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			Chapter One

			Good Lord Almighty. The place had been trashed. A three million, five hundred thousand dollar mansion on Moon Mountain, with a view of the Arkansas River. Addresses in Eureka Falls didn’t get any better than this. 

			And look at it now.

			Beer bottles, soda cans and empty pizza boxes were flung around the great room willy-nilly. A trail of red wine leaked along a velvet chair, ending in a puddle on the marble floor. Overhead, a pair of jeans swung from the chandelier, and jaunty as a flag, a U of A T-shirt perched on an ivory silk lampshade. 

			In front of the fireplace, two matching sofas the length of freight trains faced each other. The one with its back to the entrance had a sneaker parked on an arm like it had every right to be there.

			That must have been some party.

			I sniffed the air, a nasty mix of stale beer, leftover food and sweaty clothes. Though I hadn’t met the owner, a Mr. Barry McHale, he was a highly praised man-about-town. Well, regardless of his social standing, if Mr. McHale wanted to sell his super-sized cottage, he’d better get a cleaning crew in here fast. Needing to let my realty office know about the mess, I rummaged in my tote for the cell. As usual, it had dropped to the bottom of the bag.

			Not caring if my heels clicked like rifle shots, I stomped across the marble floor to the sofa, set the tote on the arm next to the sneaker—and screamed.

			Stretched out on his back, arms flung over his head, a naked man lay there sound asleep, giving me a clear view of everything he possessed. At my scream, his eyes opened for an instant, then fluttered closed. 

			“Geesh, not so loud.” When I screamed again, his lids opened wider and, shielding his eyes with a hand, he struggled to sit up. “What are you doing here, lady?”

			Fumbling in my bag for the cell, I inched toward the entrance. “Don’t you know? I’m with Ridley’s Real Estate. Honey Ingersoll’s the name.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Are you the owner of this house?”

			He stood, clutching a pink satin pillow to his groin, a move that did nothing to hide his matchstick legs or the pot belly sagging over the satin.

			No answer.

			I found the cell, yanked it out of the bag and thumbed in 911. Before pressing “Talk,” I asked one more time.

			“Are you Barry McHale, the owner of this property?”

			He paused, scratched something under the pillow and said, “Nope, I don’t think so.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Without waiting for Mr. Mysterious to lose his grip on the pillow, I dashed outside and punched in “Talk.” After minutes that felt like hours, a siren wailed along Bluffs Boulevard. Moments later, a Eureka Falls PD cruiser swerved onto the circular drive and screeched to a halt.

			The cruiser door opened and out stepped Sheriff Matt Rameros. He crossed the pavers kind of easy like—a mountain man on a hunt.

			I ran down the driveway to meet him. 

			“You call 911, Honey?” he asked. “Some kind of trouble here?”

			“Yes,” I said, my voice breathless for some reason. “I think there’s a squatter in the house. He’s naked as a jay bird. Or at least he was.”

			The glimmer of a smile flitted across Matt’s face. “Understood.” He motioned to his partner who was still in the cruiser, busy on the radio. “Let’s go, Zach.”

			Deputy Zach climbed out of the car and, together, like one of those ol’ time posses, they disappeared into the house while I waited by the cruiser trying hard not to bite my nails and ruin my new French manicure. What a way to take on a listing. Maybe this was an omen, a sign that someone the likes of me had no business dealing with a property that looked like it belonged to Prince Charles. Though, actually, I was only here because of some real bad news. 

			Two hours ago, my boss, Sam Ridley’s daddy collapsed. Just like that—boom. In a rush to get to the hospital, Sam handed me the alarm code to the McHale house and said, “The owner’s out of town, but he’s flying in today for this meeting. Show him the visual tour and answer his questions. Tell him I’ll be in touch as soon as possible.”

			“But—”

			“And get his signature on that contract.”

			“Suppose he—”

			Too late, Sam was already halfway out the door. So here I was, in a peck of trouble without …

			“Hi, there,” a woman called, poking her head over the fancy boxwood hedge that bordered the McHale property. “Why the cop’s car? What’s going on?”

			Startled, I blurted, “There’s a squatter in the house.”

			“No kidding. How exciting.” She slipped through a narrow gap in the shrubbery and came over to chat, dressed—or as my momma would say, undressed—in a fire engine red bikini, a red scarf tied around her hips, its fringe swaying with every step she took.

			No doubt about it, she had the kind of body bikinis were made for. 

			Holding out a diamond-studded hand, she said, “I’m Carmen DeLuca. I live next door, and you are?”

			“Honey Ingersoll. I’m with Ridley’s Realty.”

			“Oh, right. Barry’s determined to sell the place.” She heaved a sigh that sent the bikini bra on a trip around the Ozarks. “I’ll miss him when he leaves here. We’re very good friends.”

			“I see. Mr. McHale and I haven’t met yet, but I’m looking forward to it.”

			“Oh, you’re in for a thrill. Everybody’s crazy about Barry.”

			I stiffened as the front door swung open. Escorted on each arm by one of the officers, Mr. Mysterious stumbled out in the same jeans, T-shirt and sneakers he’d tossed around the great room. Far from showing signs of guilt, he was hopping mad.

			“I’m telling you I never broke in. I was invited in. By the man himself.”

			“Yeah? What’s his name?” Deputy Zach asked.

			“I don’t remember. He kind of mumbled it.”

			“What’s he look like?”

			“You know, a guy.”

			They had reached the cruiser. “That’ll stand up in court. Watch your head,” Zach ordered. He hustled the man into the back seat and locked him in.

			With a nod at me and a warm glance at Carmen’s bikini, Matt said, “We’ll book him for breaking and entering. If the owner decides to press charges, we’ll need your statement, Honey. Either way, it’s safe to go back in now. The place is empty.”

			He touched two fingers to the rim of his uniform hat, winked at me without letting Carmen see it and got behind the wheel of the cruiser.

			As the car drove off, blue lights blazing, I heard laughter and party shrieks wafting across the boxwoods. Smiling, Carmen said, “Things are heating up. High time.” She half-turned to go then swiveled back. “Why don’t you join us? Any friend of Barry’s is a friend of the Velveteen Vixens.”

			“The who?” 

			She laughed. “Oh, a bunch of us so-called trophy wives who hang out together. A photographer’s shooting a reality show about us.” She wrinkled her nose. “Well, it’s just a pilot at the moment. He has to sell it to a producer. Not everyone could make it today, so we could use another body.”

			I held up my ringless hands. “Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t belong in a show like that. I’m just a working girl.”

			“So are we, Honey, so are we.”

			Somewhere in my tote, the cell rang. For once, I was able to find it fast.

			“Is this the Ridley’s agent?” a man’s voice growled into the line.

			“It surely is. And you are?”

			“Barry McHale. Call me Barry. My apologies, but I’m still in Little Rock. The plane’s been delayed. If we leave in a half hour or so, I’ll call you back. I hate to ask, but can you wait?”

			“I’ve set the day aside for you, Mr. McHale.”

			“Is that Barry?” Carmen asked. “Let me speak to him.”

			I held up a finger. “I’m at your house, Mr. Mc … ah, Barry. Have the police contacted you about the break-in?”

			“I just spoke to them. Sorry you had to deal with that. Be with you as soon as possible.”

			“Please don’t hang up. Someone wants to talk to you.”

			With her back to me, Carmen purred into the phone so softly I couldn’t hear what she was saying, then, “All right. Be happy to. You’ll like her, Barry … blonde … oh, about twenty-five, I’d say.” A few more murmurs and a cozy type laugh before she hung up and handed me the phone. “Barry asked me to keep you entertained. So come on over and meet the gang. Or at least part of it.”

			“Oh, I don’t know, I’m on duty here.”

			“You sell real estate, right?”

			I nodded.

			“Then think of this as networking. Penelope Richie’s on the cusp of a divorce. As soon as it goes through, she gets her ex’s house.”

			“But—”

			“No buts about it. Without old money bags, she won’t be able to keep it. And who will she think of when the time comes to sell?” Hands on hips, she paused.

			“Real estate sales don’t usually happen that way.”

			“Really? How long you been doing this work?”

			“Going on five years. First for the Winthrop Agency. Now for Ridley’s.”

			“And you haven’t heard that connections are king?”

			“That’s one notion.”

			“Oh, you’re not convinced. Too conservative.” Her glance swept over me, taking in my navy blue suit—polyester and linen—my starched white shirt and sensible pumps. “That explains the suit. It’s so … so… Arkansas. Why advertise where you’re from?”

			How downright annoying. Why was I chatting with her, anyway? Well, because from the sound of that phone call, she and Barry McHale, owner of a squatter-trashed, multi-million dollar property were bosom buddies. I didn’t want to make an enemy out of her. But the feeling didn’t last long. 

			Disgusted with my wimpiness, I womaned up and said, “Arkansas is a beautiful place. I like it here. Though for a while there I was thinking of leaving. Nearly did too. Thought I needed a change of scene because of a—”

			Uncertain of how much to tell, I paused. She filled in for me. “A man?”

			“Yes, Ma’am.”

			“Say no more. When it comes to men, a girl can’t live with them, and she can’t kill them.” She stopped as if mulling that one over. “Too bad.” She crooked a finger, beckoning me forward. “Come join the Vixens.” She shrugged, giving the bikini another ride. “Who knows? This may be the most profitable afternoon of your life, but first we have to ditch your suit. And I have just the thing in mind.”

			She wiggled her red-tipped finger again. I sighed, and like the good Lord hadn’t blessed me with a mind of my own, I followed her through the break in the hedge. On the other side, we stepped into a garden fringed with dogwood trees in bloom and smelling like gardenia water had been spilt all over the lawn. For the second time that day, my breath caught in my throat. I had stumbled into Eden.

			A wall of glass doors at the back of the huge, white residence opened onto a terrace leading, one stone step at a time, to a gigantic, heart-shaped pool. Yes, heart-shaped, like a great big box of Valentine’s candy. In it, up to her waist in the bluest water you could ever hope to see, her dark curls swept into a tumbled topknot, a pixie-faced girl held up a champagne flute.

			“Higher, Penelope,” yelled a man in flip-flops and shorts, his red hair scrunched in a ponytail. “Flaunt it.” He peered out from behind his camera for an instant. “Your mother teach you how to flaunt?”

			She stuck her tongue out at him and hoisted her glass even higher.

			“Now drain it,” he ordered.

			She did, in one gulp and tossed the glass over a shoulder into the deep end of the pool. 

			“Excellent,” he said, lowering the camera. “Now how about a little more action? Jump up and down, say something. Move. Don’t just stand there. Emote.”

			“I have to get the glass before somebody steps on it.”

			“It’ll wait.”

			“You’re the boss. Here goes with my best Actors Studio performance. Lee Strasberg here I come.” She waded toward the shallow end—the pointy bottom of the heart—and dripping like a sea goddess, slowly climbed the ladder. All the while the guy with the camera was shouting, “Good. Good. Pause. Flick the water out of your eyes. Bend over a little. Excellent. Excellent. Keep on coming. Come to Daddy. Come on. That’s good. That’s good. A little more action now. A little more action.”

			“More action? Really?” She shrugged shoulders pink from the sun. “Okay. Here goes.” Reaching behind her back, she unhooked her bra clasp and with a whoosh sent it flying through the air into the pool with the champagne glass.

			Not a word from behind the camera. The pigtailed guy was too busy photographing Penelope’s titties.

			Like him, I was speechless as she bounced up the rest of the pool steps, blowing air kisses at us all.

			“Oh for heavens sake, Penelope, put your bra back on” Carmen said. “What will Honey think? Besides, Jesse can’t use that footage anyway. Can you, Jesse?”

			He lowered the camera. “Afraid not. Too bad. Best shots of the day.” He grinned. “Like they say, less is more.”

			Before the girl dove for the deep end, Carmen introduced us. Red-headed Jesse, a man in his mid-thirties maybe, said, “hello there.” Then faster than a hound chasing a rabbit, he snapped my picture. “You’re a very pretty girl. I’d like to see you in something other than a suit.” Saying “suit” like it was a four letter word.

			“Come on in the house with me, Honey,” Carmen said. “I’ll loan you a bikini.” 

			“Oh, I don’t think—”

			“Don’t be silly. We’re short two girls today, and Jesse’s film needs more eye candy. So be a good sport. You can talk to Penelope later. Besides, now that Barry McHale’s putting his house on the market, maybe I’ll sell this one too.” A calculating smile and, “So think of it as an informal viewing. Look around while you’re inside.”

			“Thank you, I’d surely love to.” 

			Why not? After all, I reckoned, what did I have to lose? Which only shows what a babe in the woods I was.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Unlike my quick peek at Barry McHale’s trashed interior, this time, as I followed Carmen into her house, through one drop-dead room after another, I had a real honest-to-God tour. 

			In the kitchen, with its high-toned, stainless steel appliances from Europe and its gigantic, marble-topped center island, I met Sophie, the housekeeper. When Carmen introduced us, Sophie nodded in a shy way, like country women are apt to do, and kept on arranging little snacky tidbits on a silver tray.

			“Bring those out to the patio as soon as they’re ready,” Carmen told her. Then waving a hand, she drew me into the great room. A soaring, white-walled space, it was furnished with canvas-covered chairs and sofas and hung with big, bright oil paintings the likes of which I’d never seen before. She said they were jungle scenes from South America. And like Carmen herself, they were both hot and cool at the same time. 

			As we strolled into yet another room, I said, “Your home is way beyond beautiful.” 

			She shrugged off my compliment. “It used to be important to me, but I’m beginning to think I could live without it.” We’d reached her rose and white master suite. She spread her arms wide. “None of this stuff talks to me.” A finger pointed at the ultra-king bed. “And I sleep alone.” She winked. “Most of the time.”

			When she didn’t, was it Barry McHale who kept her warm? 

			Anyway, the thought slipped away the minute she swung open the door to a closet roughly the size of my rental apartment. On the left, shelves to the ceiling were stacked with shoes; a hundred pair at least and next to them an awesome handbag collection better by far than the one at Belinda’s Boutique. Shelves across the back held folded piles of sweaters and tops, and to the right dresses, pants and gowns were arranged by color. A closet to die for. 

			As I stood there in my plain business suit, mouth hanging open, Carmen padded over to the center island. 

			“I keep swimsuits in with the lingerie.”

			After opening and closing two or three drawers, “Oh, here it is,” she said, handing me a sky blue bikini. “This’ll be perfect on you.”

			Clutching the two little scraps of cloth, I wasn’t so sure and stood there frozen.

			“Go ahead,” she urged. “Put it on.”

			Strip naked in front of a woman I’d only known for a few minutes? “I don’t think so.”

			She laughed. “What’s the matter, Honey? You shy or something?”

			Heat rushed into my face. “My momma raised me that way.” I shrugged. “What can I say?”

			She laughed, something she did a lot. “Fortunately, my momma did not. Okay, I’ll leave you alone. Come down after you change.” Reaching into the lingerie drawer again, she took out a blue scarf. “A pareo,” she said, handing it to me with a twinkle in her eye. “For your modesty.”

			I took it, grateful, until I realized I could see right through it. 

			She left with a, “Ta-ta, we’ll be out by the pool. If you need anything, ask Sophie.”

			I went into her rose-tiled bathroom with its party-sized tub, striped off the suit and slipped into the bikini. Though the fit was looser than on Carmen—especially the top—it was snug enough not to fall to the floor, and for what it was worth, I tied the pareo around my hips. In case Mr. McHale tried to reach me, I plucked the phone from my purse and strolled barefoot out to the pool.

			“Here she is.” Jesse lifted his camera. “Va va va voom!”

			“Oh please. I’m just trying to cooperate.”

			“In all things?” His eyebrows arched into bushy red caterpillars.

			I didn’t bother to answer him, and keeping my stomach tucked in … well, it was pretty flat anyway … I untied the scarf … I mean pareo … draped it on a lounge chair, set the phone on top and dove into the pool.

			“Hey, not so fast,” Jesse yelled as I stroked up and down. “I need some poses.” Poses? 

			No way. I’d been ordered around by enough men.

			I ignored him and continued my laps, letting the cool water soothe my vexation. “Look at her go,” Penelope said. “She swims like a fish.”

			I doubted anyone would care to know my daddy had kept his trailer parked near an abandoned quarry. Growing up, I swam in it every summer along with the other local kids. 

			It was great fun, but sometimes I wake in the night, called out of sleep by the fear that I’m drowning in an endless pit. Then shivering and scared, I calm myself by taking deep breaths and remembering I’m alive and well. A survivor. So doing laps in Carmen’s pool wasn’t a big deal even if Penelope thought so. Finally, refreshed and relaxed, I tossed my dripping hair out of my eyes and started up the pool stairs.

			“Hold it right there, Honey,” Jesse called. 

			Oh, darn. That was about the last thing I wanted to do. But Carmen had been so welcoming, I owed her, so I paused and, stomach sucked in, waited for Jesse’s instructions.

			“Run a hand through your hair,” he ordered. “Good, good. Now go over to the table slowly … slowly … and pick up a champagne flute. Take a sip … that’s it … take another one. Now how about a profile shot … like you’re looking up at Moon Mountain over there.”

			Jesse was after some kind of sexy image, but I wasn’t there to party. I faked a sip or two and set the glass back down. Bad enough that I’d meet my client wet and almost naked, but I had no intention of meeting him ga-ga from champagne.

			“You married, Honey?” Jesse asked from behind his camera.

			“No.”

			“Ever been?”

			I shook my head, sending beads of water flying into the air.

			“Why not?”

			I heaved a sigh, but it didn’t send my bikini top on a tour. That’s a talent, sort of like playing the piano. Some people have it. Some people don’t.

			As I reached for a fluffy towel, intending to wrap it around me, my phone rang.

			I grabbed it on the second ring. “Hello.” 

			“Barry McHale here.”

			Caller ID had already told me so, and besides, how could I forget such a nice, deep voice? 

			“My profound apologies,” he said, “but I can’t get away after all.”

			“I under—”

			“Let’s reschedule, shall we?”

			“Why I’d be pleased to do so, Mr… Barry.”

			“Tomorrow at nine. My house.”

			“I’ll be there.”

			Of course I’d be there. What else? Refuse and lose my job?

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The next morning, I drove onto the McHale property fifteen minutes early so I’d have time to return Carmen’s bikini. Yesterday I wore it home with my white shirt buttoned over it and the dratted navy suit folded on the passenger seat. Now washed spanking clean, the bikini sat tucked in a gift bag with a thank you note and a bag of Mami’s Cheese Crisps. Today I wore my red mini, the one I usually saved for weekends. In case I saw Carmen, I had a point to make, didn’t I? 

			Gift bag in hand, I slipped through the opening in the boxwoods. Gardenia perfume hovered in the air. I inhaled and took a moment to enjoy the scene. The pool, as crazy awesome as I remembered, gleamed in the morning sun, and beyond it, at the foot of the Bluffs, the river sparkled its way to the Gulf. Off in the distance, Moon Mountain, its highest hill swirling with mist, stood guard over us all.

			I skirted the pool and strolled across the lawn, thick and soft underfoot. If I left the gift bag on one of the umbrella tables, Carmen would be sure to see it. Caught in the breeze, a piece of red fabric, one of those … pareos … fluttered up from between two of the lounge chairs. I hurried over to grab it before it blew into the trees.

			Oh no. Oh God Almighty, no.

			Like a rag doll someone had thrown away, Carmen lay crumpled on her side, her knees bent to her waist, her head in a puddle of blood. She was lifeless, I knew she was lifeless. Yet needing to be honest-to-God sure, I knelt down and pressed a finger her cheek. Her skin, a strange gray white, felt cold to the touch. To my horror, ants trailed through the blood seeping from her wound. Then something else caused the breath to catch in my throat. Something that didn’t make any sense. Stretched straight above her head, her arm had frozen in place, a single finger pointing at the concrete, where two words were spelled out in blood—under car.

			“Aren’t you at the wrong house?” a deep voice asked. I leaped to my feet and whirled around. The killer? 

			A rock star look-alike stood smiling at me from across the pool. How could he smile at a time like this? I stared at him open-mouthed, unable to answer.

			“I’m Barry McHale,” he said. “Are you Miss Ingersoll?” 

			I shook my head.

			“No? Oh. There’s a Ridley’s sticker on the car in my driveway. I thought maybe you were—”

			“Not now,” I said, brushing away his question with a wave of my hand. “Come here.”

			“What?” Sounding vexed. “I hardly think—”

			“Will you please stop running your mouth? Something terrible’s happened.”

			Paying no mind to my tone, he didn’t move an inch. “You look mighty fine to me, Miss, whoever you are.” His smile widened into a grin.

			I ignored the spots in front of my eyes and his suddenly cozy manner. “Stop wasting time. Call 911. Now.”

			“What the hell’s the matter with you, lady?”

			“Nothing’s the matter with me.” I pointed to the body he couldn’t see from where he stood. “It’s her. Carmen.” 

			One slow step at a time, like I was a crazy woman he’d best be wary of, he rounded the pool and came closer. And closer. Until he saw her. And stopped short.

			“Oh God. Oh, my God.” 

			“Right. So will you make that call now?”

			He felt his pockets, hasty like. “I don’t have my cell on me.”

			“Me neither. It’s in my car.”

			“Wait here.”

			Without the strength or will to go anywhere, I watched as he made a dash for the house. A few seconds later from somewhere inside he called, “Sophie! Sophie! Where’s the phone? I need a phone fast.”

			Fast? I glanced down at Carmen. He needn’t rush. Poor thing, it wouldn’t do her no earthly good at all. 

			***

			What broke loose after Barry McHale called 911 wasn’t hell but something akin to it. Carmen’s gorgeous property soon swarmed with medics, police, the coroner and finally the Yarborough County Detective, Lieutenant Bradshaw, a fifty-something man in shorts and a T-shirt with U of A’s motto, Never Yield, stretched across his chest. He looked like a man whose day off had been interrupted. 

			Sure enough, Sheriff Matt said, “Heard you were out on your boat, Detective. Sorry, but we had no choice.”

			Bent over Carmen’s body, Bradshaw muttered, “Fish’ll run another day. She won’t.” He stood and pulled a recorder out of his shorts pocket. He turned it on and walked over to where I sat slumped on the edge of a lounge chair.

			“You’re Miss Honey Ingersoll?” he asked, though he knew well enough who I was. We’d met a year ago when he investigated two murders on Pea Pike outside of town. 

			Still in shock, I nodded.

			“Speak up, please, the recorder can’t hear nods.”

			“Yes sir, I’m Honey Ingersoll.”

			“You found the body of Carmen DeLuca?”

			I nodded, quickly following it up with a “Yes.”

			“Describe what you saw when you entered the property.”

			After a little pause, I managed to recollect every horrid detail. 

			“What were you doing here?”

			“Returning a bikini.”

			Like such news weighed real heavy, the recorder slumped in his hand. “Explain, please.”

			“Well, yesterday …” 

			When I finished my story, he nodded, but all’s he said was, “Anyone hear the deceased invite you over here?”

			I didn’t even have to think. “Yes, Mr. Barry McHale.”

			He shut the recorder and dropped it in his shorts pocket. “No more questions for now. You’ll get a call when your statement’s ready for signing.”

			Though I hadn’t done anything wrong, Detective Bradshaw had me half way persuaded that I had. Something about his cement jaw and those thin, tight lips, and the way he frowned no matter what all you said … 

			“Am I allowed to leave?” I asked.

			“Yes, you’re free to go.” Over a shoulder, walking away.

			A photographer in a police uniform kept busy snapping pictures of Carmen’s body from all angles. No red-haired Jesse Raidel enjoying his job, this man was grim and silent. No shouts of “higher, good, good. Come to Daddy.” No champagne glasses flying into the pool. The powerful difference made me want to retch. 

			A man carrying a black medical bag stomped down the terrace stairs and hurried over to Carmen. The coroner. I shuddered and made my way across a lawn that didn’t seem so soft and smooth anymore. I’d slip through the hedge and go back to the office, for it surely wouldn’t be fitting to conduct realty business on the Bluffs today.

			At the curvy end of the pool, I spotted Barry McHale sitting on the edge of a lounge chair, his head in his hands. He looked so lost and alone, I stopped to say good-bye. When my shadow fell across him, he glanced up, tears streaming down his face.

			Like he felt shamed to be seen crying, he swiped his eyes with the back of a hand. He needn’t have bothered. My heart went out to him, and I sank onto the lounge by his side.

			“I’m so sorry,” I said. “You were friends, I know.”

			He raised his head, the faintest hint of a smile parting his lips. “Friends? We were more than friends. I asked her to marry me. Three times. She kept turning me down, but I could tell she was weakening. Sooner or later, she would have—” He broke off whatever he had a mind to say and stood abruptly. “Today isn’t a good time to discuss my property.”

			“No, it truly isn’t.”

			“Tomorrow, then? Same time?”

			I nodded and watched as shoulders hunched, he hurried off and disappeared through the break in the hedge.

			Poor man. He needed to rush away and mourn in private. I should leave too, but sat still as a stone without the energy to move … Carmen had refused to marry him—three times, he’d said. Had the third time been one too many? A reason for killing her? 

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			By the following day, the common sense my momma gave me set in. Barry McHale had been grief stricken by Carmen’s death. So why in the world would he kill her? Still, believing I’d better not disrespect Momma’s gift, I phoned the office and told Mrs. Otis I’d be at the McHale house all morning. If I didn’t call in by noon, to please send Sheriff Matt out looking for me.

			Then I hung up and dressed with care. No navy suit. No red mini. Sky blue was my color. So sky blue, then, in a pencil skirt and matching knit top. I added pearl ear studs and a chunky pearl necklace like those fashion magazines were always talking about. Naturally, mine were faux, a fancy French word for a bunch of nothing. But according to Elle—and I heard tell Elle really knew—all that mattered was the effect. Good thing. Effect was a sight easier to come by than money.

			Troubled by Barry’s sorrow, I didn’t know what to expect when I parked on his circular drive and strolled up to the carved mahogany doors. I reached out to ring the bell, but my finger never touched the buzzer.

			“Psst. Psst, realty lady. It’s me. Frankie Serrito.”

			Startled, I whirled around, coming face-to-face with the skinny, pot-bellied squatter.

			My hand dropped away from the buzzer. “You! What are you doing back here?”

			“I was invited. What else?”

			“Invited? I saw you leave in a police car.” 

			“Oh that. A mistake is all. The cops talked to the man and let me go. I walked back here and hung out by the pool.” He upped his chin at the house. “He never noticed me.”

			“Probably not. The woman next door was murdered yesterday.”

			As if I was the killer or something, he scurried back a step or two. “Not good. Not good at all.”

			“Mr. Serrito …” 

			“Boy, that sounds nice. Nobody uses my real name any more. It’s always ‘Frankie this’ or ‘Frankie that.’ Or ‘hey you.’”

			I glanced at my watch. “Sorry, but I have to go. I have an appointment to keep.”

			He crept closer. This time, I stepped back. He was little and thin, but no telling if he was harmless.

			“Let the man know I’m out here, okay? Anytime he wants, I’ll babysit the house, starting right now. No charge.”

			I had to get away from him and pressed the buzzer. To my relief, deep inside, the chimes struck four notes.

			“Okay, lady?”

			I shook my head. “He doesn’t need a house sitter. You’d be wise to leave. The police might not be so nice a second time.”

			“Nice? They roughed me up good. I ought to sue.”

			“You ought to—”

			Barry McHale opened the door, greeting me with a handshake and a half smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. While he didn’t look real good, he did look better than yesterday. As I stepped inside, a scurrying in the shrubbery told me Frankie had taken off. Or had hidden from view.

			While I hated to wipe the little smile from Barry’s face, he needed to know.

			“Your squatter is back.”

			“What!”

			“He’s outside. Just offered to babysit the house any time you like.”

			“The nerve of the guy, whoever he is. Had the gall to tell the police I invited him in.” 

			I glanced around the great room. The empty cans, bottles and pizza boxes were gone. Nothing hung from the chandelier or the lamps, and the stale odor had disappeared too. But the wine stain had dried on the velvet arm chair. 

			Barry pointed to it. “Look at my chair. Destroyed. And you should have seen the master bath.”

			“Maybe you should call the police and have them check around,” I suggested, uneasy at the idea of a squatter outside the door.

			He shook his head. “No. The less involvement one has with the police the better.”

			“But—”

			He held up his hand. The signal for me to stop talking. “If you cry wolf for minor problems, when you have a serious issue you don’t get any action.”

			“Really?” A strange attitude for a man whose house had been trashed and was ripe for it to happen again. “He’s hiding outside by the front entrance, Barry. I really don’t think—”

			“Not to worry. He’s homeless, right?”

			“Could be. I’m sorry for his trouble but …” I pointed to the stained velvet. “You were lucky he didn’t cause any more damage. Or burn the house down. As beautiful as it is, a showing with a squatter lurking outside isn’t a good idea. It’s not safe. Especially not after—”

			“What happened to Carmen.”

			I nodded. When he mentioned Carmen’s name, he frowned, and I thought he’d call the police right then and there. But he shoved his hands in his pockets and said, “The poor guy probably has nowhere else to go. Given some bad luck, anybody could end up the same way. Me. You.”

			True. Not so long ago, I’d come scarily close to living in my car—and not the fancy Lincoln I drove today, either. The memory caused my heart to skip a beat, but all I could think to say was, “If he is homeless, the county can help him find a place to live. Provide food.”

			Barry’s frown deepened. 

			“I’m not sweeping this off the porch,” I said. “But look at it this way … suppose I come in with a client and find Frankie’s jeans hanging from the chandelier?”

			For a moment, Barry didn’t answer, just stood there holding onto his frown, his hands still shoved in his pockets. Why was he so hard to convince? 

			And then I had my answer.

			“You must think I’m being stupid,” he said, “but the truth is I have a brother who dropped out of sight years ago. Nobody knows where he is or what happened to him. When I see a guy like Frankie, I can’t help but think of Tommy. It makes me kind of crazy.”

			“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear such a …” 

			Though I truly was sorry, I didn’t say any more. But what if I walked in with a client some day and found Frankie lolling around naked as the day his momma birthed him?

			Worry must have been painted all over my face, for Barry shrugged and said, “You’re right. The situation needs to be resolved. I’ll call 911.”

			A twinge of guilt shot through me when Matt and Deputy Zach pulled onto the driveway and, after a short search, found Frankie hiding behind the gardener’s shed. While Barry and I watched from the front entrance, they hauled him out of the shed, as spitting mad as he had been two days ago. 

			He spotted us in the doorway and yelled over a shoulder. “Hey, there’s the man, ask him. Ask him. He’ll tell you I’m a guest. A guest!”

			The officers ignored his spouting and hustled him toward the car. Twisting in their grasp, Frankie’s eyes lit on me. “Hey lady, you call the cops on me? Why? Why treat Frankie like dirt? Nobody does that and gets away—”

			They had reached the cruiser, and his threat was cut short. This time, instead of telling him to watch his head, Zach spread his fingers, and using Frankie’s scalp like a basketball, he shoved him into the cruiser’s backseat and slammed the door.

			Matt strode over to Barry, gave him a two-fingered salute and nodded at me. The nod took me in from head to toe, reminding me … well … that he knew I had a little round beauty spot on the left cheek of my butt. But that’s another story. 

			He turned his attention back to Barry. “We’ll book him, Mr. McHale, and this time we’ll keep him. He threatened Miss Ingersoll here, so it’s no longer simple trespassing. Especially not after what happened next door.”

			I shot a quick glance Barry’s way, but his face was as blank as a sheet of unused paper.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			After the officers left, Barry made coffee and I slipped the virtual tour disc of the house into his TV. A sixty inch HD. In the kitchen. I never saw the like of it before—I mean, who keeps such a big ol’ television set in a kitchen? 

			He loved how the video showed off the property, read the contract quickly and, between sips of black coffee, signed it with no argument whatsoever. Not even over Ridley’s commission at time of sale, though on a property appraised for over a million we only charged three percent, not the usual six. Even so, Ridley’s commission could be well over a hundred thousand dollars. 

			In short, everything went down easy except for one small detail. Barry didn’t say a single word about where he’d be moving to next. Strange. Usually a client will give a reason for putting a place on the market, but not this time. I gave a mental shrug and put his move down to a rich man’s restlessness. He had his reasons, and with Carmen’s brutal killing fresh in his mind, no wonder he’d signed the contract so fast. He wanted out of there, now more than ever. 

			Our business finished, I tucked the disc and the contract in my tote. While he walked me to the front door, I said all the usual things about remaining in touch. As we shook hands on the deal, he held my fingers a moment longer than necessary and in that moment, seeing his suffering, I wanted to say how sorry I was about Carmen but somehow understood her death was the last thing he wanted to hear about. So I held my tongue and drove off in a happy-sad mood.
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