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His cheeks flushed a little redder than the sunburn, going down his neck as well. “I’d do whatever I needed to keep you safe from crazy people. You know that.”

The sentiment in his statement surprised me. “Preston, you don’t have to protect me. I can take care of myself.”

His head rolled from side to side, and he side-stepped, not looking at me and facing the wall. “Please don’t do that.”

“What do you mean?”

“Every time I let you know I care about you, you dismiss me. You say something, sometimes with a laugh...” With that he turned, his light eyes catching mine. There was a sorrow there, something he’d not shown me before. “We’re not kids any more, Celeste. And I’m not that teenage boy trying to hook up with every little thing that walks by, like you play off every single time I try to let you know. I’m not who you remember.”

I wanted to say something, to answer him, but my breath caught in my throat. Heat radiated through me, and I was probably as red in my cheeks as he was. “Preston...”
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Tissu Duex, a fashion boutique in downtown Charleston, was as familiar to me as home. I grew up with Gretchen—Gretta as we were used to calling her—an expert custom clothes designer who I personally helped to paint the walls of this studio and the back rooms when she first got her hands on the place. I’d gone with her to visit the celebrities and the wealthy around the city to deliver her creations. I’d sat in with her when she hosted events to show off new options or fabrics. When we were younger, I was her pin cushion to her creations whenever she couldn’t get another model in.

Today was the first time I’d seen Gretta with such a dark expression. It was the first time Tissu Deux felt like a refuge from a city that had turn its back on the people who have given so much.

We’d all been through too much.

Had enough.

Pushed beyond all measure.

There were five of us sitting on couches together: Me, Gretta, Evelyn, Rainee and Rainee’s cousin, Future. There were others in the back rooms, waiting to hear what our plan would be, to regain what we could of our reputations and to figure out what to do with those who had harmed us. They continued to do harm to the city, currently undetected.

We needed to expose them all.

But first, we had to share what had happened to us. We had to point out the villains, the possible conspirators, and clear the innocent of any wrongdoing they might have heard about otherwise.

We had to clear the air, to know who was on our side, and soon, who would be done for.

“Celeste,” Gretta said and pointed in my direction. We had gotten comfortable on the white couches. I’d removed my shoes to tuck my feet underneath me. Gretta slid off the arm of her couch and onto the spot near me. “Do you want to tell everyone about—”

“My father’s dead and I was right that someone killed him,” I said in a burst and then realized I’d just cut her off. I recoiled, touching fingers to my cheek and grimaced. “Sorry.”

Gretta breathed out through her nose in a huff, the puff of air teased a lock of hair that had escaped from the scarf that tied back the rest on her head. “For the millionth time, I’m sorry I didn’t trust your gut, but you have to admit, your gut is often kooky.”

Rainee picked her head up a bit more, looking right at Gretta. She was looking absolutely regal in the sarong dress and with her hair piled up on her head, allowing the natural curls to spill out at her neck. “I might not have known Celeste for as long as you have,” she turned her gaze to me, her smile bright and pleasant, “but she’s been to every single charity event I’ve ever hosted since the beginning, without fail. Always willing to help, even when a guest. She might be kooky, as you’re suggesting, but she’s true to her word and better.”

I showed teeth to smile and my face lit up with heat at the compliments. I’d always worked with Rainee on a more professional level and never considered she gave me a second thought. “I did my part, alongside very talented, very dedicated people.”

Gretta sighed. “You’re right. Maybe I assumed from the start it was grief talking and never got out of that mindset. And again, I’m sorry for it.”

“If anyone would care to fill me in,” Evelyn said, her voice a little raspy like she’d spoken for a bit too long. She removed the large sunglasses from her face, revealing tired eyes to look at us. “If we’re going to get involved and do this together, I’d like to understand exactly who we’re—”

“Right-hooo,” Future said, adjusting her tight top so it was just barely covering the top of nipple range at her chest. “I’ve no idea what’s going on. Who we gonna be murderin’ with you?”

Rainee sliced a hand in the air. “No murder. No. We’re not going so far as to do anything illegal or that would cause ill repute. We’ve enough damage to our reputations.”

“I could do it,” Future said.

“Unnecessary,” Evelyn said.

“Unwanted,” Gretta said.

“I feel weird about this,” I said. “It’s been months and months since even the latest thing happened...”

“So they won’t know we’re coming for them,” Future said. “Best position to be in.”

Gretta motioned to me. “We’ve time to plan carefully. What we can’t do is let them get away with it. Let’s start at the beginning, then?”

And I did.
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(Celeste)

Several months ago...

It was sunlight stabbing me in the eyes that woke me. I bolted upright, sucked down a cool breath of air into my lungs and sat in confusion for a good few minutes. How in the world did I end up sleeping in the car?

The fog of sleep lifted and I remembered: Catching a murderer. Doing an overnight stakeout in your car works a lot better when you don’t fall asleep. James Bond would have been severely disappointed.

I found my cell phone, checking the time; a little after six thirty in the morning. How was the sun up so early in January?

I twisted my bra’s underwire out from digging into my boob and straitened my clothes, mostly all black. 

A gentle tap at the fogged window next to me jolted me into motion.

I wiped away condensation around the inside of the glass...

Preston Dixon’s face appeared, blinking in at me. Sunburned in patches from what I knew was a recent trip to somewhere in Europe, and freckles forming around his nose. The shadows under his eyes nearly matched the color, more gray than blue. His red hair brighter in blond highlights.

I coughed once.

He squinted in at me. “Thought it was you.”

The gig was up.

I rolled down the window. Behind Preston was his father’s two-story brick house. Curtains drawn tight. Red front door motionless. Garage doors closed. His father had shown up last night after work and had completely disappeared. From what I could gather with my borrowed equipment, he watched the news until late into the evening and went to bed.

The same as every other night for months on end. 

“At it again?” Preston asked.

A lie flew to my lips so fast, just not a good one. “I don’t know how I ended up here,” I said. I put my hand over my heart and made my eyes really wide like I was confused. “I think it’s that whole driving while really tired thing, right? You get into automatic mode. You ever do that? Crazy, isn’t it?”

He threw me the stink eye. “How long have you been out here?” His voice had that Ivy League accent. Heavy and precise with every syllable and a confidence, even when he was asking questions.

“Maybe five minutes. Maybe five hours,” I said. “I’m not really good at telling time.” I straightened, wanting to get out and stretch but knowing I was a mess and didn’t want him to make any other comments. “But I’ll go.” I almost started the car but paused. “Wait a second,I thought you were in Europe still.”

“Was until this morning. I saw your car as I drove in. You didn’t even hear me.” He grinned in at me. “Remember when we were younger and I snuck into that kid’s hospital room and surprised him with chocolate and comic books? I was tempted to do that, but I’m out of comic books.”

I rolled my eyes. I was the worst spy ever. “Don’t tell your dad?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I should this time.”

I made a face where I simply grinned with a lot of teeth. “Don’t tell your dad, please?”

He did a large exhaustive sigh. “Do I ever?” He shook a broad finger at me. “Next time, just call me ahead. I’ll come wake you before he gets up. You’re lucky I came back when I did.”

He angled himself around my car and then through an open gate, which he closed behind himself. He jogged back to the large house, disappearing inside.

Surveillance work was the most boring, but sometimes it proved worth it. Or so I’ve heard. I haven’t actually proved anything. I was working from my own suspicions more than evidence based. 

For months, I’d chased this suspicion, with very little to show for it.

That Mr. Dixon had killed my father to take over Logan Real Estate Corporation. Easy enough to put two and two together, right? Just show motive, find the murder weapon and prove he could have been there.

I’d two out of three. Motive was clear, and he ‘had no alibi the day he died, claiming to be by himself at home. No weapon though, and that was my very real problem.

Preston and I had been friends for a long time, and when I told him after he caught me snooping around his house, he thought I was ridiculous. But since I wasn’t a nuisance about it, he let me fly under the radar and gave me room to figure it out on my own. It was his own father, so I didn’t suspect he would believe me.

My best friend, Gretta, thought I was insane, grieving. The police knew what they were doing, listen to them.

Since they didn’t believe me, I didn’t think to tell anyone else. I slowly stopped talking about it. I was pretty sure Preston had forgotten I was still wanting to figure out what really happened.

I just knew something was off. A gut feeling that this was terribly wrong. Maybe I just never got over the idea he was dead.

The amount of blood that had been left behind was what motivated me to keep looking. The damage that had been done to his head, it was excessive for a fall like that. He’d no history of heart problems prior to that night. The coroner reported it as heart failure and an accident after the police reported he’d been alone in the house.

I don’t believe he’d been alone.

I was left with one last option: confession, admittance, anything Dixon was willing to say out loud that would prove it.

And since I didn’t take over my father’s company, I had a little too much free time.

My phone vibrated. Someone was calling, and very, very early.

I answered it quickly.

“Celeste Logan?” a female voice said. “This is Elaine Henderson from Kid Kare Home.”

I sat up as if she were sitting across from me and could see me slouch. Kid Kare was a more established children’s shelter in the area. “Of course. How is everything?”

“We’re doing fine, except that we’ve had a lot of intake residents lately. You mentioned calling you if we ever ran short on supplies?”

“Absolutely,” I said. “What are you in need of?”

“Food and soaps, mostly. And toilet paper. Our usual supplies aren’t enough this week I’m afraid.”

I made a mental note. “I’ll get it ordered and delivered later today, unless you need it right now?”

“No, today is fine. We’re very grateful. Thank you for this.”

“Call any time.”

I let her hang up, and then used my phone to quickly use a store app that would deliver and double checked the address. It wasn’t unusual for charities to give me a call when they needed something. Children centers, homeless shelters and such usually got my real phone number to call any time they needed something. Fundraisers happened frequently in the city, but sometimes one couldn’t run a fundraiser fast enough if something crept up on an organization. I was in the circle for who to call in case budgets got overwhelmed.

The money my father left behind got put to good use on a regular basis.

I made sure to add in lots of candy for the kids and completed the order. I’d check in on them in a few days and see how they were getting on, and possibly drop off a check to help build an emergency fund.

After it was done, I sucked in a lung full of air through my nose and held it. Getting caught snooping and sleeping all night in my car zapped my energy. I was tempted to call in sick from going into work today.

I wasn’t doing much good here staking out the Dixons at their home with Preston back. This had been a bust. Again.

Maybe I should give up. Not that I doubted my instinct, but sitting in a car all night wasn’t getting me anywhere. No leads. No real evidence to turn in. I hated the idea that someone was getting away with murder.

That my father was dead and someone caused it to happen.

It left a sour taste in my mouth every time I thought of it.

I’d been using my black jacket for a blanket and pulled it around to thrust my hands into the sleeves. A moment later, I had the engine turning and was ready to roll.

At first, I was moving forward, but then stopped short when I remembered this was a dead-end cul-de-sac. I put my car into reverse and rolled backward.

Bump.

For a split second, I was pretty sure I was hitting the curb and stopped. I twisted in my seat to double-check.

A black car was directly behind me.

It’d been pulling into the Dixon’s driveway.

I stilled, heart beating wildly in my chest. I closed my eyes, willing myself to be still and not panic.

I just hit the curb. I didn’t hit the car. Please tell me I didn’t hit the car. Tell me the other car just stopped to be sure I wouldn’t hit them.

A car door opened and slammed. Male, from what I could tell. He was too tall for me to see who it was through the rear window. Expletives sounded off from his direction.

I shared the feeling. Who was coming by the Dixon’s at this hour? I reached over quickly to slide the binoculars and my listening device onto the floor of the seat next to me, threw off my jacket and put it on top to hide them.

I’d just covered them up when there was a rapping sound at the window.

He was leaning low to peer at me. Locks of brown hair dangled over dark eyes. Latino. Dark stubble over his cheeks and chin. His nose had a dent in the middle, possibly had broken years ago.

No one I knew.

I waited for the surprise reaction, the mention of my name, the ‘are you who I think you are’ question.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

My head reeled back, my jaw slack. His concern for my safety threw me off. “... What?”

He leaned against the roof of the car and indicated for me to roll down the window.

I did.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, Yankee accent. He didn’t recognize me at all? He wasn’t from around here.

I blinked rapidly at him, trying to connect what he was asking so I could answer. It was just a very slight bump, not enough for whiplash or much damage. Still, I did a quick check on my body at his prompting. No blood. “Don’t think so.”

He raked his fingers through his dark hair to comb locks of brown out of his eyes. “Want to come out? Check this over with me?”

No. “Okay.”

I breathed in and held it as he opened the door for me and allowed me room to stumble out of the car. My left foot was asleep and tingling. My hair was matted together in a half-done ponytail. The black T-shirt and yoga pants combo were wrinkled to oblivion. I was an unholy mess compared to him; crisp black suit pants, dark blue shirt, black tie. All fitting like a glove. Totally professional.

We stood together between the two cars. His, a black Tesla, had a bumper-sized dent in the left rear door. Mine, a blue sedan, a decade old, had its bumper sticking into the dent. Barely a scratch that was probably there before I got here.

My only problem was, I’d borrowed this car.  It wasn’t that I’d been in an accident but that I wasn’t totally sure of the coverage for the insurance. He might not let me borrow a car again after this. It was my own fault parking so close, but it was the only spot to see the house without causing too much suspicion from the neighbors.

I pretended to be in shock and studying the damage while checking him out. Early thirties maybe? So about my age. No ring. Alone this early and visiting Mr. Dixon. An employee of some sort? I didn’t recognize him at all. This is the sort of lead I would have taken advantage of by following him, but I would have never gotten this close.

“Not a lot of damage,” I said as cheerfully as I could. “I’m happy to exchange insurance information, but honestly, I could get this fixed without bothering waiting around for insurance. We could both get out of here quicker.”

He arched a dark brow. “In a hurry?”

“Sort of.”

“You know, it’s against the law to hit and run in South Carolina.”

I forced out a very cool smile. Not what I meant to suggest, but for the moment, I wanted to play along. How much did he know about the law is what I wanted to find out. “... Yes?” I said in an unsure tone. “What’s the penalty for that, anyway? A fine?”

His lips and eyes remained curiously hard to read during this next part. “A year in jail. Minimum.”

Yikes. It wasn’t part of the plan to run, but the fact that he knew it without needing to look it up, I guessed him to be law enforcement of some kind. Maybe a lawyer? He didn’t seem like one...

Why did Mr. Dixon have him come by this early? Did Preston know?

“Well, good thing we’re not running, are we?” I continued in my cheerful tone, trying to be a good sport. “I just wanted to save time. We can take pictures with our phones. I’m willing to say it was my fault if you choose to call insurance, but I’d just rather take care of this. A dent like that isn’t worth an insurance price hike. Takes two minutes to fix and buff out. That’s a nice Tesla. I bet it told you I was coming. It’s a smart car, isn’t it? I thought about getting one of those.” I was rambling, hoping to get on his good side or annoy him into wanting to get out of this sooner and just swap information.

He made a tight smile and folded his arms, looking from me to the dent in his car and back at me. He was over six foot. He had high cheekbones, and the Hispanic genes reminded me of some popular Mexican actors I really liked. Handsome.

I would have made friends, except he was working for Dixon. For all I knew, he was the new hitman. Possibly. I had to get out of here and find out.

“How about this,” he said. “You give me your number, I’ll give you mine. I’ll trust that I can give you a call and we’ll talk about it.”

“You won’t call the cops and try to call it a hit and run?”

“No, actually, I’m in a hurry, too.”

I’d take that. I recited my number to him to put into his phone.

“And what’s your name?” he asked.

I hesitated. If he worked with Dixon, he’d know my last name for sure. “Celeste... “

He typed it in. “Last?”

Could I lie? Maybe I shouldn’t. “... Logan.”

He continued to type it in without hesitating. No questions? He was so new he didn’t know who his boss was. How did he not know about Logan Corporation? Or maybe he didn’t make the connection yet. It’s a common name...

“Just sent you a text with my name,” he said and put his phone in his pocket again.

My phone was still in the car. I had to trust he sent it. “Sorry about this,” I said.

He flickered a small smile, the first I’d seen to indicate amusement. “Nothing like a little excitement in the morning. Too bad it was just a small dent. We could have gotten real serious with a tow truck. Hung out a bit longer.”

I couldn’t help smiling at this. “Were you hoping for a bigger one? I could back into it again.”

He laughed, and it seemed to brighten his face. Once he relaxed a bit, he was much more handsome, at least I thought he was. “Maybe next time. I’ll give you a call a little later. Let me get out of the way. You can finish turning around.”

“If you’re sure you don’t want that tow truck,” I said with a grin and my eyebrows shifting to appear goofy.

He waved shortly to me with a small smile. “Ciao.”

He got into his car and continued along Mr. Dixon’s drive. I hurried to turn around before he could finish parking and get out. Last thing I needed was for Mr. Dixon to answer the door and to recognize me and make a comment.

I’d be lucky if the incident didn’t come up in conversation with ... whatever his name is.
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(Diego)

Diego Ramirez stopped just before the garage door of the Dixon residence, keeping an eye on Celeste’s vehicle as she drove away.

Four months and he’d kept a good distance, and this one morning, he’d gotten too close. He blamed it on being tired after spending the entire night keeping an eye on her, with her sleeping soundly in her car. He’d jumped at the opportunity for some movement and this is where he’d landed. 

Four or five nights a week, she was out in a car, usually traded from her own personal vehicle. She used equipment she borrowed on occasion. Sometimes she didn’t bother to use it, just watching from a distance.

What friends she had, she didn’t see much. The only thing that ever drew her out of her obsession: any charity who called to say they needed a little help. They didn’t call her often enough lately as she’d gotten into a steady routine of camping out in front of the Dixon’s.

What life she had before she started this, he didn’t know. He couldn’t imagine how lonely and lost she must be to spend so long just watching and waiting, hoping for something to happen.

He should follow her now, but he’d likely be spotted and she’d figure out fast what he’d been up to. She could smile innocent, but she was too clever. He hadn’t been too sure this was a total accident, or if she’d caught on to him.

He pressed his palms into his face, rubbing to wake himself up. He’ll have to change his strategy a bit. It wasn’t the greatest idea, but it’d probably be better in the long run. Following her too close now would set everything back.

He’d have to get to know her.

He’d have to get close to her.

Without her ever knowing he was hired to. 
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(Celeste)

I stopped at a coffee shop on my way out of Mt. Pleasant to grab a cup of iced mocha and a bagel. This was the first breakthrough on my case in months. I’d crashed into him and I needed caffeine to get my brain together to figure out what to do next. It might be nothing, but no one would hire someone to work security for a company and have them go to his private residence. The anomaly meant something. I just needed to know what was going on.

That’s assuming he was there for security of some sort. I needed to do a background check on this guy

But first, I needed to ditch the car I’d borrowed. And I needed to check in with someone about the repair job for the guy’s car. With any luck, the guy I borrowed the car from would be forgiving about this.

I followed the 526 around until I hit North Charleston, took an exit ramp and slowly crawled through a warehouse district. It was mostly quiet, a few new buildings, pavement still tar black fresh over the smattering of old pot holes, with the occasional new hole to mix things up.

Near the end of one block of buildings, I found where I was going and made a left into a parking lot connected to Henshaw Customs. This building had an office section toward the front and just one long garage with three bay doors along the right side. There was fresh concrete drying in a long pad behind the building, an extension of garages to be built.

I pulled into the lot near one of the open bay doors.

Brandon Henshaw was bent over an engine of a motorcycle that was up on some movable cart with wheels. He used some sort of crank to get it up higher off the ground. Nearby was a deconstructed motorcycle, the pieces laid out, waiting to be put together again.

I parked close to the open garage, and he stopped looking at whatever he was working on, pulling away to come meet me as I got out of the car.

“Exchanging?” he asked. He was young, maybe freshly eighteen or so. Tall with blond hair and these blue, soulful eyes. He came highly recommended, and in this city, that’s a gold stamp of approval. I liked him because he never asked too many questions. It was no surprise to me why at such a young age he already owned his own garage. He knew what he was doing around vehicles and motorcycles and had built himself a business from scratch.

“Yeah, just for mine back.” I motioned to the end of the building where parked behind it, I’d left a silver Nissan. I handed him the keys to the borrowed car. “Also, I owe you for the fender.”

He lifted one blond eyebrow. “What happened to the fender?”

I flashed a big goofy smile. “Barely a scratch. But you should see the other guy’s car.”

He grimaced. “On the record or off?”

“Off all the books,” I said. “Insurance and police. Nothing illegal, I promise.”

“I’ll believe you.”

“I’d like to give him your number for the fix, if you can do it cleanly. I’ll pay for it.”

He shrugged. “If you’ll do me a favor.”

“Anything.”

“Give a good word for me with your company on some building projects?”

He wanted a loan from Logan? On occasion, some of the employees also do loan approval if they aren’t actually selling or buying the property. And sometimes they were known to be a bit easier and more fair to get a loan with than some banks. I lifted a brow. “They won’t approve you now?”

He waved to the building behind himself. “I want to finish the add-on in the back by extending it even further but need a bit more money. My income is good, it’s the credit history I don’t have yet. And I’m young. Getting a loan like this at my age is killer difficult.”

Logan handled a lot of real estate and, within its realm, part of a lending system, usually working alongside a local credit union to get local small businesses better interest rates. I personally trusted he wouldn’t default, although I suspected he was right. Being so young, they might hesitate. He was getting ample business just getting this far and the property was sound. A good word from someone people trusted should be enough to see the loan go through. “Deal,” I said. “I’ll put in a good word.”

He nodded to me. “I can email you, right?”

“Any time,” I said and headed to my car. “Good luck with the bike.”

He waved goodbye and then did it again when I reappeared in my Nissan and headed out of his parking lot.

The long drive out to Kiawah Island wound away from the city and past John’s Island. Kiawah was too far from Charleston for me personally, about fifty minutes to an hour depending on the route. My father liked living outside the city, and he enjoyed the beach and the benefit of a security protected place for his family.

Kiawah Island had only one road in and out, and it had a guardhouse planted alongside a very wide gate. I absently waved at the guard posted at the entrance of the private island. He waved back and the large iron gate opened for me.

I wound my way through moss-draped oaks lining streets, with the occasional palmetto tree scattered throughout. The further I progressed, the narrower the lane became. Houses on this side of the island were further apart, more land, more private. My father’s house was set on the beach, but a distance from the road to provide some modest privacy.

The house loomed overhead, three stories. Too big. It made me feel small every time I approached it. It was especially so when I thought about how I now owned it and it felt like too much to own. At least for one person.

It was never the same to me after my mother died. I tried to leave it. After my dad died last year, I came back. I’d inherited it. It was massive with five bedrooms and an upstairs balcony that overlooked the ocean in the rear of the house. I should have sold it, but I just wasn’t ready to let go yet.

I parked the Nissan just outside the garage door, as my clicker didn’t work anymore. The lawn was overgrown a good couple of inches and the boxwood bushes were nearly overtaking all the other landscaping, including the sidewalk that led to the front porch. The inside wasn’t faring much better. Keeping up with the house was a lot of work. And costly. While I had some inheritance, I was still learning how to manage and balance it and a lot got put into local charities. It was something my father always taught me. Don’t spend it unless you really need it, but I hesitated using any of it that didn’t seem important.

I didn’t want the money.

I wanted him back.

I climbed the steps to the porch. At the front door, I stopped to unstick some paper notices, mostly from the HOA to tell me to mow the lawn.

I went through my keychain for a key to the front door when a black Mercedes slowly crept up the driveway, parking behind my Nissan.

Warren Perrin.

A grimace eased onto my lips. Not great timing.

Warren was almost six foot, black, lanky with a broad nose and high cheekbones. His clothes were something fancy, usually Gucci or maybe Armani, but the lawyer edition. He used to wear his hair in short braids, but with his new job, he’d cut it short.

“You’re not leaving, are you?” Warren asked as he approached carrying a briefcase. His voice was friendly, usually sounding like he was on the verge of singing. He hid his Charleston accent for something a little more neutral.

I made a face at this, thickening my accent just for him. “My dear Warren. What a pleasant surprise. So sorry you’ve caught me at a bad time. Maybe I’ll see you again in a few months.”

His lips jerked into some mix of frown and smirk. “Come on, don’t give me that. You’re not still upset with me, are you?”

He asked for it. “Well someone, I’m not saying who, got a bit too busy after they started working as a lawyer at a large firm. Never came calling. Forgot my birthday.”

Warren winced. “Come on, it’s a new job. And I had a lot to do. And I took you to dinner a week after I learned it was your birthday. And it’s been months since then.”

Uh huh. “And someone, won’t say who, only started crawling back when Dixon took over and relied more heavily on... more mature gentlemen.”

Warren lowered his head and cast his eyes down. “Okay, okay... maybe I should have made more time before.”

“I never thought you of all people would give me the short end of the stick.”

He nudged the toe of his leather shoes against the edge of the porch step. “And maybe I should have come around more after your father died...”

A silence fell between us, heavy with shame and regret.

I met Warren when I was in grade school. We’d gotten into a fight over who won a game of four square. To this day, I swear I was in the line and not out.

Yet when the principal had asked him who gave him the swollen eye, he refused to tattle. We’d been friends since. Except after he started working for my father, he started drifting off. lately, he’d slowly been coming around more. 

I didn’t want to hold a grudge, but it was hard to trust he’d be around like before. I motioned to the briefcase in his hand. “Don’t tell me you’re here on business.”

He pursed his lips. “You keep ignoring my texts, so I thought I’d come here.”

I shrugged and waved at him dismissively. “Been busy. Maybe you should call to remind me next week...”

“I deserve that.” He stepped up next to me on the porch. “Can I come in?”

I hem-hawed about the idea and then unlocked the front door for us to enter.

While the house itself was newer built, and often updated and modernized to fit current styles, everything else in the house, the furniture and the décor, was vintage or antiques. The front foyer was no exception. Dust layered thickly on mahogany entryway tables. Blue and white Chinese vases had dried up flowers. Persian rugs dulled in color. I’d tried to keep up with housekeeping and maintaining the place the way my father had done, without having people to come in and do it for me, but it could take two days alone just to sweep and mop all the floors of every room. This house needed staff to run it, and I didn’t have the management skills.

Warren drifted to one of the tables stacked with mail. He picked up some envelopes and shuffled through them. “Some of these have your dad’s name on them.”

“Yeah, I haven’t gone through it.”

He frowned and turned to me. “I told you that you could let me handle it.”

I pressed a palm to my forehead. “I know, and I mean to call. I was just mad at you.”

“I hear you’ve been really busy. Some sort of volunteer work?”

I sighed. Since I’d taken up the hobby of trying to figure out exactly what happened with my father’s death, I’d been saying I was volunteering for some local causes. Often times, I did volunteer at real places, and frankly it was the only work I managed to accomplish, the only thing that kept my mind off of things when I wasn’t obsessing’. “It’s one of my many shortcomings.”

“Don’t talk like that.” He dropped the mail onto the side table and turned to me.

I raised an eyebrow at him. “I mean, if I hadn’t been so busy, maybe I would have been here...” I couldn’t say the rest.

’After my mother had died, my dad was alone. I could have been around more. Maybe I was as bad as Warren.

He made a soft guttural noise in his throat. He frowned and looked around the house. “So we’ve both been busy. Maybe it’s time we weren’t... Maybe I can take some time to help clean up? Get this house back into shape?”

This was exactly why I didn’t like him here. Or anyone else.

I felt like every day, every person that showed up here was contaminating the crime scene. Like I was missing something that would show me what really happened.

It was a sick obsession I’d developed. I knew it. The house would fall apart and maybe in a demented way, it’s what I wanted. There was no evidence to find here anymore. I’d looked. I wasn’t a cop. I didn’t know what I was doing. There wasn’t anything here or else I would have found it.

I shouldn’t even keep the place. I didn’t want it. I was sure I was hanging on to this house because I couldn’t let go of it.

Time passed hadn’t helped much.

I waved my hand shortly at him. “What’s done is done...”

During my hand wave, he caught it and held it.

He looked right at my face, with eyes full of concern.

“Tell me what I need to do,” he said.

I didn’t have an answer for him. Because he’d been away, I hadn’t really told him about my suspicions. “I think I’m going a bit insane. I can’t stop thinking...” I paused shortly, and instead of looking at him, I turned toward the staircase.

I avoided the front stairs. They were dark wood, wallpaper mimicking a vintage late 1800s look, the curl resembling some Victorian style. To me, it was a devil-cursed spot, and I took the back way up every time. When I looked at it, all I could picture was his face, him falling... how mangled he’d appeared after...

He noted where I was looking. “Is it too much still living here? We can sell it.”

A creep of cold slithered up my spine and I shivered. “I don’t want to sell it.”

“Why?”

“Because,” I said, a little too heatedly. I backed away from him, holding my arms up in the air and waving them around. “Because I’m crazy. Everyone thinks so. I lost my dad. The whole city can’t stop saying it’s sorry he’s gone and asking what I’ll do next. They’re waiting for me to do I don’t know what. Meanwhile, I can’t help but wonder why, when it sounded like my dad was going to fire Mr. Dixon for being a jerk to clients, there was a sudden change of heart right before my father died to put him in immediate line to take over... It didn’t make any sense at all...” I ran out of breath in my rambling. Once I started, I couldn’t stop myself. My downfall was not being able to keep myself from saying what I was really thinking sometimes.

Warren stepped around me to cut me off from wandering too far down the hall. “What are you saying? You think Mr. Dixon lied about what happened?”

I grunted. “I’m saying that Mr. Dixon had to have been talking to my father to convince him to fill out that letter to the lawyers to put him in line to take charge in case he died. That the moment he had what he wanted, he got rid of my father to cover up the truth so he wouldn’t be able to change his mind...”

Warren raised his brow. “Celeste, do you really think he’d stoop to manipulation like that? And what then, made him get a heart attack?

“Or maybe pushed him down the stairs,” I blurted out. I slapped my hand to my chest, holding my palm over my heart. “I’ve tried to tell myself that it was grief talking, that this was me being angry that he was gone, but something doesn’t add up. He was going to let Mr. Dixon retire or resign, there was no way he’d leave him in charge. He never approved of his idea of progress. It doesn’t make any sense.”

Warren caught my hand at my chest, tugging it away from my body to hold it between two palms. He was quiet for a long moment. I was preparing myself for the sympathy talk. Yes, I was probably just mad with grief and paranoid. The will and paperwork had his signature. Whatever I thought, the law was the law. Nothing we could do.

Instead, those big eyes looked right at me, and his palm squeezed mine a little tighter. “Do you really think someone...did all that?”

I blinked a few times, unsure. “No one believes me. I’m not surprised you don’t.””

“I don’t like Mr. Dixon any more than you do.”

I frowned. “He’s not a nice guy.”

“I’ve been tempted to quit,” he said. “Especially after everything I’ve done for the company and then getting put into the basement after Mr. Dixon took over. If I leave, it’s like leaving it solely to people who might make it something other than what he meant it to be. Some soulless, money-grabbing...” He faded off. 

My father might have been one of the most Influential business owners in all of Charleston, but he’d become so by giving people a chance. He helped people start new businesses, buy homes, traded land for inexpensive housing development. He personally approved funding for every charity who asked. He built a legacy on reputation, and people gave him their business because they loved what he stood for. He even gave Warren a scholarship for law school so he could come back to work for the company.

Warren blinked to get himself out of his thoughts. “I just understand you being angry. I’m upset, too. I don’t think you should put all this on your shoulders. You should get out of this house, sell it, and move on.” Maybe it was him telling me I should give it a rest, that I was seriously considering it. “I don’t know, it’s hard to let go that...something happened?”

He kept my hand warm between his palms. “I think I believe you about what happened with Mr. Dixon, though. Isn’t it odd the people your father had at the top, people he trusted, they’re all gone? No one knew about the will or the other documents until after...” He motioned to the enormous house. “Is everything still in your dad’s office?”

Considering no one else believed me on any of it, I considered it a good first step. Maybe if he looked into the paperwork, he’d see something I hadn’t noticed, something that would show others Mr. Dixon had true motive. I motioned further down the hall, where to the right behind the stairs, there was a door. I led him through to a smaller hall, then the room opened up into a large office. Most of the room was dark wood furniture, wood panels and some green banker style lamps and green curtains. The back wall was all wide and tall windows, floor to ceiling. The windows had blinds inside them, and when I pushed a button on the wall, those lifted and the room brightened and felt more open. The automatic blinds system was the only modern touch to the room he made, under my suggestion.

I motioned to the computer at the desk. “There’s not a lot left here. Most of it was taken by the company. The computer was left, but the files are mostly gone. There might be older paperwork here that he’s kept.”

“Nothing is ever truly gone,” Warren said. He stepped behind the desk, looked around at the drawers, one with a lock box inside. “This have anything?”

I shrugged. “I think there’s a pistol. Antique, but it works. He kept it there for just in case moments. And maybe some other minor antiques, smaller but higher value. There’s also another safe in the wall. I opened it once a few months ago but haven’t looked in since.”

He played with the handle of the safe in the desk. “Know the password?”

I tried to remember. “His birth year?”

He tried that and then tried my birth year and finally my mother’s before it opened.

I swallowed thickly. How he could have that constant reminder of her so close? It was hard for me to even think of her sometimes. Especially now when I often felt lonely and alone after they were both gone, like the only one left...

He lifted out the pistol and then a collection of small boxes filled with World War II and Civil War items, pocket watches and cufflinks and a few coins in small plastic cases.

I shrugged. “Like I said, nothing really helpful.”

“You never know. Sometimes people tuck away important papers with things they find valuable.” Warren shifted through it and sat back, looking at everything else in the space. “When you’ve been looking into this, have you gone through all the files? The ones that were left behind?”

“I’ve looked at everything I could find. I’m not sure what would be helpful...And kinda sort of watching Mr. Dixon from a distance.”

Warren grimaced. “What do you mean kinda?”
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