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Chapter 1

	 

	 

	 

	Her name was Blaze O’Dwyer, soon to be Blaze O’Dwyer-Barker. I sat in a folding metal chair at her outdoor wedding. My lower back shrieked in agony, so I popped four Doan’s Pills, dry. The Saturday afternoon had brought the bride its stellar weather—a brassy sun, a balmy breeze, and an indigo sky—to marry her groom. However, I knew that outward appearances often proved deceptive in my noirish world. The calm state of affairs could plunge into a nightmarish and abhorrent one in a single instant. 

	Despite Dreema’s fussing, I hadn’t worn a tie or a blazer. I reviled them as any man having an iota of sense would. I could never remember how many years we’d lived in conjugal bliss. It had to be a crooked number. The Doan’s Pills I’d bought at the truck stop kicked in as they usually did, affording me some relief.

	“Let’s get this party started. I’m bored and thirsty,” Gerald said.

	“Be cool,” I said.

	“Don’t preach to me, Frank,” Gerald said. “I don’t need to hear a damn sermon from you.”

	“Just be cool,” I said.

	“I’m the king of cool,” Gerald said.

	Meet Gerald, my homeboy, business partner, and all-around pain in the ass. He was a big, bad Black man. Our two-man private investigator agency was in Pelham, a small town nestled in the rolling, verdant hills of the Virginia Piedmont, 30 miles southwest of Manassas. It was a story by itself about how we’d remained close friends over the years. I won’t go into the details, since I’ve discussed them in my previous PI stories. I considered the fact that neither of us rotted inside a prison cell or a zinc coffin a miracle.

	“How late is it running behind?” Gerald asked.

	“Blaze is 12 minutes behind schedule,” I replied, consulting my smartphone. “Are you in a hurry to go somewhere?”

	“You never know about a superhero action figure like me,” Gerald said. “Did I see you just take something?”

	“The Doan’s Pills relax my back spasms,” I replied.

	“I’d offer you a nip from my flask, but you’re still off the fucking sauce,” Gerald said.

	“Stay sober and stop cursing like a rap star,” I said. “We’re at a goddamn wedding.”

	“When are you ditching AA and going barhopping with me again?” Gerald asked.

	“Dreema keeps her oyster knife handy,” I replied. “Enough said.”

	“I hear that,” Gerald said.

	“Sharona has one just like it,” I said.

	“Be sure to thank Dreema again for her thoughtful Christmas gift,” Gerald said. “Sharona loves it so much that she sharpens it daily.”

	“That’s what friends are for,” I said. “They look out for one another.”

	Neither of our wives owned an oyster knife. We kept up the running gag, using it as a prop to remind us of how they were anything but shrinking violets or meek helpmates. They had their say in all things concerning us. 

	“Isn’t it a fine day for a wedding?” Gerald said.

	“It’s a finer day for a murder,” I said.

	“I know the sardonic PIs like to wisecrack,” Gerald said. “But you have to top them all, Frank.”

	“We haven’t investigated a homicide in weeks, and we’re ripe to get our next one,” I said.

	“Why are we expected to step up?” Gerald asked.

	“God has a plan for all of us, I’d say,” I replied.

	“Like a bloodhound hot on the scent trail, you can zero in on a corpse from miles away. Right?” Gerald said.

	“Arf-arf,” I said. “Guilty as charged.”

	“I’d better resign from our agency before I get shot up and ruin my handsome face,” Gerald said.

	“Your resignation is hereby rejected,” I said.

	“Are they really singing their marriage vows?” Gerald asked.

	“You heard it the same way I did,” I replied.

	“It’s going to be a long afternoon,” Gerald said.

	“Then pace yourself on the Old Crow,” I said.

	“It’s Night Train, Frank,” Gerald explained. “Old Crow is too potent for my daytime sipping. I’m not a young buck anymore.”

	“I quit drinking Night Train and Thunderbird when I turned 25,” I said.

	“Well, I never grew up, and I still enjoy their taste,” Gerald said. 

	“Frank, are you paying attention?” Dreema, seated to my right, asked. “Blaze’s walk down the aisle is set to begin,” she said. “I’m getting goose bumps. Look at them on my arms.”

	“She’ll be a radiant bride,” I said.

	“Blaze is a sweetie pie,” Dreema said. “What are you and Gerald discussing so intently?”

	“Murders and oyster knives came up,” I replied.

	“Perhaps you should take off your private-eye hat so you can enjoy Blaze’s glorious moment,” Dreema said.

	“You’re asking me to do the near impossible,” I said.

	“Focus, Frank, focus,” Dreema said. “Can you do that?”

	“Why did Gatlin invite us to his cousin’s wedding anyhow?” I asked.

	“Blaze is also your cousin,” Dreema replied. “He’s footing the bill and wanted her to add us to her guest list.”

	“There’s a little more to it,” I said. “Jolene told me you called and spoke to Gatlin about Blaze’s wedding.”

	“So what if I did? I haven’t cried at a wedding in ages, and this one may be our final one,” Dreema said. 

	“Promises, promises,” I said.

	“Hush. Does your back still ache?” Dreema asked.

	“I took something for it,” I replied. “I feel better now.”

	“The wedding guests are growing fidgety,” Dreema said. “What’s the holdup with Blaze and Cedric?”

	“Who the fuck is Cedric?” I asked.

	“Language, Frank. Cedric Barker is the groom,” Dreema replied. “Where have you been all this time?”

	“Everybody I know calls him Barker,” I replied. “I didn’t know him by his first name.”

	“I should’ve sat to separate you and Gerald,” Dreema said.

	“Are they feeding us?” I asked. “I’m ravenous enough to eat a horse, saddle and all.”

	“Their invitation included dinner on the grounds,” Dreema replied. “Didn’t you read it on the foyer table?”

	“I was too busy to take the time,” I replied. “What’s on the menu? Redneck caviar? RC Colas? Collard greens? Pecan pie? Chicken and dumplings?”

	“The newlyweds didn’t specify which dishes they’ll serve,” Dreema replied. “The typical menu items are baked ham with side dishes of veggies like broccoli, squash, and turnips.”

	“Yum-yum. I wish I’d brought my dill pickle chips, Slim Jims, and pork rinds to gnaw on,” I said.

	“Where are the blessed couple?” Dreema asked as she surveyed the lawn area behind us. “A late wedding brings you bad luck.”

	“One of them got cold feet and chickened out at the last minute,” I replied.

	“You should know all about that,” Dreema said.

	“Gerald, as my best man, talked me off the ledge,” I said. “Our wedding ceremony went ahead as we planned it. Everybody who came said they had a great time.”

	“Mr. Gatlin is waving and gesturing,” Dreema said. “I think he wishes to speak to you in private.”

	“That cannot be a good thing,” I said, looking at him. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”

	“Uh-huh,” Dreema said. “Just make sure of it.”

	Blaze had rented the use of Queeg’s Getaway, an outdoor pavilion accommodating 200 guests. It stood on the lakeshore beach a few miles outside of Pelham. The three-sided pavilion featured a kitchen, a lounge, and restrooms. The lawn, beach, and gravel parking lot looked well-maintained. Queeg offered a comfortable facility for a reasonable price. It was a popular venue for hosting weddings and celebrations. He didn’t permit swimming, fishing, or drinking. He could be flexible on any or all of the restrictions if he saw enough money on the table.

	Blaze’s wedding layout followed that of a church. The rows of folding metal chairs flanked the main aisle, which the bride and groom strolled down to their doom. Queeg should’ve mowed the grass shorter to deter the striped garter snakes and flipped on the bug zappers to control the black flies. As my late aunt used to say, you can’t have everything. I left my Glock 9mm in the glove compartment of my locked-up hooptie, and I felt naked without it strapped to my belt. How many plug-uglies would I clash with at this outdoor wedding? None, I hoped.

	Robert Gatlin, at a bearish six-foot-five, paced back and forth under the shade of a chinaberry tree. The billionaire criminal lawyer was the legal counsel for my private investigator agency. Gatlin, like Gerald and his younger brother Chet, had pulled my chestnuts from the fire many times. Today Gatlin had traded his trademark corduroy suit for a baby blue tuxedo, which looked buffoonish on him. Since he never cared to hear my opinion, I bit my tongue.

	I walked faster to intercept his pacing before he fainted from heat exhaustion. His barber had trimmed his sandy hair and auburn beard for this afternoon’s nuptials. He looked as if he’d gained five pounds since I last saw him, but then so had I although I didn’t guzzle PBR by the six-pack as he did. Something agitated him. If I had to make three guesses, I’d get it right on the first one. However, I so badly wanted to be wrong.

	“Frank, something dire just occurred,” Gatlin said, his baritone dry and scratchy.

	“Don’t tell me there’s been a homicide,” I said.

	“Yes sir, I just discovered one,” Gatlin said.

	“I asked you not to tell me that,” I said. “But you did it anyway.”

	“Quit spouting nonsense,” Gatlin said. “What are we going to do?”

	“We?” I looked at him, puzzled. 

	“You’re the card-carrying private eye with the expertise in homicides,” Gatlin replied. 

	“Look, my wife dragged me to this three-ring circus against my better judgment,” I said. “Just leave me out of it and pretend I’m not here.”

	“Is that your final answer?” Gatlin asked.

	“You know it is,” I replied. “I don’t want to be any part of another homicide case. I’m turning the page and starting over again.”

	Gatlin turned toward the rows of seated wedding guests and beckoned to Dreema. She hurried back and joined us under the chinaberry tree. When she gave me a curious look, I rolled my eyes at the indigo sky and shook my head.

	“What’s up, guys?” Dreema asked.

	“There’s been a murder,” Gatlin replied.

	“That’s horrid news!” Dreema said.

	“Now Frank says he doesn’t want to handle it,” Gatlin said.

	“Did you ask him for his help?” Dreema asked.

	“I asked him twice,” Gatlin replied. “He refused me, and I’m stuck facing my dilemma alone.”

	“Frank, what’s the matter with you?” Dreema asked. “Are you ignoring your cousin and friend when he needs you?”

	“Just report it to Sheriff Gonzalez,” I replied. “Homicide is her area of responsibility, not mine.”

	“I want you to survey the murder scene in its pristine state before the CSI techs process it,” Gatlin said.

	“Mr. Gatlin’s request is reasonable,” Dreema said. “Why don’t you do as he asks you, Frank?”

	“Because every time he and I collude on a homicide investigation, I get burned, and I’m sick and tired of it,” I replied.

	“The murder involves our family,” Gatlin said. “Cedric Barker is the murder victim, and Blaze O’Dwyer is his bride.” She’s our cousin as I’ve told you several times.”

	“Hold on. I’ll go tell Gerald,” Dreema said. “He should also be part of this conversation.”

	“Why don’t you ask Sharona, too, while you’re at it?” I said.

	“What a brilliant idea,” Dreema said. “Give me a minute.”

	“Can’t you tell when I’m being sarcastic?” I said.

	Dreema ignored me.

	“We’ll be happy to wait for them,” Gatlin said.

	Dreema left and returned with Gerald and Sharona. The five of us gathered under the chinaberry tree’s canopy of shade. Gatlin briefed the Peytons about our situation regarding the murder of Cedric Barker. Gerald gloated while I ignored the smartass. He knew that I knew we’d just taken on a new homicide case, and my protests to the contrary amounted to nothing. The tall and lean Sharona, who always had an opinion to share, articulated her view.

	“Frank, have your brains turned to sawdust?” Sharona asked.

	“The last time I checked, I didn’t see any sign of termites,” I replied.

	“You should jump in here and help Mr. Gatlin,” Sharona said.

	“Tell him, Sharona,” Gerald said. “Give him both barrels.”

	“Shut up, Gerald,” I said. “We no longer work in the murder-solving game. I’ve made it a new policy. Any further discussion is pointless and out of the question.”

	“That’s not what you told me a little earlier,” Gerald said.

	“Well, I’ve changed my mind since then,” I said. “Can’t a man do that? Fickle women do it all the time, and nobody squawks.”

	“Who died and made you king?” Sharona asked.

	“I’m the boss,” I replied. “What I say is final at our PI agency.”

	“Why are you so stubborn?” Sharona asked.

	“Because I’m usually right about the PI stuff,” I replied. “I trust my instincts, which tell me this murder is bad news. I’ll sit this one out.” 

	“You’re taking this murder case,” Dreema said. “Do whatever you need to do to wrap your mind around it.”

	For the first time, Gatlin smiled. “It’s settled then,” he said. “I’m thrilled to welcome Frank aboard.”

	“He’s just as thrilled to be with you,” Dreema said. “Isn’t that true, Frank?”

	“The old gang is back together,” I replied. “What’s not to like?”

	“You sound so much better,” Gatlin said. “However, I prefer to see us as a team instead of a gang.”

	“Gerald, you’ve said nothing,” I said.

	“You’re doing fine on your own,” Gerald said.

	Dreema and Sharona stayed to ensure none of the wedding guests left. Gatlin escorted Gerald and me to the pavilion. The round dining tables set up on the concrete floor provided a spot for the guests to sit and socialize while they waited. Blaze had dangled the strings of glowing white lights from the pavilion ceiling and painted the wine bottles used for the table centerpieces. In the meantime, she and Cedric would get together with the photographer to take their wedding photos with the lake’s forested shoreline as the backdrop.

	From the previous nuptials I’d attended, I knew the wedding photo shoot lasted for about an hour. There’d be no wedding photo shoot since the groom—Cedric Barker—was in no shape for picture taking. The caterers had parked their vans beside the pavilion. I stopped and retied my shoelaces, as I focused my thoughts and switched on my private-eye mode. I should fill you in on a few things about the murder cases we’d investigated and solved over the years. 

	The rule is that private investigators have no jurisdiction over homicide cases since they’re criminal matters. PIs only deal with civil stuff because we hold no police powers or legal authority. The late, great Ed McBain once wrote, “The last time a private eye solved a murder was never.” With all due respect, I enjoyed reading Mr. McBain’s gritty 87th Precinct police procedurals set in his fictitious Isola, but he never lived or worked in my PI world.

	The rule applied to the typical PI, but Gerald and I didn’t fall into the typical PI category. Rather than discuss each of my previous 16 PI cases, I’ll just say I’ve investigated many homicides, often cold cases. It hadn’t made me rich or famous, but I’d done it for a long time, so I’d learned a lesson or two along the way. If you did something well, then you stuck with it. Two other assets enhanced my chances of success.

	First, Gerald worked as a bounty hunter for several years before he joined me to form our PI agency. He gained the skills to track down the fugitives and skip traces on the lam and take them into custody. I accompanied him as his backup on his takedowns when things could quickly turn ugly. Armed to the teeth, I participated in his manhunts. We got a few bruises and cuts, but nothing major or irreversible happened to us. Sharona and Dreema made us retire from the bounty-hunting occupation before our luck ran out. Gerald, who was a natural adrenaline junkie and thrill seeker, missed it far more than I did. I was more laid-back unless I flew into a sudden rage, and my violent impulses boiled over.

	Second, I’d been an Army MP at Fort Riley, Kansas, where I’d investigated a few homicides. Today’s MPs have gotten a poor reputation, but I never badmouthed the MPs I knew during my tenure. We had our share of knuckleheads, but most of the men and women MPs strove to be the best they could be, as the old Army recruitment slogan went. I considered making it my career, but in the end, I pulled the pin and ejected from the MPs. I’d seen enough suicide, alcoholism, and divorce in the ranks. While I was in the Army, I did a ton of growing up and became a man. Would I do it again if given the chance? Hell yeah, I would in a hot minute.

	Cedric Barker had died in the pavilion lounge. It was a small room furnished with a spavined sofa, two stained recliners, and six wobbly chairs. The ceiling fans were chopping away, stirring the air drafts. The tuxedoed Barker lay on the polished concrete floor beside the sofa. He could’ve been napping, except his killer’s two slugs had lopped away a chunk of his rear skull. My gut twisted into a knot. I’d seen too many cranial gunshot wounds of late. I’ll omit a description of Barker’s fatal wound and the gnarly mess it left, except to say the brain matter really is gray, and the blowflies feasted on it.

	The CSI techs wouldn’t recover any spent brass casings or DNA evidence from his corpse. His killer had been too clean and precise to leave behind a clue. Plotting and executing a near-perfect murder requires lots of ingenuity and imagination. In my experience, the killer usually left a loose end untied, and my job was to tease it out. I lamented what a shabby place this was to give up the ghost. 

	Squatting down and moving about, I snapped 20 photos—the entire crime scene, medium shots, and close-ups—using my smartphone camera. The dim lighting and my lousy centering sucked, but the picture quality was good enough for my purposes. I sketched the floor layout on my memo notebook, showing where the dead body lay relative to the furniture. The concrete floor hadn’t squeaked when his killer crept up on Barker. Two gunshots to the back of the head, execution-style, was a savage way to die. The cowardly killer, never looking back, then slipped off like a fart in a cyclone.  

	“Another murder victim gets his brains blown out,” Gerald said.

	“I feel like I want to puke up my guts,” Gatlin said.

	“Join the club,” I said.

	“I already did,” Gerald said.

	“Who’s the damn triggerman?” Gatlin asked.

	“That answer will take some digging,” I replied. “How did you come to find him?”

	“Blaze asked me to go check up on Barker, who she last saw entering the lounge,” Gatlin said. “I came in and saw him sprawled out on the floor there. I nearly had a heart attack on the spot.”

	“You’ll live. Did you notice the sulfurous odor of burnt cordite?” I asked.

	“Technically, it’s not cordite,” Gatlin replied.

	“Only a lawyer would nitpick over my verbiage,” I said. “Will you answer my question?”

	“I smelled gunpowder,” Gatlin replied. “My refined nose can detect it.”

	“Was it more pungent when you came in the first time?” I asked.

	“It stung my nostrils and caused me to sneeze,” Gatlin replied.

	“Did you notice any bluish whiffs of smoke?” I asked.

	“I saw no smoky curlicues in the lounge,” Gatlin replied. “I also didn’t catch a glimpse of the fleeing killer.

	“You entered the lounge minutes after Barker’s killer left it,” I said.

	“Your conclusion is reasonable,” Gatlin said.

	“Do you care to opine on the death slug’s caliber?” Gerald asked. 

	“The diameter of the gunshot wound suggests a 9mm,” I replied. 

	“How did the killer find the time to collect the spent brass casings?” Gerald asked.

	“He attached a mesh brass catcher to his handgun,” I replied. “It’s not 100% foolproof, but it’s better than nothing.”

	“Why did Barker come into the lounge?” Gerald asked.

	“The restrooms are in here,” Gatlin replied. 

	“Who breaks the bad news to the bride and her wedding guests?” I asked.

	Gerald responded, “You da man, Frank.”

	“Well, I’m not this time,” I said. “Lawyer Gatlin should tell Blaze why she won’t be getting married since he was giving her away.”

	“Sure, I’ll ruin the biggest day of her young life since Frank is too squeamish to do it,” Gatlin said. 

	“Sheriff Gonzalez needs a heads-up,” I said. “She’s going to love me for dumping another murder case on her.”

	“Tell her to hire us as her part-time homicide detectives,” Gerald said. “We pretty much do it now.”

	“I’ve approached her with your practical idea, and she stopped me cold,” I said. “She says she lacks the budget to make us her paid consultants. The money is always tight.”

	“She doesn’t want to draw any public scrutiny to your heavy involvement in her homicide investigations,” Gatlin said. “How would a news piece about you private eyes doing the sheriff’s job look to her constituents and colleagues? They’d laugh her out of law enforcement circles.”

	“Gerald, secure the crime scene,” I said. “We’ll return to the wedding guests and make the announcement.”

	“We’ll gauge their reactions before the sheriff arrives and puts them all on guard,” Gatlin said.

	“Give the man a cigar,” I said.

	“I don’t smoke cigars,” Gatlin said. 

	In her wispy peach-colored wedding gown, Blaze sat on a folding metal chair in the first row. She had a stunning figure, accented by a plunging neckline that displayed her cleavage. While gazing at it for a full second, I wondered if she stuck on pasties for the wedding photos and the sweaty dances afterward. Her veil, matching the shade of her gown, lay on the seat of the next chair. She painted her lips coral red and styled her caramel brown hair into a short, curly perm.

	Blaze puffed on a menthol cigarette (she wasn’t a vaper). When she spotted us, she extinguished its butt in the empty Altoids tin she used as an ashtray. The cigarette had smudged her lipstick from clamping down on its filter. She smiled at us. I won’t bullshit you. Cousin or not, Blaze was a hot little dish. Red-hot, indeed, I’d say. Gatlin claimed she was our kin, but he never answered my question about how close. His professional genealogist, researching his family tree, discovered that we shared the same blood. Gatlin’s disclosure that I was his cousin depressed me. 

	The Gatlins and Johnsons, as neighbors in County Galway, Ireland, had intermarried. During the mid-19th century, the infamous potato famine sent the most adventurous ones sailing across the Atlantic Ocean. They arrived in the United States as dirt-poor immigrants through Ellis Island. They’d wandered south to Danville, Virginia, where they settled down, farmed tobacco, and reproduced like sewer rats, as the devout Roman Catholic families are supposed to do. 

	“Did you round up my tardy groom?” Blaze asked.

	Gatlin said nothing as if expecting me to take the lead.

	“Yes, Blaze. We found him,” I replied.

	“Where is he?” Blaze asked. “Did he forget his wedding time?”

	“He’s where you said he’d be, but he’s in no condition to remember much of anything,” I replied.

	“Did he get falling-down drunk?” Blaze asked. “Is it the only way he can get through it?”

	“He’s fallen down,” I said. “But alcohol isn’t to blame for it.”

	“Did he run low on his electrolytes?” Blaze asked.

	“You’re not even close. The two 9mm slugs ripped his skull apart,” I replied.

	“What’s going on?” Blaze asked. “Is this a sick joke that you guys cooked up?”

	“Barker is dead,” I said. “His killer fired a 9mm twice and sheared off the rear hunk of his skull bone.”

	“Bullshit,” Blaze said.

	I had to chuckle at her defiance. “You can march down to the lounge and see him for yourself,” I said.

	“Don’t look at Cedric in his gruesome condition,” Gatlin said. “You’ll sear the harrowing image into your brain for the rest of your life. You don’t want to endure that trauma.”

	Blaze looked back at me. “Bullshit,” she said again.

	“Why do you think so?” I said. “We have no reason to lie to you.”

	“Fine then, I believe you,” Blaze said. “Am I supposed to break down, shatter into pieces, and cry with convulsions of grief?”

	“Everybody processes their grief differently,” I replied.

	“Am I considered a murder suspect?” Blaze asked.

	“You, along with all the wedding guests, had the same opportunity to croak Barker,” I replied. 

	“I haven’t heard a gunshot since I’ve been here,” Blaze said.

	“His killer may have fitted a suppressor onto the 9mm handgun,” I said. “His murder took place in the lounge. You’ve been playing loud music while the guests have been talking and laughing. Nobody would’ve noticed the muffled gunshot noise.”

	“How many of our wedding guests brought a 9mm handgun outfitted with a suppressor?” Blaze asked.

	“It only takes one diabolic shooter to pull the trigger,” I replied. 

	“Why does the killer want Cedric dead?” Blaze asked.

	Growing irritated, I replied, “How should I know? Why are you asking me all these questions?” 

	“Mr. Gatlin tells me you’re a sleuth,” Blaze said. 

	“I am a private investigator,” I said. “I am not a sleuth in any sense of the word. There is a big difference.”

	“Even so, isn’t solving Cedric’s murder something right up your alley?” Blaze asked.

	“I didn’t come this afternoon to sign up for a new case,” I said.

	Blaze shrugged her bare shoulders. She had lovely defined collarbones. “We’re in the same boat,” she said. “I didn’t expect to find my fiancé lying dead in a pool of his blood on our wedding afternoon.”

	“Since it’s not a cool hobby I do for fun, I expect to get paid,” I said.

	“How can I pay you?” Blaze said. “We decided not to buy wedding rings or a wedding cake, but I ran up the charges on my credit card to pay for my wedding gown. What am I supposed to do?”

	“Where are you employed?” I asked.

	“I’m a technician at a preventive full-body MRI screening clinic,” Blaze replied. “I earned a certificate and then trained at a different clinic.”

	“Where is it?” I asked.

	“The Paramount Clinic opened about a month ago in the same strip mall as the infusion center and chiropractic office,” Blaze replied.

	“I’ve driven by it without realizing the clinic is there,” I said. “Do you like your work?”

	“It’s a shit job that doesn’t pay shit where the bosses are full of bullshit,” Blaze replied.

	“Your shitty job sounds like millions of others,” I said. “How’s business?”

	“Our daily schedule stays filled up,” Blaze replied. “Many health-conscious folks pay us for reassurance that they’re fit, hale, and hearty.”

	“Frank, you have a new client,” Gatlin said. “Before you gripe, I’ll take care of paying for Cousin Blaze’s private eye fees.”

	Blaze smiled at Gatlin. “I thank you for your kindness,” she said. “You’re the best, Cousin Robert.”

	“I’m not giving you a family discount so don’t even ask me,” I said. “I have one critical question for Cousin Blaze. Did you love Cedric Barker?”

	“I wouldn’t become his wife if I didn’t love him with all my heart and soul,” Blaze replied. “Am I officially your client? Do we shake hands on it?”

	My nod was a cautious one. “I’ll send you a business contract,” I replied. “Where did you plan to go for your honeymoon?”

	“Cedric had pushed for us to stay in St. Lucia, but we couldn’t afford it,” Blaze replied. 

	“Did you come to a suitable compromise?” I asked.

	“Why are you asking me about something that will never happen now?” Blaze asked.

	“If you’re my client, I need the freedom to ask the questions that I think are necessary,” I replied.

	“I made the reservations for us to lodge at a bed-and-breakfast in downtown Charlottesville,” Blaze said. “The hostess gave us a break on the honeymoon suite because nobody else had booked it.”
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