the lay of the land, squinting into the sun. “I don’t want to mess up your yard or anything. I almost don’t recognize the place. Last time I was here, this was a construction site. You’ve done an amazing job.” 
 
    The tip of Lucien’s work boot toyed with the gravel on the shoulder of the road until he glanced up and met Jack’s eyes. Knowing their relationship had been fractured by Graeme’s errant behavior, Lucien had tried everything to put it behind them. The two men had agreed months ago to move past any animosity that lingered. But it still felt awkward to interact around each other, especially face to face. “No, it’s fine. I put in a concrete driveway at the side of the house over there just for you. Ripped out the other mobile home foundations that were here for decades. If you pull up to that scrub along the drainage ditch, you’ll see a paved turn-in, a concrete pathway that goes forty yards back. Take that and then drive even with the end of the house. You’ll be able to see the poured cement pad I installed.” 
 
    “You did that for me?” 
 
    “Well, I knew you’d be spending time here or hoped you would. Your RV needed a place to park. Made sense. Anyway, you settle in, then come inside for dinner. No need to knock. Maeve has your chicken and dumplings ready to serve up any time you’re hungry.” 
 
    Moved, Jack took off his ballcap. “I could eat. Listen, Lucien. There’s no need for us to keep feeling weird with each other. We both know Graeme was to blame. And I’m not letting my ex off the hook, either. What happened between those two didn’t have a thing to do with either one of us. It’s time we started acting like it.” 
 
    “But the anger is still inside you. I get it,” Lucien said and meant it. “Graeme’s never gonna change. I’ve been waiting my whole life for him to—” 
 
    “I know that. But he is your dad.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you and me, we’ve been through a lot together. From that first time you picked me up at Kate’s house, riding in the back of that limo to JFK, I knew I could trust you.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Kids and their memories. I remember a sulky boy who refused to talk, who didn’t say a word, just sat there, arms crossed over his chest, puffed up like an enraged toad. You bounded aboard that private jet like you were mad at the world. Can’t say as I blame you. Didn’t speak until we were somewhere over southern Illinois, as I recall.” 
 
    “We played some kind of stupid card game.”  
 
    Jack chuckled. “Yeah. You and your fancy video games. You didn’t know squat about gin rummy.” 
 
    Lucien grinned at the memory. “By the time we landed at LAX, I’d gotten hustled out of twenty bucks.” 
 
    Jack slapped Lucien on the back in a manly gesture of male bonding. “Learned not to play with a seasoned pro, though, didn’t you?” 
 
    “On many levels,” Lucien returned. “So we’re good, for real this time?” 
 
    “We’re solid. Give me twenty to get set up, and I’ll be in for supper.” 
 
    In the kitchen, Maeve was as nervous as a teenager waiting for her prom date. She set the dining room table with their best dishes, a porcelain pattern that had been in the Brinell family dating back to 1930. She’d already brought out the Waterford crystal.  
 
    “I can tell your favorite Irishman is coming,” Brogan teased, scanning the linen-draped tablecloth. “All this for chicken and dumplings.” Before the temper could flare, she quickly added, “Not that your recipe isn’t worthy of the royal treatment.” 
 
    “Nice save,” Maeve grunted, tinkering with the placement of the silverware.  
 
    “I should know by now never to diss your dumplings. They kept me on the chunky side through most of my teens.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You let those girls bully you into believing you were overweight. What child of thirteen should be thinking about such things?” 
 
    Brogan put her arms around the busy Maeve. “You were my rock back then. Still are.” 
 
    Lucien came through the door and stared at the scene between the women. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Brogan muttered. “Just walking down memory lane.” 
 
    Maeve patted Brogan’s arm but hurried back into the kitchen. “I know you mean well, but I’ve got rolls to stick in the oven. Make sure to set out the nice butter crock, the one that goes with the dishes.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Brogan said with a salute as she went in search of the butter dish. Before turning to the built-in china cabinet a few feet away, she stopped, looked at Lucien, then smiled. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll help me locate Maeve’s treasured butter holder.” 
 
    “What’s up with her? If I didn’t know better, I’d think she had a thing for Jack.” 
 
    Brogan patted Lucien’s cheek. “Oh, sweetheart, you don’t know women. She’s captivated, has been for years.” 
 
    “With Jack? Get out. He must be ten years her junior.” 
 
    “Eight,” Brogan whispered, tilting her head in a coy fashion. “When did age ever stop a man from running after a younger woman? Did that ever stop our dads from pursuing younger women? No. So don’t be so sexist. If Maeve wants to use her dumplings to charm the pants off—no pun intended—Jack, then we’re going to help her do it.” 
 
    Lucien made a face and rolled his eyes. “Why would you put that image into my head just before we sit down to dinner?” 
 
    “Hey, if I have to deal with the truth, then so do you. Ain’t marriage grand?” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Brogan didn’t need to coax Maeve into sitting down to dinner with them. The housekeeper had donned her best dress for the occasion, a frilly frock that showed off her legs. With the help of heels and a scoop neckline, the outfit made her look stylish and elegant. She’d pinned up her hair in a sleek upsweep that took ten years off her age.  
 
    Lucien whistled as Maeve made her entrance into the kitchen. “Wow. You look fantastic. What did you do to your hair?” 
 
    “Never you mind,” Maeve muttered, taking the time to check her image in the toaster. She brushed a hand over her reddish-brown locks. “It’s called copper brown. And don’t you say a word about my gray going missing.” 
 
    “Stop fiddling with it,” Brogan pressed, slapping Maeve’s hands away from her head. “Tonight, you could double for Cindy Crawford. And no one’s going to mention gray anything with you looking this gorgeous.” 
 
    Maeve rolled her blue eyes. “Okay, now I know you’re fibbing me. I’ll be sixty in August. I’m not kidding myself.” 
 
    “August is six months away. Tonight you look radiant. Would you believe you’re a Jane Seymour lookalike,” Lucien teased with a wink. 
 
    When Maeve ignored him and began to dish out the main course, Brogan stopped her. “You’re not serving in that knockout of a dress. Lucien and I will handle that chore. All you have to do is look dazzling.” 
 
    “Why do I feel so silly?” Maeve uttered right before the doorbell rang. “Oh, no. He’s here.” 
 
    “I told him he didn’t have to knock,” Lucien mumbled as he took off to answer the door. 
 
    “Why would a man like Jack Milliken be interested in a woman like me?” 
 
    “You mean a bright, feisty, intelligent woman who knows her own mind? I can’t imagine why a man would find that type the slightest bit interesting,” Brogan tossed back. “You’ve traveled. You’ve had amazing life experiences. You’ve met countless celebrities.” 
 
    “So has he,” Maeve pointed out. “He was right there in the house for most of them, sitting three feet away while I dished out food.” 
 
    “How long have you felt this way?” 
 
    “I don’t know, five years multiplied by two maybe. Why am I even doing this? Why do I even feel attracted to him at my age?” 
 
    “Finding love at any age is a gift.” 
 
    Fifty-two-year-old Jack came around the corner, only to stop and stare. “Maeve Calico? Is that you?” 
 
    “It’s me. I thought I’d get out of my apron for once and sit down to dinner with everybody else.” 
 
    “Good idea. I always told Rory you worked too hard pleasing everybody else.”  
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Brogan shooed the two out of the kitchen. “Go sit down. Lucien’s going to pour the wine.” 
 
    “Unless anyone wants a beer,” Lucien offered. 
 
    “I’ll take the wine,” Maeve commented over her shoulder as she headed into the dining room. “But Jack likes his Guinness.” 
 
    “We have Guinness?” Lucien asked.  
 
    Jack gave Lucien a nudge. “Got to love a woman who knows what beer I drink.” 
 
    “I ought to. I’ve served it to you enough times,” Maeve cracked. 
 
    Jack’s face broke into a wide grin. “That you have. And enough late-night snacks to feed an army. Of course, we were like an army, uncouth, undisciplined, and at times, just plain rude.” 
 
    “That describes most of the lot well enough,” Maeve said as she rounded the table and took a seat. “But you were never disrespectful like the others. That’s the truth of it.” 
 
    “I’m sure I had my moments, though.” 
 
    Back in the kitchen, Brogan peered into the refrigerator, brought out two Guinness bottles, and handed them to Lucien. “I assume you prefer this with your dumplings.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, if I’d known we had the stuff on hand. Maeve must’ve done the shopping with Jack in mind. She never bought me Guinness.” 
 
    Brogan cracked with laughter as she dumped the chicken and dumplings into a serving dish before carting it into the other room. She stopped short in her tracks at the doorway. Jack and Maeve were already deep in conversation as if they’d picked up where they left off the last time they had seen each other.  
 
    “They’re flirting,” Brogan whispered to Lucien. 
 
    “Hard to miss,” Lucien murmured as he set a beer next to Jack’s place setting. “Here you go.”  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Brogan and Lucien made several trips back and forth, putting the food out. Each time they compared notes about how friendly Jack acted toward Maeve. 
 
    “Did you ever notice them before behaving so…close?” 
 
    Lucien shook his head. “Nope. This is another side to them I’ve never seen. And one I never expected to see.” 
 
    “Same here. What do we do about it?” 
 
    “Nothing. Jack seems as enthralled with Maeve as she is with him. Isn’t it obvious? They’ve had these ‘intimate talks’ going on for years. They’re discussing stuff I don’t even know about, things that happened before we even arrived in Malibu.” 
 
    “I know. It’s weird. I guess it happened right under our noses, which isn’t that unusual since they’ve known each other for two decades at least. They must’ve spent time together before.” 
 
    “I’d say they’ve slept together.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah. They have that vibe going on. The kind you have when you know the other person really well.” 
 
    “Wonder when it happened?” 
 
    “You want to ask them over dumplings?” 
 
    “No! Let’s just enjoy Maeve’s chicken and dumplings and ignore the sexual tension.” 
 
    Once they served the food, they sat down to dinner. The room seemed charged with sexual energy, a force that radiated off the two like sun flares.  
 
    It was Lucien who brought up the case, interrupting the mood. The change of subject got a disapproving glare from Maeve. 
 
    But Jack was eager to list all of Tanner’s digital footprint data he had on hand. “This is what I know from the guy’s phone. He left L.A. early on Friday morning. He drove up the Coast Highway, his phone pinging along the route at different cell towers until he stopped at an out-of-the-way place called Portola Bay.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “Not a surprise since there are probably less than five hundred people living there. It’s basically an old fishing harbor with a wooden dock and a slew of boats moored in the bay. Some are yachts. Others are just motorboats, fishing trawlers, that sort of thing. The interesting part is that it’s less than five miles from where we’re sitting now.”  
 
    “That might explain Brogan’s boat theory.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Let’s assume Tanner arranged a meeting with someone there. This person lured him on board. They verbally argued. Maybe it even got physical. Somehow, Tanner managed to get off the boat and return to his truck.” 
 
    “No, that can’t be right,” Brogan said. “First, wouldn’t there be text messages between these two, maybe even phone calls showing they’d set up the meeting? Second, if Tanner climbed on board a boat, that boat had to take off heading here. Tanner ended up here. He didn’t drive his car and park it five miles away. That makes no sense. The person responsible for killing him had to play nice until they left Portola Bay. Once they were out in the water, that’s when things got heated.” 
 
    “Yeah. I agree with that scenario,” Lucien remarked. “So let’s say the encounter onboard took place near here as they approached from the south. Maybe the killer had promised Tanner he’d meet with us in the hope of dishing out more information on Michelle Spencer. As they dropped anchor offshore, the killer set the trap into play. By this time, it was too late. Tanner was a sitting duck. They argued, maybe fought, then Tanner somehow made it to shore.” 
 
    Brogan picked up the thread. “Either by swimming or using the boat’s dinghy. I’d vote for the dinghy since his clothing wasn’t that wet when we found him.” 
 
    “So someone lured that young man onto a boat, intending all along to do away with him?” Maeve injected, beginning to get caught up in the mystery of it all. “That’s heartless.” 
 
    “Yep,” Lucien returned, picking up his Guinness bottle. “But unless there were two dinghies, one for Tanner’s escape and one for the killer to pursue him, we’re talking about an implausible scenario, aren’t we?” 
 
    Picking up her wine glass, Brogan shifted in her chair. “There are yachts with multiple dinghies.” 
 
    “Good point,” Jack supplied. “Some of those mega-yachts are longer than a football field.”  
 
    “The two-dinghy theory could scale down to one,” Brogan went on. “What if the altercation didn’t happen until they dropped anchor. They both could’ve used one dinghy to get to shore. That’s where they argued and fought, and things got out of hand.” 
 
    “Either way, it means Tanner knew his killer,” Jack threw out. “He trusted this person enough to believe their ruse because he turned his back on them as he headed down the beach to your house. That’s when the killer attacked.” 
 
    “Then got rid of anything that could identify him,” Lucien continued. “Tossed the murder weapon—the rock—into the ocean and took the dinghy back to the boat. The killer headed back to Portola Bay, where he spotted Tanner’s Navigator in the parking lot and realized he had to get rid of the car. He drove it back north to the cutoff, positioned it to look like Tanner had left it there himself, and was on foot. For whatever reason. That part, we still need to figure out.”  
 
    “It’s simple. The killer didn’t want Tanner’s car to be tracked back to Portola Bay,” Brogan surmised. “They wanted to throw off the cops. Now we just have to figure out who lives there with a connection to both Tanner and Michelle Spencer. Speaking of which, I want to dive into that mystery. How does this actress who’d just made a film with Brad Pitt disappear without a trace? And why did she disappear?” 
 
    Lucien grinned over at Jack with a nod to his wife. “She’s itching to open that can of worms.” 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for,” Jack cautioned. “Jonathan told me that he’s pretty sure Tanner must’ve gotten in touch with someone about Michelle, and it hit a nerve. Jonathan has convinced himself that’s the reason his brother ended up dead. And he might just be on to something. I requested Tanner’s emails. Jonathan’s working on getting access now. He also agreed to notify the medical examiner and try to stall shipping Tanner’s body back home, if that helps any.” 
 
    “It will. The longer Jonathan drags his feet, the more marks and bruising might come to light on the body. We don’t want it to arrive at the funeral home, go through embalming without getting to examine it for signs of a fight.” 
 
    Maeve made a face. “Such talk over dinner.” 
 
    “The chicken and dumplings were out of this world,” Jack told her, laying his hand on Maeve’s for emphasis. 
 
    Lucien cleared his throat. “In the meantime, I say we need to circle back to the hotel and talk to the day manager. That guy named Langdon.” 
 
    “And anyone else who could’ve tipped off the killer,” Brogan added. “I noticed when you were talking to Brent you didn’t mention that you made copies of the CCTV at the hotel.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. I copied it to a flash drive when Melvin wasn’t looking. Mentioned it to Brent slipped my mind.” 
 
    “I’ll bet it did,” Jack charged with a grin.  
 
    Maeve let out a sigh. “Could I tempt anyone with a little coconut cream pie for dessert?” 
 
    “The woman reads me like an open book,” Jack replied, keeping his hand over hers. “Watching CCTV can wait. Bring on the pie. You know it’s my favorite. I was hoping you’d remember.” 
 
    “Of course I remember,” Maeve said, getting to her feet. When Brogan started to rise out of her chair, Maeve held up a hand. “You sit. I’ll handle dessert and coffee.” 
 
    Over a delicious slice of pie laden with meringue and creamy filling, the four reminisced about Rory and all the glory days when Indigo’s music stayed at the top of the Billboard charts for weeks at a time.  
 
    During one of his stories, Jack winked at Maeve. “Remember that time we finished off an entire bottle of Cristal out by the cabana after everyone else had gone to bed. Had to be fifteen years back now.” 
 
    Maeve picked up her coffee and smiled. “Someone had just opened the bottle and left it full. As I went around cleaning and picking up the litter left behind, I hear this voice coming from the pool house. It’s Jack. He motions for me to come over where he’s sitting, pats the seat next to him, and says to take a break. He tells me he’s been sober all evening, watching everyone else party. He knows that I’ve been on my feet all evening going back and forth to the kitchen. He suggests we not let the bottle go to waste. So we didn’t.” 
 
    “The two of us finished off that bottle and then another one and watched the sun come up. Didn’t we, Maeve?” 
 
    “We did indeed. Good thing everybody slept in that day.” 
 
    Jack grinned at the memory. “We sure did.” 
 
    Maeve’s cheeks turned a pale pink. “First time I ever woke up in the pool house.” 
 
    “But not the last,” Jack teased. He glanced over at Brogan. “You guys aren’t the only ones who had an off-again, on-again fling.” 
 
    Brogan turned in wonder to look at Maeve. “You never said a word to me about Jack.” 
 
    “Oh, please. You were still a child when Jack and I first got together, spending the waning days of summer vacation with your grandmother back east, you were. Hence the wild party Rory threw together that night. He never did things like that with you around.” 
 
    “That’s not entirely true. Sometimes Dad’s dinner parties would get out of hand,” Brogan corrected. 
 
    Maeve hooted with laughter. “You think that was out of hand? Oh, the things Jack and I have seen would curl your hair. Women dancing on the tables topless. Gents doing lines of the white stuff.” 
 
    “You could have told me, though, when I got older,” Brogan pointed out. 
 
    “I could have, but by then, it was over. As Jack said, it was a fling, nothing more. We had some good times together, but with the age difference—” 
 
    “Age had nothing to do with it,” Jack declared. “I was afraid if Rory found out, he’d fire you on the spot. Maybe get rid of me, too. He once mentioned to me he didn’t like his employees fraternizing.” 
 
    At the other end of the table, Lucien let out a dubious laugh. “If that wasn’t hypocritical, I don’t know what was.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. But Rory was the boss,” Jack defended. “That was back when I still respected him as a man with principles.” 
 
    Brogan picked up her wine. “Those principles fluctuated depending on the situation. Look, I loved my father, but sometimes his rules could be inconsistent.” 
 
    “Ending things was best all around,” Maeve concluded.  
 
    “Was it? Best year of my life,” Jack muttered before guzzling down the last of his beer.  
 
    “It went on for a year?” Brogan asked in amazement. “And this is the first you’ve seen each other in how long?” 
 
    “Oh, Jack didn’t leave Rory’s employment until that kerfuffle with Graeme. So I’d say it’s been three years, maybe four, since the two of us have had a chance to sit down and talk,” Maeve said, getting up to clear the table. “Probably around the time Rory moved out of Malibu.” 
 
    “That sounds about right.” Jack got to his feet to help. “You guys served dinner. Maeve and I will do the dishes.” 
 
    Brogan and Lucien stayed put. But they could hear the two in the kitchen giggling like teenagers, cutting up, and chatting like old friends. 
 
    “You think you know someone,” Brogan said, sipping her wine. 
 
    “It seems like they enjoyed each other’s company during the time they were together. Jack’s explanation for ending it seems legit, considering Rory’s penchant for cracking the whip. If anyone played loose with the rules, though, it was Rory.” 
 
    Brogan shoved to her feet. “I feel like some music.” 
 
    “I’ll put on a CD.” 
 
    “No, I prefer to do something with my hands.” She led the way from the dining room into the den, where she sat down at the grand piano. In a lively, Elton-John-style series of upbeat songs, she played everything from that artist avoiding anything related to Indigo. She only quit her spontaneous recital when Jack joined them.  
 
    The big man plopped down in a chair. “Tell me about this sixteen-year-old witness. We really should contact the girl’s parents. They need to know the risks involved down the road.” 
 
    “Even if we don’t want to worry a single mom unnecessarily?” Brogan amended. “Paula Bretton is new in town just like we are. She seems overwhelmed running a business and keeping up with a teenager who’s bound and determined to behave like a typical brat.” 
 
    “I’m not willing to take that chance. And knowing you as well as I do, I’d think you’d see the dangers of keeping the circumstances to yourself,” Jack cautioned. “Bottom line. The mother needs to know that her daughter might’ve witnessed a murder so she can decide what steps to take if any.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Brogan agreed. “I’ll go see Paula tomorrow and try to figure out a way to break the news.” She let out a sigh. “Look, something else is bothering me. If Pearce Holland claimed to have strangled Michelle Spencer, someone else must’ve known about it.” 
 
    “Because Pearce never left his home in Los Angeles,” Lucien concluded. “We checked. The man is an alcoholic and depends on a driver wherever he goes. Jonathan says he was home all weekend.”  
 
    “And if Tanner didn’t drive up here to meet his father, that means a third party knows what happened to Michelle. I hate to be the clog in the wheel here, but someone needs to dedicate some serious research time to find out what happened to her. I know I sound like a broken record, but we need to know if Michelle left Hollywood on her own or met with foul play. To me, Michelle is the essential piece of the puzzle. Until we can determine if she’s alive or dead, we’ll never solve Tanner’s murder.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Lucien said in agreement. “We need to split the investigation into two parts. There’s Tanner, and then there’s Michelle. We find out all we can about Michelle, what she did leading up to her disappearance, who she hung out with other than Pearce Holland, and who had a grudge against her.” 
 
    “Since it seems I’m more interested in Michelle than Tanner, I’ll do it,” Brogan volunteered. “It fascinates me how someone can disappear without a trace.” 
 
    Jack shifted in his chair. “Go for it. Any bets on whether she’s alive?” 
 
    Brogan shook her head. “Nope. I think Pearce Holland knew what he was talking about.”  
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    Brogan got up the following day, hoping to spend some necessary quality time with her plants in the greenhouse before jumping into Michelle’s background.  
 
    Lucien had taken off at the crack of dawn to his studio to get in a few precious hours of creative time working on a table he’d designed from the tree stump he’d hacked apart the day before.  
 
    She barely remembered him crawling out of bed before falling back to sleep.  
 
    That was two hours ago. Now, she made her way downstairs, not even bothering to change out of her pajamas. The kitchen clock on the wall read seven-oh-five, which meant it was ten-oh-five back east.  
 
    “Better check emails just in case Brinell Steel is falling apart,” she mumbled to herself. While she waited for her laptop to boot up, she wondered about Maeve. There was no sign of the housekeeper anywhere. But then she decided it was none of her business. If Maeve wanted to use Jack for her boy toy, who was she to raise a stink? She liked Jack. She only hoped he wouldn’t somehow end up hurting Maeve. 
 
    After logging into her account, she realized she had a necessary chore she’d been putting off for much too long. Talking to Paula was the one thing on her to-do list she dreaded the most. 
 
    “How do I tell a mom her chick might be at risk,” Brogan muttered as she realized Maeve had already made coffee.  
 
    After getting down an oversized mug from the cabinet, she filled it up and stood there looking out onto the patio. The thought of going into town, explaining things to Paula, laying out the situation could get tricky. And she didn’t know the woman all that well or how Paula might react. 
 
    Before she could do much more than ponder those things, she spotted Chloe making her way up from the beach to the backyard through the lemon trees. The girl had her backpack slung over her shoulder. 
 
    “What on earth?” Brogan murmured as she met the teenager at the French doors. “Shouldn’t you be heading to school right about now?” 
 
    Chloe gave her that same fed-up look that teenagers the world over have been perfecting since the dawn of civilization. “Why do adults always freak out about missing a few classes? Who cares if I’m not up to speed on how a stupid bill gets through Congress?” 
 
    Brogan’s eyes flashed. “If you don’t know the importance of learning about government and how it works, then you’re not as smart as you look. Civics class is a must if you want to live life as an informed citizen. What are you doing here so early anyway?” 
 
    Chloe bristled at the criticism but marched into the house anyway. “I know stuff.” 
 
    “Really? How many branches of government are there?” Brogan fired back, not in the mood for a sulky sixteen-year-old this early in the day. 
 
    The teenager dodged the question. “Got any coffee? I left the house without my jolt of caffeine.” 
 
    Brogan bobbed her head toward the coffee pot. “Help yourself. Cups are in the cabinet over the coffeemaker. Cream in the fridge, sugar on the counter. But then you’re so smart, I’m certain you can figure that out, right?” 
 
    Chloe seemed to get the message that she needed to bank the attitude. “You said I could drop by any time.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t give you an open invitation to cut class to do it. Did you walk up here?” While Brogan watched the girl fix her coffee, adding enough sugar for three people, she concluded that something else was going on. She waited for Chloe to get to the point. 
 
    “The trip up here is a nice jog. And you can’t beat the view along the beach.” 
 
    “No argument there. The coastline is gorgeous,” Brogan said. “Now tell me, what else is on your mind? Chloe? You didn’t decide to skip school for a cup of coffee at my house.” 
 
    Chloe stalled over the rim of her coffee. The girl seemed antsy. “I need to talk to someone. This whole thing is driving me crazy. It’s beginning to get to me.” 
 
    “What is? Is something wrong at school?” 
 
    “School is the least of my problems. The truth is harder to talk about than I thought. It’s tough to admit I have a liar for a mom. She wants me to keep up this ruse, but I can’t do it. My mother’s been lying to all of you since we got here. She’s been lying to the whole town. We didn’t leave Portland because my dad died. We left because my mother had a whacked-out ex-boyfriend who kept stalking her. Us. He kept showing up in the middle of the night, making all kinds of threats. He even showed up at my school for five days straight, lurking across the street. Once, he tried to force me into his car. That’s when my mom decided to leave. After spending an entire day in court last August, we changed our name. We loaded up everything we owned into a U-Haul truck and headed south to California. But I’m not convinced that Jeff can’t find us here. And it’s driving me crazy. I keep thinking someone’s watching me. I feel like I did back in Portland. No matter where I go or what I do, I’ve got it into my head that he’s here somewhere.” 
 
    That’s the last thing Brogan had expected to hear. She slumped against the counter. “Wait a minute. You’re saying this ex is still out there, right? Is he your father?” 
 
    “No! Absolutely not. My dad did die, but it happened four years ago. About a year later, that’s when Mom met Jeff. For three years, it’s been a stressful, awful relationship. My mother should’ve tossed him to the curb the first time he hit her. But she didn’t. Why do women put up with that?” 
 
    Brogan didn’t answer but moved over to her open laptop. “What’s his full name?” 
 
    “Jeffrey Dale Hardison. We don’t even think that’s his real name. And believe me, he’s nothing like my dad. Dad was a sweetheart, whereas Jeff is a bully and a psycho. Mom can sure pick a loser.” 
 
    Brogan brought up a website she knew Jack routinely used to do background checks and typed in the name. Within a few minutes, a long list of offenses and priors popped up. “I don’t like the looks of this.” 
 
    One of the French doors opened, and Maeve walked in, followed by Jack. The couple seemed all smiles until Jack peered over Brogan’s shoulder. “Whoa. Who’s that?” 
 
    “You wanted to meet the witness. Chloe, this is Jack Milliken and Maeve Calico. Jack’s a security expert.” Brogan went into a detailed account of what Chloe had just told her. “It seems Paula’s tried to keep a lid on this for all these months. But this is a bad guy. Look at how many times he’s been arrested. His rap sheet reads like a wannabe gangster’s.” 
 
    “I see that.” 
 
    “What do we do about it?” Chloe asked, her voice trembling. “I know my mom thinks we’re safe here. But I’m not so sure.” 
 
    “You have a right to be afraid,” Jack noted, studying the information on the computer screen. “Jeffrey Hardison’s been arrested for assault seven times. He’s served time in prison, on and off again since he was seventeen. I doubt this guy will leave you and your mother alone willingly. I don’t mean to scare you, but—” 
 
    “Why do you think I’m here? I can’t sleep. I can’t focus on my schoolwork. I can’t do much of anything without thinking about this guy showing up unannounced.” 
 
    “For starters, I’ll get dressed,” Brogan said. “Then we’ll go have a heart-to-heart talk with your mother.” 
 
    “But she’ll be furious that I told you.” 
 
    “Jeffrey’s only half the problem,” Brogan mumbled as she headed back upstairs. She turned to Jack. “Give me twenty minutes, then call Lucien. Have him meet us at the coffee shop. It’s time Paula realizes she has friends.” 
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    After Brogan had finished explaining things to Paula, the woman turned the “Closed” sign around on the front door of The Perky Pelican. 
 
    Panicking, Paula stood in the middle of an empty café wringing her hands. “I’ve sunk every penny I have into this place. If Jeff shows up now, he’ll ruin everything. He’s already stolen ten thousand dollars from me. He’s already caused enough heartache and pain. Now you tell me there’s a separate danger to Chloe. How the hell do I get myself into these situations? Why do I keep making such bad decisions? Why doesn’t anything ever work out?” 
 
    “You got out of Portland and away from this guy,” Jack pointed out. “That’s a serious first step, one that couldn’t have been easy to make. Now we just have to keep you and your daughter safe.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” 
 
    “First, get a restraining order,” Lucien began. “Next, stop by the police station and let the cops know this guy is out there, put them on notice. Brogan looked this guy up online and discovered that Hardison has two outstanding warrants, one from Portland . for assaulting a former girlfriend. He waited outside a big box store and beat her up. The other warrant is from a small town east of there. Brent Cody needs to know that.” 
 
    With Chloe’s help, Brogan took over for Paula behind the counter to make everyone coffee. She slid a cup across the counter. “You and Chloe deserve some peace of mind. Neither of you should have to worry whether Jeffrey Hardison will bother you at home or come through that door armed, in front of a roomful of customers and make a scene. You have the right to live your life without worrying about an ex-con. That’s right. Hardison has served multiple stints in prison.” 
 
    Paula slid onto one of the barstools at the counter. Holding her face in her hands, she let out a moan. “That’s just it. Making a scene is the least of it. Jeff gets violent if you look at him the wrong way. He’s a monster. I sold my house for less than it was worth because of him. I got out of town, so he would no longer have access to Chloe, so he wouldn’t continue to threaten to hurt her to keep me in line.” 
 
    Brogan sipped her coffee and studied Paula over the rim. “You two should really get on the same page. Chloe is worried about him hurting you.” She sent the teen in question a sidelong glance. “Don’t even think about denying it. You wouldn’t have reached out to me otherwise.”  
 
    Chloe went over and wrapped her arms around her mom. “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t keep the secret any longer. Here lately, I’ve felt like someone is watching us. I was scared Jeff had found us, and I didn’t know what to do. Brogan seemed the best person to trust who would listen. We can’t keep lying to everyone.” 
 
    Paula rested her head on Chloe’s chest. “It’s okay. I shouldn’t have asked you to lie in the first place. Which proves mothers don’t always make the right choices.”  
 
    Lucien leaned his elbows on the counter toward Paula. “Don’t dwell on the bad decisions. Do something proactive now. Make law enforcement aware of the situation. Get the restraining order filed in court. Then, if they do reach out to Hardison, they’ll arrest him on the outstanding warrant.” 
 
    “That’s the legal part of it,” Jack added. “I can get a few men up here to watch your house and business. Make sure Chloe gets to school safely and back home in the afternoon. It takes care of two things—Hardison showing up and the unknown killer who thinks Chloe might’ve witnessed something on the beach.” 
 
    Paula’s eyes teared up and tracked around the room from one face to the next. “Why are you helping me like this?” 
 
    Brogan reached across the Formica countertop and patted Paula’s hand. “It’s what neighbors do when someone needs help. People here have been good to us. We’re paying that forward.” 
 
    Paula’s lips curved up. “Maybe I did pick the right town after all. I just don’t want Jeff knowing where we are. Surely you can understand that.” 
 
    “Absolutely. But it doesn’t fix the problem. I’ll go with you to the police station,” Brogan offered. “We’ll explain everything to Brent in detail. I’m certain that over his long career, this isn’t the first time he’s dealt with this sort of man.” 
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    There were papers to fill out, statements to give, and documents to file with the court. But when you had lawyers on retainer who would drop whatever they were doing to file motions, you could get things done in a hurry. 
 
    Barry Upton—a high-priced entertainment lawyer who knew the legal system like the back of his hand—appeared before a local judge to plead Paula’s case. Fifteen minutes later, Barry walked out with the restraining order in place.  
 
    But Paula and Chloe remained skeptical. Even with two security guards stationed around them and the stay-away order granted, their fear persisted. It lingered with Chloe at school and while Paula went about her ordinary day serving customers. 
 
    While Jack headed back to the hotel to interview the staff, Lucien remained behind with Brogan at The Perky Pelican. The two sat in the corner of the shop on their laptops, answering emails, sipping macchiatos over ice, and looking for anything online about Michelle Spencer.  
 
    After doing a background check on the actress, they still had scant information to work with, mainly because Michelle had left home at seventeen to try her luck in Hollywood. They discovered that tidbit from the only interview Michelle ever gave to a celebrity magazine. Seven weeks later, she was gone. 
 
    “We know she grew up in Tucson, Arizona, in foster care,” Lucien recited. “Tracking down her family is damn near impossible, though, without doing a total genealogy breakdown. And that could take months, even years. Too many people in Arizona with Spencer for a last name to narrow it down.” 
 
    “At least she kept her birth name when she signed on to do her first picture,” Brogan noted. “But other than that, I’m coming up empty on reliable information. The last known sighting that I can verify is the day before she went missing. October 14th, she goes out to dinner with Pearce Holland at a restaurant in Santa Monica. There’s a newspaper clipping about the two of them showing up at a grand opening. Here’s the photo of the couple.” Brogan tilted her screen so Lucien could see. 
 
    He stared at the odd-looking pair—an older man with a disinterested glare, holding a cigar, sitting next to a much younger, gorgeous blonde, mugging for the photographer. “Now there’s an example of what’s wrong with Hollywood. Young starlet sleeping with the older-than-dirt director.” 
 
    “Maybe she really loved him.” 
 
    “Then why did he kill her?” 
 
    “Good point. Well, I’m not coming up with anything after the appearance at the restaurant, nothing. And we’ve already been at this for hours. How can a twenty-two-year-old woman, full of life, just disappear off the face of the earth like that?” 
 
    Lucien shook his head. “Her social security number hasn’t been used. Nor have any of her credit cards. She left a hundred thousand dollars in a bank account that she never touched. Michelle is dead. There’s no way she would’ve walked away willingly without her money. But the strangest thing of all is that I can’t find a single missing person report ever filed on a Michelle Spencer anywhere in Los Angeles or Orange County.” 
 
    “That’s because she was in Hollywood without family,” Brogan concluded. 
 
    “That’s sad. I did locate an aunt listed as a relative when Michelle was six and first placed into care. The aunt was living in Kansas at the time.” 
 
    “Then let’s reach out to the aunt.” 
 
    “No can do. The aunt died two years ago. Breast cancer. I found the obituary online.” 
 
    Brogan let out a disgruntled sigh. “Dead ends. Somebody has to have missed this woman. Michelle had to have had friends at the time who noticed she was gone, right?” 
 
    “You’d think.” 
 
    “But what if she didn’t? What if the person who caused her to disappear had cut her off from everyone she knew? She’d been in Hollywood five years. She had to have made some connections other than Pearce Holland.” 
 
    “Let’s face it, Pearce had that kind of clout, though. He could’ve told anyone anything, and they would’ve believed that Michelle took off.” 
 
    “How do we prove she’s dead, though? How? Are we in over our heads with this one?” 
 
    “Never. We’ll dig until we come up with something. Trust me.” 
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    By six-thirty that evening, Jack had finished supervising all the camera equipment installation around the property.  
 
    In the alcove upstairs where Lucien wanted the security monitors set up, Jack went over the procedures, the passwords, and how the entire system worked.  
 
    When Maeve called everyone to the table for supper, she had a word of caution for all of them. “They’ll be no shop talk at the table tonight. You can discuss it all afterward. But mealtime should be enjoyed, not rushed or worrisome. You’ll not ruin my pot roast with talk about murder.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Lucien stated.  
 
    In response, Maeve pretended to go after Lucien with her wooden spoon. “You know I’m right. If you get carried away with everything that happened today, you’ll be working yourself up in a knot.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Jack said. “That stuff about Michelle Spencer is enough to put you off food altogether.” 
 
    Maeve glared at Jack. “Didn’t I just say not to talk about murder?” 
 
    Jack nodded and plopped down at the table. He held up his hands. “I won’t say another word about it.” 
 
    “Not likely,” Maeve muttered. “But at least I tried.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell us about your day?” Brogan suggested to the housekeeper, hoping to get the men out of the doghouse. 
 
    Maeve unfolded her napkin before placing it across her lap. “Since you asked, I had a nice chat with Eastlyn Parker when she dropped off a boxful of stuff. She said you were expecting it.” 
 
    Brogan traded glances with Lucien. “The Marianne Gifford case, a murder we’re not allowed to discuss at the dinner table.” 
 
    Maeve’s lips bowed up. “You’ll not get me to bite on that one. Anyway, Eastlyn told me that Brent received a complaint about the three of you.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Jack prompted. “The complaint originated from Langdon, the day manager at the Sand & Seabreeze. Am I right?” 
 
    Maeve’s eyes glistened. “You are. Hit a sore spot, did you?” 
 
    “Sounds like I leaned on him a little too hard, which I will discuss after I inhale this delicious dinner.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Maeve cracked. “Although I’m a bit curious about what happened.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what happened,” Lucien began. “Someone, likely our killer, was paying Langdon to spy on Tanner and keep them apprised of his movements during his stay.” 
 
    Jack looked across the table at Lucien. “Not only that, but the killer must’ve had inside information about where Tanner intended to book his reservation. Remember, according to Jonathan, this wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment thing to come up here. They’d planned it days in advance.” 
 
    Brogan frowned. “That means it started back in Los Angeles. Stands to reason since the entire story begins there. Someone close to the Hollands was well aware Michelle’s name came up.” 
 
    “Exactly. The killer somehow knew that Tanner and Jonathan were about to embark on an odyssey—Michelle Spencer style. Someone decided the brothers were opening up a can of worms that needed to remain sealed,” Lucien concluded. 
 
    Maeve picked up her wine glass. “I’m so glad we’re not discussing a case.” 
 
    “You brought it up,” Lucien charged with a grin. 
 
    “You did,” Jack accused Maeve with a squeeze of her hand. “If you want, we can switch to discussing basketball. The Lakers are sure to beat the Suns tonight at Staples Center.”   
 
    Maeve snickered with laughter. “Let me see. We either talk about sports or murder. Murder is only slightly more fascinating.” 
 
    “Murder is always fascinating,” Lucien contended. “Did Eastlyn say anything about meeting me at the morgue?” 
 
    Maeve shuddered at the idea of that. “She mentioned nothing about viewing dead bodies.” 
 
    Without missing a beat, Jack went into what happened at the hotel. “I got stonewalled by Langdon, never got past the front desk. He didn’t seem to care about Tanner getting murdered. He just clammed up and wouldn’t talk to me. I’m pretty sure he knew we were on to him, though. After dinner, I plan to run him through the computer, see what he’s hiding.” 
 
    “If we’re in trouble with Brent, then we should expect a knock on the door soon,” Brogan added.  
 
    “But he never brought up Langdon when you were at the police station today with Paula,” Lucien pointed out. 
 
    Brogan twisted in her chair. “That’s true. He had the opportunity to lay into me after Barry took Paula into the conference room for consultation. Brent and I were alone for about twenty minutes. He never said a word about a complaint the whole time. Maybe it happened after we left. What time did Eastlyn drop the box off?” 
 
    Maeve’s brow furrowed in thought. “Maybe a half-hour after court ended.” 
 
    Lucien clinked his wine glass to Brogan’s. “There. It means Brent didn’t take Langdon seriously.” 
 
    “I suppose. But it sounds like there might be a network of people who don’t want Michelle’s disappearance to see any daylight.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Well, Pearce doesn’t want to talk about it. Obviously. His current wife—what was her name? —Charlene probably wants him to shut up about it. Then whoever caught wind that Tanner and Jonathan were looking into this wants it hushed up and will do whatever it takes to make it happen.” 
 
    “By the way, before I forget, the forensic team I lined up will be here first thing tomorrow morning to go over the Navigator. Just don’t go getting your hopes up. Whoever killed this guy probably wore gloves. They probably had help moving the car. They wouldn’t go making mistakes like leaving DNA behind.” 
 
    Lucien pushed his plate to the side and leaned back. “I figure it’s a long shot, but we have to try. Tonight, Brogan and I intend to delve deeper into Michelle Spencer’s final days leading up to October 14th, the day before she went missing.” 
 
    “Not easy to do,” Brogan assessed. “Especially when she doesn’t even appear in her high school yearbook back at Sahuaro High. Lucien and I got this crazy idea to watch her only film and go through the credits, take notes, see if anyone who worked on the set remembers her or who she hung around with during the shoot.” 
 
    Jack took a slug from his bottle of beer. “That’s not a bad idea. That film wrapped a few short months before she went missing. Didn’t they release it almost a year afterward?” 
 
    “According to the internet, she shot the film over the summer, and it was released the following year, so about nine months went by between the time it wrapped and its release.” 
 
    Maeve clucked her tongue. “Poor girl. She never got to enjoy the fame of being a movie star.” 
 
    “I wonder if Brad would remember her,” Lucien wondered.  
 
    “Worth a try to ask,” Brogan prompted. 
 
    Jack dropped his fork. “You have Brad Pitt’s phone number?” 
 
    “Yeah. We traded numbers at a party once in London over the host’s horrible taste in artwork.” 
 
    Brogan laughed out loud. “That was three years ago, maybe four. He’s probably had a dozen numbers since then.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. But if it’s changed, I’ll call in a favor to get the most recent,” Lucien said, shoving to his feet. “Michelle’s case deserves resolution.” 
 
    “And some recognition,” Brogan added, getting to her feet, as well. “At the very least, the woman deserves some acknowledgment from someone that she ever lived at all.” 
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    They spent the evening watching Michelle’s only on-screen performance while they waited for Brad to return Lucien’s phone call.  
 
    Brogan had located the ten-year-old movie at a bargain price on one of the streaming platforms. Lucien had popped popcorn, and they sat curled up on the sofa to view the non-stop action dramedy. That’s what critics called it. Michelle played a quirky young woman who helped Pitt escape the thugs who pursued him across Europe.  
 
    “Michelle had talent,” Brogan noted as the credits rolled. “She could’ve been a huge name one day.” 
 
    Stretched out on the sofa with his head in Brogan’s lap, Lucien sat up on his elbows when one name popped up on the screen. “Did Jonathan mention his father directed her in this movie?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. But it’s not surprising. The two were having an affair. Weren’t they?” 
 
    “It’s something to find out one way or the other. We shouldn’t just assume the two were a couple because of a photograph.” 
 
    “But you can’t rule out the article I found that shows they went to a restaurant opening the night before she went missing. Studios stopped doing that sort of thing for press years ago. Pearce and Michelle looked like a couple to me.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t prove they were in a relationship,” Lucien noted, pausing the video to jot down names of the cast and crew. “Let’s get familiar with some of these costars and get in touch. It won’t hurt to ask around.” 
 
    Intrigued by that, before heading upstairs to bed, Brogan insisted on hunting for a few email addresses to get them started. She began with top billing and went down the list of credits. Using a membership app the Screen Actors Guild offered, she found contact information for each actor. She composed a general inquiry, then sent the identical message to each cast member who had worked on the film with Michelle. 
 
    “If that doesn’t work, we’ll try the production crew. I have several union contacts who can put me in touch with the lighting technicians, set decorators, and carpenters. They always know the down and dirty details, the juiciest tidbits about who’s sleeping with whom.” 
 
    “We make a good team,” Lucien said, yawning. “I’m beat.” 
 
    Brogan looked over at Poppy curled up next to Stella. Both dogs had conked out, fast asleep. “You know, we don’t have to wait up until your actor friend decides to call back.” 
 
    Lucien grinned. “Let’s face it, Pitt could be anywhere in the world tonight in a different time zone, far, far away.” 
 
    As it turned out, Lucien had fallen asleep by the time Brad returned his call. Groggy, Lucien managed to catch up on life issues with the actor before bringing up the reason for reaching out—Michelle Spencer. 
 
    Twenty minutes later and now wide awake, Lucien got up to pace the bedroom. He relayed the gist of the conversation to a sleepy Brogan. “Even after ten years, Brad remembered her. He had nothing but nice things to say about the newbie on set. It seems he recognized her talent. And he definitely got a vibe that Michelle and Pearce were involved. He says Michelle wasn’t serious about anyone or anything that didn’t further her career. His words. She was young, enthusiastic about her work, and laser-focused on her next gig, a huge role that just happened to be another Pearce Holland movie project.” 
 
    Brogan rearranged her pillows and sat up, leaned back against the headboard. “Ah. The oldest known way to climb the ladder of success is to attach yourself to someone with the power to make it happen. Michelle found that power in Pearce.” 
 
    “Brad didn’t say that, but yeah. Michelle seemed like any other eager starlet whose only goal was to be a huge movie star. Nothing else stood out to him.” 
 
    “Did he know anything about when she disappeared?” 
 
    “That’s the other part. Once the film wrapped, he never heard from Michelle again, typical with an unknown talent like Michelle’s. He did wonder why she wasn’t around for the premiere, though. Brad asked, but no one seemed to know.” 
 
    “Sad. Michelle going missing didn’t even rate a news story.” 
 
    “Still hasn’t. It seems no one cared enough to look for her.” 
 
    “I knew Hollywood could be cold and cruel, but I had no idea a beautiful actress could be that invisible. You’re suggesting that people she knew might not have even realized  she met with foul play.” 
 
    “It’s possible.” 
 
    “Let’s see if any of my emails get a response from the people who worked with her. Do we even know where she lived at the time? Was she living with Pearce Holland, or did she have her own place? If so, what happened to the stuff in her apartment? Her belongings? It doesn’t make much sense that a person could vanish so easily, does it?” 
 
    “There are several things that keep bugging me. If Pearce is her killer, then what did he do with her body? Getting rid of a body is no easy task. Did he have help? And if so, who is keeping that awful secret? There are so many unanswered questions.” 
 
    “Whoever killed Tanner knows the secret about Michelle. Of that, I’m certain,” Brogan muttered, tossing the covers back. “I’m thirsty. Want something to drink?” 
 
    “Nah, it’s too late.” Still pacing back and forth, Lucien went to the window and pulled back the curtain. One glance toward the orchard, and he caught a glimpse of Jack walking hand in hand with Maeve as they strolled toward the cottage. “Come look at this.” 
 
    Brogan peered over his shoulder. “Wow. Moonlight and Maeve. Who would’ve thought? I’m still having a tough time coming to terms with this new Maeve.” 
 
    “Better get used to it. They look like they might be serious this time around.” 
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    Jack and Lucien watched the forensic team of three go over the Navigator. But it didn’t take long to realize there was very little to find.  
 
    “Brogan was right. There’s nothing of evidentiary value in it,” Lucien stated with a lump of disappointment lodged in his throat.  
 
    Jack stuck his hands in his pockets. “We might get a fingerprint if we’re lucky.” 
 
    “Don’t count on it,” one of the techs tossed out. “It’s been wiped clean once. There’s a filmy residue on the steering wheel and the console. We did manage to pick up a palm print.” 
 
    Lucien chewed his lip. “Probably belongs to the brother. He’s the one who drove the vehicle back from the police impound lot in Santa Cruz. You’ll need to eliminate Jonathan Holland. Let me know if there’s a problem getting him to cooperate.” 
 
    “Will do. There is one odd thing. Someone left the driver’s seat pulled up under the steering column to indicate a shorter driver. In my experience, men usually don’t do that.” 
 
    “Really? Then how did Jonathan drive it back like that?” 
 
    “I’ll ask,” Jack said, holding up his cell phone. “I’ll simply ask Jonathan if he fiddled with the seat at any time.” 
 
    There was a gap in conversation as Jack walked off to make the call while Lucien oversaw the forensic extraction.  
 
    One technician focused on downloading Tanner’s GPS, saving the data onto a flash drive. The other two techs bagged hairs from a vacuum, then separated the fibers. They would use the samples back at the lab. 
 
    “I’m impressed with these guys,” Lucien told Jack when he’d finished his call with Jonathan.  
 
    Jack inched toward the Navigator. “The company has a stellar reputation in the industry because they only hire the cream of the crop. At least that’s what I was told. Jonathan says he didn’t touch the seat, although it was obvious that somebody had messed with Tanner’s normal settings. You told him not to touch anything, and Jonathan claims he followed your instructions, even though it was uncomfortable driving from Santa Cruz squeezed up against the steering wheel.” 
 
    “Do you believe him?” 
 
    “Sure. Don’t you?” 
 
    “I guess. If someone shorter did drive the car, then that might be huge.” Lucien angled toward Jack. “Look, since there’s nothing much to do here when the tech guys leave, Brogan and I decided last night to pay a visit to Portola Bay. That’s where we know for sure Tanner’s phone pinged Saturday morning when he would’ve boarded the boat. We need to check the place out, maybe take photos of the boats in the harbor for checking names and registrations later.” 
 
    “Want me to come with you?” 
 
    “Nah. I’d like you to hang around town and make sure Paula and Chloe are squared away. If the two guys we hired are working out, then head back here and keep an eye on the place, especially with Maeve here alone.” Lucien took out the keys to his truck, tossed them to Jack. “Take the pickup. We’ll make the trip in Brogan’s SUV.” 
 
    “Okay.” When Lucien remained standing in the same spot, Jack leaned closer. “What else is on your mind? I recognize that worried look on your face. You might as well get it off your chest.” 
 
    “This thing with Maeve...” 
 
    Jack grinned. “Tell Brogan there’s no need to worry. I’m not in the habit of being stupid twice. I won’t break her heart. There’s something about getting to my age and realizing what’s important in life. Maeve’s important to me.”  
 
    “Good to know. I just don’t want to see her hurt.” 
 
    “You know the age difference is no big deal, right? I’m fifty-two, she’s a young fifty-nine. Seven years is nothing when we have so much in common. That hasn’t changed much since the old days.” 
 
    “What went wrong?” 
 
    “I was an idiot.” Jack pointed a finger at Lucien. “Don’t say a word. You’ve been an idiot too many times to count.” 
 
    “Did I say anything? Nope. No argument from me.” 
 
    “Good. Then go about your business and don’t worry about Maeve. She’s in good hands.” 
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    The rocky, shallow inlet known as Portola Bay seemed like a step back in time. The sleepy harbor town looked like it might have been stuck in the 1960s, unable or unwilling to add modern amenities. Cell service was spotty in places, but residents didn’t seem to mind the inconvenience. 
 
    The main drag consisted of a stone Gothic-style church on the corner, an old bank building, a general store, a lumberyard, a small standalone café next to an even smaller ice cream parlor, and a separate building that housed the post office.  
 
    The heart and soul of the town was the harbor, where boats of all different sizes bobbed in the bay. Although it didn't provide much of a spot to sunbathe, a narrow spit of sand served as a park and a beach area. It seemed better suited as a picnic place where mothers could pack a lunch and watch their kids play on the merry-go-round. 
 
    Brogan stood on the wooden boardwalk, scanning the harbor through her camera lens. “If the idea is to take pictures, what am I looking for exactly?” 
 
    “Yachts, big showy boats, any type usually attached to the wealthy. Make sure you get the name of the boat and any identifying registration numbers.” 
 
    Brogan looked skeptical. “So Tanner’s fight didn’t occur onboard a fishing trawler?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. An actor with his clout would’ve been used to the best. He might’ve balked at willingly getting on board a trawler with a stranger. But a nice, shiny yacht, he let his guard down for that, trusted the person implicitly.” 
 
    “What if Tanner already knew this person?” Brogan tossed out as she aimed the lens at a likely seventy-footer entering the marina from the south and began snapping shots of it.  
 
    “Whoever it is, it was definitely someone from Pearce’s past. Tanner could’ve known of them while not actually knowing them.” 
 
    “In other words, he recognized the name.” 
 
    “Exactly. This person likely contacted Tanner to set up their meeting here in town, a lure, a trap. Why else drive here? Why not meet them at the hotel?” 
 
    “The purpose all along was to murder Tanner,” Brogan concluded. “And they needed to get him to a nice out-of-the-way place to do it.” With her camera, she targeted other larger boats and captured the images. “What’s next?” 
 
    “Let’s walk around and see if there are any CCTV cameras installed near the parking lot.” 
 
    A curl of laughter erupted from deep within Brogan’s throat. “You do realize we’re standing on a wooden dock with zero cell phone service. Why would anyone go to the trouble of installing security cameras around here?” 
 
    “You never know. Maybe someone opts to guard their illegal haul of drugs from Mexico via modern technology.” 
 
    “You don’t think much of this place, do you?” 
 
    Lucien looked around, his eyes taking in more of the town. “Do I suspect there’s a criminal element lurking around here? You bet I do. This would be the perfect kind of backward port of entry to smuggle all kinds of things into the state under the radar of law enforcement.” 
 
    Brogan glanced behind her to the parking lot. She scanned the trees, the building next door, the bait shop on the opposite end of the dock. “I don’t see any cameras.” 
 
    “Neither do I. Want some coffee? Or better still, let’s try that restaurant over there for something to eat. All of a sudden, the sea air is making me hungry. We skipped lunch.” 
 
    “It’s not even four o’clock yet.” 
 
    “Yeah, but no lunch means my stomach isn’t too picky about what’s on the menu.” 
 
    Lucien tugged her along the sidewalk until they reached the corner of the block. The two crossed the street to the only café around, a diner with a sign out front that read, The Fish Shack. From the outside, the New England-style clapboard gave the cottage a shabby appearance.  
 
    Their eyes had to adjust—from light to dark—to take in their first impression of the interior. Quaint and cozy was Brogan’s first thought. As she stepped into the dimly lit dining room with its low ceilings, her eyes darted around the room and landed on the massive stone fireplace taking up an entire wall. The fire crackled and popped in welcoming fashion, along with the smell of hickory smoke wafting up the chimney. There was exposed brick, dark knotty pine woodwork, pine hardwood flooring that creaked when they walked across it, and stone walls decorated in art done by local artists.  
 
    Brogan noted that the ambiance was purposefully romantic, like a time warp portal opening to a mystical, magical dining experience. Touristy? Maybe. But the tables were covered in white linen tablecloths complete with bright orange napkins, candles flickering in the foreground, and polished silverware laid out for the dinner rush. 
 
    “Not what you expected, huh?” Lucien whispered as he waited for a waitress to seat them. 
 
    A woman came over, dressed in black pants and a white blouse, holding two menus. “You guys in town visiting? I know all the locals and know by sight that you two aren’t from around here.” 
 
    Lucien pulled out the chair for Brogan. “We’re just here taking in your picturesque little town, doing a scenic drive along Highway 1.”  
 
    “We get a lot of that,” the woman stated. “What are we drinking this afternoon on this excursion up the coast?” 
 
    Lucien perused the wine list, found one he liked. “Could you bring us a bottle of the Far Niente Chardonnay?” 
 
    At seventy-five dollars a bottle, the woman gave Lucien an appreciative look. “Great choice. By the way, I’m Nadia Lunsford, the owner. I’ll be back with the wine to take your order.”  
 
    It was at that moment an idea popped into Brogan’s head. She looked up at Nadia before the owner could dash off to the bar. “Is there a harbormaster for Portola Bay or a surrounding yacht club nearby where boat owners usually pay their docking fees and refueling fees?” 
 
    “Sure. The yacht club also collects anchoring and storage fees every month. Why?” 
 
    “Who would we talk to about that?” Brogan asked. “We’re thinking of mooring our sailing sloop here for part of the summer. Since it’s only February, we’re trying to get a jump on the off-season chance we’ll find the perfect harbor at a great rate.” 
 
    Nadia looked impressed. She rattled off an address two doors down.  
 
    Lucien cleared his throat and went with the ruse. “And they handle the recordkeeping of all the boats out there in the bay?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Skylar Davis is the woman you want to see. She does the collecting. And she’s meticulous about her bookkeeping.” 
 
    “Thanks. That makes me feel so much better,” Brogan said. “What do you recommend for dinner?” 
 
    “I can promise the salmon is fresh every single day, and it’s grilled to perfection.”  
 
    Brogan nodded. “Then we’ll have that with the herb roasted potatoes.” 
 
    Left alone while Nadia busied herself at the bar, Lucien leaned over so only Brogan could hear. “I knew you were smart, but I never knew you were so good at this detective business. It never occurred to me to ask about mooring fees.” He took her hand, kissed the palm. “You’re a natural at this.”   
 
    “It just makes sense that Portola Bay would collect fees on every boat out there in the harbor. There must be a record somewhere in Skylar’s office of our killer’s boat. We just need to establish which boats went out last Saturday and which ones refueled between say, nine a.m. and two p.m.” 
 
    Lucien beamed at his wife. “Like I said, brilliant.” 
 
    “How fast can you eat?” Brogan asked, studying her watch. “We need to catch Skylar before she leaves for the day, or we’ll be stuck here overnight.” 
 
    He sniffed the air and the smells coming from the kitchen. His stomach rumbled. “Just give me the food. I’ll eat in record time.”  
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    Still stuffed from eating an entire loaf of garlic butter bread with their meal, they hustled down the street before the office could close. They made it to the Portola Bay Shipyard & Club with ten minutes to spare.  
 
    Housed in a white bungalow with teal green trim, the office was as cluttered as one might expect for such a small space.  
 
    Skylar, a twenty-something woman with mahogany red hair, sat behind a desk piled high with a stack of file folders. She could barely see over the pile to call out a greeting. “Hi there, what can I help you with? We close at five.” 
 
    If this was Nadia Lunsford’s idea of meticulous bookkeeping, Brogan had seen tidier litter boxes. She kept to the ruse about keeping their sailboat docked here but slipped in the nugget about needing an example of the charges, using Saturday’s excursion as an example.  
 
    Skylar was in such a hurry to get out of there and go home that she took the bait without question and flipped through her files to show off a few accounts.  
 
    “Do we get to pick our spot for mooring?” Lucien asked. “Or are we assigned a slot?” 
 
    “You’d definitely be assigned a slot in the harbor, depending on the size of your boat,” Skylar explained. 
 
    “Is there any way you could show me what’s available? It would just take a minute of your time,” Lucien urged, not wanting to lose the momentum. “We’d prefer to get as much information today rather than make another trip tomorrow.” 
 
    Resigned to staying a few minutes past five, Skylar took out her logbook. She flipped through several pages stopping at one. “I suppose I could show you what we have available, and then you could pick a spot tonight.” 
 
    “That would be great. We just want to make sure the space you have is perfect for our Tuscany Summer.” 
 
    To play along, Brogan put a hand over her heart and looked at Skylar. “We once spent a glorious summer in Tuscany. Imagine my surprise when Lucien named his boat after our most romantic time in Europe.” 
 
    “I love that story,” Skylar said. “Let’s go now. I’ve got the perfect location.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’ll stay here,” Brogan announced, pointing to her feet. “We’ve been walking all over the harbor. These heels are killing my instep.” 
 
    Skylar smiled. “I get that, too. We won’t be a minute.” 
 
    As soon as the two ducked out of the office, Brogan moved quickly to Skylar’s desk. She skimmed the logbook pages, looking for the luxury yacht tag, then took out her phone to snap as many photos of the details as she could. She skipped over any boat that didn’t fit the length required for a yacht. The paperwork revealed a list of seven and the names of their owners who had refueled after leaving Portola Bay Saturday morning and returned in the middle of the afternoon.  
 
    They were in and out of the office by five-fifteen, much to Skylar’s delight. On the way back to the Range Rover, Brogan wanted to know, “How did you get out of putting down a deposit on the slot for our non-existent super-yacht?” 
 
    “I told her our hundred-and-twenty-foot Tuscany Summer wouldn’t fit any of the ones available.” 
 
    “A hundred and twenty—?”  
 
    “When I go to the trouble of lying, I go big.” 
 
    Brogan snorted with laughter. “I love the romantic touch. Tuscany Summer. My favorite vacation spot. Maybe one day we’ll get back there. Maybe one day I won’t be afraid to get on a plane.” 
 
    Lucien was about to make a joke about it to make her feel better when his cell phone rang. Because of the afternoon sun making its arc behind him, he had to squint to read the screen. “It’s Eastlyn.” 
 
    Brogan went ahead and unlocked the SUV while Lucien took the call. When he hung up, he slid into the driver’s seat.   
 
    “Eastlyn’s source at the coroner’s office let her know that new bruises popped out on Tanner’s body today.” 
 
    “Just like we thought.” 
 
    “Yeah. I told her I’d meet her there at six-thirty. Should I plan to drop you off in Pelican Pointe, or do you want to come with me?” 
 
    “That’s okay; I’ll wait in the car. Just don’t make me go inside that place.” 
 
    “I’m not exactly looking forward to it myself. But Eastlyn’s doing me a favor. I can’t just blow the whole thing off.” 
 
    “Besides, we need documentation. Are you up to taking pictures of the body?” 
 
    Lucien’s face went white at the suggestion. He backed out of the parking lot and then stopped. “I never considered I’d have to do that. Shouldn’t Eastlyn’s friend inside the morgue already have documented the bruises with photographs?” 
 
    Sensing there was a chance to work him up, she sent him a wicked grin. “I wouldn’t count on it. You’ll probably have to get fairly close to capture the new bruises.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks. What if I puke?”  
 
    “No problem. It’ll be like getting on an airplane for me. I’m sure the coroner keeps a supply of barf bags handy.” 
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    Lucien spotted Eastlyn standing by her car as soon as he parked. “There she is.” 
 
    Brogan waved and got out. “I’m not going in. That’s Lucien’s thing.” 
 
    “Weak stomach?” Eastlyn prodded, talking to Brogan. 
 
    But it was Lucien who popped out an answer. “Yeah. Thankfully, I haven’t seen too many dead bodies over my lifetime. I’d like to keep it that way.” 
 
    “But you’ve already seen Tanner dead,” Eastlyn pointed out. 
 
    “It’s not something I’d like to repeat. If that’s okay.” 
 
    “Suit yourself. I’ll do the dirty work then. Although you never get used to it. Every dead body is different.” 
 
    Overcome by remorse at chickening out, Lucien could only mutter a one-word response, “sorry,” as he and Eastlyn left Brogan standing in the parking lot and walked up the steps to the entrance. 
 
    Once inside the dimly lit hallway, Eastlyn disappeared through a pair of steel double doors, leaving Lucien to fidget and look around. He read every bulletin tacked up behind a glass case. There was a promise of excellence committed to determining death, whether related to homelessness, exposure to the elements, an overdose, an accident, or a homicide. There were links to resources about domestic violence, links to the CDC, links to websites that covered diseases such as Covid and Ebola.  
 
    The reality of where he stood gave Lucien the willies. It was also a sobering jolt to realize anyone might end up here for a variety of reasons. How many dead bodies had passed through here? How many family members had stood in this very spot waiting to find out about their loved ones?  
 
    While Eastlyn took that second look at Tanner’s body, Lucien had a moment where he wanted to get out of there. He thought about running straight back to the car. But that seemed even weaker than chickening out. So he stood his ground. 
 
    When he heard those huge steel doors finally open, relief spread through his entire body. He noted the solemn look on Eastlyn’s face. “How’d it go?” 
 
    “Tanner Holland’s death is no longer undetermined. You were right. We waited long enough for purple bruises to form along his throat and back. He was definitely in a fight with someone who probably used some kind of ligature around his neck and tried to choke him. The bruises show he scratched at his neck to try to escape the cord. The bruises on his back formed because he must’ve scooted along a rough surface trying to get away from his attacker.” 
 
    Lucien shifted his feet. There was no joy in being right. “Scooted along the deck of a boat, maybe?” 
 
    Eastlyn frowned. “Sure, that would do it.” 
 
    “But did the fight happen near the dunes or somewhere else?” Lucien questioned as he began to go over Brogan’s boat theory, recounting what could’ve happened.  
 
    “From what I just saw, that’s as reasonable an explanation as any,” Eastlyn surmised. 
 
    “We should tell Brent.” 
 
    Eastlyn pointed behind him as Brent Cody exited the coroner’s office at the side.  
 
    The police chief cleared his throat. “Yeah, well, believe it or not, I’m ahead of the game. You don’t have to sneak around behind my back. The medical examiner has agreed to change the cause of death to homicide.” 
 
    Lucien stared at Brent. “And you hate that I was right about holding the body here for a few days longer.” 
 
    “To some degree, yeah. But now we know Tanner Holland was in a battle for his life when that gash to his head happened.” 
 
    Eastlyn cut her eyes back to Lucien. “Just tell him Brogan’s theory about the boat.” 
 
    Lucien scowled, knowing Brent would probably dismiss it altogether. But for a second time, he went into the details anyway. “You see, somebody lured Tanner onto their boat at Portola Bay. His phone pinged from there for at least twenty minutes. That was no handshake. His phone carrier verifies the time.” 
 
    “And you’re going to turn over all that information to Eastlyn—everything you’ve found out about this case—as soon as you get back to Pelican Pointe, right? Because this is now my murder investigation, not yours, mine.”   
 
    “Couldn’t you just for one minute consider us an extension of your investigative team? We’re not your enemy.” 
 
    Brent slung a friendly arm over Lucien’s shoulder. “I know that. You and Brogan have done some fine work on this. You hit the ground running from the very beginning. But I have to think long-term. At some point, I have to turn this over to a county prosecutor who will most definitely not want his evidence tainted by amateurs playing detective.” 
 
    Before Lucien turned toward the exit to get out there, he looked Brent in the eye. “Just remember, amateur detectives got this ball rolling when other people thought it was an unfortunate accident. By the way, when you released the Navigator, did you notice that someone shorter than Tanner had driven the car? No? His brother did. I’m not sure blaming us for flubbing the evidence is the right way to go.”  
 
    “I’m not blaming you,” Brent said. “Just run things by me in the future. I want to make sure everything gets covered, that it all gets tied up, nice and neat, for court. I don’t want to let whoever killed Tanner off on a technicality.” 
 
    “Then we’re on the same side,” Lucien muttered before shoving open the door. He headed back to the Range Rover, more determined than ever.  
 
    Brogan could tell by his stride that Lucien was pissed.  
 
    After he settled behind the wheel, he looked over at Brogan. “We’re not amateurs.” 
 
    “Definitely not. What happened in there? Right after you guys went in, I saw Brent Cody arrive and go in through a side door. I take it he wants us to stay out of things.” 
 
    “You could say that. We know Tanner was on a boat before somebody decided to pick up a rock and bash him over the head. We just have to prove it.” 
 
    “It’s our only lead so far.” She patted her handbag where her phone held the list of names. “We have seven possibilities to check out.” 
 
    “Which may mean we revisit Portola Bay.” 
 
    “You just want to go back for the garlic bread.” 
 
    Lucien grinned. “I’d like to try their lobster bisque. And face it, I saw you eyeing those crab cakes.” 
 
    “You just want to get another chance at Skylar. I saw the moony way she looked at you. That’s why she didn’t mind staying past five. Charmer. It’s those snow-leopard eyes of yours.” 
 
    Lucien frowned, cut his eyes to the Range Rover’s mirror, and adjusted it so he could understand better. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “It’s something Chloe pointed out to me. She has a little crush. Your eyes are apparently one of your most captivating features. So much so that wherever we go, young women have a hard time saying no to you.”  
 
    He shook his head, slid his sunglasses onto his nose to cover said eyes, and put the car into gear. “Wish someone had mentioned this to me when I was a lot younger. I would’ve loved knowing I captivated the ladies with my eyes. Yeah. Right.” 
 
    “You captivated me.” 
 
    “I captivated you when you were twelve.” 
 
    “Hey, I was no pushover.” 
 
    “No. I had to work at that, didn’t I? Where were these snow-leopard eyes back then? My eyes are the same.” 
 
    “As I recall, those eyes were always laser-focused on your surfboard. If you’d spent a little less time staring at that surfboard and a little more time focused on me, those smoldering snow-leopard eyes might’ve worked their magic. As it was, I had to break your surfboard to get your attention.” 
 
    “I knew that was you!” Lucien exclaimed, aiming his index finger at her. “I knew it was you. Why? Why would you do that to my board? It never did anything to you.” 
 
    Brogan poked a finger in his ribs. “Yes, but you went into mourning for how long over that thing? No one could comfort you. I bought you a new one for Christmas, didn’t I?” 
 
    “It wasn’t the same. I learned to surf on that board. Wow, you think you know somebody and then years later learn what a devious mind they have.” 
 
    “Oh, please. What about when you destroyed my Barbie doll, ripped her head right off, and threw it in a dumpster? It wasn’t my fault you didn’t want to tour with the band that summer. I didn’t make you come along on the road trip across the Mid-West, did I?” 
 
    Lucien winced at the memory. “Yeah. That was harsh. Sorry. I was a bit of a brat on that trip, wasn’t I?” 
 
    “You acted like Damien right out of The Omen. And that was long before I destroyed your precious surfboard.” 
 
    “I guess we’re even then, huh?” 
 
    She leaned across the console and placed a kiss on his cheek. “At least I bought you a new board to make up for the one I broke.” 
 
    “I guess that means I still owe you a Barbie doll.” 
 
    She nibbled his ear, batted her lashes in a playful fashion. “Forget the Barbie. I’ll settle for looking into your snow-leopard eyes forever and a day.”  
 
    Lucien put her in a headlock, scrubbed her head like he’d done when they were kids. “I’ll let you go if you promise to stop with the leopard eye thing. I’m begging you.” 
 
    Snorting with laughter, she wriggled out of his hold. “Just get this car moving. I want to get home. Which one of us plans to tell Jonathan that his brother’s case is murder?” 
 
    “He already knows. I texted him about the bruises as soon as Eastlyn verified it. Now we just need to find the person who put them there.” 
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    As soon as Lucien turned into the driveway, Brogan saw Maeve and Jack sitting on the porch with the dogs.  
 
    Stella and Poppy darted off the porch to greet the SUV. The greyhound showed her speed by reaching Lucien long before Poppy could catch up. 
 
    Brogan scooped the Bichon off the grass and turned her attention toward Jack. “What’s happening here? How’s Paula and Chloe?” 
 
    “They’re fine. It seems Hardison is already in custody in Oregon. He tried to extort money from a woman in Hood River who filed a complaint against him with the district attorney. Seems Hardison picked the wrong woman to mess with this time. She was a personal friend of the mayor. How’d you guys do?” 
 
    Lucien mounted the steps, plopping down in one of the porch chairs. “We came up with seven names to check out. All seven boaters left Portola Bay Saturday morning and refueled later that afternoon.” 
 
    Brogan held up the information on her phone. “I’ll send these over to you.” 
 
    Jack shoved to his feet. “Great. I’ll run background on all of them.”  
 
    “Have you guys eaten?” Maeve asked. “There are leftover stuffed pork chops from dinner.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Lucien said. “I could eat.” 
 
    “How can you be hungry already?” Brogan cracked. “We stopped at this restaurant called The Fish Shack, and he ate all of his salmon, part of mine, along with a generous side of potatoes, then polished off half a loaf of bread.” 
 
    Maeve clucked her tongue. “Jack put away two pork chops. Don’t suppose you could top that?” 
 
    “I can try,” Lucien said, willing to take on the challenge. 
 
    “Please don’t encourage him,” Brogan lamented to Maeve.  
 
    “Why not? He’s skin and bones, not an ounce of fat on that boy,” Maeve teased, her eyes twinkling with mischief. She looked over at Brogan. “And of course, you wouldn’t be one bit interested that I made apple rum cobbler for dessert.” 
 
    Brogan narrowed her eyes. “Anyone ever tell you that you have a mean streak?” 
 
    “She’s a saint,” Lucien noted, gathering Maeve up in his arms and waltzing her around the porch. “An Irish saint. She never gives me a hard time about anything.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes at Lucien, Brogan headed for the door. “Just like when we were kids. Sometimes you can be such a suck-up.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brogan received her first reply via email from one of Michelle’s coworkers, a production manager named Vincent DeMalle.  
 
    Like many men Michelle had worked with on her one movie, Vincent confessed to having a crush on the busty, flaxen-haired actress during filming. After the shoot wrapped, he’d kept in touch with her and was shocked when he learned that she had disappeared. 
 
    Brogan went through it all again for Lucien. “Vincent says that one afternoon in October—he thinks it was the sixteenth—the two had agreed to meet up for coffee the week before. But Michelle never showed. He went over to her apartment, a place called The Boulevard near a trendy section of downtown L.A., knocked on the door but never got a response. Vincent claims he tried to get the manager to let him in to look around, but the landlord refused. She told him that he’d need to call the police and ask them for a welfare check. Vincent decided he’d wait a few days to see if Michelle came back. A few days turned into a week, a week into a month. Vincent claims he reported her missing the next week, but the cops never did anything because she was an adult. It’s okay if adults want to take off without telling anyone. At least we know the name of the apartment complex where she lived ten years ago.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what good that does us,” Lucien expressed. “It’s been ten years. We don’t even know if there’s a crime scene anywhere associated with the missing Michelle, let alone her apartment.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. Michelle’s apartment has to be where it happened.” 
 
    “Without proof? Without a shred of physical evidence to say so? We don’t even have a body.” 
 
    Brogan plopped down in one of the side chairs in the den, crossed her arms over her chest. “If you ask me, we don’t have much of anything. I hate to admit it, but we’re lousy at solving cold cases. Any crime this old, the killer has had ample time to cover their tracks, get rid of the evidence, get rid of the body. Michelle’s body could be anywhere.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have the faintest idea of where to start looking.” 
 
    Jack came in carrying a tray with a pot of coffee, cream and sugar, along with several cups. “Finished the background checks on the seven people from Portola Bay,” he announced. “Only two names stood out with connections to the film industry. Well, there is a third, but I’ll get to that in a minute. First, there’s Tara Stevens. A big TV star before she married one of those tech billionaires out of San Jose. Then there’s an actress named Phillippa Vaughn, who’s even a bigger star. Fans often refer to Phillippa as their horror queen. She appeared in something like forty-five films.” 
 
    “And the third?” Brogan prompted. 
 
    Jack slid the tray onto the table. “A man by the name of Thurlow Thurston known for creating and producing a slew of TV shows.” 
 
    “We should find out if any of these people had ties to Michelle Spencer or had any connections to Pearce Holland.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t everyone know Pearce Holland?” Brogan surmised. “He is one of the major directors still making films.” 
 
    “When he’s sober,” Lucien provided. “Then I guess we better find out how well any of these three people knew Pearce.” 
 
    “That might take a little more time,” Jack admitted. “The two women have both been out of the industry for almost a decade. And Thurlow Thurston died two weeks back. So he’s not Tanner’s killer.” 
 
    “But was Thurston Michelle’s killer?” She held up a hand before Lucien could object. “I know we don’t have a body, but I’m firmly in the ‘Michelle Spencer is dead’ column.” 
 
    “I’d have to agree with that,” Jack noted. “I don’t think anyone can just disappear like that and still be alive.” 
 
    Lucien stuck his hands in his pockets and began to pace. “Am I the only one who thinks this Thurston’s sudden death is suspicious? We need to find how he died. Did he have a prolonged illness, or was his death sudden, like a heart attack?”  
 
    “That’s easy,” Jack began. “According to county records, he succumbed to a fall in his home. A niece found him on the floor of his sunroom.” 
 
    Jack lifted a shoulder. “Thurston was in his early seventies, so I suppose he could’ve lost his balance and hit his head.” 
 
    “I find that very strange,” Lucien concluded. “Check into that, make sure Thurston’s death was an accident. See if the family or the county requested an autopsy. I mean, here we are trying to solve a murder, and we discover a resident of Portola Bay, a boat owner, recently died. And if he died two weeks ago, who took his boat out Saturday morning, then refueled it that afternoon?” 
 
    “Good point,” Jack uttered, jotting down the high points that needed checking.  
 
    “In the meantime, I’ll get the ball rolling by replying to Vincent DeMalle. I’ll see if he knows any dirt on Tara or Phillippa. It wouldn’t hurt to ask him if he could shed any light on Thurston’s past.” Brogan picked up the coffee pot and poured three cups. “Where’s Maeve?” 
 
    “She’s on the phone with Felicia. It seems there’s a glitch in their weekend plans.” 
 
    Brogan’s brows knitted with concern. “What kind of glitch?” 
 
    “According to Felicia, Graeme’s gone on some sort of rampage and canceled Felicia’s three days off. I’m not getting in the middle of it since everyone knows how I feel about Graeme.” 
 
    “I’m not entering the fray either,” Brogan said, sitting back down. 
 
    “Good. Because I think it’s worth mentioning the interesting stuff I discovered while checking out Tara Stevens and Phillippa Vaughn. Tara either starred or guest-starred on just about every TV show in production between 1980 and 2010. That’s thirty years where she could’ve bumped into Pearce. She ran in the same circles. Now to Phillippa Vaughn. Don’t think of her as a B horror star. She was anything but that. She starred with some of the biggest names in the industry.” He ticked off a long list of A-listers. 
 
    Lucien pivoted toward Jack. “So either of these women could’ve worked or been involved with Pearce Holland at some point in their careers.” 
 
    “That’s my point exactly.” 
 
    Maeve stormed into the room, her eyes filled with fury, and stared down Lucien. “Graeme Sutter is a bully, a good old-fashioned bully. Your father won’t let Felicia visit this weekend unless she agrees to drive him up here—kill two birds with one stone—is how he put it. I prefer to call it what it is bully. First, he tells her she has to stay in Santa Barbara to help with some catered affair he’s decided to throw. Within two hours, he’s canceled that and wants to come up here for a visit. If you ask me, the man’s not sane.” 
 
    Lucien let her vent, knowing his father could sometimes test the patience of a saint. But when she’d said her piece and dropped down into the nearest chair, he walked over and laid a hand on her shoulder. “He’d never fire Felicia. It’s just his way of getting what he wants, like a temper tantrum for adults. Did he say why he wanted to come up here?” 
 
    “Apparently to talk to you about something. With Graeme, who knows? Who can keep up with the man’s mood swings? He’ll be here on Thursday.” 
 
    “And will Felicia be driving him?” Brogan questioned. 
 
    “She will. If that’s what it takes to get a weekend’s rest, she’ll do as she’s told.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t he just fly?” Lucien pointed out. “He has a private jet to take him anywhere in the world. Why spoil Felicia and Maeve’s weekend plans like that?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Jack pointed out. “Graeme gets whatever he wants. Which is one reason I’m heading back to L.A.”  
 
    Brogan laid a hand on Jack’s arm.  “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving because Graeme shows how, once again, he’s a complete ass. No. The thing is, someone needs to be down there to check out Tanner’s funeral, see who shows up. I should also be in Tinseltown to contact any known associates for Stevens, Vaughn, and Thurston. It makes sense to reach out in person rather than wait for them to reply to an email.” Jack sent Maeve a sad look. “In case you were wondering, we’d already discussed my heading back.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Lucien decided. “You dig deep back in L.A. while we focus on Portola Bay. While you’re at the funeral, see if you can corner Pearce Holland, maybe get him to talk about Michelle Spencer.” 
 
    Brogan shook her head. “Are you nuts? Jack can’t do that at a funeral. Pearce is probably already out of his head with grief. What does an alcoholic do when he’s feeling down, sad? He drinks even more or relies on pills. Even if Jack could get near him, I doubt Pearce would be in a sound enough state to answer questions. So what’s the point?” 
 
    “Then what do you suggest?” 
 
    “Let Jonathan know ahead of time that you’ll be there to scan the crowd. During that conversation, make a plan to drop by Pearce’s house after the service. That’s when you approach Pearce about Michelle. Maybe use sympathy to get him to talk. If that doesn’t work, there’s always guilt. Make it sound like his mentioning Michelle that night to Tanner might’ve been the trigger that caused Tanner’s death.” 
 
    “Wow. And you thought I was heartless,” Lucien cracked. “Or was it ruthless?” 
 
    “Hey, there’s a dead woman out there somewhere, and no one seems to care that she’s not around anymore. If the infamous Pearce Holland knows something about it but won’t talk about it, then I say it’s okay to use a dirty trick or two to get at the truth. We shouldn’t have to resort to underhanded tactics to get Pearce to come clean about what he did. But like it or not,  that’s where we are.” 
 
    “I’m okay with that strategy,” Jack reasoned. “Someone has to try and pry the truth out of the old man, get him to open up.” 
 
    Lucien lifted a shoulder. “Fine. Go for it. Interview Pearce on his home turf. It makes better sense that way.” 
 
    “Then we’re all on the same page.” 
 
    Brogan saw a reluctant Jack glance over at Maeve. “Tell you what. Why don’t the two of you spend the next two nights out at that bed and breakfast north of town? Spend some quality time together before Jack has to go back to Los Angeles. Tanner’s funeral isn’t until Friday. That gives you two days. I’ll make the reservations right now, starting tonight. What do you say?” 
 
    Maeve’s eyes glistened. “Really? You’d do that?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “What if there are no rooms?” Maeve asked, “It’s almost nine o’clock, short notice for sure.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It’s the off-season. There are always rooms in February,” Brogan assured Maeve, not knowing if that was indeed true. The only thing to do was to make the call. She would ask for Promise Cove’s best accommodations. Maeve deserved that much. 
 
    With things looking better, Maeve’s face brightened. “Let’s do it, Jack. Are you up for spending a romantic couple of days with me?” 
 
    “You bet. Anytime, anywhere.” 
 
    Brogan’s eyes twinkled. She held up her phone and left the room to make the call. Fifteen minutes later, she returned all smiles. “You’re booked starting tonight through Thursday at noon.  Better go pack a bag. It’ll take less than thirty minutes to get there.” 
 
    Maeve jumped up and threw her arms around Brogan in an uncharacteristic display of sheer joy. “Just think, two whole nights to spend together. Thank you. And to think the night started so bad with that thing between Graeme.” 
 
    “No discussing murder or Graeme,” Lucien admonished, tossing Jack his car keys. “Take my truck. You might want to go exploring.” 
 
    “I doubt we’ll be leaving our room or doing anything except enjoying our downtime,” Jack said with a wink. “But I will borrow your truck. I want Maeve to arrive in style.” 
 
    “In that case, take the Range Rover,” Brogan offered. “Maeve already has the satellite radio set to all her favorite stations anyway.” 
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    “That was a good thing you did,” Lucien said as he locked up. “What made you think of it?” 
 
    “Didn’t you see that pathetic look on Maeve’s face? She’s not ready for Jack to go back to Los Angeles so soon, especially after they’ve just rekindled whatever this is they’re rekindling. Do you suppose they’re serious about each other?” 
 
    “I can only tell you what Jack told me. I think he’s been in love with her for some time now. I think he regrets letting her go the first time.” 
 
    Brogan blew out a breath. “I just can’t get used to Jack and Maeve together as a couple. I’m no prude, but I don’t even want to think about them having sex.” 
 
    “Don’t you consider Maeve a parent figure?” 
 
    “You know I do.” 
 
    “There you go. None of us want to spend too much time thinking about our parents that way.” 
 
    “When you put it like that, it means I’m normal.” 
 
    Lucien ignored that comment and went with his own. “What do you suppose Graeme wants to talk to me about?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but you’ll find out Thursday.” 
 
    “Why can’t he be like a regular dad and just pick up the phone if he wants to talk to me?”  
 
    It was Brogan’s turn to move on to other topics. She walked her fingers up Lucien’s chest. “Instead of getting upset about things we can’t change, why don’t we take advantage of having the house to ourselves?” 
 
    He cocked a brow. “Does that mean we could have sex on the kitchen floor again if we wanted to?” 
 
    Brogan let out a long belly laugh and grabbed his shirt with both hands. “That means we could pick a room, any room, and go for it right now. What do you say?” 
 
    Without another word, Lucien covered her mouth. His hands roamed down her body, his fingers exploring her curves.   
 
    Together, they started pulling off clothes before sliding down to the rug in front of the kiva fireplace.  
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    Wednesday started with dappled sunshine filtering through the rooftop windows of the sunroom. Brogan often chose to eat breakfast here because it offered an abundance of eastern light and warmth. If her morning had included a tense SOS call from Brinell Steel, she could head in here after dealing with the problem and unwind for thirty minutes or so. Even that brief amount of time allowed her to de-stress around her plants.  
 
    Her love of flowers had driven her to add orchids to her growing collection. She had dozens of the sweet-smelling epiphytes mingled in with everything else. She found nothing quite as soothing as sitting across from the fragrant blossoms of her vanilla orchids or admiring the way her sunny Hibiscus had opened up new buds. And the Hoyas never failed to disappoint as they popped out their fragrant blossoms during the night.  
 
    She secretly referred to this room as her private conservatory and admitted to no one that she often imagined playing piano in here. She would’ve placed the Steinway in this room rather than the den if it hadn’t been for the advice from a musician friend back in Malibu. The great pianist, Connolly Perocha, had warned her that the high humidity from the plants would eventually warp the keys. She couldn’t risk ruining her father’s beloved piano by putting it in the center of her indoor botanical garden. 
 
    Whether the information about the piano keys was accurate or not, she opted to use the room for an occasional breakfast surrounded by greenery and flowers. 
 
    She looked across the glass table at Lucien, busy scrolling through his iPhone.  
 
    Enjoying their morning coffee together, Brogan pointed out the flecks of light stretching out to kiss the leaves on her fiddle leaf fig. But Lucien was too immersed in whatever was on his phone to respond.  
 
    “Aren’t you glad I talked you into adding this solarium? Look how well my plants are thriving in here. They love the humidity.” 
 
    Lucien never glanced up from studying the screen on his phone. Instead, he reached across his breakfast tray and snagged another piece of toast.  
 
    Brogan frowned at the lack of response. “Married four months, and already we have nothing to talk about over eggs.” 
 
    He kept scrolling through his iPhone and then annoyed her even more by mumbling a one-word reply. “Hmm.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what that means,” she grumbled, tossing her napkin on the plate. “What’s so important that you won’t talk?”  
 
    “What?” he asked, finally looking up, then staring at her as if she’d dropped in from Planet Neptune. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “What’s wrong? For the past fifteen minutes, I’ve been trying to carry on a conversation with that dragon tree over in the corner. What do you think is wrong? Your mind is somewhere else.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry. I was preoccupied with digging into Phillippa Vaughn’s past. Jack sent me the background information on her and Tara Stevens. He also attached Thurlow Thurston’s bio to the email. If we ever hope to get an answer about Tanner’s death, we need to make sure we learn as much as possible about each of these people.” 
 
    “So you’re convinced it’s down to those three?” 
 
    “Gotta be, right? They have connections to the industry. It’s all we have. We follow the lead until it hits a brick wall.” 
 
    In between putting out fires at work, Brogan had moved out of the solarium and into the kitchen—the one room in the entire house that saw the most action.  
 
    Sitting on a stool at the counter, Brogan helped Lucien delve into the past Hollywood lives of their primary suspect in Michelle’s disappearance—Pearce Holland. That journey circled back to a surprising list of people. 
 
    In her early days of Hollywood as a young ingenue, Phillippa had dated Pearce for about six months. She’d ended the relationship after finding out he had cheated on her with a string of younger starlets. 
 
    “It’s a fact that Pearce wasn’t known for his faithfulness,” Lucien stated as he sat in front of his laptop.  
 
    Brogan shifted on the barstool and peered at Lucien’s computer screen. “So Phillippa had a connection to Pearce.” 
 
    “Lots of people had connections to him.” To prove his point, he showed her an email from one of Thurlow Thurston’s associate producers. “This came in about twenty minutes ago. It says here that Thurlow and Pearce were steady drinking buddies. Both men were party animals with an eye for young, vulnerable actresses.” 
 
    “Ah. Another testament that proves the casting couch—trading sexual favors for prime roles—still exists and is the best method for luring young actresses into the web of producers and directors.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, Tara Stevens knew Pearce, too, because she also was one of a dozen or so who dated the guy when she first landed in Hollywood. Their relationship was common knowledge among backlots and film shoots.” 
 
    “If we dig hard enough, we could probably use the six degrees of separation and come up with two hundred women plus, who had relationships with Pearce Holland over his long career. So where does that leave us?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know. But only one boat left Portola Bay Saturday morning with Tanner Holland on board. We just need to keep narrowing it down to that one person.” 
 
    “We could use the direct approach and go knock on their doors and ask,” Brogan suggested. “Everyone, that is, except Thurston.” 
 
    “Sure, why not? Are you up to another trip to Portola Bay and The Fish Shack?” 
 
    “I’m up for anything that gets us closer to solving what happened to Michelle. But why get the pickup out of the garage when we could sail our fictitious yacht down the coast of California?” 
 
    Lucien doubled over laughing. It took him several long seconds before he could speak. “But it needs to leave port, doesn’t it? Shouldn’t we practice our sailing skills as often as possible?” 
 
    “Our fake sailing skills,” she repeated. “Remember when we entered that sailboat race on Martha’s Vineyard and crashed that catamaran?” 
 
    Lucien winced at the memory. “We were vacationing there for the summer. As I recall, we borrowed a boat from the Kennedy family without asking permission, then sailed it right into a bunch of rocks, tipped it over before we even got it out of Drew Cove, destroyed that sucker completely.” 
 
    “It was more like a skiff,” she pointed out. “A very large skiff.” 
 
    “An expensive catamaran,” he corrected. “Our dads were furious.” 
 
    “They were that. Rory must’ve yelled at me for almost an hour straight, then made me repay the damages myself. I had to pony up every dime it cost before he allowed me to pack up and leave the island, after writing a letter of apology, of course. I even had to wire my grandmother to send me money out of my trust fund.” 
 
    “Same here. Only Graeme didn’t yell. He gave me the silent treatment for three days before lowering the boom and then screaming at me for another three days once we got back to Malibu. Those were not fun days.” 
 
    “On second thought, let’s not continue the lie about our fake yacht. If we see Skylar, I vote we make up an excuse—tell her it’s in the shop—or something.” 
 
    Lucien chuckled. “You do realize that’s another lie. But I’ll make sure to google how many sailboats are in the shop and the reason they need fixing.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s because two stupid teenagers thought they could enter a yacht race with someone else’s boat and not get caught. But they ended up cracking the entire centerboard.” 
 
    “How do you know stuff like that?” 
 
    “Because I had to buy the Kennedys a brand-new hull, that’s how.” 
 
    “We have had some mishaps, haven’t we?” 
 
    This time it was Brogan who found that funny. “You could say that. Some expensive ones to boot. My part in that little adventure cost me forty grand.” 
 
    “I forgot that part. I stand corrected. That’s more like a natural disaster.” 
 
    “Now to the real problem. Should we take the dogs with us or get a sitter?” 
 
    Lucien glanced over at Stella, napping in front of the French doors. A wide-awake Poppy looked over at him like the dog knew she was the topic of conversation. “What if we dropped the kids off at Promise Cove with Jack and Maeve?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a delightful way to go. Ask them to dog-sit while they’re taking a break? No.” 
 
    “Then what do you suggest? If we take them with us, they might have to stay in the car for hours while we do a bit of sleuthing.” 
 
    “I don’t like that idea either. Doesn’t Cord’s animal clinic offer a drop-in, daycare option?” 
 
    “Better still, I bet Cord knows someone who would look after the dogs here at the house while we’re gone.” 
 
    “Perfect. Call him while I go get dressed and do something with my hair.” 
 
    “Don’t take forever. We need to get on the road. Like twenty minutes ago.” 
 
    Half an hour later, Brogan rejoined Lucien downstairs, wearing a teal blue dress and sporting perfect hair. He was in the middle of interviewing the dog-sitter, a lanky, shaggy-haired twenty-year-old. 
 
    “Brogan, meet Austin Stratton. Austin is a senior at UC Santa Cruz majoring in neuroscience. He loves animals.” 
 
    She took one look at the way the dogs nuzzled up to Austin, who had squatted down to let them sniff him better and offered her hand. “Nice to meet you. It seems our fur babies seemed to love you, too.”  
 
    “Nice to meet you. I’m planning to be a veterinarian,” the man explained, rubbing the pups behind their ears. “Dr. Bennett already agreed that he’d let me do my clinical training with him as soon as I get into the DVM program at UC Davis. The Santa Cruz campus doesn’t offer a pre-veterinary medicine major. So as soon as I graduate in May, the plan is to transfer to Davis in the fall. I should find out next month if I’m in. The commute will be a headache, but it’s worth it. Right now, I’m like most other college students, strapped for cash. I pick up odd jobs where I can. That’s how I ended up on Dr. Bennett’s list of dog walkers, dog-sitters, cat-sitters, that sort of thing. I grab a few hours a week at the Fanning Rescue Center, tending to the marine mammals, and I also work at the clinic in the evenings as a kennel keeper.” 
 
    “Wow. You keep a busy schedule,” Brogan said. “And with all those jobs, are you able to keep up your grades?” 
 
    “I do. I should graduate in May with a 3.9 GPA,” Austin said, pushing up a pair of nondescript frames on his nose. 
 
    Brogan traded approving looks with Lucien. “Smart. I like leaving our precious fur babies with a smart guy. You understand we’re trusting you with them, a total stranger.” 
 
    Austin straightened to his full height, a gangly six feet, to look her in the eye. “I get it. But I’m reliable and work hard. Dr. Bennett wouldn’t have put me on that list if he didn’t trust me. He’s not that kind of guy. I’ve had tons of experience with all kinds of animals. And I won’t fluff off while you’re gone. I won’t run up your phone bill or download porn. I promise.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” Brogan mumbled as she walked to the kitchen and started jotting down phone numbers. “These are all the cell phone numbers where you can reach us in an emergency. If you should run out of anything, call Murphy’s Market for delivery and tell them to put it on our tab. You already know Cord, Dr. Bennett, so if the kids get hurt, don’t hesitate to get him out here to check the pups. They’re sweet and well-trained, but sometimes Stella likes to run just for the hell of it. Poppy will do her best to follow. Just know they stick together. What one does, the other one will probably try to do. There’s a fully-stocked fridge with all kinds of food. Help yourself to anything that looks good. Nothing’s off-limits, not even Lucien’s favorite Belgian chocolate ice cream.” 
 
    “Hey,” Lucien started to protest. “What about your Strawberry Cheesecake?” 
 
    “He can eat that, too.” 
 
    “Fine, I vote he’s a go,” Lucien added, looking at his watch. “We either trust him here and now or take the dogs with us.” 
 
    Brogan laid a hand on Austin’s arm. “I trust you. Don’t let me down.” Bobbing her head toward Stella and Poppy, she added, “Don’t let them down, either. We have a lot to do this afternoon, and we may not be back until around six. Does that sound like it works for you?” 
 
    “Sure. My going rate is twelve dollars an hour.” 
 
    “You do a good job, Austin, and I’ll double that. Sound fair enough?” 
 
    Austin grinned. “That sounds awesome.”  
 
    Brogan held out her hand. “Then we have a deal.” 
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    As they made their way past the Portola Bay city limits sign, Brogan put down her phone. “I’ve done some research online and discovered that this place is a lot more than an old fishing village. In the mid-1990s, a slew of celebrities discovered the town and came up here to buy land and build their vacation homes.”  
 
    “Kind of like superstars discovering Idaho and bumping up the asking price of regular homes to an unattainable number,” Lucien stated.  
 
    “Yeah, kind of like that.” 
 
    “So, this place could be considered a retreat similar to Catalina Island was in the 1930s. Portola Bay, a hideaway from the press, a place to run to, tucked away from the rat race when things get dicey back in Hollywood. Am I right?” 
 
    “Sure. Celebrities could see Portola Bay like the modern-day splendor Catalina Island once offer. Status. But who are we kidding? Portola Bay is quaint enough, but it’s hardly Catalina. You think it’s hiding a criminal underbelly, remember? Which begs the question, if the residents are hiding something, how do we get people to talk to us? How do we locate Miss Phillippa Vaughn or Tara Stevens?” 
 
    “Got that covered. Before we left home, I sent emails to their old agents asking if these actresses would be interested in looking at a script.” 
 
    “But that usually takes weeks to set up that kind of meeting.” 
 
    “Not if you dangle the right bait. I put in there how much the producers are willing to pay them to come out of retirement. It’s an ungodly sum of money.” 
 
    She punched him lightly on the arm. “Another ruse? You are so good at lying I’m beginning to worry about you. I’m not sure you had to go to all that trouble, though. Why don’t we just walk into The Fish Shack and ask Nadia Lunsford? She seems to know everybody who comes and goes. I bet you twenty bucks she knows where Tara and Phillippa live.” 
 
    Lucien snapped his fingers. “Now, why didn’t I think of that? You’re on. Let’s go the direct route.” 
 
    Unlike the first time they ate there, this time, a local crowd packed The Fish Shack. The outside patio filled up with raucous diners who seemed to prefer drinking their lunch. 
 
    That left Brogan and Lucien standing outside under a canopy, waiting for a table to open up. 
 
    “It’s better this way,” Brogan whispered. “Let all these people clear out and get Nadia all to ourselves to pump her for information.” 
 
    “I don’t mind waiting. It gives us a chance to scan the crowd. Look at that woman over there. Doesn’t she look like Tara Stevens?” 
 
    She glanced to the side and recognized the face of a stunning brunette from reruns of a popular cop sitcom. “That’s her. Rumors on the internet say that she and her husband spend a good deal of time apart. He likes the French Riviera. She prefers California.” 
 
    “Now we know where she likes to hang out. But who are the other people at her table? Who is that woman she’s talking to now?” 
 
    Brogan narrowed her vision and snuck out her camera phone from her bag. She used it to snap a photo of the group of women without anyone noticing. “Now I know how the paparazzi get such clever shots.” 
 
    “Is it clear enough to ID everybody at the table?” 
 
    “See for yourself,” Brogan said, keeping the device close to her side but letting him take a peek. 
 
    “Yeah, that’ll work.” 
 
    The hostess announced their inside table was ready. But Lucien opted to wait for one on the patio, even if it meant a longer wait time. 
 
    “You could wait in the bar,” the hostess suggested. “It’s not that crowded, and you can order lunch from there.” 
 
    Brogan nodded. “I could use a glass of chardonnay. When a table opens up on the patio, could we still move outside?” 
 
    “Sure,” the hostess said. “The lunch bunch should start thinning out in about fifteen minutes or so, except for the drinkers. They could hang around until three or so.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lucien mumbled. “We can’t eavesdrop at the bar. The whole point of stalling was to be able to overhear those women with Tara Stevens.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Brogan assured him. “I’ve got a plan.” 
 
    A hesitant Lucien trailed after her into the bar, which seemed far quieter compared to the main dining room and the patio. Most of the customers in the bar were alone, opting to eat their lunches at the counter. The few patrons clustered at the pub tables looked like tourists grabbing a bite to eat before continuing their trip along the coast. 
 
    Brogan selected a table near the front wall where the patio door remained open. She could still hear Tara’s friends chatting and laughing.  
 
    “This way, we get to sit down and don’t have to lean over the railing,” Brogan explained in a quiet voice.  
 
    “I’ll go get the wine,” Lucien said, sauntering off to place the order with the bartender. 
 
    Brogan wasted no time getting to her feet. She’d done her research on Tara and, like most actors, knew that Tara had a healthy ego.  
 
    She headed outside, straight toward Tara’s table before taking out her cell phone and pretending to make a call to attorney Barry Upton to leave a message. Talking louder than she usually did, Brogan made sure Tara could hear every word.  
 
    “Hello, Barry, this is Brogan Cole, Rory’s daughter. I have a few questions for you before we begin the renovations on the Kent house back in England. Since I can’t be there in person, I  wondered if you’d put me in touch with Dad’s solicitor over there, make sure the solicitor is in a position to oversee the work personally, or can put me in touch with a reliable someone who will. Anyway, give me a call back. Dad loved that house so much I don’t want to screw this up. I want to put it back the way it was when Dad lived there during the height of his career. Thanks. Hopefully, I’ll talk to you soon.” 
 
    Just as Brogan had hoped, the conversation at Tara’s table had come to a halt. Every eye at the table now focused on her as she ended the call. Before Tara stood up, there were murmurs of encouragement from the other women. Tara walked a few feet over to where Brogan stood. 
 
    “Aren’t you Rory Rossum Cole’s daughter?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. Oh my goodness, and you’re Tara Stevens. I’d recognize you anywhere.” 
 
    Tara’s lips curved up, soaking in the recognition. Her hand fluttered to her dark brown hair, sweeping several strands out of her face. “I was so sorry to hear about Rory. You know, your father and I were an item once for about two months. I was a model back then, doing commercials, trying to break into the business. So young, so naïve, and so enamored with your father that I couldn’t see straight, he was such a talented man. And his voice, I fell in love with that voice the first time I heard him sing.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you to say. His murder knocked me to my knees. Dad was always my rock. No matter what happened around him, he was always there for me when it counted.” 
 
    “It’s not surprising to learn he was such a good father. Rory set up my first acting job, called in a favor. You could do that back then, pick up the phone and make a request. Your dad did. And that one little gig opened up so many doors for me. I’m forever grateful for that one gesture. He was such a good soul, a lovely man. He didn’t deserve how his life ended.” 
 
    “No, he didn’t. I expected him to be around to play with his grandchildren one day. But life is full of disappointments unless you’re very fortunate. Anyway, enough about me. What are you doing here in little ol’ Portola Bay?” 
 
    Tara waved a hand toward her friends. “We’re having a delightful lunch outside in the sun. In February. Nothing beats sitting down over a meal and catching up with old friends. And when I overheard your phone call, I thought to myself, the day just couldn’t get any better when I get to meet Rory Cole’s daughter in person.” 
 
    “I’d love to meet your friends.” 
 
    Tara took a step back toward the table. “What’s happened to my manners? Of course. This is Jilly Durbin, my longtime attorney. That’s Camilla Marwood in the middle nursing her white wine. And over there with her martini is Helen Avery. Everybody, meet Brogan Cole.” 
 
    Brogan signaled a wave along with a smile. “Nice to meet all of you.”  
 
    “Now it’s your turn. Do tell us what brings you to our little hamlet,” Helen taunted, slurring her words. 
 
    “I live practically up the road in Pelican Pointe with Lucien Sutter.” Brogan held up her left hand, wiggled her ring finger. “We got married back in October. And to tell the truth, if it hadn’t been for Lucien, I might not be standing here. Dad’s death hit me that hard.” 
 
    Tara laid a sympathetic hand on Brogan’s arm. “We completely understand. We’ve all suffered a loss recently. Is Lucien with you now?”  
 
    “He’s in the bar, getting drinks.” 
 
    Tara angled back toward her friends. “Lucien Sutter, ladies. He’s Graeme Sutter’s son.” 
 
    “But that still doesn’t explain why you’re in Portola Bay,” Helen persisted.  
 
    Brogan tried not to bristle at Helen’s catty behavior. It took an effort to keep her voice level. “We’re just exploring our little world along the coast. I thought I’d never leave Malibu until Lucien relocated to Pelican Pointe.” 
 
    “Good for you,” Tara underscored. “Why don’t you guys stop by my house this afternoon? It’s not far from here, almost around the corner. 16211 Casa Soleil. We’ll have drinks on the terrace.” 
 
    “We’d love to. What time?” 
 
    “Five-ish.” 
 
    “Will you guys be there?” Brogan asked, looking directly at the intoxicated Helen. 
 
    But it was Camilla who answered. “Sorry, no. I’ve got errands to run. But Jilly will probably still be in town. And if Helen hasn’t passed out by then, she’ll be there because she goes everywhere Tara goes. She’s like Tara’s little shadow. Aren’t you, Helen?”  
 
    Brogan noted Camilla’s voice edged into a frosty-as-ice diss, but she’d delivered the dig with the precision of a surgeon’s knife.  
 
    Helen reacted to the insult by picking up her glass, downing the contents in one quick gulp. “I am not Tara’s shadow. She’s my oldest and dearest friend. I like spending time with her. What’s wrong with you today? Jealous?” 
 
    And just like that, Brogan managed to secure a face-to-face with Tara Stevens and her entourage, at least part of her entourage.  
 
    She excused herself, explaining she needed to rejoin Lucien inside, and turned to go. But she couldn’t help feeling the tension mounting within this so-called tightknit circle. Somebody wasn’t one bit happy about them getting the invitation for drinks. Brogan intended to find out who that was and why they’d be upset about something so trivial. 
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    Lucien carried two glasses of wine back to the table, only to discover Brogan was out on the patio carrying on a conversation with Tara’s group of women.  
 
    When Brogan rejoined him, she hopped up on the pub chair, proud of herself. “We’ve been invited to Tara’s house for drinks this afternoon. And I met a few of her running buddies. One of them is Helen Avery, the actress who shot her Venezuelan lover back in 2009.” 
 
    “And got acquitted for it with her high-priced legal team led by Jilly Durbin.” A puzzled look crossed Lucien’s face. “How did you finagle an invite anyway?” 
 
    “I can’t help it if Tara overheard me talking to Barry Upton about rehabbing Rory’s house in Kent. You know, fixing it up.” 
 
    Still trying to play catch up, Lucien’s puzzled look turned to confusion. “You never mentioned you were planning a renovation.” 
 
    “I’m not, at least not yet. I’d have to wait for warmer weather, anyway. The Brits are just now drying out from all the rain in January. And I’d need to schedule a contractor, a team of them. But Tara doesn’t know any of that.” 
 
    “Wait a sec. You intentionally dropped Rory’s name on a fake phone call to get Tara’s attention?” 
 
    A sly grin spread across Brogan’s face. “Well. Yeah. I read online where Tara and Rory used to date. That was a few months before he met my mother. I figured if Rory meant anything to her, Tara might hear the name and react somehow. It turns out Tara acted genuinely empathetic about his murder.” 
 
    “Yeah, but the woman’s also a decent enough actress to fool anybody into believing she cares. Are you sure she doesn’t hold a grudge about your mother?” 
 
    “The only thing I’m sure about is that I rattled somebody in Tara’s inner orbit. It’s unclear who that is. After we talk to Nadia this afternoon, I could call Barry for real and pick his brain about Jilly Durbin. Those two go way back.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “What do you think I was doing this morning? You aren’t the only one who does a deep dive into someone’s past. While you stick with facts and figures on their background check, I maneuver into gossip territory, check out the Hollywood chatter on a few websites, and get to the heart of what makes them tick.” 
 
    He picked up her hand and placed a kiss on her fingers. “You really are the Sherlock to my Watson.” 
 
    “I have my moments. Now, where’s Nadia? We need to find out where Phillippa lives, figure out some way to make contact with the horror queen, and maybe drive by Thurlow Thurston’s house to check out his place.” 
 
    A waiter came over to take their food order.  
 
    This time, they tried different dishes and ate from each other’s plates. Lucien ordered the Cajun shrimp with fries while Brogan ordered the freshly made crab cakes and steamed vegetables. They shared the garlic bread again and devoured the loaf as an appetizer.  
 
    After the place cleared out, Nadia spotted them in the bar and came over to say hello. “How was everything?” 
 
    “Wonderful. Again,” Lucien commented, wiping his face with his napkin.  
 
    “You guys never mentioned who you were when you were here the first time.” 
 
    “Who are we?” Brogan teased, staring over at Nadia with a straight face.  
 
    “Rory Rossum Cole. Graeme Sutter. The backbone of Indigo.” 
 
    “Our dads are famous because they’re gifted musicians,” Brogan clarified after taking a sip of wine. “Trust me, we aren’t famous, and we’re not the least bit talented.” 
 
    “How’d you find out?” Lucien wanted to know. 
 
    Nadia slid onto the empty pub chair. “Tara Stevens is one of my regulars. She’s in here at least four times a week for lunch or dinner. Sometimes she stays for hours.” 
 
    Lucien pushed his plate out of the way. “What about the other women in Tara’s group? Do they always come in with her?” 
 
    “Let’s see, Jilly Durbin still lives full time in Santa Barbara, but Tara is one of her main clients. She makes the trip up here several times a month to see her. Helen Avery has lived here for about ten years. She used to act but doesn’t anymore, not since the murder charge. No one would hire her in L.A. after she killed her lover back in 2009. Not even after a jury acquitted her two years later. Camilla Marwood is the newcomer. She moved in with her uncle about three years ago. Since he died a couple of weeks back, she’s been busy, flitting all around town, clearing up his estate.” 
 
    Brogan sat down her glass. “Who was her uncle?” 
 
    “That big TV producer, Thurlow Thurston.” 
 
    “Tara’s invited us for drinks later,” Lucien informed her. “We thought we’d kill some time until then by driving around town. Any place special we should put on our list?”   
 
    Nadia chuckled. “There’s not much to see once you leave the downtown area and the harbor. You won’t kill much time by driving around town. Too small. Although the Thurston estate is the most interesting house around here. It’s a beautiful modern ranch that sits on a hill overlooking the ocean.” 
 
    “Sounds beautiful. We’ll check it out,” Brogan vowed. “How do we get there?” 
 
    “Easy enough to find,” Nadia said. “Go south through town until you get to the first set of cliffs. There’s a steep driveway on your right. Take that up the hill. It’s somewhat hidden behind a bank of trees. But you’ll be able to see it from the first, sharp winding curve.” 
 
    “Is there a gate to keep people out?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that.” 
 
    “Where’s Helen live?” 
 
    “Her place is a lot smaller than Tara’s, more like a bungalow. It’s next door to the yacht club.”   
 
    “What should we expect at Tara’s?” Brogan prompted. 
 
    “Tara’s home is exquisite. She has wonderful taste. Every room has Mexican tile with a touch of coastal inspiration. You’ll love it. Is there anything else I can get you?”  
 
    Lucien took out his credit card to pay the bill. “We were wondering if Phillippa Vaughn still lives in town. We heard she did.” 
 
    “Phillippa is a bit of a recluse. I’ve only seen her out and about with her driver, a man by the name of Oscar Puente. You mentioned a gate earlier. Phillippa’s house has one, and it’s set well back from the road behind a huge iron fence. I doubt you’ll get anyone to open up that gate without some sort of prior arrangement.” 
 
    Lucien stood up. “Thanks, Nadia. You’ve been most helpful.” 
 
    “Glad I could be of service. By the way, you probably hear this all the time, but I love Indigo’s music. I still listen to every song on their Light Born CD at least three times a week. The entire playlist never fails to mellow me out.” 
 
    Brogan smiled. “I never get tired of hearing stuff like that. Thanks.”  
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    Once they left the restaurant, they drove around town. Nadia was right. The entire trip took less than fifteen minutes. 
 
    When Lucien pulled off the main road into a secluded wooded area so they could talk, Brogan shifted in the passenger seat to look at him. “You haven’t said a word since learning Helen Avery belongs to Tara’s clique. She’s practically joined at the hip with her. The two women are best friends, which means Helen would probably do anything Tara wanted her to do. She could have easily borrowed Tara’s boat and taken it out Saturday morning.” 
 
    “Right now, my head’s spinning trying to sort through this mess. We know the people we came to check out had ties to Pearce Holland in some way or another. We cross off Thurston because he died before the murder. That leaves Tara and her inner circle. Someone connected to Tara or Phillippa borrowed their yachts and lured Tanner here with information about Michelle.”  
 
    “But so far, we’ve struck out with Phillippa. How do we get access to her?” 
 
    “Good question. Think about it though. Does Phillippa have the kind of reputation Helen has? Helen went on trial for murder once. So we know she’s capable of violence if pushed.” 
 
    “Are you saying we should forget about Phillippa? There’s always her trusted servant, the driver, Oscar Puente.” 
 
    “Sounds like a boxer. How old is Phillippa?”  
 
    Brogan held up her phone. “Internet here is sketchy, but it says she was born in 1956, which makes her sixty-five.” 
 
    “Maybe Phillippa is keeping a secret about Michelle. Did she know her? We need to find out.” 
 
    “Like I said, how do we do that when she lives behind an iron gate?”  
 
    Scrolling the websites on her phone, Brogan let out a shriek. “Look at this. I found a blog post that says Camilla Marwood once picked up a bottle of wine during a scene on set and tossed it at Heath Ledger’s head when the script didn’t call for it. He had to have stitches, which delayed production. Here’s another article that goes on to say Camilla was known for having a wicked temper. It got so bad actors refused to work with her after the bottle incident. So did directors. Her reputation for being difficult ended her career. Not even her uncle could pull strings to get her work.” 
 
    “Okay, so we have two additional suspects with a strong tendency toward violence—Camilla and Helen.” 
 
    “And Nadia did hint that Thurlow left Camilla everything he owned. I looked it up to verify. It seems she was his only surviving relative. That means she had access to Thurston’s boat and could’ve easily taken it out Saturday morning.” 
 
    Behind the wheel of his pickup, Lucien tapped the time on the dash. “It’s almost cocktail time. How do we handle this little happy hour get-together? We can’t exactly back Helen into a corner then demand she tell us what happened to Tanner.” 
 
    “No, but we should be able to find out if Tara or Helen knew Tanner Holland. We knew him slightly, but we still knew him. Let’s use that as our opening. We simply find out if anyone at this little soiree plans to attend Tanner’s funeral on Friday.” 
 
    “You’re brilliant. The only hitch is you said Camilla wouldn’t be there.”  
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Let’s cross off each suspect one at a time.” 
 
    “You got it, Watson. I’ll follow your lead.” 
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    Their happy hour with Tara Stevens proved uneventful, even dull. They were looking for the exit and a polite way to leave after an hour. Which only proved that celebrities in private did not always live up to their glitzy public personas. Some really did struggle at making small talk if the conversation wasn’t about them. Tara was one of those who would answer a question if asked, like an interview. But otherwise, she would sip her drink and let the conversation lag.  
 
    Brogan even tried talking to the actress about her home—a lovely showplace—only to realize that Tara preferred talking about herself and her past movie roles rather than interior design. 
 
    Helen Avery had either passed out in her bungalow or chose not to attend. Either way, the aggressive former actress was a no-show—a disappointing turn of events for Lucien. 
 
    But during the second round of mojitos, the surprise of the afternoon turned out to be Jilly Durbin. When Lucien asked her if she knew Pearce Holland, the attorney looked over at her client to get permission to speak. 
 
    Receiving a nod from Tara, Jilly downed her cocktail and started talking. “That man is despicable. He’s nothing but a predator. He’s been taking advantage of vulnerable actresses since the studio gave him his first picture to direct. He’s a sleazy little man who actually believes he has talent.” 
 
    “So you knew him personally?” Lucien prodded. 
 
    “I knew him through legal channels whenever an actress would hire me to litigate a settlement, privately, of course, for his horrible behavior on the set. Pearce Holland has settled so many cases out of court—always for undisclosed sums of money—he must hold the world record for sealed settlements.” 
 
    “So I take it you won’t be attending his son’s funeral on Friday?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be appropriate. I have nothing against Tanner or Jonathan. They seem nothing like their father. The sons seemed to understand what their father is and try to avoid the same pitfalls.” 
 
    “What about you, Tara?” Brogan asked. “Will you be going to Tanner’s funeral?” 
 
    “I should put in an appearance, but honestly, I haven’t decided yet. As Jilly points out, I’ve had my run-ins with Pearce. Even though years have gone by since my last encounter, I’m still not sure my showing up at his son’s funeral service would be appreciated.” 
 
    “Were you aware that Tanner was here in town Saturday morning, the day he was murdered?” Lucien nudged. “As we speak, some tabloid rag is trying to unravel that lead. They’re trying to find out who he met.” 
 
    “Tanner came here to Portola Bay to talk to someone,” Brogan offered. “Was he seeing either one of you?” 
 
    “He didn’t see me,” Tara snapped, showing real emotion for the first time since they’d gathered outside to watch the sun go down. “And he couldn’t have talked to Jilly either because she borrowed the Hollywood Legend, my sailboat, my ninety-foot Dutch pride and joy.” 
 
    Lucien cut his eyes back to Jilly. “You took the boat out sailing Saturday morning, and you left the harbor?” 
 
    “That’s generally how it works when you sail,” Jilly retorted. “Having grown up back east, I’m an excellent sailor who has almost a second sense when it comes to the wind. Sailing is my passion. It’s in my blood. I keep my own boat back in Marina Del Rey. But when I’m here in town, Tara often lets me take out hers.” 
 
    As the sun dropped lower in the evening sky, Lucien lifted his hand to block out the ray of light. “How long were you out there…sailing?” 
 
    “I left the house a little before seven, headed the boat on a southward course, hugged the coastline halfway to Santa Cruz, then came back mid-afternoon, refueled.” 
 
    Tara poured herself another drink. “Why all the questions?” 
 
    “Just curious. We both knew Tanner,” Brogan admitted, sticking to their original plan. “We feel bad for Jonathan.” 
 
    “Yes, it is a tragedy,” Tara intoned. 
 
    As the fading light of February grew darker and the outside lights flickered on, Brogan shifted in her patio chair and leaned toward Tara. “Earlier, when you said that your circle of friends knew about loss, what did you mean?” 
 
    “One of our mutual friends died recently, someone we all cared about very much. Thurlow Thurston. Maybe you’ve heard of him. Thurlow wasn’t just a brilliant producer. He was a good friend to me when I needed one. Did I mention Camilla is his niece?” 
 
    “I believe Nadia mentioned it this afternoon,” Brogan stated, glancing at her watch. She stood up. “I think we’ve imposed on you long enough. We should be getting back. If you ever find yourself in Pelican Pointe, be sure to drop by. Next time, we’ll have drinks on our patio.” 
 
    “I rarely leave Portola Bay these days,” Tara said. “But I appreciate the thought.”  
 
      
 
    On the drive back home, Lucien seemed preoccupied. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” Brogan queried. “You seem upset.” 
 
    “What was that all about, anyway? Why were we invited for drinks when the entire scenario seemed awkward and uncomfortable? It was weird, might be the weirdest afternoon I’ve ever spent.” 
 
    “Same here. It was almost as if Tara set this whole thing up so that we’d know that Jilly took the boat out. Those two seem like lifelong friends, so why let us in on that kind of information?” 
 
    “Did she want us to wonder whether Jilly might be our killer?” Lucien speculated. “I doubt that.” 
 
    “Or was she trying to clue us in on something far more sinister?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Did the two of them conspire to kill Michelle for some reason ten years ago? Then when Tanner starts asking questions, do the two women panic and decide Tanner’s got to go? Maybe Tara directs her lawyer to fix the problem. Maybe Jilly is covering up for her famous client?” 
 
    “That’s a possibility. I wish Camilla had shown up or even Helen. I wish we’d been able to talk to Phillippa.” 
 
    “I just realized that we haven’t heard a word out of Austin. And it’s almost seven o’clock. I hope everything’s okay.” 
 
    “We’ll soon find out,” Lucien muttered, pulling his pickup into the driveway and past  Austin’s battered 1995 CR-V. He hit the garage door opener and glanced toward the porch. “The house is still here. That’s a good sign.” 
 
    “Don’t joke about that,” Brogan cautioned. “Who knows what we might find inside.”  
 
    But relief swelled through Brogan’s system as soon as she opened the door to the kitchen. She spotted the dogs sacked out in their usual spot in front of the French doors, curled up in their beds together. Stella’s head popped up first, then Poppy’s. Both dogs gave her a brief look before their heads readjusted on the pillow.  
 
    “Okay, so they didn’t miss us,” Brogan mumbled to herself. 
 
    Austin stood at the stove, stirring a pot of something that smelled delicious.  
 
    “Sorry we’re so late,” Brogan began, “but the day took a weird turn when we got an invitation to talk to a suspect and couldn’t bring ourselves to refuse. How did things go here?” 
 
    “Fine,” Austin said, taking the pot off the burner and turning off the oven. “I’m afraid I wore out the dogs on our last walk of the day to the beach. And I wasn’t sure when you guys were coming back, so I made some soup.” 
 
    “You made soup?” Lucien questioned, trailing behind Brogan. “As in homemade?” 
 
    Austin’s mouth bowed upward. “Working with animals, I’m a total vegetarian most of the time. And when I discovered an entire shelf in the fridge full of all kinds of veggies, then pre-made soup stock in the freezer, it just seemed the easiest option. I got hungry waiting for you guys.” 
 
    Lucien sniffed the air. “You didn’t happen to make enough for three, did you?” 
 
    Austin got down three bowls from the cabinet. “As it happens, I did. What do you mean you got to interview a suspect? I didn’t know you guys were like cops. I thought Cord said you were an artist who works with wood, and Brogan was some kind of CEO.” 
 
    “We are,” Lucien stated, tired to the bone. He ran a hand through his hair. “How about we sit down to dinner and try your soup, and I’ll explain what we do in detail?” 
 
    They sat around the kitchen table, watching Austin slice a loaf of his homemade bread to go with the soup. With the aroma of fresh-baked dough and simmering stew lingering in the air, their stomachs rumbled.  
 
    Brogan eyed the chunks of carrots and potatoes combined with tomatoes, peas, onions, and green beans and realized this was the perfect way to end the hectic day. “Where did you learn to cook like this?”  
 
    “I grew up in foster care. My foster mom always had a garden, similar to the one you started. She taught all of her fosters how to cook, taught us to be independent and self-sufficient so we wouldn’t starve. I dug a few weeds out of your garden. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    Lucien let out a laugh. “Are you kidding? Since we started our garden seems like weeks ago. Funny how it was only last Saturday. Lately, we haven’t had time to do much in the way of pulling weeds. You didn’t have to do that, though.” 
 
    “I didn’t mind. I like gardening. You’ve got a nice setup out there. Give it four weeks, and you’ll have your first yield, probably the climbing beans. They seemed to have taken off with the rain. And the cabbage has a nice growth spurt to it.” 
 
    Brogan spooned up her first bite of Austin’s soup. “Oh. This is good. Really good.” 
 
    “Thanks. Try the bread,” Austin offered, picking up the cutting board and passing it around the table. He pushed the butter over toward Brogan. “I hope it’s not too dry.” 
 
    “It’s perfect. Taste this, Lucien.” 
 
    Lucien broke his bread into halves and spread a generous amount of butter on top. “This is fantastic. We appreciate how you showed up at the spur of the moment.” 
 
    “It allowed me to get caught up on some of my coursework.” 
 
    “Do you live in town?” 
 
    “Yeah, I rent a house with three other roommates. Sometimes it’s tough to get them to quiet down enough to study, especially during football season. But I manage to get a lot of my reading done at the kennel. Sometimes I read aloud to the dogs.” 
 
    Embarrassed at that declaration, Austin adjusted his glasses. “I just mean that some nights the kennels get boring. Reading helps me pass the time.” 
 
    “I bet,” Brogan said. “I often read aloud to Poppy and Stella. They especially like a good mystery or thriller.” 
 
    Austin chuckled. “That doesn’t make me sound weird at all then.” 
 
    “No one who likes dogs is weird,” she contended. When she’d finished her bowl of soup, Brogan went over to dig in her purse, pulling out three large bills. She went back to the table and slid the money across to Austin. “Here you go.” 
 
    Austin’s eyes grew wider when he spotted the three one-hundred-dollar bills. “What is this?”  
 
    “That’s your day’s pay,” Lucien said.  
 
    “This is too much.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Brogan tossed out as she began to clear the table. “You kept our dogs safe. You fixed us dinner. I’d say you earned every penny. And we’re grateful because it was so last minute.” 
 
    “You guys don’t have to do that. By my calculation, you only owe me eighty-four dollars.” 
 
    “Consider the rest a bonus,” Brogan explained. “I’m going upstairs to get out of these shoes. Before you leave, make sure you give Lucien your contact information for next time.” 
 
    “They’ll be a next time?” Austin asked. 
 
    “Definitely a next time,” Lucien assured him. “What time does your shift start at the kennels tonight?” 
 
    “Nine. I work nine to two a.m.” 
 
    “Seven days a week?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Then you get up and go to class?” 
 
    “During the week, yeah. The Fanning Rescue Center gets me on weekends.” 
 
    “No girlfriend?” 
 
    “Not since Christmas. She broke up with me. She got tired of doing things by herself whenever I had to work.” 
 
    “Her loss. It’s been my experience that most women prefer going out and doing things, though.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s just as well. I couldn’t spend a lot of time with her and didn’t have the money to take her to do the things she wanted to do.” 
 
    “When the right girl comes along, you’ll know it. Trust me on that. It took me a long time to snag Brogan. I got lucky there. She loves the simple things in life.” Lucien leaned over and lowered his voice. “You didn’t hear this from me, but she’s afraid to fly, doesn’t like traveling all that much. We save a ton of money on hotels and airfare that way.” 
 
    Austin chuckled, keeping his laughter low and sly. “Sounds like she’s a homebody. Those are rare. But it does explain her backyard garden and the indoor sunroom full of plants. I can tell she’s into growing things. That’s the kind of girl I want one day.” 
 
    “Keep looking. Don’t give up. She’s out there somewhere. You just have to be patient.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Whispers on the wind skittered through town, marking the arrival of legendary Indigo guitarist Graeme Sutter. The scuttlebutt came about thanks to Maeve and Jack spreading the word while picking up groceries at Murphy’s Market.  
 
    By the time the couple had unloaded their supply haul, Felicia had parked the rock star’s 1966 classic Mercedes Benz SE in the driveway.   
 
    Maeve ran out the door to greet her sister. But as soon as Felicia stepped out of the champagne gold-colored sedan, Maeve could tell Felicia was in a foul mood. 
 
    Felicia Watts slammed the door shut. “Drives like a bloody tank. If you ask me, it’s nothing but a bloody banger. Told him I didn’t want to drive this thing. But does he listen? No. Instead, he sits in the back like his royal highness and does nothing but complain about my driving all the way from home. I wanted to drive the Jaguar with the ragtop. But did he let me? No. The old tank is more my speed. Ought to drive himself is what he should do. But does he? No. If that’s the way he feels about my driving ability, he should keep his trap shut and hire a real chauffeur next time. I was hired as a cook, not a bloody driver.” 
 
    Just as grumpy, Graeme thumped the rear door closed. “You’d think the woman would appreciate driving a vintage ride like this. But does she? No. She hit every bloody bump in the road there was for two hundred and fifty miles around. I’ll probably have to spring for new shocks.” 
 
    “Stop your nagging,” Felicia shouted. “I’ve listened to you jaw at me for the last five hours until I’m sick of the sound of your voice. As of this minute, I’m off the clock. I’ll get meself back home, thank you very much.” 
 
    “You hear how she talks to me?” Graeme groaned. “I should give her the sack once and for all.” 
 
    Behind Maeve, Lucien cleared his throat. “Fire Felicia, and who would take care of you? The woman sees to it you take your vitamins.” 
 
    Felicia retraced her steps back to the car. “I hand out his meds like candy. Just let him fire me. I’d rather work for Springsteen. I hear he’s a real sweetheart.” 
 
    Lucien put his hands out before either party said something they’d regret later. “Is there any way at all that you two could go anywhere without all the drama? I don’t know which one of you is the bigger drama queen.” 
 
    Feigning insult, Felicia grabbed him around the neck. “I swear you look skinnier than you did at Christmas. Is Maeve not feeding you?” 
 
    Hugging Felicia back like a son, Lucien murmured in her ear, “She’s feeding me plenty. I’ve gained ten pounds since the wedding, and you know it.” 
 
    Felicia grinned like a proud mama. “And what do you say about our Maeve here getting the gray out and going after young Jack? I’m thinking of doing the same. Getting me hair done while I’m here, having me one of those makeovers.” 
 
    Lucien cut his eyes to his father. “I’m no dummy. I learned a long time ago to stay out of other people’s love lives. If it’s a new look you’re after, though, you should go for the new ’do.” 
 
    Rancor forgot; Graeme threw an arm around his son’s shoulder. “What? No hug for your old man?” 
 
    Lucien wrapped his dad up in an impromptu bear hug. “You could’ve warned me you were coming.” 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that,” Graeme cracked. “Where’s your blushing bride?” 
 
    “Right here, waiting my turn.”  
 
    Graeme threw an arm around Brogan’s shoulder and kept one around Lucien as they walked toward the porch. 
 
    The awkward moment came when Graeme had to walk past Jack to get to the front door. “How’s it going, mate?” 
 
    Calm, without a hint of malice in his voice, Jack replied, “Just great. How are things with you?” 
 
    “I’m just grand.” 
 
    “What about that crazy drummer friend of yours? I once saw Nigel stick his hand over an open flame. High as a kite, he was. Had to carry him to the hospital to get it treated. And how about that keyboard player? What’s his name? Gordon Mayer with the screw loose. I hope he hasn’t jumped off any more bridges lately.” 
 
    Startled by Jack’s jovial demeanor, Graeme’s lips bowed into a grin. “You’re mellowing. Old age tends to do that to a man.” 
 
    “You’d know quicker than I would about old age,” Jack fired back in a swift retort spiked with a dab of humor.  
 
    “Good to see you got your wit back.”  
 
    And just like that, the house overflowed with people. The walls closed in with chatter and laughter. The place became a beehive of activity with the thrill of getting reacquainted. The rooms took on a life of their own, especially the kitchen. Everyone seemed to gather there to wait for a fresh pot of coffee and the snacks Maeve had prepared. 
 
    People congregated around the island counter, reaching for crackers to nibble or chips to use to scoop up any of the four different kinds of dips.  
 
    Graeme surveyed the appetizers. “Maeve’s crab Rangoon dip deserves a beer.” 
 
    Lucien took the hint. For the next twenty minutes, he played bartender, handing out beers to Graeme and Jack, opening bottles of wine for the women until everyone had what they wanted to drink.  
 
    Sensing there was trouble brewing, Maeve took charge and shooed everyone into the den so she could start dinner, everyone except Jack and Felicia, who stayed behind to offer help. No one wanted to get near the line of fire whenever the bombshell dropped. 
 
    A stoic Lucien waited in the den for Graeme to deliver his news.  
 
    “Would you like me to leave you two alone to talk?” Brogan offered. 
 
    “Nah. You should stay and hear this, too,” Graeme began, “it’s not a big deal, but I wanted to tell you in person. I’ve met someone.” 
 
    Lucien rolled his eyes and took a deep draw on his beer. He scowled in his father’s direction. “I certainly understand why you’d think it’s no big deal. And since it’s you, it really isn’t much of a deal, is it? Meeting someone new never is because it happens all the time. It didn’t take you long to get over Alexandra. Is the ink dried on the divorce yet? And I saw for myself you moved on pretty fast after your affair with Sloane. Although you always seem to land on your feet fast, right, Dad?” 
 
    “Look, mate, Sloane had a temper. She threw a piece of crystal at my head. We weren’t right for each other. Besides, the woman’s dead. I had my grieving period after Alexandra packed up and left. Now it’s time to get on with my life. I’m sixty-seven years old. The days are ticking off faster than I can keep up. I’m lonely puttering around in that big house by myself. I need someone in my life to give me a reason to get up in the morning.” 
 
    “That’s the problem. You always need a lot of someones, a string of them,” Lucien shot back. “One is never enough. Then when you do get them, you’re ready to move on to another someone. When will you ever settle down?” 
 
    “If I settle down, I’ll be dead.” 
 
    “That’s fear talking,” Lucien countered. “Who is she this time? Where did you meet her?” 
 
    “Her name’s Kerry Mayhew. She’s thirty-two and a waitress at this place I go in for a drink.” 
 
    “Let me guess. Roxy’s Rooftop. That’s where you bumped into Tanner and Jonathan.” 
 
    “Yeah. And you’d think you could show a little appreciation about me sending business your way.” 
 
    “I won’t even point out how you don’t have to do that. I’m doing—Brogan and I—we’re doing fine on our own. But it’s your life. You live it any way you want, even if it resembles a bad soap opera sometimes.” Fed up, Lucien threw out his arms and stormed out of the room. “I’m done here.” 
 
    Graeme stuck both hands in his pockets and leaned back against the bookshelves. “I made a mess of that. Like always.” 
 
    Brogan patted the sofa next to her. “Sit down, Graeme. It’s time we had a heart-to-heart. The thing you don’t get about Lucien is how much he cares about you. He’s always tried to look after you, make sure you don’t get hurt, make sure some greedy female doesn’t break your heart. He did that after Kate sent him away, banished him to California and into your care. He’s not your enemy.” 
 
    She let out a sigh, picked up her glass of wine, and took a slow sip to bolster the courage to tell him the rest.  
 
    Once Graeme had plopped down, she shifted on the couch and turned to face him. “Lucien and I have stood by and seen a lot of chaos around you and Rory through the years. Kids aren’t immune to that sort of stuff no matter how much distance there is or explanations you try to feed them. We always knew what was going on. Every time there was a relationship that blew up, we felt your pain. Lucien’s upset that you don’t see that. You don’t see that these brief, momentary affairs aren’t the answer. He wants you happy but in a secure, stable relationship, not hooked up with some nutcase who throws heavy things at your head or some waitress who probably already has a boyfriend. I’ve seen it happen before. So has Lucien. All this Kerry Mayhew wants is a few selfies to post on social media, some bragging rights, and a few minutes in the spotlight standing next to you.” 
 
    “But you don’t even know Kerry.” 
 
    “And you do? Are you sure about that? Can you sit here and tell me you believe she’s fallen for you? Or has she fallen for the rock star, the image, the money, the fame? Because right now, I guarantee Lucien is at the computer finding out everything there is to know about her.” 
 
    “He’s doing a background on her?” Graeme’s eyes were like saucers. “Look, I know I haven’t made the best choices in my love life, but don’t you think checking her out is a little extreme?” 
 
    “Not if you want to spare yourself heartache down the road. Unless you get off on that sort of misery.” 
 
    “Lucien’s doing that right now, checking up on her?” 
 
    “Yep. He’s not trying to tell you how to live, Graeme. He doesn’t want you hurt again. Big difference.” 
 
    “I’m the father. I’m supposed to be looking after him.” 
 
    “We look after each other. That’s what family is all about.” She thought of young Austin, growing up in foster care. “And some people out there don’t even have a single soul to fall back on when times are tough. You should consider yourself lucky.” 
 
    Graeme scrubbed a hand down his jaw. “How’d you get so smart? Rory would be proud. How are you getting on since his death? Tell me the truth. Don’t hold anything back.” 
 
    “I miss him something terrible. I sometimes wake up at night and I swear I’m able to hear his voice.” 
 
    “That’s because he could light up a stage. From the first time I heard him sing, he could reach out and grab the audience, really suck them into a song. Nobody and I mean nobody, could get a crowd going like Rory. No matter how exhausted he was before a show, he’d strut to that microphone every time, throw out his arms, wait for that spotlight to shine on him, wait for the crowd to rev him up, and he’d let go with that voice of his.” 
 
    “You miss touring,” Brogan realized. It wasn’t a question. “Maybe you should think about putting the band back together. Nigel would do it in a heartbeat. So would Gordon. You’d have sellout concerts for sure.” 
 
    “I’ve thought about it. But I was never the golden-haired prodigy Rory was. It was Rory who brought everybody together. Rory was Indigo’s glue.” 
 
    “Then be the glue,” Brogan suggested. “Step up and be the glue, stick a Band-Aid over all the hurt feelings between the people you care about and move on, get your life together. Put out a call for musicians, hold auditions for a bassist, a lead singer, whatever you need to make the music again. Hell, the Rolling Stones are still touring, and those guys are pushing eighty. Don’t sit around and mope, Graeme. Don’t look for just anyone to fill your days. You still have that love for music, that rapport with the audience, that talent that only comes around once in a lifetime. Stop wasting away what’s been driving you for the past four decades. Life is too short for that. Look how Jack rebounded from that fiasco with his girlfriend.” 
 
    “That woman came onto me.” 
 
    “Really, Graeme? Grow up. Isn’t it time to take some responsibility for your own behavior? You could start by apologizing to Jack, like a real apology, not that bravado you like to show off.” 
 
    “Do you think I have what it takes to pull off a comeback? Do you think I have it in me to smooth over all the hard feelings built up over the years?” 
 
    “Anyone is capable of real change, Graeme. You just have to want it bad enough.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Then consider this. Everywhere I go, people mention how much they love Indigo’s music. You were part of that. All of you put the sound together and made it happen. Your fans grew old with you. They want to hear from you guys and show you how much they still care about the music even after Rory’s death. I know. Because I get emails all the time asking what’s next for the band. Getting back into your music might be the adoration you crave. It has nothing to do with a woman. It might just come from your adoring fans. You want a reason to get up in the morning? Stepping on stage in front of thousands of fans is the spark that might just get you going.” 
 
    “Wow. You’re just like Rory. You know that? You’re headstrong, but you’re able to see the big picture. I need to find Lucien. Thanks, Brogan. Maybe I should make you our road manager.” 
 
    A slow panic crept up her spine. Brogan shook her head. “I don’t mind getting a phone call or two in the middle of the night to set you straight. But I draw the line at touring unless you’re willing to take a bus.” 
 
    Graeme reached out and lifted her chin. “If taking the bus meant having you along, the guys would vote for it just to get to be with you. I see the same thing Lucien sees in you. You’re the best thing that ever happened to him, the best thing that ever happened to Rory.” 
 
    “Thanks for that. But remember, Graeme, Lucien is your legacy. Don’t screw it up.” 
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    Graeme found his son in the greenhouse watering a row of seedlings. “Whatcha got growing there? Weed?” 
 
    “Yeah, Pop. We’re going into the pot business.” 
 
    “At least you aren’t giving me the cold shoulder like your mother used to do. Believe me, Kate Ashcroft had that down to a fine art. She knew how to get her point across without saying a word. I’ve been on the receiving end of that cold, icy stare of hers so many times I still see it in my sleep.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Lucien grunted. “I haven’t spoken to her since Thanksgiving.” 
 
    “That’s because she spent Christmas in the Caymans,” Graeme disclosed, locking eyes with his son. “I’ve still got my ear to the grapevine where she’s concerned.” 
 
    “Why? I thought the two of you couldn’t stand being in the same room together.” 
 
    “Back then. Sure. But now, we’re more like friends. Although there was a time when we could really heat up the sheets.” 
 
    Lucien made a face. “Jeez. I don’t need to hear those details.” 
 
    “Be honest with me. Did you look up Kerry?”  
 
    Lucien turned off the water hose. “I don’t want to fight about it, but yeah, I did.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Kerry Mayhew has a rap sheet that goes back ten years. She has a long list of priors for shoplifting, battery, stalking with intent to harm, and cocaine possession with intent to distribute.”  
 
    Graeme looked around for a place to sit. He picked up a crate that would hold his weight and turned it upside down. “I guess you never really know anybody, do you? As soon as I get back to Santa Barbara, I’ll end things with her.” 
 
    “Did you let her move into your house?” 
 
    Graeme grinned. “Give me a little credit, will you? She pushed me to let her move in some stuff, but I put her off until after the weekend.”  
 
    “You better hope she doesn’t break in while you’re gone and set up house. You’ll never get her to leave.” 
 
    The color drained out of Graeme’s face. “You don’t think she’d do that, do you?” 
 
    “With her track record? She might.” 
 
    “Do you think Jack could get a couple of guys out there to watch my house until I get back?” 
 
    “Sure. But he’d probably charge you double to do it.” 
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    Driving her Mazda convertible with the top down, Bodie Jardine spotted who she thought was Chloe Bretton walking on the side of the road. She’d seen the girl at the coffee shop but didn’t know her all that well. She let up on the gas anyway and pulled to the shoulder, getting off the street as much as possible. “Chloe? What are you doing out here? You’re miles from town.” 
 
    “I know that,” the teenager snapped, resting her arms on the open window. “But I don’t have my license yet, and my bike had a flat tire. I needed to talk to Brogan.” 
 
    “Brogan Cole? You’re almost there. Hop in, and I’ll give you a ride the rest of the way.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Chloe muttered, adjusting her backpack before opening the door. “Cool car.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Bodie said and hit the gas. “Is Brogan expecting you?” 
 
    “No. And you’ll probably think I’m crazy like everyone else does if I tell you why I need to talk to her.” 
 
    “None of my business,” Bodie muttered, pulling up to Brogan’s house. “Looks like they have company.” 
 
    “Crap. What do I do now? Should I go ahead and get out?” 
 
    “Is it important, the reason you came all this way?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Then go ring the bell. Want me to come with you?” 
 
    “Would you?” 
 
    “You bet. I’ve secretly wanted to see the inside of this place since they built it.” 
 
    Bodie rang the bell while Chloe danced in place. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “I have to pee.” 
 
    Brogan opened the door, electric guitar riffs amplifying in the background. She had to shout over the din. “What a nice surprise. Come on in. Sorry about the loud—whatever that is—but Lucien and his dad decided to jam before dinner. They’re trying out some new song. Want to stay for supper?” 
 
    “She needs to go to the bathroom,” Bodie said, stepping inside.  
 
    “Down the hall to the left,” Brogan directed. “Does your mother know where you are?” 
 
    “Yes!” bellowed Chloe, disappearing around the corner. 
 
    After she was out of earshot, Bodie whispered. “I found her walking along the road by herself heading here. She says she has something to tell you. She seemed nervous to me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll find out what it is. Let’s go into the solarium. I’m tired of yelling.” Brogan led the way to a set of pocket doors. She slid them aside and stepped into her indoor jungle.  
 
    “Oh, my God,” Bodie exclaimed, flitting from one plant to the next. “Your fiddle leaf fig has grown a foot since last fall. And look at all these orchids. Every one of your bromeliads is in bloom! And it’s February. And Tucker thinks I have a lot of plants.” 
 
    “You do work at a plant store. A lot of these came from The Plant Habitat.” 
 
    “Not all of them. You have seven variegated vanilla orchids. We ran out of those last September and haven’t been able to find a supplier. Looks like you did.” 
 
    “I’ve had these variegated ones for about four years. Lucien gave me the Cattleya orchids for Christmas.” 
 
    “I know. I sold those to him. It was a specialty order from Costa Rica.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that. I assumed Lucien just walked into The Plant Habitat, and there they were.” 
 
    “Not at all, but since we ordered them for Lucien, Caleb decided to stock them because the extra ones that came in with Lucien’s order sold out before Christmas.” 
 
    “I thought Caleb grew his stock himself.” 
 
    “He usually does. But he’s had trouble with orchids in general. There’s a grower in Encinitas that supplied the vanilla orchids to us. But lately, those are tough to get. Everyone wants them.” 
 
    “The vanilla orchids are the most fragrant. I think. If you guys do find a grower, let me know. I love growing these. They’re so easy, and they make great little gifts. You’re staying for dinner, right? We can talk about plants over Maeve’s roast chicken and stuffing.” 
 
    “Tucker is working late at the store tonight. I’ll text him and let him know I’m eating here.” 
 
    “He’s welcome to join us.” 
 
    “That’s so sweet of you,” Bodie said, taking out her phone. “I’ll just see if there’s any way he can leave the store early.” 
 
    “In the meantime, I’ll let Maeve know to set two more plates at the table. I’ll be right back. Not that I don’t trust Chloe, but I’m calling Paula, just in case.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you,” Bodie said, trailing after Brogan into the kitchen.  
 
    The room hustled with activity as three people employed a joint base effort into putting dinner together.  
 
    Over the rock music coming from the other room, Brogan hollered, “Two more for dinner.” 
 
    “The more, the merrier,” Felicia sang out.  
 
    “Table’s already set,” Jack bellowed. “Just scooch two more place settings in there. With Lucien’s long table, we could even handle a couple more.” 
 
    “That’s good to know because we might have a third.” Brogan picked up her cell phone to check with Paula about Chloe staying for dinner. But before that, she took the time to make introductions. “This is Bodie. Bodie, this is Maeve. Maeve’s like my mom. And that’s Felicia standing at the counter putting the finishing touches on the salad dressing. She raised Lucien, which makes her like my second mom. And then there’s Jack, who’s like a brother. Get to know each other. Gotta make a call.” 
 
    When Paula picked up, Brogan walked into the dining room and devoted her attention to Chloe’s mom.  
 
    Left behind and trying to keep the names straight, Bodie raised her hand. “I don’t mind setting the table, scooching in two more plates.” 
 
    “You’re a sweetheart,” Maeve shouted. All of a sudden, the racket came to a stop. “Thank God in heaven I can hear again. Jack, be a Luv and tell them dinner’s almost on the table. Maybe that will keep them from starting up again.” 
 
    “Great idea.” When Jack entered the den, he noticed Graeme and Lucien packing up their guitars, negating the reason for coming into the room. But as he started to head back to the kitchen, he spotted Chloe watching from the hallway. “Hey, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I need to talk to somebody about the person I’ve been seeing hanging around our house.” 
 
    Jack’s brow creased. He looked at his watch. “What do you mean? I’ve got two guys sticking to you and your mother. How’d you slip by them?” 
 
    “Those guys are great, but they don’t pay attention to both of us.” 
 
    Jack didn’t like the sound of that. “They haven’t said a word to me about anyone hanging around the shop or the house. They haven’t reported seeing anyone suspicious at either place. In fact, up to now, their reports have been rather boring.” 
 
    Chloe shook her head. “This person always makes sure they evade the men. They drive by the house. Same car every time. I’m not sure if they’re checking mom out at the shop or me out at school. I haven’t noticed them lurking around either place. It’s just when we’re home in the evening. I’ve spotted the same car several times on our street.” 
 
    “You’re certain it’s the same car? Sometimes makes and models resemble each other.” 
 
    “What’s up?” Brogan asked, ending her cell phone call. “Chloe, I talked to your mom. You have permission to eat here. Paula’s going to close up the shop and join us.” 
 
    “You didn’t trust me? Chloe accused. “That’s just great. Nobody is listening to me. Mom doesn’t believe I’m seeing anyone at all. She thinks I’m paranoid.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. What are we talking about?” Brogan asked. 
 
    Jack angled toward Brogan. “Chloe came here to let us know that she’s seen the same person hanging out in her neighborhood, especially in the evenings.” 
 
    For some reason, Scott Phillips popped into Brogan’s head. “Was this person a male, perhaps on foot, wearing khaki shorts in February, looking a little out of place?” 
 
    Chloe frowned. “No. Not at all. They keep driving by the house in a silver car, a Lexus, I think. I’ve seen them three straight nights, Monday, Tuesday, and last night. Once they pass our house, they pull to the curb down the street and just sit there staring at our address through a pair of binoculars.” 
 
    “What’s the big discussion over here?” Lucien asked as he wandered over to the other side of the room. 
 
    Brogan relayed Chloe’s misgivings. “I believe her.” 
 
    Chloe’s eyes widened. “You do?”  
 
    “Absolutely. We all do.” 
 
    Lucien turned to Jack. “Maybe someone in the neighborhood has a Ring doorbell or a SimpliSafe camera installed, and we could pick up this Lexus on video.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I should fire the guys who didn’t report this,” Jack muttered. “Thank goodness Chloe here had the presence of mind to let us know about this weirdo.” 
 
    “Jack and I will do a little reconnaissance tonight, sit outside your house and see if this mystery man shows up again,” Lucien offered. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a man,” Chloe stated.  
 
    Brogan turned to look at the teenager. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “I could swear I saw the person primping in their car’s mirror putting on lipstick Tuesday night. The inside light came on, too. I got a better look at the driver. Seem like a woman to me.” 
 
    “If we showed you a photo, would you be able to pick them out?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. It was just too dark to see that far from my bedroom window. Sorry,” Chloe murmured. “Besides, I couldn’t make out too many facial details. I just saw the shape of what I thought was a woman’s head. She did have longish hair, though. And then there’s the lipstick thing.” 
 
    “Our best bet is to stake out this place, maybe see if they come back, like tonight,” Jack suggested. “I’ll leave those worthless guys at their post for now, but we need to see for  ourselves what’s what.” 
 
    Lucien nodded. “Yeah, I agree. Which means we need to make sure we’re already in place right after dark.” 
 
    “That’s thirty minutes away,” Brogan pointed out. 
 
    “It can’t be helped. We’ll grab a bite to eat, then get out of here. It’s the only way to assure we’re there before this car shows up.” 
 
    “Do you suppose it’s Helen Avery?” 
 
    “Ask me that later, after we’ve caught her in the act.” 
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    Lucien and Jack dug through equipment from the RV, packing up listening devices, cameras with long-range lenses, and night vision goggles, not knowing precisely what they would need for the job.  
 
    “This is like shopping at the military surplus store,” Lucien commented as he stuffed a bag with gear. 
 
    “When I take on a job, I come prepared. You never know what the situation entails until you’re there, then it’s too late to wish you’d packed that extra Glock,” Jack noted. 
 
    The men left the house with eight people still eating dinner, one of which was Tucker Ferguson. Lucien borrowed Tucker’s Dodge Ram instead of taking his pickup. Another tactic to make sure his own truck wasn’t spotted in the neighborhood, giving away the surprise. 
 
    Their drive into town took less than ten minutes. Paula had written out directions to the house, located between Cape May and Seaview Drive. To get there, they went through a roundabout that dumped into Driftwood Lane, which in turn dead-ended and looped around to another street called Shorewood Park.  
 
    Jack spotted the address, a two-story Craftsman in the middle of the block. “This isn’t the easiest place to find.” 
 
     “So I noticed. Without directions, I’m not sure I would have found it at all,” Lucien admitted. “Which makes me wonder how in the world our mystery person knew where Chloe Bretton lived?” 
 
    “Especially since the Brettons have only lived in the area for what, six months. Their house is quite a bit off the beaten path. The person had to follow them home from either the coffee shop or follow Chloe home from school.” 
 
    “Exactly. Unnerving, to say the least. I don’t like stalkers.” 
 
    “Who does? Where do you intend to carry out this little mission of ours? From what angle?” 
 
    “Where’s the best spot to make sure we don’t miss the Lexus?” 
 
    Jack scanned the street, looking up and down. “I’ve got an idea. Let’s go back to Driftwood just before it dead ends. By parking near the loop, we should be able to catch the Lexus as it enters off either Cape May or Seaview.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Lucien said as he made a U-turn. “Funny how your rent-a-cops missed seeing this person.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that. Maybe that mistake is on me. I should’ve driven by here before now to check on them myself at night. You always want to make sure they’re on their toes. But with Hardison back in Oregon tucked away in a cell, I thought the protection unit had this. In a way, I see what Chloe meant. If the guys broke up the detail and stationed one in front and one in back, the guy in the back never had a chance to see the car or the driver. And the guy responsible for watching the front of the house was just too damn visible. Or not awake. Mystery Woman isn’t dumb. She wouldn’t have made her move with our man standing guard right outside the front door. You’d think these guys would know better and hide or something.” 
 
    “True, but they might’ve just saved Chloe and Paula from getting attacked by their visibility factor. You gotta give ’em credit for that.” 
 
    Driving back toward Driftwood, Lucien spotted a place to pull over. “The thing we have going for us is that Mystery Woman doesn’t know the Brettons are at my place.” 
 
    “Good thing I had the two rent-a-cops split up tonight. Jim’s back at your house with Paula and Chloe. Tony stayed back at Shorewood Park. I made sure he parked his car out of sight this time.” 
 
    “I couldn’t even tell anyone was around. You mean someone’s there right now?” 
 
    “Yup. Keeping an eye on things. That’s what he’s paid to do.” Jack shifted in the passenger seat. “Do you still want me to head back to L.A. tomorrow for Tanner’s funeral?” 
 
    “Your call.” 
 
    “Well, if it’s up to me, I’d prefer to stay here with Maeve.” 
 
    “This case might’ve started back in Hollywood ten years ago with Michelle, but in my heart, I believe the answer will come from Portola Bay. I hate to waste your time scanning the crowd at Tanner’s funeral when the killer is within five miles of us right now. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    As soon as those words left his mouth, Lucien spotted a silvery, gray Lexus heading through the roundabout, then turning back toward the neighborhood they’d just left. “There.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Jack muttered as he aimed his long-range camera lens at the license plate. He took several shots before checking the images to make sure they were clear enough. 
 
    Lucien completed another U-Turn and headed back toward Shorewood Park.  
 
    “I need my laptop to run the registration, and that’s back at Maeve’s.” 
 
    “Right now, the goal is to be there if she tries to get into the house.” 
 
    “I’ll give Tony a heads up, tell him our mystery woman is in the area.” Jack sent Tony a text, then waited for a reply. “He’s not answering.” 
 
    Lucien gunned the Dodge Ram. “I’m getting a bad feeling about this. We better go check, make sure he’s okay.” 
 
    “Why? She hasn’t had time to attack Tony just yet. Let’s hang back and see what happens. And don’t make the mistake of pulling up in front of the house. That’s not the way to take her by surprise.” 
 
    “We just need to locate where she is and spot the car.” 
 
    “Slow down,” Jack instructed. “Don’t draw attention to us in any way.” 
 
    Lucien reduced his speed to a crawl. After perusing Driftwood, he looped around to Shorewood Park, made the turn, then cut his lights before pulling to the curb a safe distance from the house.  
 
    “There she is,” Jack muttered, using his goggles. “She’s parked at the end of the street. Somebody’s behind the wheel with binoculars just like Chloe said.”  
 
    He handed off the goggles so Lucien could see for himself. “Does that look like anyone you recognize?”  
 
    “It’s too far from here. The only thing I see is a female head. But look, she’s opening the car door and getting out this time.”  
 
    At that moment, a garage door went up belonging to one of the neighbors. An SUV began to back out of the driveway, ever so slowly.  
 
    The movement startled their Mystery Woman, causing her to scramble back to the Lexus. She started the engine and took off down the street, speeding past the Dodge Ram.  
 
    Lucien jerked the pickup into gear and hit the accelerator in pursuit. He had the car in sight through the roundabout until the Lexus made a sharp left on Cape May. On the straight street, she barreled her way to the end of the block, ran the stop sign at Ocean Street, and careened into a left turn, barely missing two oncoming vehicles.  
 
    While Lucien had to yield for the two cars at the intersection and wait for them to pass, he heard squealing tires in the distance. But by that time, the wait had cost him. Pulling out on Ocean Street, he discovered the Lexus was nowhere in sight. 
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    “We drove around for an hour, with no luck,” Lucien explained to Brogan later, after everyone had either left or had gone to bed. “We drove through every parking lot south of town, drove down every alleyway, searched every wooded lot along the route back home. There weren’t that many places to look. It’s a small town.” 
 
    “And you know for certain that the Lexus made a left onto Ocean Street?” 
 
    “Absolutely. No mistake about it. The car headed south out of town and then just disappeared on us. Jack’s in the guest house now trying to find out the car’s registration.” 
 
    “Did it look like Helen?” 
 
    “In the dark, all I saw was a female form walking toward the Bretton house. She didn’t get very far before the garage door went up. That’s what scared her off. Plus, during the chase, I was driving Tucker’s pickup. I didn’t want to ram through that intersection to keep up with her.” 
 
    Mortified, Brogan let out a huff. “You’d have done that if you’d been driving your own truck? I don’t like the sound of that.” 
 
    “Maybe. But I couldn’t put lives in jeopardy. I couldn’t risk it. There was no reason for it. We had the plate number.” 
 
    “Good answer.” 
 
    Jack walked in carrying his laptop. “You won’t believe this, but the car isn’t registered to Helen Avery.” 
 
    “Then who?” Brogan asked.  
 
    “Jilly Durbin LLC.” 
 
    “The lawyer?” Lucien said, his jaw dropping open. “She did readily admit she took Tara’s boat out Saturday morning.” 
 
    “Yup. But that’s not all. Durbin owns five expensive cars, all registered to her law firm. She keeps three of them in a leased garage designed specifically for storing automobiles.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Brogan interrupted, “on Tara’s estate, separate from the main house?”  
 
    Jack plopped down in a chair and slid his open laptop on the table. “No. There’s no room on Tara’s grounds for that kind of facility. I found an overhead shot of her estate. Instead, what they did was go in together to share a garage in Portola Bay. Tara and her pals, Durbin included, use the place like a boat storage building with everyone sharing access.” 
 
    “Who’s everyone? How many names are on the lease?” 
 
    “All of them. Tara Stevens, Jilly Durbin, Helen Avery, Thurlow Thurston, they all use that space to store their extra luxury cars.” 
 
    “But Thurlow’s dead.” 
 
    “True. But his estate still shows he keeps three Porsches parked there. The lease lists every vehicle and the owner of each car. I’m assuming that’s a cautionary step to make sure none of the riffraff uses the place to park anything as ordinary as a Honda.” 
 
    “Those Porsches now belong to Camilla Marwood,” Brogan pointed out. “I wonder if Jilly Durbin is handling Thurston’s probate.” 
 
    “Yeah, but why would Jilly Durbin need to keep an eye on Chloe? Jilly has to be Tanner’s killer, right?” Jack proffered. 
 
    “To me, it looks like she’s been waiting for the best opportunity to grab Chloe, get rid of the only witness she left behind. Jilly doesn’t know that Chloe didn’t see anything that morning,” Lucien stated, rubbing a hand through his hair.  
 
    Brogan lifted a shoulder. “Then why not kidnap Chloe after school? Wouldn’t it be easier than watching the house, waiting to strike in the middle of the night with two guards on duty?” 
 
    “Too many witnesses around to make a move,” Jack tossed out with a shrug. “I don’t know. I’ve never been good at getting into the female mind, let alone a female killer’s thought process. But there’s another angle here you haven’t considered. If this Durbin woman wasn’t the one to murder Michelle Spencer, then why did she need to kill Tanner in the first place?” 
 
    Brogan chewed on that. “You’re saying Jilly might’ve killed Tanner to protect one of her clients, presumably Tara Stevens. Interesting because Lucien and I discussed that very thing yesterday. Our thinking was that perhaps Tara killed Michelle, confided that to Jilly at some point, and Jilly took care of Tanner to keep anyone from looking into what happened to Michelle.” 
 
    “The problem with that is I’ve never known an attorney who’s that dedicated to a client,” Jack tendered. “Unless this Jilly murdered Michelle in the first place, then killed Tanner to protect herself.” 
 
    “Nothing else makes sense, does it?” Lucien said, locking fingers with his wife. “Although you were the first one to figure out that the killer had to be female. Otherwise, why use a rock to smash Tanner over the head?”  
 
    “Yes, I did. But remember those marks on Tanner’s neck. I’m trying to imagine the woman I met at the restaurant strong enough to put those bruises there. Jilly is about five-six. Is she capable of applying that kind of pressure to take down a physically fit male?”  
 
    Jack shook his head. “Doesn’t matter how tall she is. If she got the upper hand somewhere on the boat, she could do it. Say, if Tanner had turned his back or was drugged, she could’ve used any type of thick rope available on Tara’s boat to wrap around Tanner’s neck and apply enough pressure that it took Tanner to his knees. Then at some point during the struggle, he managed to fight back enough to gain an advantage, maybe somehow escape, get off the boat and make it to shore. That’s when she followed him, picked up the rock, and bam—knocked Tanner cold for good. It’s a great theory.” 
 
    Brogan frowned. “But that’s all it is, a theory. We need proof. We need the GPS data from Tara’s boat, placing her here in Pelican Pointe, indisputable proof showing that the Hollywood Legend moored off the beach out there.” 
 
    “You’re joking? Tara Stevens calls her boat Hollywood Legend?” Jack quipped. 
 
    Lucien nodded. “Oh yeah. The woman is a total narcissist. Using GPS data, that’s a great idea. We could use that from the Lexus to show she’s been spying on the Brettons.”  
 
    “How do we do that?” Brogan wanted to know. “The boat we might board without anyone seeing us. But getting the data from the Lexus locked up in a garage is another matter.” 
 
    Jack snapped the lid shut on his laptop. “Break into the garage. It’s the only way to get access to the car. If you have that, put it all together, and take it to Brent Cody for prosecution.” 
 
    “That’ll go over well, I’m sure,” Brogan muttered. “We all need a good night’s sleep to think about our next step, consider how to proceed from here. I’m not sure I’m ready to add B & E to my CV at this stage of my life. I was hoping to wait until I’d at least reached thirty.” 
 
    Lucien grinned. “There has to be another way.”  
 
    “Then we’ll need to find it. You didn’t actually see Jilly Durbin in that car, though, right?” Brogan prodded. “Would you swear in a witness statement that it was Jilly you saw?” 
 
    After several long seconds, Lucien traded looks with Jack. “No. I don’t think either one of us could do that. What’s your point?” 
 
    “We need to figure out if Jilly is working alone or at the behest of Tara. Their tight-knit little group doesn’t do anything without the others knowing about it. They’re joined at the hip. I don’t believe Tara approached me by coincidence, which explains the invitation for drinks. I think I might’ve fallen right into their trap.” 
 
    “You mean Tara and Jilly were pumping us for information.” 
 
    “It didn’t work, though, did it? Before we go forcing our way into a felony, we need to discover a few new things about all of these women. And I just might know the perfect way to get it done.” 
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    The sound of a slamming heavy door, metal on metal, rousted Brogan from an already restless sleep. She’d spent hours tossing and turning, unable to get the image of Tanner’s murder out of her head. There was something about knowing a woman had been able to subdue him to the point of strangulation that bothered her. The violence that produced the bruises showed an intense, frenzied attack. To Brogan, it showed the killer’s determination to tie up any and all loose ends.  
 
    Was a woman capable of that kind of aggression? Growing up in posh schools, she’d seen her fair share of tempers flare firsthand between the mean girl crowd, bullies, pampered little princesses who believed they were somehow entitled to do whatever they wanted. But usually they always tried to talk someone else into doing their dirty work for them. They never lowered themselves to engaging the enemy. No, they got someone else to do that.   
 
    She threw back the covers and got to her feet, began to pace and to think. Was that what had happened in Tanner’s case? Or Michelle’s, for that matter?  
 
    Brogan ended up staring out the bedroom window into the darkness, unable to let go of the mental images.  
 
    Her eyes drifted to Jack’s RV, where a light caught her attention. She saw movement outside the motorhome, an embrace, a kiss, a pat on the cheek.  
 
    Brogan shoved her hair out of her face and announced, “I just saw Maeve coming out of Jack’s place. It’s not even six-fifteen yet.” 
 
    Lucien lifted his head for less than five seconds before dropping it back into his pillow. “Come back to bed. It’s too early to get up.” 
 
    But her eyes stayed glued to the scene outside. “Unbelievable. I’m not dreaming. This is really happening. Maeve is having sex with Jack in his RV because her sister is sleeping in the guest house.” 
 
    Lucien mumbled, “It’s too early to have this conversation.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay. I’m just frustrated, is all.” 
 
    He flopped to another position and punched his pillow back into shape. “My advice is to get used to it. Jack seems serious, and so does Maeve. Stay out of it. It’s not our business.” 
 
    “You don’t think he’d hurt her, do you? Break her heart?” 
 
    Lucien struggled to prop his head on his elbow. “Jack doesn’t strike me as a man who takes advantage of women. Never has. Never will. They’re both consenting adults. My advice is to start accepting them as a couple.” 
 
    “I think the world of both of them.” 
 
    “Then show it. Butt out.” 
 
    Brogan took that advice downstairs to make coffee. She couldn’t even get the dogs to come with her. Instead, she left them sleeping in their beds. 
 
    She was scooping coffee beans into the grinder when Maeve used her key to unlock the French doors.  
 
    “Good morning to you,” Maeve called out, chipper as a bonnie lass of sixteen.  
 
    “Morning.” 
 
    “What are you doing up so early?” 
 
    “This case has me staring at the ceiling or walking the floor.” 
 
    “That’s never good. Jack says this case is one for the books.” 
 
    “Speaking of Jack, you seem to have an extra spring in your step. Please tell me I didn’t just see you sneak out of his motorhome.” 
 
    “You want me to lie?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Dressed in a pair of jeans and a blouse, Maeve tied a starched apron around her middle. “Look, you might as well accept the fact that I’m in love with him. Full on love. Now’s as good a time to bring this up as any. When the case is done, and he goes back to Los Angeles, I’m thinking about going back with him. He’s asked me to.” 
 
    “Move in with him? Oh, my God, you need to slow down. What’s the rush?” 
 
    “I’m not getting any younger,” Maeve snickered, nudging Brogan out of the way so she could make the coffee. “Let me do that. You’re distracted, making a mess of it.” 
 
    “Of course I’m distracted. You’ve just told me in no uncertain terms that you’re leaving.” 
 
    “I think it’s my turn in the sun, don’t you? I’d love to have my own house to run. Just once in my life, I’d love to have my own things around me.” 
 
    “But you have the guest house. It’s all yours.” 
 
    “It’s not the same thing.” 
 
    “No, you’re right. It’s not the same thing.” Defeated, Brogan slid onto one of the barstools at the counter. “You deserve it all, every ounce of happiness you’ve ever wanted.”  
 
    “Besides, you and Lucien don’t need me hanging around. Right after you got married, you proved you didn’t need a housekeeper any longer. You’re self-sufficient. You two are perfectly capable of feeding yourselves.” 
 
    “Does Felicia know?” 
 
    “She does. She’s in my corner. I hope you are as well.” 
 
    “I am. You know I am. You’ve been my mom longer than Rachel was my mother.” 
 
    Maeve hid her emotions by getting the coffee going and cleaning the grinder. But when she finished, she went over to put her arms around Brogan and kiss the top of her hair. “Don’t be sad. I’m happier than I’ve ever been before. If truth be told, I’m happier than when I was twenty, feeling young and carefree. It seems I’ve waited my whole life for this.” 
 
    Brogan patted her hand, kissed her on the cheek. “As long as you’re happy. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    “You got your Lucien. You, of all people, should know how I feel.” 
 
    “You’ve been in love with Jack that long?” 
 
    “Aye. Jack captured my heart from the first moment. But I kept my feelings to meself. Wouldn’t have done a bit of good if I had told him.” 
 
    “Because Rory frowned on employees co-mingling, a bit of a hypocritical stance considering he couldn’t keep it in his pants.” 
 
    “At the time, I thought so, too. I thought about quitting. But I also knew that if Jack really cared about me, he would’ve said something. We hadn’t been together that long anyway.” 
 
    “But now the circumstances are different.” 
 
    “He’s different. He admitted that he fell for me back then like I fell for him. But jobs are hard to come by, and you don’t put everything on the line without some money in the bank. I guess we both put that first. Then you came along and changed everything.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re set on doing this, we should celebrate properly when it’s time for you to leave.” 
 
    “I’m not going away forever. I’ll be back here for a visit, now and again. Whenever Jack comes to help out with a case, I’ll come with him. It’s that simple. He has his security company to run. And you could always come to visit me.”  
 
    Tears welled up in Brogan’s eyes. “I’ll miss you.” 
 
    “I know. And I’ll miss you. But we’ll do the email thing and text and keep in touch. Jack’s helping me with the internet. Don’t worry. I’m not on another buying spree just yet.” 
 
    Brogan wiped her face and reached for her laptop to keep herself from having a complete crying jag. “Speaking of the internet, I should check my work emails.”  
 
    Maeve lifted Brogan’s chin. “I remember when Rory brought you into my life.” 
 
    “Come on. I know full well you brought me from the airport into Rory’s life. No need to try and pretty up the story. I was a mess, scared to death, and you made everything all right.” 
 
    “Your father was a busy man. Raising you was the best thing that happened to me back then.” 
 
    “I must’ve been a pain in the butt.” 
 
    “Oh, you were. But you were my pain in the butt. Get your work done, and I’ll make us some breakfast.” 
 
    Brogan perused her emails and stopped at one about Michelle, a reply from one of her inquiries. “This came in last night. It’s from a film editor who worked on Michelle’s movie. He claims to have uncut footage of Michelle arguing with a woman who pushed her and slapped her on set.” 
 
    “That would be worth seeing.” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Adderley did attach the clip. I need to get Lucien and Jack to watch this.” 
 
    “First coffee,” Maeve offered, handing her a big colorful mug full of brew made the way she liked it. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Graeme came in, dressed in a pair of silk pajamas, yawning, scratching, and trying to wake up. He headed straight for the coffee pot. He spared Maeve a glance and said, “Any chance of getting a Toad in the Hole, Luv?” 
 
    “I think I can manage that,” Maeve muttered under her breath.  
 
    “Felicia makes it with those little sausages.” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Sutter, Felicia is on vacation. She’s having a bit of a lie-in this morning. Besides, I make mine with the fat, plump kind of sausages, which means mine are a great deal tastier. And for your information, who do you think taught Felicia how to make Toads in the Hole in the first place?” 
 
    Graeme rolled his eyes toward Brogan. “I’ve stepped in it now. Artistic differences.” 
 
    “You stepped in it all right. Now you clean it up,” Brogan cautioned, grabbing her coffee and her laptop. “Right now, I need to go wake up your son. We have a trap to set.” 
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    “What do you mean Maeve’s leaving?” Lucien said, stepping out of the shower. 
 
    Brogan handed him a towel. “Just what I said. When Jack leaves for L.A., she’s going with him. To live there. In what I hope is happily ever after. What if it’s not? What was it you said earlier, half-asleep, about getting used to them as a couple? Well, they’re officially a couple. You don’t move in with someone unless you’ve considered coupledom. Don’t you think this is just a bit too much, too soon?” 
 
    Lucien shrugged and finished toweling off. Naked, he strolled out to his closet. “Men and women have been cohabitating since the dawn of man. I’m sure Maeve knows her own mind. It’s not up to us to tell her what to do.” 
 
    “Like I could even do that,” Brogan pointed out as she began to make the bed. After fluffing the pillows, she stopped in mid-rearranging, then dropped down on the covers, put her head in her hands. 
 
    Lucien walked out of his closet, pulling on his jeans, and noticed the anguished state she was in. “I know you’re sad about Maeve leaving. But honestly, Brogan, I don’t see how you or I could stop her. I’m not sure we should even try.” 
 
    “I don’t want to stop her. I want her happy. I’m just trying to figure out the next step, the step I take without my dad—and my mom—she’s like my mom, Lucien. She’s nurtured me for sixteen years. And through it all, she was wonderful. She picked up the slack when I lost—” 
 
    “I know, I know,” he said, plopping down beside her and pulling her to his chest. He sat there stroking her hair, holding her for the longest time. Then in a soothing voice, he whispered, “There’s an upside to this. Without a third person here, we have privacy, lots of it.” 
 
    She ran a hand down his jawline. “Leave it to you to remind me how much we always wanted our independence.” 
 
    “There you go. We grew up.” 
 
    They heard rumblings coming from downstairs between Graeme and Maeve. The shouting grew louder. 
 
    “My God, we need to get down there before they kill each other, and I have to clean up blood all over my new kitchen floor.”  
 
    Lucien got to his feet, grabbed a shirt, and began to button up. “See what I mean. Advantages.” 
 
    “Oh, but don’t go yet. There’s something I need to show you first.” She opened her laptop, brought up the email and the attachment, then queued the clip. “Someone named Adderley—a film editor on Michelle’s movie—sent this uncut video from ten years ago. It shows Michelle arguing with another woman. The altercation heats up, gets physical fast. I think the woman who attacked her looks a lot like Camilla Marwood.” 
 
    “From Tara’s tightknit group?” 
 
    “The same and the niece of Thurlow Thurston. Camilla would’ve had access to Thurlow’s boat. Take a look for yourself.”  
 
    Lucien watched the video, filmed using a camera phone with ten-year-old technology. The grainy footage wasn’t the best quality, but it clearly showed the woman attacking Michelle from the back, wrapping her hands around Michelle’s throat and taking her down to the pavement. “My God, that’s hard to watch.” 
 
    “But it’s almost a perfect reenactment of what we think happened to Tanner.” 
 
    “Good point. I only got a glimpse of Marwood that day at the restaurant. But yeah, it looks like the same woman who might’ve aged ten years. Wow. She’s freaking out about something. Look at how she goes after Michelle.” 
 
    “Man trouble? Jealousy? What could Michelle have possibly done to Camilla to provoke this kind of anger?” 
 
    “This certainly adds another layer to the bait we talked about last night. As long as we get a hundred percent participation out of Tara’s following, we should have some answers by tonight. Has Jack seen this?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Let’s screen it on the big TV downstairs over breakfast. I think we might have a new suspect.” 
 
    Downstairs in the den, they gathered around the big-screen TV with their coffee and breakfast sandwiches, waiting for Lucien to upload the clip. 
 
    As soon as he hit play, he heard gasps behind him. The minute and a half video lasted long enough to show the brutality of the attack in its entirety before members of the crew managed to pull Camilla off a beaten Michelle. But as gruesome as the clip was, Lucien replayed it several times.  
 
    He stood in front of the TV, pointed to the screen. “This changes things. There’s no way it doesn’t. We ended last night believing we had our killer, or at least Jilly working in league with Tara. Now, we need to rethink the whole thing. Discovering that a woman who looks like Camilla Marwood attacked and injured Michelle Stevens ten years ago is something we shouldn’t ignore. Because that incident might be the motive for Michelle’s disappearance and her subsequent murder.” 
 
    Jack nodded in agreement. “Camilla must have a screw loose to go after someone in a public venue like this with so many witnesses. A film set is not the place for this kind of behavior. Sure, I’ve seen worse backstage, but when word gets around a shooting location this took place, it makes it difficult for anyone to hire a hothead. Yet, she couldn’t hold back her fury until Michelle was off the lot. That says a lot to me about Camilla’s mindset.” 
 
    “Not to mention Camilla’s character,” Brogan brought up. “Is there any way for us to find out what this fight was about? It was serious enough that Michelle could’ve easily pressed charges against Camilla.” She got to her feet, approached the screen. “Look at the time stamp on the footage. Michelle only had a few days left of shooting before the movie wrapped. Then she disappears. Adderley says in his email that he witnessed the entire attack along with at least fifty other people. Someone called an ambulance. The EMTs transported Michelle to the hospital. Doctors treated her for a concussion due to hitting the back of her head on the ground. There must be hospital records somewhere proving Michelle needed medical treatment after Camilla’s attack. The thing I don’t understand is why no one followed up after learning Michelle had disappeared. No one did anything. No one pointed the finger at Camilla.” 
 
    Jack cleared his throat. “That’s because I can’t even locate a police report on Michelle’s disappearance. If one ever existed, it’s long gone, either misplaced, misfiled somewhere, or tossed in the trash on purpose.” 
 
    Brogan threw up her hands. “It’s like Michelle Spencer never existed. The only evidence is the movie she made. I’d certainly never heard of her as an actress before Jonathan brought it up.” 
 
    “I thought about this overnight, and I didn’t even know about the clip then,” Jack stated. “But if the Lexus we spotted last night is one of those cars kept in the storage facility I mentioned, then any member of Tara’s group could’ve had access to it.” 
 
    “How’d they get the keys?” Brogan asked. 
 
    “The easy answer is that it’s like a valet parking lot. Where does the valet keep the keys while you’re dining or doing whatever after you’ve handed them over for safekeeping?” 
 
    “They keep them locked in a cabinet with each key having its own peg and tag.”  
 
    “Exactly. With a tag marking which key goes to what car, right? I reread the lease on the storage building. Each car owner who went in on this deal was issued two additional keys, one to the front door of the building and one to the key cabinet. These people have known each other for years. Right? They trust each other with houses, lending out servants to each other for parties like pre-civil war days, apparently cars, and my guess is boats.”  
 
    “So any one of these people could have been driving the Lexus. Any one of them could’ve taken out either Tara’s boat or Thurston’s last Saturday morning,” Brogan realized. 
 
    “That’s what I’m beginning to believe, yeah,” Jack concluded. 
 
    “We need to rewrite our script,” Lucien advised. “Tweak it to appeal to all the women in Tara’s group. Tara’s not the only one who can reel in a fish.”  
 
    He sent Graeme a look of appreciation. “Dad’s asked if he could help. I said it sounded like a good idea, lends a certain authenticity to the ruse. This way, we’ll see what kind of actors we all are.” 
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    Portola Bay seemed deserted except for the noisy seagulls that swarmed the pier. In contrast, the ocean beyond was a sea of tranquility. Done with their early morning catches, the local fishermen moved their trawlers through the water at a snail’s pace.  
 
    As she drove through town, Brogan looked around for the storage facility. “I don’t see it.” 
 
    “Jack says it’s on the southwest corner next to the harbor. There,” Lucien said, pointing to a newly remodeled stucco building with several garage doors in the front. “It seems that last year Thurlow Thurston had the place completely rehabbed from floor to ceiling. Now, it has a ramp leading up to the second floor.” 
 
    “How many cars are in there that would justify two floors?” 
 
    “With four people on the lease, you do the math. If they each have three cars in there, that’s at least twelve.”  
 
    Brogan pulled the Range Rover into a parking space at the harbor. She scanned the boats. “There’s the Hollywood Legend.” 
 
    “A few slots down sits Thurlow Thurston’s yacht, Silver’s Palace, named after his long-running sitcom about a sexist pig living in Las Vegas.” 
 
    “Hmm. Wonder if that’s irony or an admission? Now, all we need is to learn that Pearce Holland keeps his boat here.” 
 
    “If he does, he didn’t take it out Saturday morning and refuel it in the same afternoon. That would make him a suspect. Let’s keep this simple.” 
 
    “Which brings me to Phillippa Vaughn. When did we decide to eliminate her?” 
 
    “Jack knows her driver. He says Oscar wouldn’t hurt a fly. But just in case, he called him up and asked about Saturday’s boat trip. Turns out, every Saturday morning for the last several months at six-thirty sharp, before a lot of people arrive at the harbor, Phillippa has him take her out on her Italian-built sloop. They go up and down the coast for about two hours. That’s what they do because Phillippa has Stage 4 pancreatic cancer. She only has a few months to live.” 
 
    “I’m getting jaded at this. Did Jack check out the story?” 
 
    “You know Jack. What do you think?” 
 
    “Then I guess we cross Phillippa off our list.” 
 
    “That’s why we’ve narrowed our focus on this group. If this turns out to be a bust, we’re back to square one.” 
 
    “Speaking of our favorite coven, Jilly is pulling up to The Fish Shack with Tara in the car.” 
 
    “Right behind her is Camilla Marwood and Helen Avery. It seems we have our liquid lunch crowd taking their places right on time.” 
 
    “Neither woman is driving a Lexus, though.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t get that car out on the streets after last night’s fiasco.” 
 
    Brogan looked up to see Jack striding toward the SUV. Walking next to him was Graeme. “Can you believe those two are best buds now?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” Lucien stated, opening the door. “We just have to make sure they don’t find anything to fight about for the next several hours.” 
 
    “Hey, they made it here in one piece. That’s something. And Graeme even let Jack drive his precious Benz. I’d say that at least makes them buddies for the afternoon’s matinee performance.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah. It’s showtime.” 
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    Even though it wasn’t quite noon yet, the restaurant staff seemed geared up for a rush. The blackboard sign outside advertised their special of the day—a Friday celebration of fish and chips—with waiters already toting plates of the stuff from kitchen to tables.  
 
    The four of them walked into The Fish Shack, where Lucien had made a reservation on the patio for lunch. The smell of frying pollock and potatoes wafted in the air as the hostess escorted them to outside seating. The terrace was on the small side, which meant their table ended up a few feet away from Tara and her entourage.  
 
    Before sitting down, Brogan and Lucien waved politely to the women next to them, acknowledging the group like old friends. But they didn’t approach the table.  
 
    Their foursome got caught up selecting from the menu, making a bigger and perhaps louder production out of their choices than necessary.  
 
    Graeme ordered a pitcher of mojitos and crab puff appetizers. Jack went with the special. Brogan picked the grilled haddock served over a bed of lettuce with cilantro and lime dressing while Lucien stuck with his Cajun shrimp and pasta.  
 
    They chatted about Jack and Maeve’s plans to move to Los Angeles, made small talk about maybe looking for property to buy in Portola Bay, and dropped hints that their case had almost reached its conclusion.  
 
    Nadia made the rounds to say hi.  
 
    When Jack’s phone rang, he stood up and paced a few feet away to the opposite corner to take the call.  
 
    Their drinks arrived about the time Jack came back to the table with an announcement of his own. “That was Brent Cody on the phone. After what happened near the Bretton’s house last night, he’s decided to move Chloe and her mom to a safe house. Brent doesn’t want anything happening to his star witness, the only witness he has to Tanner’s murder. According to Brent, an arrest is imminent this weekend. A safe house is the only way to keep Chloe safe until the killer is in custody. His team is moving Chloe tonight after midnight.” 
 
    “Why then?” Brogan feigned confusion. “Why don’t they just move her this afternoon?” 
 
    In a patronizing tone, Lucien patted Brogan’s hand. “I think it’s because it would be less traffic, less conspicuous after dark.” 
 
    “If only that copper would tell us who his prime suspect is,” Graeme chimed in. “You guys have worked so hard on this case; it’s not fair Brent Cody gets to make the arrest.” 
 
    “And take all the credit for closing it,” Jack tossed out. 
 
    “It’s okay, guys,” Lucien said with a shrug. “The same thing happened when Brogan and I, with Jack’s help, cracked Rory’s case.”  
 
    Brogan heard whispers coming from Tara’s table. Believing someone sat within a few feet away contemplating their next sinister move, it was all she could do to keep her mind on the job. Yet the women ate their salads and drank their martinis unruffled, with a calm, collected coldness that surprised her.  
 
    Her food arrived, and she was so taken aback at the serene mood emanating off the table next to her, she began to question whether any of these women were capable of cold-blooded murder. Her doubts gained a foothold. Maybe they’d gotten it all wrong. Maybe there was another explanation they’d missed. 
 
    Lucien squeezed her hand to bring her out of her reverie. As if he sensed her misgivings, he leaned over and whispered, “Ice runs in their veins.”  
 
    She made it through the meal, even watched the women settle their bill and head to their cars. But not before Tara and Jilly stopped by their table. The two women flirted with Graeme. Proving superstardom had its elite clique. 
 
    “I couldn’t help but overhear that you’re thinking of making Portola Bay a second home. We’d love to have you,” Tara crooned. 
 
    “If you need help with any legal details,” Jilly began, “don’t hesitate to call me. I realize you already have an attorney. But I know this area like the back of my hand. I know all the available property here.” 
 
    Graeme stood up, kissed each woman on the hand. “You’re ever so kind. I’d need the help of two lovelies if I intend to come here often.”  
 
    “Do you have a boat?” Tara inquired. “Our harbor is the perfect place to keep it if you do. Not as busy as Marina del Rey, which is why I keep bugging Jilly to move hers here. And you wouldn’t have to deal with those mega-yachts taking up all the mooring space like it does in Marina del Rey.” 
 
    Jilly smiled. “She’s always looking out for me.” 
 
    “Women need to look after each other,” Graeme agreed. “Or have a man in their life to do it for them.” 
 
    Jilly patted Graeme’s arm. “Oh, honey, that way of thinking is so out of date. But sometimes, being on your own gets tiresome for sure.” 
 
    Their party of four left soon after Tara’s coquettish display, an incident none had anticipated.  
 
    Outside on the sidewalk, Graeme turned to his son and lowered his voice. “How’d I do?” 
 
    “Magnificent. You were all very convincing.”  
 
    “I just hope they took the bait,” Jack mumbled, holding up his phone. “I got plenty of footage.” 
 
    “You filmed them?” Brogan asked.  
 
    “Oh, yeah. And as soon as I dropped the bomb about the safe house, it was Camilla who went into panic mode.” 
 
    “I want to see,” Brogan said, reaching for the device. 
 
    “Not here,” Jack stated. “Wait until we get back. I don’t like this place. If we have to come back and force our way into that garage or board one of those luxury yachts, I won’t be responsible for taking care of how I do it.” 
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    Back home, they gathered in the kitchen where Maeve had cookies and lemonade waiting.  
 
    Brogan watched Jack’s footage, munching on a homemade ginger snap, and realization struck. “We’re not wrong, are we?” 
 
    “No, we’re not wrong,” Jack warned. “Look at the way Camilla’s hands start shaking when I mention moving the witness, the way she digs in her purse for her phone then starts frantically texting.” 
 
    “I did notice the whole table lean a little closer to ours so they wouldn’t miss anything,” Graeme noted. “That woman Jack’s zeroed in on did seem jumpy. Her fingers don’t seem to stop fidgeting.” 
 
    “She’s texting all right. Who do you suppose she’s talking to?” Lucien pondered. 
 
    Jack enlarged the images with his fingers. “No idea. I wish I’d taken this over her shoulder. But watch what happens several minutes later. See how Jilly checks her phone and then starts doing the same thing. That may not prove Camilla is texting Jilly. But it seems weird.” 
 
    Lucien rubbed the back of his neck. “We have a couple of hours before we’re all stationed inside the Bretton home. I won’t lie. Things look bad for Camilla. I say we use the time to get more dirt on her.” 
 
    “You know, it occurred to me back at the restaurant when doubts started creeping in, how I never bothered to look at the CCTV from the hotel. Do you mind letting me sit through the tape?” 
 
    “Not at all. Maybe we should both go through the footage again.” 
 
    Jack got to his feet. “I think I’ll spend my time taking a look at Thurston’s will. Since it’s gone through probate, it’s public record for all to see.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to see the footage from the hotel?” Brogan urged. “Three pairs of eyes are better than two. And you’re always picking up something that might not stand out to us.” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll watch it. Let’s go back to the big-screen TV and upload it there. It’s easier to catch anything if we blow it up and take it frame by frame.” 
 
    That’s what they did. The three of them took the snacks into the den and started the footage from when Tanner checked into the hotel late Friday night and played it to when he left the hotel Saturday morning. They played it once, then a second time, then a third. 
 
    Brogan had her elbows perched on the back of the sofa. After watching the recording a third time in the awkward position, she stretched her back. “All I see is hotel staff milling around the third floor. The only person who goes near Room 318 is a maid bringing towels at 12:18 a.m. after Tanner is already in there, settling in for the night. She uses her master card key and—” 
 
    “Crap,” Lucien called out. “Stop. Go back to around 12:12, six minutes earlier.” 
 
    Brogan waited for Jack to reverse the footage, then moved where she stood in front of the screen. “Take a closer look at the maid. That’s a short brown wig she’s wearing. That’s Camilla Marwood disguised as one of the housekeepers. That’s who got into Tanner’s room Friday night. Look at what’s dangling from her earlobes. She’s wearing those pear-shaped ruby and diamond earrings. That’s who lost it in the room. I told you that jewelry was suited to an older woman.” 
 
    “How old is Camilla? Wouldn’t you say about forty-four, forty-five? When you said older, I thought you meant fifties, sixties.” 
 
    “So did I,” Jack said in agreement. “Isn’t that what was in the brown envelope we sent off for DNA testing? I couldn’t hurry the lab along. We’re still waiting to see if there’s enough DNA on it for a profile.” 
 
    “Call in a favor,” Lucien directed. “Although we have nothing to compare the DNA to anyway. We need to get Camilla’s sample. I just don’t get it, though. Why didn’t Camilla kill Tanner that night?” 
 
    “Dressed like a maid,” Brogan stressed. “I’m guessing she was gaining his trust.” She wiggled her eyebrows up and down before adding, “In a big way, if you know what I mean. That earring didn’t fall off her ear without some tussle and some help.” 
 
    “They had sex?” Lucien quizzed. 
 
    “I did find it next to the bed,” Brogan pointed out. 
 
    Lucien shook his head. “I can’t believe I missed the maid. I really am an amateur.” 
 
    “Knock it off,” Jack ordered. “Sometimes going through CCTV takes multiple views by pros—and by pros, I mean the guys at the FBI. To pick up on this kind of stuff sometimes takes more than one scan. We should’ve all been going over this tape Monday night.” 
 
    “Thanks for that,” Lucien said. “But that Sunday morning Brogan and I were at the hotel, I let Melvin-the-manager rush me. I didn’t go through the due diligence like I should have.” 
 
    “You mean five days ago?” Brogan pointed out. “I agree with Jack. We followed up at Tanner’s hotel less than thirty hours after he died when no one else was interested in taking that step. We gathered evidence, information that no one else wanted but us. We sent said evidence to the lab, which is what the pros do. They wait. It takes patience to solve these things. That’s all we could do at the time. Five days later, we’re re-examining said evidence. That’s not bad for a murder investigation and a bunch of amateurs.” 
 
    “That might be my fault,” Maeve piped up. “Monday night, I’m the one who didn’t want to talk murder. Jack was all geared up to watch the video from the hotel. Instead, we ate coconut cream pie. Remember? If you want someone to blame, blame me.” 
 
    Jack slung his arm around Maeve and kissed her hair. “You’re a sweetheart. But it’s not your fault, either.” 
 
    “Jack’s right. The important thing is we saw this now,” Lucien cited. “But even if the DNA comes back to Camilla, I’m not sure that’s enough to prove she killed Tanner.” 
 
    “We’ll get more,” Jack assured him, opening up his laptop. “I don’t care what you guys say. I’m pulling up Thurston’s probated will and analyzing it from top to bottom, line by line if I have to.”  
 
    “Go ahead,” Brogan decided. “But we need to leave in forty-five minutes before it starts getting dark. We need to be inside the Bretton house long before Camilla shows up.” 
 
    Forty minutes later, Jack bellowed from his spot in the corner of the kitchen. “Get in here. Now!” 
 
    Brogan pushed through the swinging door, glancing at her watch. “Look, we need to leave in five minutes. We stay longer, and we risk her beating us there.” 
 
    “Where’s Lucien?” 
 
    “In the bathroom. Why?” 
 
    Lucien came around the corner from the hallway. “What’s up?” 
 
    Jack sent him a knowing look. “I went through everything listed in Thurston’s will, all his properties, all his assets. One condition of the will stands out to me. It seems the old man kept paying for a storage unit in Portola Bay that he’s rented for ten years. The storage site is across the street from that garage where he keeps his cars. The stipulation of the will states that the contents therein must always be kept at fifty-five degrees in a climate-controlled environment.” 
 
    Brogan lifted a disinterested shoulder. “So? Don’t most storage units offer climate-controlled features?” 
 
    Lucien peered over Jack’s shoulder so he could read what was on the screen. “No, you’re not getting it. There’s an entire paragraph dedicated to this storage unit and how Thurston wants the contents treated after he’s gone. Don’t you get it? There’s bound to be something in there that tells us why Tanner had to die.” 
 
    Realization hit Brogan. “Maybe it’s not about Tanner at all but about Michelle. Ten years she’s been gone. Thurston’s been paying on this unit for ten years. What if her body is in there?” 
 
    Jack snapped his laptop shut and made a face. “I don’t want to be the one who finds out.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Brogan relayed. She glanced over at Lucien. 
 
    “Don’t look at me. That’s Brent’s territory. After tonight, let him get a warrant and a forensics team in there to check the place out. I’m not going near that place.” 
 
    “We already did,” Brogan pointed out. “If it’s the one I’m thinking about, the storage unit is right next door to The Fish Shack.” 
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    On this wintery night along the coast, the last night of February turned into a moonless venture. A marine layer had moved inward after sunset, causing a shrouded fog to hang over the entire town. The streets of Pelican Pointe seemed deserted, traffic at a minimum. Whole neighborhoods had rolled up the sidewalks, leaving entire blocks misted in an eerie silence.  
 
    The Bretton house was no exception. Paula had left her car parked in the driveway, indicating she and her daughter were home. They weren’t. But Camilla didn’t know that. 
 
    Instead, Lucien and Brogan had planted themselves inside the Craftsman, Brogan upstairs, Lucien down, waiting for Jack to keep them informed.  
 
    Stationed near the roundabout in Lucien’s truck, Jack hid the pickup in an alleyway so he could see anyone entering the neighborhood. No matter what car Camilla used that evening, he would relay the information to Lucien and Brogan via two-way radio. 
 
    Upstairs in Chloe’s bedroom, Brogan looked through her night-vision goggles, scanning the block. She saw nothing out of the ordinary. Which was the reason she kept worrying whether Camilla would show up and what they would do if she didn’t.  
 
    “How does she think she’s going to get away with this?” Brogan muttered. “Wouldn’t she know it’s a setup?” 
 
    “You’re breaking radio silence,” Jack snapped. “I don’t know who you’re talking to but take your finger off the button.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry. I guess I’m nervous. What if she doesn’t show?” 
 
    Resigned to having a conversation over the radio, Jack stifled another reprimand. “So far, she’s acted impulsively and without putting a whole lot of thought behind her actions. She’s panicking. We’re using that to our advantage.” 
 
    Lucien broke in, “But will she get desperate enough to make a move tonight? That’s the question.” 
 
    “How did she know about Chloe?” Brogan brought up. 
 
    This time, Jack huffed out, “Look guys, you gotta have this conversation somewhere else, not over the radio. Are we clear?” 
 
    “We’re clear,” Lucien stated, followed by Brogan’s meek, “sorry.” 
 
    From seven-thirty to nine, it looked like they were wasting their time. But at nine-forty-five, Jack radioed an alert. “There’s a car approaching the roundabout, turning on Driftwood, heading your way. It’s a black BMW M5. Holy crap. You can’t let her get back in that thing because that car moves. It has a V8 engine and 600 horsepower under the hood. We’ll never catch her if she somehow manages to give us the slip.” 
 
    “She won’t get away,” Lucien assured Jack. Through his high-powered binoculars, he spotted the sleek luxury sedan speeding into the neighborhood but pulling to the curb at the end of the street. He watched as a female, dressed in all black, exited the vehicle.  
 
    “Jeez, she’s dressed like a ninja,” Brogan noted in a whispered tone. “Wait a sec. She’s wearing one of those ski masks that covers her entire face.” 
 
    “Except the eyes,” Lucien whispered back. “Jack, was she followed by another car?” 
 
    “Nope. Singular vehicle.” 
 
    “She’s approaching the backyard,” Brogan responded, leaving the window and heading downstairs to switch places with Lucien.  
 
    Lucien waited at the back door while Brogan stood inside the front entryway.  
 
    He heard the lock jiggle. He waited a beat, giving her ample time to work the lock free before the suspect stepped into the kitchen. As the female form snuck past him, he knocked the screwdriver out of her hand and heard it skitter across the laminate floor. In one quick motion, he latched onto the top of the ski mask and jerked it off her head. But it wasn’t Camilla who faced him. 
 
    “Nadia?” That second of hesitation and surprise cost him as she landed a right cross to his face. It knocked him back a step. But before she could turn and run, he recovered enough to grab her in a bear hug and pin her arms against her body.  
 
    But she wasn’t done fighting yet. Nadia squirmed and tried to kick him. Using her boot, she tried to stomp on his foot.  
 
    Lucien didn’t want to fight a woman. But at the same time, he needed to subdue her. Taller and stronger, he managed to lift Nadia off her feet from behind and slam her body up against the kitchen wall. “You’re the asshole who shot at me. You could’ve killed our dogs.” 
 
    Brogan came running into the room and flipped on the lights. “Nadia?” 
 
    The woman twisted and writhed against the wall, trying to break free from Lucien’s hold. But Lucien wasn’t budging. 
 
    Brogan glanced toward the back door and saw another figure clad in the same ninja getup, a ski mask covering the face. This ninja seemed fascinated at the scene unfolding in the kitchen before breaking and running.  
 
    Brogan took off after the person, tackling her ten steps into the backyard, slamming the head into the grass in the process.  
 
    “Way to go,” Eastlyn remarked, stepping out of the fog. She crouched down on one knee, helping to subdue the wriggling form. She applied pressure to the back to keep the suspect’s face buried in the grass. She brought out a pair of zip ties and locked them into place. “Nice tackle, Cole.” 
 
    Brogan rolled to a sitting position and blew out a shaky breath. “Thanks. I just reacted.” She reached over and yanked the mask off. “Hey, Camilla. How’s it going?”  
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “Surprise! I guess you already saw your partner in the kitchen in the same boat. No pun intended.” 
 
    Eastlyn helped the woman up off the ground. “Time to Mirandize.” The cop began reciting the suspect’s rights.  
 
    After Eastlyn walked Camilla back into the kitchen, Brogan spotted Colt Del Rio, cuffing Nadia and Mirandizing her.  
 
    Brogan stepped toward Lucien, took hold of his face. “Wow. Looks like you’ll have a nice shiner by tomorrow morning as a souvenir.” 
 
    “Yeah. I was expecting to see Camilla. Imagine my surprise when it turned out to be Nadia, our friendly restaurant owner. She’s the idiot who fired off all those rounds at us.” 
 
    “What have you gotten me into?” Camilla yelled across the kitchen, sending Nadia a go-to-Hell look. “I’ve just inherited Uncle Thurlow’s money, you idiot. Now, I’m standing here in handcuffs.” 
 
    Just as loud, Nadia shrieked, “Just keep your mouth shut. One call to Jilly Durbin, and we’ll be back home before morning. Use your head.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Eastlyn mentioned. “But you should know that, as we speak, we’ve served a search warrant on the owner of your uncle’s storage unit. We’re tearing it apart now. I wonder what we’ll find inside.”  
 
    “I’m not standing here and letting you take me down for murder,” Camilla bellowed in Nadia’s direction.  
 
    “For God’s sake, for once in your life, keep your mouth shut,” Nadia demanded. “They don’t know anything. It’s all a bluff.” 
 
    Colt Del Rio looked at his watch. “Should I check on the progress of the storage unit?” 
 
    “Sure, now would be a great time,” Eastlyn returned. Noticing Camilla was the one freaking out the most, she laid a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Cooperation at this point would go a long way. As it stands, you’re looking at two counts of murder.”  
 
    “No,” Camilla shouted. “I’m not ending up in prison for this.” She sucked in a deep breath and pointed her finger at Nadia. “She planned it all, everything. She killed Michelle. She killed Tanner. I just helped out a little bit.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth!” Nadia shouted. 
 
    “What exactly happened to Michelle Spencer?” Brogan asked.  
 
    “Pearce promised me that role, the one with Brad Pitt. That’s when it all started. That role should’ve been mine.” 
 
    Brogan traded looks with Lucien. To keep her talking, she decided to rub it in just a little more. “You mean the role Pearce ended up giving to Michelle because he was hot for Michelle and not you?” 
 
    Camilla narrowed her eyes down to slits. “Yes.” 
 
    “But what happened?” Brogan emphasized. “How did you kill her and get Pearce Holland to believe he did it?” 
 
    “Don’t say anything else,” Nadia begged. 
 
    Camilla ignored the plea. “That night when Michelle went out to dinner with Pearce, she kept bragging to anyone who would listen about how she had him wrapped around her little finger. He’d given her that one movie role, and it went to Michelle’s head. I accepted that well enough.” 
 
    A laugh escaped Brogan’s lips. “By attacking her on set?” 
 
    “Okay, I might’ve been slightly upset about it. But when I learned that Pearce had given her the lead role in his next big-budget project, that’s when I blew up. Nadia and I discussed what we should do to get back at both of them. That’s when Nadia suggested we take her down, sabotage her in some way, like maybe start a horrible rumor or something.” 
 
    “Then how did it go so wrong?” Broga pointed out. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Camilla admitted. “Bad luck, I guess.” 
 
    When the confession started to drag, Lucien decided to keep Camilla talking. “How did Nadia know that Michelle had been bragging about Pearce over dinner?” 
 
    “Because Nadia worked as hostess at Chez Coralie’s grand opening. While the Hollywood press corps spent their time fawning over Pearce and Michelle, Nadia caught snippets of the conversation. She found out that Michelle and Pearce were moving in together. I knew it would lead to bigger, better roles for Michelle. As long as Michelle had Pearce under her spell, her career would skyrocket. She’d be a superstar in no time.” 
 
    “And you couldn’t have that,” Lucien said, shifting his feet. “While you, at thirty-four, got bypassed for another role featuring a much younger woman in the lead, you wanted to make sure Michelle wouldn’t be around vying for the same roles, right?” 
 
    “I suppose so. We just needed an opportunity. And when Nadia told me she overheard the press comparing Michelle and Pearce’s romance to Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall, I lost it for real. That’s what pushed me over the edge.”  
 
    “Things couldn’t have been going better for Michelle while you, on the other hand, were struggling, is that it?” Brogan prompted. 
 
    “We were both struggling,” Camilla began, “Back then, Nadia was in the business too, trying to get her first big break just like I was. But it wasn’t happening for either one of us. Oh, sure, Uncle Thurlow got his roles on television. It wasn’t the same thing. When you see a twenty-two-year-old from Hicksville with zero experience step into a role that should’ve been mine, it’s demoralizing. We slept with that bastard several times over. We did things—Nadia and me—degrading things. And how did he repay us?” 
 
    “By tossing us aside and preferring a no-talent, blonde bimbo who was ten years younger,” Nadia provided. “Then when Pearce decided to let her move into his posh estate in the heart of Beverly Hills, that was the final slap in the face. After everything we did, he threw us out like old garbage. That night after the restaurant closed down around midnight, Camilla and I drove to his mansion. We decided to confront him about the way he used us.” 
 
    “Confront them both,” Camilla corrected. 
 
    “Whatever. When we arrived, we found Pearce still knocking back shots of bourbon and doing lines of cocaine. He told us in no uncertain terms that we were too old for Hollywood. If that wasn’t bad enough, he added that we were past our prime at thirty-four, said we’d reached our peak. The only roles we’d get were playing mother-types on TV. He told us every director felt the same way. That’s why we weren’t getting anything offered to us. The icing on the cake was when he told us that Thurlow couldn’t even guarantee us roles on his crappy sitcoms. But he saved the best insult for last. Camilla, he said, had a reputation for being difficult while I was just plain awful. That hurt to hear. By that time, Pearce took a seat in his wingback chair and just passed out. I saw Michelle standing in front of the fireplace admiring his two Oscars on the mantel. I took a few steps toward her. When I saw her turn around and laugh at me, at us, I picked up the statuette and—” 
 
    Camilla didn’t let her finish. “Nadia went into a white-hot rage and bashed Michelle’s head in with the base of the statue. Michelle just kind of crumpled where she stood. But Nadia just kept on hitting her, using it as a club until she destroyed Michelle’s face. I had to pry that thing out of Nadia’s hand. It was dripping with blood and brain matter.” 
 
    Brogan made a face. “Who decided to make Michelle disappear?” 
 
    “That was my idea,” Nadia boasted. “I wasn’t going to jail for ending the life of that little trailer-trash slut. I decided we should make Pearce believe he’d killed her.” 
 
    “But he thought he strangled her,” Lucien pointed out. 
 
    Nadia tittered with a crazy kind of laughter. “That’s what we told Pearce the day after or parts to that effect. We made up a story about how he and Michelle had gotten into a nasty argument that night.” 
 
    “We took pictures of her lying there on Pearce’s expensive Persian rug,” Camilla added, a searing, crazy look in her eyes. “For later.” 
 
    Nadia cut her eyes to Camilla, dismissing that detail. “The point is we made him believe that he’s the one who picked up the statue and demolished her face, then couldn’t stop once he started. It was our turn to make him sweat. We loved watching him squirm. We told him we witnessed the entire thing, how he went into a rage and lost it. We described how he strangled her the first time she went down, then smashed her skull in with his beloved Oscar. The photos we took showed the damage he did. But to tell you the truth, he was so blind drunk and stoned out of his mind that night, he would’ve believed anything we told him.” 
 
    “When did you bring Michelle’s body up to Portola Bay?” Lucien wanted to know. 
 
    “Done your homework, have you?” Nadia sneered. “That was Camilla’s idea. She said her uncle would help us out. Uncle Thurlow is the one who rented the storage unit, paid the rental on it a year at a time. Thurlow sent his butler out to buy one of those big plastic barrels, the largest he could find, a seventy-seven-gallon drum, I think, and we stuffed the body down in it.” 
 
    “Have you heard enough?” Lucien asked Brent Cody over the walkie-talkie?” 
 
    “Yeah. Did you record everything on your end? Because I did on mine.” 
 
    Eastlyn broke in with a question. “So both of you must’ve cleaned up the crime scene?” 
 
    Lucien looked to Nadia for an answer.  
 
    Nadia rolled her eyes. “Of course. Took us all night to do it. We finished up around seven that morning. We rolled up the body in Pearce’s fancy rug, carried it out to my SUV at the time. You won’t have to look very hard. You’ll find the rug still there in the storage unit.” 
 
    Standing next to Nadia, Colt cut his eyes to her. “It would be nice to know how you guys killed Tanner.” 
 
    “Oh, for God’s sake,” Nadia shouted. “How long do we have to stand here and do this?” 
 
    Camilla’s eyes floated around the kitchen as she tried to pinpoint the most sympathetic person in the room to her plight. “I want it known, here and now, that I’m cooperating. Fully. Since you’re my witnesses to all this, I’m willing to tell you what I know. It’s true my part in this was to schedule the meeting with Tanner, but that’s all. I didn’t kill him.” 
 
    “We know you had sex with him at the hotel,” Brogan charged. “You left behind an earring.” 
 
    “Damn. I told you I lost it there,” Camilla snarled, glaring over at Nadia. “We heard through the grapevine that Tanner and Jonathan were asking around about Michelle. No one had ever done that before, not in ten years.” 
 
    “That’s because no one missed the little bitch,” Nadia murmured. 
 
    Camilla huffed out a breath. “They certainly didn’t, not even Pearce. Think about it. Pearce never wanted to face the truth. I’m not even sure he bought our story. He just didn’t want it ruining his career.” 
 
    “So you set out to stop anyone from looking into Michelle’s disappearance?” Lucien prompted. 
 
    “We didn’t have much choice,” Camilla explained. “We used a burner phone to contact him and set up a meeting with the promise of information. It was my job to get Tanner onto the yacht so that Nadia could take him down. He was skeptical at first after our initial contact and ignored our emails and messages offering to help. When he finally agreed to a meeting, Nadia suggested I needed to put him more at ease somehow. That’s why I showed up at the hotel. I paid one of the managers five thousand dollars to use a master key and access to a supply closet.” 
 
    “Which manager?” 
 
    “Jerry Langdon. I told him I wanted to play a joke on someone. It wasn’t a lie. Only the joke was on Tanner. Anyway, the maid’s outfit was sort of an icebreaker between us after going back and forth so much online. When I arrived, Tanner seemed to expect sex out of the deal, so that’s what happened. But the next day, when I saw him at the pier, Tanner seemed uneasy, like he’d had a change of heart. He admitted that he was headed to Pelican Pointe to hire a private investigator. That cinched it. We had to get rid of him. Despite his misgivings, I managed to talk him onto the boat by offering to take him to see you guys. But once I started the engine and motored out of the harbor, Tanner started questioning my motives. Around the time I turned north toward Pelican Pointe, his agitation seemed worse. I tried to keep him talking and distract him with made-up information about Michelle’s whereabouts until we got far enough out so that Nadia could make her appearance known. We intended to knock him out and toss his body over the railing. But it didn’t quite work out that way.” 
 
    “Because he fought back,” Lucien suggested. 
 
    Nadia made a grunting sound. “You could say that. When we reached a certain point, I came out of the forward cabin. When he saw me, he went ballistic. We fought. I remember looping the rope around his neck, but he clawed at it. Somehow, he got the upper hand and whacked me across the chin. He got to his feet and tackled Camilla, taking her down. With both of us injured, it only took a few minutes for him to escape. He rushed up on deck and lowered the dinghy. Fortunately for us, Silver’s Palace has two rafts on board. I used the second one to follow him to the beach. I’m an excellent runner and keep in shape. I overtook him near the dunes, picked up a rock, and smashed his head as hard as I could. I thought we were alone in the dunes. I didn’t see anyone around. But after making sure he was dead, that’s when I noticed the girl surfing. I threw the rock in the water, tied the dinghy he’d taken onto mine, and took off back to the yacht. From that moment, I was scared the surfer had seen the whole thing.” 
 
    “So you stalked Chloe, waiting for your opportunity to do away with her, too,” Brogan marveled.  
 
    “I had to make sure there was no witness left behind, no loose ends left undone.” 
 
    Lucien wanted to clarify a detail. “But you must’ve taken the time to go through Tanner’s pockets, remove his wallet, his ID to delay identification, along with his phone?” 
 
    “Not his phone. He lost that in the fight,” Camilla explained. “Nadia found it when she got back to the boat and tossed it overboard.” 
 
    “What about Tanner’s backpack?” Brogan wondered. “They found it several yards from his body.” 
 
    Nadia seemed tired of rehashing the whole thing. “He kept it strapped to his back. I didn’t know what was in it, so I tossed the backpack into the ocean when I removed everything else from his pockets. The tide must’ve brought it back onto shore.” 
 
    “That’s all I have. Chief Cody, are you satisfied now?” Lucien asked into his two-way radio. 
 
    Brent opened the back door and stepped inside the kitchen, his presence filling up the already crowded room. “Yeah. I think we got it all on tape. Eastlyn, Colt, get them out of my sight.”  
 
    Later, when Lucien and Brogan were outside on the sidewalk watching the women get into separate squad cars, Lucien slapped Brent on the back. “Whatever you think of us, you gotta admit we get results.” 
 
    “I won’t argue there. You’re a bit unconventional. But at my age, this old cop still has trouble thinking outside the box.” 
 
    “Just say it,” Brogan teased. “We make a good addition to your team.” 
 
    Brent sent them a wry smile. “See you guys down at the station. I’ll need your statements before their arraignments.” 
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    Even though a forensics team found Michelle’s mummified remains—or what was left of them—Brogan kept coming up with reasons why the case wasn’t closed yet. 
 
    Jack knew what she was doing. So did Maeve. 
 
    Since the stall tactic didn’t work, the day came when Jack packed up his stuff. He loaded his equipment back on board the RV, then hauled everything across the yard that Maeve wanted to take with her.  
 
    “There are enough clothes here to outfit a small army,” Jack grumbled. “And there must be twenty plants she’s bringing.” 
 
    Lucien laughed. “That’s the least of it. Get ready to look ridiculous when you’re holding her purse in public while she uses both hands to dig through the plants on sale.” 
 
    “I do not have you hold my purse,” Brogan disputed. 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Lucien fired back. “When you spotted the ZZ plants at the garden center on sale, you wanted to find the perfect one. I got to stand there like an idiot and hold your purse.” 
 
    “You offered to hold my purse, totally different.” 
 
    “Okay, what about when we go to the movies, and you have to go to the bathroom and don’t want to take your purse? Who’s left holding the bag then?” 
 
    “Oh, shut up.” 
 
    “Children,” Maeve broke in, “I wish I could say I’m going to miss these friendly little battles, but I won’t.” 
 
    “Yes, you will,” Brogan teased with a grin. “When you and Jack disagree about which show to watch, you’ll remember with fondness our insignificant little skirmishes.” 
 
    Maeve grinned back, but tears swam in her eyes. She stretched her arms out. “Probably. Now give us a hug, and we’ll be on the road. It’s a long drive back to Jack’s house.” 
 
    Brogan wrapped her arms around Maeve and whispered, “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” Maeve returned. 
 
    After a tearful goodbye, after watching Jack’s RV rumble down the road—Brogan stood in the same spot until the motorhome drove out of sight. She’d waved until she thought her arm might fall off. When she got back inside, the house felt empty. Even the dogs couldn’t make it less so. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Lucien said by way of assurance. It was all he could think to say since he felt more than a little bummed himself. Draping an arm around her shoulder, he tried another tack. “No need to feel sad. Maeve’s happy. That’s what counts. It’s not about us.” 
 
    Wiping back tears, she sniffed and reached for a Kleenex. “I know. But I miss her already. Last night I heard you and Jack talking about Eastlyn’s case, the one about Marianne Gifford.” 
 
    “We were just batting around some ideas, going over a few motives, trying to come up with a few suspects. With the Holland family satisfied about finally learning the truth, I needed something to do. I started sorting through the box Eastlyn dropped off. It was just sitting there. And you were busy spending as much time with Maeve as you could.” 
 
    “We watched one of our favorite movies, Sleepless in Seattle, for the hundredth time.” She laid a hand on his cheek. “It’s okay. You don’t have to justify anything to me. Your eye looks better.” 
 
    “It’s still purple.” 
 
    “Yes, but the swelling has gone down.” She let out a distinct sigh full of sadness. “I say we move on to Marianne’s case. I need something to keep my mind off Maeve.” 
 
    That’s how it started that morning. But by mid-afternoon, Brogan had organized the box of paperwork into several different piles.  
 
    They took turns studying the ten photographs from the murder scene. Marianne had suffered a gruesome and violent death. They read through the police notes, going over witness statements from Eastlyn’s old neighborhood. They began phoning people for email addresses, then sending inquiries to a host of people listed in the initial reports. That included hunting down email addresses for the names of people on Eastlyn’s list. They recreated a timeline from the day of Marianne’s murder.  
 
    Days went by before they had a breakthrough. It came the morning Brogan opened her laptop in the kitchen while Lucien fixed pancakes—his first attempt at making an actual breakfast. 
 
    “Look at this. I received a reply to one of our emails. It’s from Riverbend Maximum Prison. I think we might’ve gotten lucky.” 
 
    He tossed a pancake in the air to flip and watched it land in a messy heap on the stove instead of the griddle. “I know we agreed to take turns with meal prep. But I think you should take breakfast and I’ll handle lunch, even dinner. I’m no good at this. It’s my third one to fall apart.” 
 
    Taking pity on him, she went over to inspect the gooey dough sticking to half the burner. “How did you manage that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s a gift?” 
 
    “I’ll make the pancakes from now on,” she offered. “It’s all in the wrist. You’re flipping them way too high. Anyway, you won’t have to worry about lunch today. Cooper’s cookout starts at two.” 
 
    “I’ve wasted a ton of batter.”  
 
    “We’ll have toast,” Brogan suggested in a cheery tone, getting out the bread from the pantry.  
 
    “So, what’s the news from Riverbend?” Lucien finally asked. 
 
    “Just like we hoped. After twenty years, it sounds like we might have some good news for Eastlyn and Trace Gifford.” 
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    The house Cooper Richmond and Eastlyn Parker called home embodied a Santa Fe style Pueblo with enough Spanish flair tossed in to make it stand out. The only hacienda on the block, the stucco itself greeted them in muted tones the color of ginger.  
 
    The matching low adobe wall surrounding the yard charmed Brogan on the spot. She nudged Lucien past the set of wooden double doors at the gated center point. “I love this place.” 
 
    Lucien lifted the latch, ushering her through the gateway that opened up to a stone-tiled courtyard. A variety of citrus trees grew here in large colorful containers lining the walkway. Brogan recognized lemon, orange, and avocado sharing a sunny space with two good-sized coffee plants.  
 
    They took the steps that led to a narrow veranda and a castle-like atrium that formed the entryway. It was like stepping into an indoor garden where towering birds of paradise, windmill palms, and Scheffleras thrived.  
 
    In the center of one wall, the sound of a water fountain soothed the massive dracaenas and olive trees that grew alongside it.  
 
    They were surprised when Brent Cody seemed to appear from nowhere behind a banana tree.  “Come on in. You must be running late. Coop’s in the back manning the grill. Last time I saw Eastlyn, she carted around a tray in the backyard with some kind of kebabs on a stick. River’s helping her. Have you met my wife yet?” 
 
    “I don’t believe so,” Brogan admitted, taken by the police chief’s welcoming demeanor. 
 
    “You should,” Brent went on, his tone friendly. “My boys are running around here somewhere.”  
 
    “Who’s keeping the peace in town while you’re spending the day partying?” Lucien razzed. 
 
    “Oh, Colt drew that short straw,” Brent said, grinning like the devil. “He’ll be dropping by later, though, to grab a burger. Go on back.” 
 
    “Before we do, you should know we tried to find Michelle’s next of kin but came up empty. It seems she had no one.” 
 
    “Same here. I know Michelle’s mother died of an overdose when she was six. That’s how she ended up in foster care. But her foster family back in Tucson isn’t interested in putting her to rest. The woman I spoke with said the County could take care of it. I guess we will.” 
 
    “Let us know when that happens. We’d like to be there.” 
 
    “That’ll take a while. But sure, I’ll let you know. Forensics is just getting started. The skull fractures and damage to the face make it a slow process. But the injuries indicate that Nadia’s version is pretty much how it went down.” 
 
    Brogan looked concerned. “But the body does belong to Michelle, correct?” 
 
    “Yeah. Certain things match up. A half dozen photographers at the restaurant captured the outfit Michelle wore the night she died. The coroner tells me the shoes and remnants of the dress found in the barrel match up to what she was wearing.” 
 
    When they turned to go, Brent cleared his throat. “Since we’re talking shop, you might care to know that someone called in an anonymous tip last week. They suspected Thurlow Thurston’s death wasn’t an accident. They suggested we look at murder. We’ve got an order in place to exhume the body on Monday.” 
 
    Lucien went wide-eyed. “Camilla and Nadia killed the old man for his money?” 
 
    “That’s my guess.” 
 
    Brogan cut her eyes over to Lucien. “It means Camilla isn’t as innocent as she claims. Told you so.” 
 
    “Yeah, you did.”  
 
    Not quite as happy as they were before that conversation, Lucien took Brogan’s hand and led her through the house. They stopped to chat a few times with people they knew before stepping outside to look for Eastlyn.  
 
    The backyard was as lush as the atrium. Gold and red kangaroo paws flourished next to resilient yucca. Along the flagstone pathway, blue and purple hydrangeas burst out of overflowing flowerbeds. Dappled willow grew knee-high in front of the backyard fence. 
 
    When Eastlyn walked by offering appetizers, Brogan narrowed her eyes. “You never said a word to me about how you guys love plants and flowers as much as we do.” 
 
    “It’s all Cooper. He takes care of all of this. He always has his nose buried in some gardening book. I always kid him that he must be The Plant Habitat’s best customer. But after seeing your solarium, I told him you could give him a run for his money any day.” 
 
    “Your house is beautiful. I love it,” Brogan whispered, giving the backyard another three-hundred-and-sixty-degree turn. 
 
    “By the way,” Lucien started. “We think we know who killed Marianne Gifford.” 
 
    Eastlyn’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. Seldom without a comeback at the ready, it took her several long seconds before she could think of anything to say. “That didn’t take long. Who is it?” 
 
    “Marianne’s neighbor who lived down the street, a man by the name of Sid Overstreet.” 
 
    Eastlyn’s forehead creased into frown lines. She looked around for a place to get rid of the tray and handed it off to River, Brent’s wife. “Why on earth would you think he’s the one?” 
 
    “We reread the police notes,” Brogan explained. “We went over the witness statements from the neighbors who lived in a four-block radius and came to the same conclusion that the police did back then.” 
 
    Lucien inspected the kebabs on the tray River held and picked one out. But he didn’t sample it. Instead, he studied River, the dark-eyed beauty, who seemed overly interested in the conversation's outcome. “The police discovered a string of circumstantial evidence pointing to Overstreet. It was common knowledge back then that Sid had a major thing for Marianne. He told anyone who would listen that he expected to sleep with her at some point. According to those who knew Marianne, this guy was overheard making lewd comments and sexual innuendoes about her. He made these friends uncomfortable on more than one occasion because he would rattle off nasty things, way inappropriate to the conversation. Overstreet was law enforcement’s main suspect at the time, but they didn’t have enough evidence to arrest him. I take it you knew this man?” 
 
    Dumbfounded at hearing the way they described Sid, Eastlyn swallowed hard. “Yeah, I did. The kids called him Uncle Sid. He would always lend a hand whenever somebody needed a bicycle fixed, or a tire changed, or yard work needed doing. He’d dig out flowerbeds, even loan you a lawnmower if yours wouldn’t start. He was that kind of guy.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I figure that nice-guy image was just a ruse to gain your trust, maybe Marianne’s trust,” Lucien stated. “Maybe he offered to fix something for her that night. Who knows? You do realize that Overstreet moved away about a month after Marianne died. Right? He put his house on the market, packed up everything he owned, and went to live in Jonesborough, Tennessee, twenty-three hundred miles from Bakersfield.” 
 
    Noting that Eastlyn needed more convincing, Brogan pointed out, “That route just so happens to run almost in a straight line across I-40. It’s like this guy left Bakersfield, jumped on the Interstate, and drove until he reached a small town in Tennessee where he could start over. Did you know he’s serving time in prison for sexual assault and attempted murder on another female neighbor there in Jonesborough?” 
 
    Eastlyn’s mouth felt drier than a wad of cotton. “No, I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “It happened ten years ago. Overstreet beat the woman so bad that she needed brain surgery. Her jaw had to be wired. The victim was in the hospital for three months. She couldn’t even testify against him until she fully recovered after months of physical therapy. Anyway, Lucien and I think Sid Overstreet fits the profile, plus he has a history of violent sexual assault. We’ll let you handle the law enforcement angle to check his DNA, his alibi, where he was on the night Marianne died, that sort of thing. We’ll also let you notify Marianne’s son whenever you deem it appropriate. But we’re certain Overstreet’s the offender. Be sure to let us know how it plays out. Will you do that for us?” 
 
    “Wow. Sure. You guys are good.” 
 
    “Thanks. We think we’re able to offer a service that no one else wants to do these days.” 
 
    River pushed the tray toward Brogan and smiled. “Not only that, but sometimes Brent needs all the help he can get. Even in a small town like ours, the top cop needs a sounding board. But don’t tell him I said that.” 
 
    “Said what?” Brogan relayed with a wink. “We didn’t hear a word out of you about anything. I’m Brogan, by the way.” 
 
    “I know who you guys are. Everybody does,” River returned. “Believe it or not, I’m the grateful wife who enjoys seeing my hubby get to spend a little more time with our children. Don’t stop doing what you’re doing.” 
 
    Lucien cleared his throat. “Sounds like you’re on our side then. We just want to help out, now and again. It’s what we do. But we’re not gunning to make an enemy out of anyone.” He spied Cord Bennett, the town vet, over River’s shoulder and nudged Brogan. “Now’s our chance. We need to touch base with him about Austin.” 
 
    Brogan tugged Lucien toward Cord, a tall, sandy-haired man with tattoos on both arms. “We want to thank you for sending us Austin Stratton in a pinch. It was so last minute.” 
 
    “Sure. No problem. Glad I could help out.” 
 
    Hesitating to find the right words, Brogan leaned closer so no one else could hear. “We’d like to ask you…what’s your opinion of him?” 
 
    Alarm spread across Cord’s face. “Why? Didn’t he work out? Did something go wrong while he was at your house?” 
 
    “No. Nothing like that. That’s just it. The guy worked out great.” 
 
    Cord’s brow furrowed. “Then what’s the problem?” 
 
    Lucien didn’t want to reveal he’d already completed a thorough background check on Austin. “We’d like to hear your opinion about him, personally? The kid works for you.” 
 
    Cord’s face relaxed. “He’s the hardest worker I know next to yours truly. We’re similar in a lot of ways. We both grew up in the system. Our backgrounds are so very much alike that Keegan and I plan to help him get through veterinary school.” 
 
    “Lucien and I would also like to help with that, whatever he needs,” Brogan offered. 
 
    Cord looked at one, then the other. “You’re kidding? Don’t joke about that.” 
 
    “We’re very serious. Since you know Austin better than we do, maybe you could tell us what he needs the most.” 
 
    Cord didn’t have to think for long. “Family. The kid needs a family, maybe a friend or two. He needs a place to live. His roommates thought he was weird, so they kicked him out a week ago. I didn’t know anything about it until I discovered the situation this morning. The kid’s been sleeping at the kennels all that time.” 
 
    “Why did they think Austin was weird?” Brogan wanted to know. “He seemed wonderful to us.” 
 
    “Because he’s a studious, serious kind of kid who came from nothing. He wants to better himself while his roommates want to drink and party their way through school.” 
 
    “If he needs a place to live, tell him to come see us,” Lucien stated. “It just so happens we have an empty guest house no one’s using.” 
 
    “Don’t kid around about this kind of thing,” Cord cautioned. “Don’t get the boy’s hopes up unless you’re willing to follow through.” 
 
    “We’d never do that,” Brogan said. “Did you know Austin can cook?” 
 
    Cord chuckled. “Doesn’t surprise me one bit. I’ve never met a foster kid yet who doesn’t know how to fend for themselves. Cooking is one of those things you learn to do at six, even if it’s opening a can of soup.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Lucien said, rubbing his chin. “That sounds like he might know a thing or two about pancakes.”  
 
    “Probably,” Brogan muttered. She angled toward Cord. “Let’s get him out of the kennels and into a proper bed, Have him stop by the house tonight. We’ll take it from there.  
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    When Austin arrived around five-thirty, Lucien and the dogs ushered the man into the kitchen. The dogs trotted beside the young man like they were greeting a long-lost friend, like a member of the pack had returned.  
 
    “Take a seat,” Lucien suggested. “I guess Cord told you what we wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
    “Not really. Did I do something wrong when I was here the other day?” 
 
    “Nothing like that,” Brogan said. “Want something to drink?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Is lemonade okay?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “The truth is we wanted to offer you a job,” Lucien blurted out. 
 
    “What? A job? Really?” 
 
    Lucien slid across from Austin onto one of the barstools at the counter. “Yeah. But it might mean you’d have to give up one or two of your other jobs because this one comes with a place to live, plus you get a salary with it.” He tossed out a number. 
 
    Austin looked panic-stricken. “If this is some kind of sick joke, it’s not funny.” 
 
    “It’s no joke,” Brogan reiterated, handing off the tall glass to Austin. “You see, it’s kind of a long story. But we built the guest house out back for a member of the family. Maeve. But she’s fallen in love and moved to Los Angeles. Go figure.” 
 
    “That’s why you needed a dog-sitter that day? Because she wasn’t available.” 
 
    “Dog-sitting is just one aspect of the job,” Lucien explained. “The guest house needs an occupant, and according to Cord Bennett, you need a place to crash. We need help with certain things around the house. It might be a good fit for both of us.” 
 
    “The garden is another good example,” Brogan pointed out. “And maybe some light cooking when you aren’t in class or whenever you get the urge to cook for more than one. Although, the guest bungalow comes with a full kitchen, so it isn’t necessary to trudge to the main house just to cook a meal.” 
 
    “My own kitchen,” Austin repeated. “What’s the catch?” 
 
    “Well, it would probably only last for five months or so until you head off to UC Davis in July or August, or whenever it is you report to campus for the fall.” 
 
    Austin took a sip of the lemonade. “Yeah, well, I’m not sure that’s even a possibility now. I don’t know how I’d be able to afford school and a place to live. I’d have to hold down three jobs in Davis like I am now, and I’m just not sure it’s feasible. I realize now vet school was just a pipedream.” 
 
    Lucien gave his wife a slight smile. “Don’t I get any lemonade, too?”  
 
    Brogan returned the smile. “Only because I’m already up.” 
 
    Lucien turned his attention back to Austin. “The thing about pipedreams is that sometimes people are willing to make them become a reality. There are scholarships available.” 
 
    “I tried that. The most I’ll get is two grand. I’m not saying that won’t help, but it’s just not enough. California state schools are not exactly handing out cash to people like me. They rely heavily on international students loaded with cash. I’ll be lucky to secure a place at Davis.” 
 
    “But you will get in, right?” 
 
    “I had hoped. Yeah. But things have recently taken a downward turn, you might say.” 
 
    “That’s just it,” Brogan began, handing off Lucien’s lemonade. “What most people don’t realize is that downward turns are reversible.”  
 
    “How?” 
 
    “We just happen to be starting a foundation and handing out scholarships. You’re our first recipient.” 
 
    That panic look crossed Austin’s face again. “You’re talking about a full ride for vet school? That’s in the thousands. Okay, are you sure this isn’t some prank you’re playing? It sounds too good to be true. And you know what they say if it sounds that way, it’s probably a scam.” 
 
    Brogan skittered with laughter. “It’s not a scam. It’s okay to be skeptical. Lucien is often the same way.” 
 
    “Me? You’re the one who questions everything.” 
 
    “Exactly. Cynicism is a healthy thing to have these days. Maybe you should take a look at the guest house and see if it meets with your approval.” 
 
    Lucien took a long drink from his glass. “The only thing we ask is that you limit your wild parties to Saturday nights because Brogan is on an east-coast schedule and gets up fairly early five days a week.” 
 
    “I don’t throw wild parties. I don’t even do drugs. My roommates think I’m boring and weird just because I want to focus on getting my degree.” 
 
    “Now see, that’s good to know,” Brogan kidded. “Let’s go take a look at the bungalow. If it’s a fit, then you could move in tonight. Do you have your stuff, or is it in storage?” 
 
    Still stunned, Austin got to his feet and muttered, “My stuff’s in the car. All of it. I don’t have that much.” 
 
    Brogan led the way outside, across the patio to the little guest house. “Just ignore the bullet holes. We’re planning on getting those fixed next week.” 
 
    “Bullet holes?” Austin voiced, looking around to see what she was talking about. When he spotted small holes denting the wood, he stopped in his tracks. “Isn’t this a brand-new house?”  
 
    “Unfortunately, we had this incident two weeks ago with a couple of psychopaths. But don’t worry, they’re both locked up now, will be for a long time, so that shouldn’t be a problem in the future. Come on,” Brogan urged. “Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Austin managed to get his feet to move again along the cobblestone pathway. He stared at the little house that looked like it belonged in the Irish countryside.  
 
    Brogan took the key and unlocked the door, stepping inside the living room. She could still smell a hint of fresh paint. 
 
    “Wow. This is nice,” Austin remarked, taking in the furniture, the new TV, the new sofa, even a table and chairs. “And it’s already furnished.” 
 
    “We kept to a simple design idea. One side is the living area and kitchen with plenty of storage, a pantry, and a laundry room. The other side is the bedroom with a full-size bath and a walk-in shower.” 
 
    “A walk-in shower,” Austin repeated. 
 
    She studied the mocha and mint color scheme. “If the paint choices aren’t to your liking—” 
 
    He cut her off in mid-sentence. “The color is awesome.” 
 
    That brought a smile out of Brogan. “There’s no garage, though. But there is a place to park on the side of the house. It’s a narrow extension of the driveway. We reasoned that Maeve usually borrowed my car, so another garage wasn’t something we planned on building. So what do you think?” 
 
    “Let me get this straight. You’re going to pay me to live here and send me to veterinary school?” 
 
    “That’s right, all four years. Cord’s already looking ahead to your residency. So be prepared for a lot of hard work ahead.” 
 
    “I’m used to hard work.” Austin scrubbed a hand over his face. “I must be dreaming. I woke up this morning sleeping in the kennels at the animal clinic, and now I’m standing here in a house.” 
 
    “Well, you will have to do some work in the garden.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Tending a garden is not what I call work. But I’ll scrub your floors if that’s what you want.” 
 
    Brogan grinned again. “We’re actively looking for a housekeeper. But I hear there’s an excellent cleaning service in town owned by Hannah Summers. Their staff is usually gone by five. They don’t do live-in work.” 
 
    “You don’t want me to do housekeeping?”  
 
    “Only if it comes up when you’re watching the dogs. Otherwise, Lucien and I are perfectly capable of doing our own household chores, laundry, picking up after ourselves. We might ask you to do a bit of grocery shopping, though, or run errands occasionally. Neither one of us likes doing that very much. And I might ask you to water some plants now and again. But to be honest, Lucien and I are looking forward to getting our privacy back. So what do you say, Austin?” 
 
    “I’m in. I’ll get my stuff out of the car. Do you mind if I take a shower right away?” 
 
    “Austin, take a shower whenever it suits you. Make yourself at home here. There’s cereal in the pantry, milk in the fridge. And I suspect Maeve might’ve left lasagna in the freezer that heats up nicely in the microwave. Don’t be surprised if you find cookie dough there. It’s one of her sugar cookie recipes. I’m not sure which one. She had several she favored. But it’s ready to defrost, then roll out and bake.” 
 
    Austin bit his lip and blinked back tears. “Thank you. Thank you for doing this. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    “We figured. Just take a deep breath and stop worrying about stuff. As of tomorrow, you start collecting a paycheck. If you have any questions, we’re right across the yard.” She held up her phone. “Or you can always text. You already have our numbers.” 
 
    On the walk back to the house, Brogan spotted Scott standing in the lemon orchard. She smiled and waved, and he smiled and waved back. But when she started heading toward him, she was shocked to watch him vanish into thin air.  
 
    She breathed in the ocean, the land around her, the smells from living here, and shook her head. “Silly ghost. Won’t talk unless he initiates the conversation.”  
 
    Lucien was in the kitchen at the stove when she returned to the main house.  
 
    “How’d it go?” 
 
    “He’s unloading his car.” 
 
    Lucien grinned. “I knew you’d convince him.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anyone so skeptical about the offer. I didn’t even consider how he’d think we might be scamming him.” 
 
    “That kid’s had some hard knocks. Did you know about Cord’s difficult life before he got here?” 
 
    “No. I spent most of the cookout riveted to Cooper’s story about his horrible childhood with his sociopathic mother. Did you know she’s in prison? Imagine being so young and your mother asking you to help her move dead bodies.” She shuddered at the thought. “I like how this town personifies second chances. I think it’s because of Scott. I’m super glad you picked this place to live. And super happy about you’re letting me be a part of it.” 
 
    “How could I go anywhere and not want you with me?” 
 
    “Aww. That’s sweet. What’s for dinner?” 
 
    “I’m throwing together my famous spaghetti. Stella loves my spaghetti.” 
 
    At the mention of her name, the dog lifted her head and whined.  
 
    Brogan frowned into the simmering pot of spaghetti sauce. “You can’t feed that stuff to Poppy. Any kind of table food gives her the runs.” 
 
    He made a face. “We’ll keep it away from Poppy then.” 
 
    A ringing doorbell interrupted their conversation.  
 
    “I’ll get the door if you watch my sauce,” Lucien directed. “Don’t let it burn.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Do I look like I’m in the habit of burning our supper?” 
 
    Lucien disappeared around the corner and down the hallway to answer the door. When he swung it back, the grown man was left speechless seeing his mother standing on the porch.  
 
    Dressed in a gray Armani blazer and matching pants, Kate Ashcroft looked like an elegant, stylish, fifty-something model. She rushed past him into the foyer. “After pouring my heart out to Graeme this morning, he said I needed to ask for your help. In person. So here I am.” 
 
    Oh, how he wished his father would stop volunteering him for jobs. “And why would you need my help? I haven’t talked to you for months.” 
 
    Even though Kate looked like she’d stepped off a fashion runway in Paris, she looked more frantic than he remembered ever seeing her look.  
 
    Kate started to cry. “I’m so worried. I think my best friend has gone missing. I think she might’ve been abducted, snatched off the streets of Bel-Air. I need you to find her before something awful happens.” 
 
    “Sure, Mom.” Lucien turned to see Brogan standing at the end of the hallway and smiled. “Looks like we have our next case.” 
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