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Chapter One
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Keri hurried from the parking lot toward her downtown office in Sunny Grove, Florida. A quick glance at her watch told her she was already late for her phone appointment with Fiona Sullivan. She didn’t like to keep clients waiting, especially not one of her top influencers. Fiona could make or break her business with one scathing remark.

Not that Fiona would ever sink her reputation. She made regular referrals to Keri’s personal concierge agency and had been directly responsible for adding the city’s elite to her customer list. Fiona was more than a valued customer, though. She was also a mentor and a dear friend.

Keri turned the corner onto Broad Street across from Central Park and took a breath of cool, November air. The sidewalk was just as crowded as her busy schedule. Tourists vied with locals for space during the pre-holiday crush. Located just north of Orlando, the historic town was a popular destination at any time of year.

She dodged a couple of women pushing strollers and a guy who was reading a newspaper without looking ahead. At the corner, a woman using a walker struggled to get into the chocolate shop. Keri rushed over to hold the door open for her.

Just a little further along, she reached her office. Stepping inside always gave her a swell of pride. She’d converted the place from a travel agency two years ago. Four desks, two of them currently occupied, faced the storefront windows. File cabinets and bookshelves lined the walls. It looked utilitarian, but she hadn’t had time to soften the décor.

“Hey, guys,” she said, nodding to her employees at the two front desks. Her reserved spot was behind them, next to an unoccupied post. She’d hoped to add a fourth staff member in the new year, but with their proposed rent increase, that goal had been delayed.

Purdy glanced up and tapped his smartwatch. “You’re late, Keryn.” He nearly always used her proper name, not her nickname.

Keri grinned, aware he liked to chide her. It was his way of showing concern. “I know,” she said in a breezy tone. “I just wanted to see that disapproving look on your face. Tell me again what time you arrive every morning.”

His chin lifted. “I put in enough overtime that you owe me. It’s only because I love you that I don’t complain to the boss.”

“I am the boss, mister. Now get back to work.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Purdy adjusted his eyeglasses and focused on his computer. The motion pulled his sport coat taut across his wide shoulders. The fabric’s charcoal color matched his hair, which he kept as neat and trim as his personality.

He’d been a certified accountant in his previous job. Now Purdy served as their office manager, taking charge of the agency’s bookkeeping and vendor contracts. Keri relied on his precision and attention to detail, although he’d confessed that had he been less rigid, it might have saved his marriage. Nonetheless, she appreciated his meticulous approach, as it relieved her of duties she’d rather not perform.

At the adjacent desk, Staz pursed her crimson lips. “Keri, did you call Fiona yet? I know you have an appointment with her.” With her height and sultry dark eyes, Staz—whose real name was Anastasia—could have easily gotten a job as a model. Her name rhymed with pizazz, which Purdy said fit her fashionable style. Today she wore a short black skirt, knee-high boots, and a jade sweater. Large silver hoops peeked out from her chin-length black hair.

Despite her outward appearance, Staz’s brainy side had led her to a degree in information technology. Keri relied on her technical skills to cover the virtual office jobs, website updates, and social media campaigns. She also served as their corporate party planner.

“I’ve been too busy,” Keri replied. “I had to adjust the reservation for the butterfly group’s breakfast on Tuesday. They added four more registrants, and the room only holds thirty. Fortunately, the manager said they could squeeze in a few more chairs.”

Staz’s brow creased beneath her blunt-cut bangs. “You should have notified me. I would have contacted them for you.”

“I know, but it’s already done. Did Fiona send over the signed copies of her contracts?” Keri’s client was old-school and preferred not to transmit sensitive data via email.

“Yes. The packet is on your desk.”

As Staz turned away, Keri sank into her chair and accessed Fiona’s number on her cell phone.

Fiona picked up after two rings. “Keri, I thought you’d forgotten about me. Is everything all right?” She sounded more concerned than annoyed by the delay.

Keri’s posture eased at her reaction. Fiona treated her more like a surrogate granddaughter than a hired assistant. Keri valued her sage advice and appreciated her as a role model. Nearly eighty, Fiona had more energy than most women half her age.

“Yes, I got held up finishing a task. Sorry I’m late.”

“No worries. Let’s get started.” Fiona was a major benefactor for PHEADA—pronounced FEE-dah—a local nonprofit organization. The acronym stood for Preventing Heart Disease through the Arts. Saturday night’s party was their kickoff event for the holiday season, and Keri’s firm was managing the affair.

Fiona dipped right in. “Regarding the catering, I assume you ordered the California rolls. Ossie insisted on sushi, as most people seem to like it.”

Keri winced. Oswald Pittman, president of PHEADA, liked to approve each item and could be a pain with his micromanagement. Then again, Fiona was the same way with details. They were a pair in that regard. Half of Keri’s job was reassuring them that all was in order.

“Everything is on track with the food vendors,” she said. “Tommy Woo will be bringing sushi as part of his menu. All the chefs are excited to participate. They’ve been very generous in donating their time this year.”

“You’ve done a super job in organizing things and getting sponsors, dear. I can’t sing your praises highly enough.”

Keri’s spirits lifted at her words. “We’ve been lucky to have so many participants.”

“That’s due to your efforts. Ossie said to remind you the artists’ easels mustn’t crowd the aisles.”

“Don’t worry. Everyone has been given a set of the rules.”

“And you’ve reconfirmed with the string quartet?”

“They’re all set to go. As for the florist, she’ll start decorating as soon as the doors open.”

“Good; it sounds as though you’ve got everything under control. Did you have a chance to read my fundraiser speech?”

“Yes, and it’s inspirational. I still don’t understand why Ossie won’t take the spotlight, though.”

“He said I’m in charge of the event, so it’s my job. He’d rather work the crowd and charm the donors. You know he’s more of a people person, while I’m the organizer type. He may nitpick the details, but he leaves it up to you and me to run the show.”

I’d agree with you there. Ossie can be annoying, but he means well.

“He is talented at persuading people to donate money,” Keri conceded. “PHEADA made a very generous donation to the heart association last year with the proceeds from the party.”

“This is true. On a personal note, would you be able to take me shopping in the next few days? I’m wearing my sparkly blue top tomorrow night, but I’ll need something new for my birthday party the following weekend.”

Keri pictured Fiona’s silver hair and vibrant green eyes. She preferred bright colors in her ensembles, and along with her penchant for tea, reminded Keri of Queen Elizabeth II.

“For you, I’ll make the time,” she said with genuine fondness. “Speaking of your birthday, we need to review the details when I bring your groceries tomorrow. I’ve received your signed contracts and testimonials, by the way. I’ll look them over to make sure we haven’t missed anything.” Fiona had copied the certificates of appreciation she’d received from town dignitaries and wanted Keri to read them at her milestone celebration.

“There’s something else we need to talk about while I’ve got you,” Fiona said, lowering her voice. “But it’s not a discussion we can have on the phone.”

Fiona sounded so serious that a moment of panic engulfed her. “What is it? You’re not ill, are you?” She’d lost her mother three years ago. She couldn’t bear the thought of losing Fiona, too. Then she’d truly feel alone.

“No, I’m fine,” Fiona reassured her. “It’s just that... I fear I’ve made a terrible mistake. I need to tell you about it in person. You’re the only one I can trust.”

“Now I’m concerned. What kind of mistake?” Had Fiona offended someone in her social circle? Made a rude comment to the wrong person? That would be unlike her.

“We’ll discuss it tomorrow. Maybe I’m imagining things.” Yet her fearful tone told Keri that whatever she felt might have merit.

“O-kay. Should I come earlier?”

“No, no. I know you have a gazillion things to do this time of year. I wish I could still drive, but I can’t seem to find my way these days. I’m lucky to have you to help me.”

Keri’s heartstrings thrummed. If it were up to her, she wouldn’t even charge Fiona, but then Purdy would berate her for being too soft. “We’re lucky to have each other. Is there anything else I can get for you tomorrow, like your favorite chocolate croissant?”

Fiona laughed, but her voice lacked true mirth. “No, thanks. I have some apple strudel that we can eat with our tea. I’ll look forward to seeing you at ten o’clock.”

Keri rang off, curious as to what was on Fiona’s mind. She’d find out soon enough.

Purdy swiveled in his chair to glare at her. “I didn’t hear you mention the horticultural club. You know how much we need to snag their monthly meetings to boost our budget. That income could make up for the rent increase in January.”

Keri sighed, knowing he was right. “I’ll ask Fiona for a recommendation after the PHEADA party. The mayor will be there, along with his entourage tomorrow night, and I’m hoping to make some new connections at this event to bring in more revenue.”

Staz glanced over her shoulder. “Do you want company? I was going to work on the necklace for my jewelry-making class, but I can come along if you need support.”

Keri waved a hand. “I appreciate it, but I’ll manage.” She knew Staz loved her crafting classes, while Keri didn’t have the patience to create art of any kind. She’d rather support the artists. But Staz had given her an idea. Maybe next year, they could include a wider variety of talents at PHEADA events to broaden the appeal.

Work consumed her for the better part of the day, though her mind kept wandering to Fiona’s remarks. What had concerned her so much that she couldn’t tell Keri on the phone?

Purdy stretched and spoke, intruding on her thoughts. “What are you gals doing tonight? I’m heading over to Boxi Park if either of you want to join me.”

Keri shook her head. “No, thanks. I’m going to bed early. I’ve too much to do tomorrow.”

Purdy might enjoy the Friday night scene at Boxi Park, but it was a far drive for her. He’d do well enough by himself, though. Short and stout, he wasn’t the type you’d think would attract women, but each outing netted him new admirers. Keri suspected he turned on his wit and charm away from the office.

“It’s tempting, but I’ll still be here making phone calls,” Staz said with a pout. “I got a request from a woman who makes holiday wreathes to see if we can find her a spot at a seasonal festival. It’s almost impossible to get an opening at this late date.”

Purdy snorted. “Good luck with that.”

“Check with the churches if you can’t find any space at town events,” Keri suggested. “They all hold bazaars this time of year and might have spots available. You could try the farmer’s markets, too.”

Staz gave her a grateful nod. “I will, thanks. Before I forget, your friend Lora from the print shop emailed me the proofs for our Christmas cards. I hope it was okay that I gave my approval.”

“Sure. That’s one more thing off our list.” Keri sifted through the clutter on her desktop, searching for the manila envelope Fiona had sent. She’d better review the vendor contracts for her party before their meeting tomorrow. Oh, there it was.

When she dumped the contents on her desk, a photo fell out from among the papers.

Whoa, what’s this?

She lifted the picture. An attractive woman with wavy red hair and green eyes clung to the arm of an older gentleman in a tuxedo. He had a cigar stuck in his mouth, while the redhead wore a black cocktail dress with a star-shaped brooch and sparkly earrings.

Wait a minute. That woman looks like Fiona, only a younger version. A glance at the back showed no date stamp or other imprint.

“Look, this picture was inside Fiona’s package,” she told her staff. “I’m not sure if she meant to include it or not.”

Purdy spun around and squinted at it. “Maybe she wants you to make a collage for her birthday. You can ask her tomorrow. She might have sent this as a reminder.”

“She has been forgetful lately, so you could be right. A collage is a great idea.” Keri snapped a picture of the image to keep on her phone and stuck the print in her purse. She’d return it to Fiona in the morning.

Another thought surfaced. Could this photo be related to what Fiona intended to tell her? If so, it made tomorrow’s appointment even more imperative.
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Chapter Two
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Keri bounded from her car at ten o’clock on Saturday morning, anxious to see Fiona and get the scoop on what was bothering her. Having been to the farmer’s market earlier, she collected her grocery bags from the backseat, locked the doors, and approached the two-story Mediterranean-style house bordering Lake Belfrey.

A couple of damp, plastic-wrapped newspapers lay on the lawn. Fiona usually brought them inside to read with her breakfast. Why were they still here?

She scooped up the Orlando Sentinel and Sunny Grove Gazette, shook them out and tucked them into one of her bags. As she approached the entrance, she noticed the front drapes remained closed. That was odd. Fiona liked to let in the sunlight as soon as dawn arrived. Maybe she’d overslept, although that rarely happened.

Could Fiona be sick? Despite her reassurance on the phone, something could be ailing her. Fear struck Keri as a vision of her mother’s collapse and trip to the hospital arose in her mind. Mom had died of a massive stroke a few days later. Surely, nothing similar would happen now.

Her palms sweaty, Keri hastened up the porch steps and rang the doorbell.

Nobody answered. She twisted the knob and gave a sigh of relief when the door opened. Fiona must have unlocked it. Maybe she was upstairs getting dressed.

“Fiona, I’m here,” Keri called from the foyer.

When her friend didn’t respond, Keri set down the shopping bags along with her purse on a side table. Familiar with the house, she walked through the high-ceilinged living and dining rooms, which were furnished with expensive antiques. The smell of lemon polish lingered throughout.

Fiona wasn’t in sight, nor did Keri find her in the kitchen. The place was quiet, without a kettle on the stove or a teapot in sight. The granite countertops were empty except for a toaster, a coffeemaker, and a ceramic utensil holder. Not even a crumb showed on the smooth surface.

Why wasn’t Fiona there making tea? They always sat together and enjoyed refreshments during her visits. Fiona had even mentioned serving apple strudel on the phone.

She resumed her search with an increased sense of urgency. Fiona wasn’t watching TV in the family room. The flat-screen television remained as silent as the rest of the house. She peered at the set of double sliding glass doors that led to a screened pool patio.

The vertical blinds were partially open. Outside, the aqua pool appeared clear, with nary a ripple. In the distance, the lake glistened, its calm surface the opposite of Keri’s edgy nerves. She tested the doors, relieved to find them still locked. At least she didn’t have to worry about Fiona falling into the pool.

Elderly people had falls all the time. Could Fiona have taken a tumble in the bathroom? Her heart thudded in her chest as she approached the stairs.

“Fiona, I’m coming up,” she hollered. An eerie silence accompanied her up the carpeted steps. At the top landing, she paused to listen. She didn’t hear any sounds of water running or pipes clanging, so Fiona wasn’t in the shower. Nor did she hear movement from inside Fiona’s bedroom.

Dread pricked her neck like sharp nettles as she approached the owner’s suite. As she stepped across the threshold, her throat tightened.

Oh my God. She froze in her tracks.

Fiona lay on the queen-sized bed atop disheveled covers. A cotton nightgown clung to her thin frame. She wasn’t moving.

Keri inhaled short gasps of air as her brain tried to catch up with reality. Is she breathing? Go and check. Don’t just stand there.

She roused herself and moved forward to nudge Fiona’s still form. “Fiona, wake up. It’s me, Keri.”

Fiona didn’t move, not even a twitch. She lay as still as death, her eyes closed as though in slumber. Nor did her chest rise and fall like it should. Keri fumbled for a pulse. Nothing. She jerked her hand away at the clammy feel of Fiona’s wrist.

It’s too late. She’s gone.

The loss hit her like an iron poker to her gut. How could she manage without Fiona’s support? She’d always made her feel better when things troubled her. Now she’d never get the chance to return the favor.

Awareness flooded her as she took in the rest of the scene. Dresser drawers lay askew, their contents spilled across the carpet. A nightstand drawer rested on the floor along with a lamp and a pillow. Even the cushion from Fiona’s favorite armchair had been tossed aside.

The implications chilled her blood. Somebody had been there and done this.

Just as that thought struck, she heard a faint rustling sound coming from the direction of Fiona’s walk-in closet.

Her heart skipped a beat. She backed away, her pulse thrumming in her ears. With a pivot worthy of a dancer, she twirled on her heels and sped down the steps and out the exit.

Once outside, Keri yanked her cell phone from her pants pocket and punched in nine-one-one with trembling fingers. It took a couple of tries to get it right.

“Hello. Do you need police or medical?” said a woman’s calm voice.

“Both of them. My friend is lying in her bed at home and not moving. I-I think she’s dead. Her room has been ransacked, and I thought I heard a noise coming from her closet.”

“What’s the address, ma’am?”

Keri choked out the information.

“Is this the best number to reach you in case we get disconnected?”

“Yes, it is.”

“The paramedics are on their way. Are you with the lady now?”

“No, I’m outside by the front porch.”

“The team should be there shortly. If you’re safe, I’m signing off unless you need me to stay on the line,” the dispatcher said.

Keri glanced around but didn’t see anyone lurking nearby. If there had been someone in the house, they hadn’t followed her outside. She should be okay being in plain view of the street.

“Thanks, I’ll be all right.” She disconnected and had stashed her phone away when a wave of dizziness struck her. She sank to the steps and leaned over her knees. This all seemed surreal, like a nightmare from which she couldn’t awaken. The image of Fiona’s body pervaded her mind and clogged her throat.

Needing a distraction, she scanned the street. For a Saturday morning, the neighborhood seemed quiet. No joggers pounded the pavement for their morning run. No kids played outside. How could things appear so tranquil when Fiona lay dead inside her house?

She leapt up to pace the pavement. Soon flashing lights appeared in the distance, and a red truck with the fire department logo rumbled into view. The paramedic team spilled out and approached her with their gear in hand.

“My friend is upstairs in her bedroom. It’s the first door on the right,” Keri said with a sweeping gesture toward the house.

She shivered in the cool breeze that had stirred up. A beige and black police car arrived and squealed to a halt at the curb. Two uniformed officers emerged and approached her.

“Ma’am, are you the lady who phoned for help?” the older one asked.

“Yes, that’s me.” Her body shook, and she fought to maintain her composure.

“I’m Officer Turnbull. Can you tell us what happened?” After she told her story, he nodded. “We’ll take a look. Please wait here.” He motioned to his colleague, and they trooped toward the front door.

It was a short wait. When the pair came back outside, Officer Turnbull rejoined her while the other guy stayed on the front porch and spoke into his phone.

“We’ve notified Detective Saunders,” Turnbull said. “He’s on his way and will want a statement from you. Can I get your contact info, please?”

Keri complied. “My friend’s name is Fiona Sullivan,” she added as he wrote in his notepad.

“Would you happen to know her next of kin?”

“Fiona’s nephew, Garvan Connor, lives in St. Augustine. I don’t have his address.”

“All right, thanks.”

“Was there anyone inside? I thought I’d heard a noise coming from the closet.”

“A hangar had fallen, so maybe that’s what you heard. No one else was there.”

He left to rejoin his partner, and Keri studied a crack in the driveway while considering what a detective might ask her. She hadn’t observed many details inside Fiona’s room. The mess on the floor indicated an intruder must have been present. A shudder wracked her as she imagined possible scenarios.

Stop. You don’t know what really happened. Focus on the here and now.

She pushed aside her dark thoughts and leaned against her car until a sedan pulled up to the curb. A man in a navy suit emerged and conferred with Officer Turnbull, who nodded in her direction. Mr. Blue Suit headed her way with long, loping steps.

“I’m Detective Jeff Saunders. I understand you found the deceased?” he asked in a gravelly voice. His slightly hooked nose and beefy shoulders gave him the air of a prizefighter. He wore a necktie with colorful autumn leaves that belied his somber manner.

She nodded, swallowing past a lump in her throat. “I’m Keri Armstrong, a friend of hers.”

“Can you explain what happened?” He peered at her with keen brown eyes. His graying temples put his age in the fortyish range.

Her words came out in a nervous rush. “I was bringing some groceries Fiona had ordered. When she didn’t answer the doorbell, I went inside. She’d left the door unlocked for me.”

“Was that unusual?”

“No, although she’d greet me in the foyer, if not at the door. I thought I’d find her in the kitchen, but she wasn’t there.” Her voice cracked at the memory. She’d miss their ritual of drinking tea brewed in Fiona’s favorite English cottage teapot. She always offered honey and sugar, even though Keri didn’t use sweetener.

“Go on,” Saunders said, rousing her back to the present.

“I was afraid she might have fallen and needed help, so I went upstairs. I found her lying in bed and not moving. Her wrist was cool, and I couldn’t find a pulse. Then I heard a noise and got scared, so I ran outside.” Her throat closed, and she fell silent.

“I’m going to check things out. Please stay here until I return.”

She dabbed at her eyes, needing a tissue. “I left my purse in the front hallway. Can I go in and get it?”

“No, I’ll bring it to you. We don’t want anyone to contaminate the scene.”

“Too late for me. I’ve already touched things.”

His lips pressed together but he refrained from commenting. After he turned away, Keri waited on the front path as neighbors congregated along the sidewalk.

Her brain remained blissfully blank until a white crime scene van pulled up to the curb. A couple of techs got out and trudged up the walkway, carrying their equipment. The medical examiner soon followed, while neighbors jostled each other for a view.

A woman across the street waved a sign. Go Home, Criminals. My Eyes Are On You.

What did that mean? None of the other neighbors were paying her any attention. In fact, most of them gave the lady a wide berth.

Detective Saunders hollered to Keri from the front stoop. “Is this your bag?” he asked, holding up her purse. At her nod, he rejoined her.

“Thanks.” She took the bag from him, slung its crossbody strap over her shoulder and then dug for a tissue. “Do you see that woman across the street? Maybe she knows something.”

Saunders waved a hand in dismissal. “That’s Veronica Batten. Batty is more like it. We’ve had calls from her about spies and serial killers. I wouldn’t consider her a reliable witness.”

“All right. Am I free to go?”

“If you don’t mind, I’ve a few more questions to ask you.”

“Sure, no problem. I’m glad to help.” Maybe she could worm some answers out of him while they talked. After the shock subsided, she’d want to know how Fiona had died.

“Let’s go around to the patio. There’s something I need to show you there.” Saunders signaled for her to follow him.

Curious as to what he might reveal, Keri passed the technicians attaching crime scene tape to the front entry and trailed him across the dry grass toward the rear.

Saunders used a handkerchief to open the screened door. Inside the patio, he pointed to a solid white door that Keri knew led into the family room cabana bath. Florida pool homes often had bathrooms with outdoor access so people with wet swimsuits didn’t trek through the house.

“What do you know about this damage?” Saunders said with a gesture.

Keri’s mouth gaped as she took a closer look. The door appeared dented, and its lock was broken. She felt her innards melt as she realized what it meant.

“Is this how the intruder broke in?” she asked in a squeaky voice.

“That’s my guess. They must have forced their way in through here and exited out the front door. If it was still nighttime, it would have been dark outside. They wouldn’t expect to be seen fleeing the scene.”

Her brain processed this theory. “That would explain the unlocked front door. Fiona couldn’t have done it if she was already—” She choked on the word, unable to finish.

“Your fingerprints will be on the doorknob. You’ll have to come down to the station to give us a set for comparison.” He gazed quizzically at her, as though expecting her to protest.

Realization sank like a rock in her gut. He didn’t believe she was involved in this incident, did he? Was that why he’d brought her back here, to observe her reaction?

“Sure, detective. I’ll cooperate in any way necessary to learn what happened to Fiona.” Her knees folded, and she sank onto a sling patio chair.

Saunders pulled one over to join her. A ray of sunlight shimmered off a gold band on his ring finger. She stayed quiet, staring at the lake. It gleamed in the rising sun, while birds twittered in nearby trees.

Her throat constricted at the thought of Fiona no longer enjoying this view. They’d often sat outside together to watch the clouds and sip their tea. Fiona would ask about her life and give wise advice. What would she do without her?

“Are you okay?” Saunders asked, his expression softening.

She sniffled. “Not really. I can’t believe Fiona is gone.”

“I’m sorry for your loss. Is it okay if we record this session?” At her nod of approval, Saunders set his phone to record and readied his notebook and pen. “Let’s start with the easy questions. Please state your name, address, and phone number.” He jotted her basic information down quickly and continued. “And what was your relationship to the deceased?”

“I own a personal concierge business called A Friend in Need Agency. We do a variety of jobs for busy professionals, working mothers, and the elderly, as well as planning corporate events. I did various tasks for Fiona that we personalized to her needs.”

“What’s the difference between a personal concierge and a personal assistant?”

Keri nodded, being familiar with this question. “The simplest explanation is that a personal assistant usually works for a single individual or company, while a personal concierge is an independent contractor with a number of clients. Naturally, there’s some overlap between the two roles.” 

“What kinds of things did you do for Ms. Sullivan?”

“I helped her pay bills, drove her to doctor’s appointments, picked up her meds, and took her shopping. Also, I arranged for her patronage at various cultural events, such as PHEADA’s kickoff party being held tonight.”

“What’s Fee-Dah?”

Keri spelled it for him. “It’s a nonprofit group that pairs local artists with fundraising events to benefit the heart association. I met Fiona at one of their walkathons when she was giving out awards.”

“Tell me again why you came here today.” Saunders gazed at her with an impassive expression, his pen poised over his notebook.

She’d already told him. Was he hoping to catch her with an inconsistency?

“I came by to drop off her groceries,” she repeated, keeping her voice even. “We also needed to discuss the details for her eightieth birthday party. She’d hired me to plan the event, which is... was... next weekend.”

Fiona had been so excited to celebrate her milestone. Now her friends would be gathered for her funeral instead. Maybe Keri should offer to help Garvan make the arrangements, since she would know who to notify.

A lawnmower erupted to life in the distance, making her realize someone would have to contact Fiona’s lawn service, stop her newspaper delivery, and do myriad other tasks. But that would come later, after she was put to rest.

Detective Saunders regarded her from under his thick brows. “When did you last talk to Miss Sullivan?”

“Yesterday—Friday—we spoke on the phone. She was anxious that everything should go perfectly for tonight’s event.” Oh, no. Ossie was supposed to pick Fiona up later. Who would tell him not to bother?

She sighed, realizing she’d have to adjust her own plans due to Fiona’s death. It was more than just a personal loss. They’d take a financial hit at the agency without her retainer fees.

“When you spoke, how did Miss Sullivan sound to you in terms of her mood?” Saunders asked, tilting his head.

“She was worried about something that she meant to tell me about today,” Keri replied, berating herself for thinking about money at such a time.

“Oh? Regarding what?”

“She wouldn’t explain over the phone.” Regret beat upon her shoulders like a sodden blanket. She should have convinced Fiona to tell her then.

Static erupted on the detective’s police radio, and he turned down the volume. “When did you last meet in person?”

Keri shifted restlessly, anxious for this interview to be over. “I drove her to a doctor’s appointment on Thursday.”

He wrote down the name of the physician. “How did she feel after this visit?”

“She was rather quiet, now that you mention it, although she did say the doctor gave her a clean bill of health. I took her directly home.”

“Regarding her medications, when did she pick up her latest refill?”

“I got it for her on Tuesday. They were sleeping pills she took on occasion. The doctor renewed her other meds on Thursday.”

“She could manage taking her own pills?”

Keri nodded. “She still had a fairly sharp mind. Well, she had been repeating herself more often, and once or twice she’d forgotten things I told her, but that’s normal for someone her age.”

“Did your tasks include financial management?”

“Fiona wasn’t computer savvy and needed me to do her online banking transactions. Sometimes she’d forget to pay a bill and then I’d have to remind her.”

“Was she able to write checks herself?”

“Yes. I did not have access to her accounts otherwise, if that’s what you’re asking.” She hoped he didn’t think she had abused her position. There were plenty of unscrupulous people out there who took advantage of the elderly. But she merely wanted to help senior citizens enjoy their leisure time by simplifying their lives.

“When you were inside her room, did you notice anything missing?”

His change of subject took her aback. She shook her head. “I was too upset to look around.” She banished the image of Fiona’s frail body lying on the bed. She’d grieve later, when she was alone. “However, I do have an inventory of items in her house. I’d recorded most of her antiques and collectibles because I was helping her sell some of them on eBay.”

He glowered at her as though she’d been withholding information. “I’d appreciate a copy when you have a chance.”

“I can do that.” Keri hesitated, then posed the question foremost on her mind. “How did she die, Detective?”

“The medical examiner will determine the cause of death. You’d mentioned her next of kin was a nephew named Garvan Connor. Did Miss Sullivan have any children?”

“No, she never married.” Fiona had admitted to Keri that she’d fallen in love with a man years ago, but it hadn’t worked out.

“Have you ever met the nephew?”

“We’ve run into each other at social events. He lives in St. Augustine with his wife Enid and their son, so he doesn’t come into town that often.”

“How was his relationship with his aunt?”

“It was strained. Fiona complained that he never invited her over for the holidays.”

“Is Garvan her main beneficiary?”

“I have no idea. She didn’t discuss her estate plans with me. Fiona was very fond of her best friend’s daughter, Diane Foster,” she explained, hoping she hadn’t besmirched Garvan’s character. “When Diane’s mom died, Fiona became like a surrogate mother to her.”

“Does she reside in the area?”

“Diane and her husband, Cal, live in Winter Garden with their two children. She’ll be heartbroken over Fiona’s death.”

He wrote down their names and then closed his notebook. “Please let me know when you can stop by the station to leave your prints.”

“Sure, no problem. I can probably do it tomorrow or Monday,” she said, unable to avoid a shiver of distaste. She’d like to get that chore done as soon as possible.

“That will work.” Saunders switched off his recorder, and they exchanged business cards. He accompanied her toward the street.

Keri’s stomach somersaulted as she noticed an unmarked black van blocking the driveway. Two husky fellows pushed a gurney holding a draped form toward the vehicle.

Fiona... Tears pricked her eyes, and her lips quivered. She glanced away, willing herself to stay strong until she had some privacy.

The throng of neighbors had increased. They stood chatting amongst themselves while viewing the action. The lady across the street waved her sign, calling out to passersby who ignored her. Keri couldn’t hear what she was saying.

“At least the newscasters haven’t arrived yet,” she said, hoping Fiona’s death wouldn’t be sensationalized by the press. This had turned into enough of a circus already.

He gave her a wry glance. “They have bigger fish to fry. By the way, I must advise you not to discuss this case with anyone.”

“I don’t spread gossip. If I did, I’d be out of business in a heartbeat.”

“That may be true, but keep one thing in mind. You might have been the last person to speak to your friend. Maybe you know more than you realize.”
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Chapter Three
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Keri parted from Detective Saunders and unlocked her Honda Civic parked in the driveway. Its cherry red color seemed too bright in the wake of a tragedy, but she hadn’t wanted a silver or white car, like so many others in Florida.

Sagging against the driver’s seat cushion, she waited until the body removal unit left before starting the engine. Finally, she put the car in gear and pulled onto the road with her brain on automatic. Her phone rang as she headed downtown.

“Hi, it’s Lisa,” said a familiar voice on the car’s speaker system. “I’ve had a change in plans and need my plane reservations switched immediately. I’ll have to leave later in the afternoon on Monday.”

Keri winced at Lisa’s shrill tone. She always wanted things done on the spot. “Sorry, but I’m driving right now. I’ll call you back when I’m at the office.” She rang off, lacking the energy to deal with mundane demands. Still, she had obligations to her clients and needed to focus.

She stopped to pick up Mr. Witherspoon’s dry cleaning and Mrs. Brody’s roll of stamps at the post office before their weekly visits. Then she headed to her office to take care of Lisa’s reservation change.

Her workplace felt like a sanctuary when she entered. She halted at the sight of Purdy bent over his desk. Normally, her staff took weekends off.

“Hey, Purdy. What are you doing here?”

He glanced up. “Oh hi, Keryn. I had some things to finish that couldn’t wait. Aren’t you supposed to be at Fiona’s house?”

“Well, yes, about that...” Trying to keep her voice steady, she told him the bad news.

His eyes rounded behind his wire-framed glasses. “Good God, I’m so sorry. That must have been a terrible shock.”

Keri went to her desk, sank into her chair and set down her purse. She ran a shaky hand over her face. Her brain still felt numb. “It was horrible. I still can’t believe she’s gone.”

“You don’t look so good. Can I get you a drink of water?”

“That might help, thanks.” She only now realized she’d skipped lunch. Who could think about food under the circumstances?

Purdy complied and then hovered by her desk. “It’s a good thing you were due to visit this morning, or who knows when her... when she might have been discovered.”

Words failed her in offering a response. She grabbed a tissue and let the tears flow.

Purdy stood facing her with the awkward expression men got when confronted with a weepy woman. “I’m sorry,” he repeated. “I know how much you respected her.”

“That’s not all,” she said between sniffles. “Don’t tell anyone this, but somebody broke in through the back door and ransacked her bedroom.”

“What? Are you saying it was a home invasion?”

“It appears that way. I heard a noise coming from the closet and ran outside.” A shudder passed through her at the memory. She took a sip of water to steady her nerves.

“Thank goodness you’re safe.” He dropped back into his chair. “Fiona must have woken up during the robbery. How terrifying to find a stranger in your room.”

“I know. Her pillow was on the floor. I could see how the thief might have tried to subdue her if she woke up and screamed. Then he probably threw the pillow aside after she went limp.”

“What a nightmare. At least she was caught up on our retainer fees. Otherwise, we’d be in the hole this month.” At Keri’s horrified glance, he added, “I know that’s not a nice thing to say, but it’s my job to look after our bottom line.”

“You’re right, Purdy. But seriously?” Despite his callousness, it was lucky for her he had been anxious to escape the corporate culture when she was looking for a business manager. He’d readily accepted her lower salary offer and basic benefit package to join the agency.

“Is the PHEADA party still on for tonight?” he asked, bringing up another worry. They had a lot riding on this evening’s event.

“It’s their biggest fundraiser of the year, so I’d assume so.”

“Wasn’t Fiona supposed to give the pitch for donations?”

“Yes. I suppose that duty will fall to Ossie now.”

“What if he reads her speech? It would be a fitting tribute to her.”

She stared at him. “That’s a great idea, Purdy. I’ll ask Ossie about it. I need to notify him anyway about what’s happened. He was supposed to give Fiona a ride tonight.”

Unfortunately, her call got sent to voicemail, so she left a message.

“Hey, Ossie. It’s Keri Armstrong. Please give me a call as soon as possible. I have some urgent news.” She hoped he wouldn’t take too long to get back to her.

“Staz or I could go in your place tonight if you need time to yourself,” Purdy offered.

Her heart softened. She supposed he really did care, even if he didn’t always show it the right way. “Thanks, but I’d rather not stay home alone. I’m afraid Fiona’s death might cast a pall over the party, but I like your idea of doing a tribute to her. I could also bring the testimonials she gave me to read at her birthday. They’re certificates of appreciation from town dignitaries praising her contributions.”

Purdy snorted. “Not everyone might be impressed by her accolades. You might want to save them for her funeral instead.”

“What do you mean?”

“I hadn’t mentioned this to you before, since you thought so highly of her, but some people resented Fiona for being a busybody. They might even be relieved she’s no longer around.”

“That can’t be true. Everyone liked her. She was very generous with her time and money.”

“Perhaps so, but I’ve heard rumors that she expected something in return. She’d use people’s personal issues to get her way.”

“Maybe that was their excuse for accepting her patronage.” Fiona must have heard plenty of gossip at society events, but Keri couldn’t conceive of her using that knowledge to twist people’s arms into doing favors for her.

Feeling the need to escape, she got up and fled to the restroom. Her fingers shook as she dabbed at her teary eyes. How dare Purdy insinuate Fiona might have made enemies?

Then again, should she dismiss his words so quickly? Unless Fiona had died from sheer fright, somebody had killed her. While it appeared to be a random robber, that might not be the only explanation.

Back at her desk, she addressed her colleague from the rear. “I do appreciate your support, Purdy, and I realize I’ve tended to put Fiona on a pedestal. Maybe I need to listen to what other people have to say about her.”

He swiveled in his chair to regard her. “I didn’t mean to be disrespectful. Fiona helped us in many ways. Do you mind if I notify Staz? She’ll want to know.”

“Go ahead.”

He called their colleague and spoke in a low tone to fill her in. “Staz says she’s terribly sorry and asks if she can do anything for you,” he said to Keri.

“No, thanks. I’m good. But tell her I appreciate the offer.”

They spoke for a few more minutes and then Purdy hung up.

“What are you working on that brought you into the office on a Saturday?” she asked.

He grimaced. “Thanksgiving is almost here, and I haven’t ordered our business gifts yet for the holidays. I won’t have time to do it on Monday.”

“Why not?”

“I’ve an appointment with Diligent Cleaning Services. We’ve received complaints that their housekeepers are slacking off, and I want to discuss it with the owner. Staz may be late on Monday, too. She has a few errands to do before coming into the office.”

“All right. I’ll let you get back to work then.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t ask for overtime,” he said in a teasing tone. “You know I’d be here seven days a week if you didn’t insist I take time off. I hope to get in a snooze at home before I go clubbing later. Kitty is bringing some of her friends along for happy hour.”

Keri smiled despite her grief. “That should be fun.” She dealt with Lisa Neville’s reservation change and then did some mindless tasks to keep from thinking about Fiona, but her brain kept replaying scenes from that morning. Soon she gave up and called it a day. By then, Purdy had already left.

Just as she was getting ready to depart, Ossie returned her call.

“Have you heard the news about Fiona?” Keri asked immediately.

“No, I’ve been occupied all day. What’s up?”

“She passed away last night. I know how much everyone in your organization appreciated her, and she held a special place in my heart, too. Things won’t be the same without her.”

“This is terrible. Just terrible. It’s a blow to our entire community.”

“Obviously, you won’t have to pick her up tonight.” Keri paused. “I assume that as president, you’ll be doing the fundraiser speech this evening. I have a copy of Fiona’s talk if you want to give it as a tribute to her. I also have copies of certificates of appreciation she’d received from town leaders. Many of those people will be present this evening if you want to read them. It would give you the perfect opportunity to ask for donations in her memory.”

“That’s a marvelous idea. Thank you for suggesting it.”

Keri’s heart swelled. It seemed only fitting that they should honor Fiona tonight. “I’ll email you the speech,” she said before disconnecting. She took care of that task and then grabbed her purse prior to leaving, remembering to stuff Fiona’s printed testimonials inside. As she did so, she noticed the photo she’d meant to return to Fiona. Now she’d never know what her friend had wanted to do with it.

As she stood, a text message came through from her bestie, Lora.

What’s going on? I heard Fiona Sullivan was found dead this morning.

It’s true. I still find it hard to believe.

I’m so sorry. I know you valued your friendship with her.

Thanks. I’m at the office, and I need to go home and get ready for tonight’s PHEADA party. I’ll call you later to fill you in.

Ten minutes later, Keri zipped into the gated parking garage at her four-story condo building. It wasn’t far, so she could walk to work, but she needed her car for client errands. Luckily, she didn’t meet anyone in the elevator, which was a blessing.

Once inside her three-bedroom apartment, she flicked on the recessed lighting in the kitchen and set her purse down on the stone countertop. Her gaze swept the white cabinetry and stainless-steel appliances. Further along was a high-ceilinged living area with a dining table set and a comfy sofa arrangement. A sixty-inch, flat-screen TV hung on the opposite wall.

She headed into the bathroom to get comfortable, but a glance in the mirror gave her a fright. Her face looked wan and her hair dull. She’d better fix herself up before tonight’s party.

She’d just removed her earrings when a scraping noise caught her attention. It seemed to be coming from the opposite end of the living room where the guest bedroom and home office were located. She took a few faltering steps in that direction. Could it be the same window that had rattled loose in the last storm?

“Hello, is anyone there?” she called. Her pulse accelerated as she crossed the carpet. The odd noise became definite thumps that turned her veins into ice. Was someone rummaging through her things?

If she were smart, she’d hightail it outside and call the cops. But what if it truly was the window banging loose? She wasn’t eager to encounter the police for a second time that day.

Steeling her nerves, she stepped across the threshold. Her body sagged in relief as she saw it was Lora dragging a chair across the room.

“Lora! What are you doing here?” Keri cried as her racing pulse subsided.

Lora spun around with a startled glance. With a sheepish grin, she tore out a pair of earbuds from her ears.

“Hey, Keri. I didn’t hear you come in.” Lora wore a gauzy top with distressed jeans and was barefoot on the carpet. Corkscrew blond curls framed her heart-shaped face.

“How did you get in the door? And what is that?” Keri pointed to an open suitcase on top of the queen-size guest bed.

“I still have a key from when I helped you move, remember? And I texted you earlier.”

“Yes, about Fiona. You didn’t say a word about being at the condo.” She placed the flashlight on the dresser, bewildered by the rapid turn of events.

“You ended the call before I could tell you. Rick and I broke up. I need a place to stay while I look for a place to rent.”

“Oh, no. Not again.” Lora had more breakups than a sidewalk had cracks. Normally, Keri wouldn’t mind her company, but after her horrible day, she would have preferred to be alone.

“The jerk never keeps his word. He took my money for those college courses and lied to me about it. He didn’t register for a single class. I’m through with him for good this time.”
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