
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Synopsis

			Six friends. One annual getaway and one deadly secret.

			 

			When a girl’s weekend in Port Aransas ends with a lifelong friend dead, Nina Evans’ world is shattered. As she grapples with the loss, she finds an unlikely ally in Detective Quinn Stewart—a former big-city cop now living stress-free doing beach patrol on the island.

			 

			But peace and quiet is in short supply as they uncover the victim’s double life and a web of lies that puts Nina in the middle of the unraveling case. The one constant—Quinn Stewart’s unwavering commitment to finding the truth…and keeping her safe.

			 

			Gerri Hill weaves a tale of friendship, betrayal, and the dark undercurrents of small-town life in this gripping romantic thriller.
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			-Bonnie A., NetGalley
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			Another brilliant gripping crime thriller from Gerri Hill, couldn’t put it down and read in one sitting!
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			…is a phenomenal book! I wish I could give this more than five stars. Yes, there is a paranormal element, and a love story, and conflict, and danger. And it’s all worth it. Thank you, Gerri Hill, for writing a brilliant masterpiece!

			-Carolyn M., NetGalley

			This book was just what I was hoping for and wickedly entertaining…

			If you are a Hill fan, grab this.

			-Lex Kent’s Reviews

			Gerri Hill has written another action-packed thriller. The writing is excellent and the characters engaging. Wow!

			-Jenna F., NetGalley

			





Other Bella Books by Gerri Hill

			After the Summer Rain

			Angel Fire

			The Apple Diary

			Artist’s Dream

			At Seventeen

			Behind the Pine Curtain

			Chasing a Brighter Blue

			The Cottage

			Coyote Sky

			Dawn of Change

			Devil’s Rock

			Gillette Park

			The Great Charade

			Gulf Breeze

			Hell’s Highway 

			Hunter’s Revenge

			Hunter’s Way

			In the Name of the Father

			Keepers of the Cave

			The Killing Room

			The Locket

			Love Waits

			The Midnight Moon

			Moonlight Avenue

			The Neighbor

			No Strings

			One Summer Night

			Paradox Valley

			Partners

			Pelican’s Landing

			The Rainbow Cedar

			Red Tide at Heron Bay

			The Roundabout

			Sawmill Springs

			The Scorpion

			The Secret Pond

			Sierra City

			Snow Falls

			The Stars at Night

			Storms

			The Target

			Timber Falls

			Weeping Walls

			





About the Author

			Gerri Hill has forty-four published works, including the 2022 GCLS winner The Great Charade and the 2021 GCLS winner Gillette Park, the 2020 GCLS winner After the Summer Rain, the 2019 winner The Neighbor, the 2017 GCLS winner Paradox Valley, 2014 GCLS winner The Midnight Moon, 2011, 2012 and 2013 winners Devil’s Rock, Hell’s Highway and Snow Falls, as well as the 2013 Lambda finalist At Seventeen. Gerri lives in south-central Texas, only a few hours from the Gulf Coast, a place that has inspired many of her books. With her partner, Diane, they share their life with two Australian shepherds—Rylee and Mason—and a couple of furry felines. For more, visit her website at gerrihill.com.

			





    
      
    
  



			Copyright © 2024 by Gerri Hill

			 

			Bella Books, Inc.

			P.O. Box 10543

			Tallahassee, FL 32302

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, without permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

			 

			First Edition - 2024

			 

			Editor: Medora MacDougall 

			Cover Designer: Kayla Mancuso

			 

			ISBN: 978-1-64247-598-2

			 

			PUBLISHER’S NOTE

			 

			The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized print or electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

			





Chapter One

			“Remember that time we stole your dad’s Suburban and drove it all the way to Galveston to meet up with Ricky and the guys?”

			Laughter filled the room and glasses clanked together in celebration. This was the third tequila shot, if she was counting correctly. “How could I forget? I got grounded for two months,” Nina said before knocking back the shot.

			Amy laughed nearly hysterically. “And you were the only one who didn’t like boys and you were scared to tell us!”

			“Like we didn’t already know,” Jones teased. “Your infatuation with Misty Greller gave it away.”

			They were sitting on the floor in her hotel room. Some were leaning against the bed, others against the lone sofa. Smiles lit every face and Nina looked at each of them, these lifelong friends of hers.

			They’d all grown up in Sugar Land, back before it had been swallowed up by Houston. They’d gone through grade school, middle school, and high school—all still fast friends. They’d made a pact when they’d graduated and before they went their separate ways for college. They’d get together for a long weekend each summer, just the girls. In the last fifteen years, they hadn’t missed a single summer. Through marriages and childbirth, they still managed to find a weekend where they could all get together.

			At first, they would make the rounds. Amy lived in Dallas, so they gathered there one summer. Jones used to live in Austin, and they’d gone there a couple of times. Now, though, since Jones had moved to the Corpus area too, Nina—the only one single and childless—made the plans and reservations and booked them at a beach hotel here on the island each summer. 

			“If we have any more tequila, I won’t be able to stumble down for dinner,” Beth warned. 

			“Me too. I promised Jeff I wouldn’t drink too much this year. God, last year I was hung over for a week,” Tammy complained.

			“Don’t be such lightweights,” Jones said as she leaned over to pour more tequila into Beth’s glass. “You should hang out with my friend Ingrid. She can knock back tequila like nobody’s business.”

			“Who is Ingrid?” Tammy asked.

			“Ingrid Cloudcroft.” Jones smiled in a coy, yet silly grin. “She’s very naughty. And very fun.”

			“Naughty?”

			She laughed. “She does things even I wouldn’t dare do.”

			“Wow! That’s saying a lot,” Beth teased her. She handed her shot glass back to Jones. “I can’t drink this. Seriously, I’ll fall down.”

			Nina watched in amazement as Jones knocked it back, then held her glass up in the air triumphantly. “To Ingrid! May I have as much fun as you tonight!” 

			Nina smiled back at her as did the others. Yeah, Jones appeared to be having fun. And whoever Ingrid Cloudcroft was, she apparently was the life of the party.

			“Let’s walk down the beach to Pelican’s Bar and Grill,” Amy suggested. “Do they still have that massive seafood platter like last year?”

			Nina nodded. “I think so.” She got to her feet, then helped Beth to hers. “Didn’t we say last year that we weren’t going to do tequila shots anymore?”

			Jones held up the bottle and laughed. “I did not agree to that. This is my elixir, as you know.”

			Nina waited patiently as the other women all primped and reapplied lipstick until they deemed themselves presentable for dinner. Tequila giggles followed them into the elevator and, as usual, she felt like the mother hen as she tried to quiet them down when they hit the lobby.

			Sheri, who now lived in Scottsdale, linked arms with her as they crossed the dunes on the boardwalk. “Why haven’t you ever married? You’re the best looking one out of all of us.”

			Nina rolled her eyes. No, Sheri was the best looking one and she knew it. “Just lucky I guess.”

			“What about that woman you’d been dating? Allison or something?”

			Nina sighed. “That didn’t work out. We broke up right after our girls’ trip last year.”

			Jones came up beside her and took her other arm. “I think we need to set you up with someone. Someone wild and fun, like my Ingrid. Why don’t we go to a bar after dinner?”

			“Yes! Let’s do!” Amy chimed in. “I haven’t been dancing in ages.”

			“Last night didn’t count?”

			“Did we dance?” Amy asked and they all laughed.

			Nina shook her head. Maybe she was getting too old for this. While she did enjoy seeing them each year, she didn’t necessarily enjoy the wild partying that the others insisted on. Of course, they were all married with kids. This was their only time to shirk their responsibilities and let their hair down. It wasn’t their fault that she seemed to be the only one who had outgrown these long weekends.

			“Let’s go to that disco place again,” Tammy suggested. “That was fun last night.”

			“Okay. I’m game,” Sheri said.

			“Me, too,” Amy and Jones said together.

			Nina looked over at Beth. “Okay with you?”

			“Sure. Even though you all know I have no rhythm and can’t dance worth a damn!”

			Nina kept the sigh that was threatening inside. She would rather be at her own house watching TV. Good god, when had she gotten to be so boring?

			





Chapter Two

			Quinn strummed her guitar, eyes closed. She liked to pretend that she knew how to play but the truth was, she pretty much sucked at it. She opened her eyes and smiled. Yeah. She was a lot of years removed from that young girl who thought she could sing and would someday become famous.

			She reached for her drink—an herbal tea blend with a lime wedge—and sat back in the rocker. Her parents gave her piano lessons instead of guitar. Her piano teacher had been a big fan of the classics. To say she had not excelled was an understatement. After she begged her mother repeatedly to stop the lessons, her wish was granted three years later when her teacher—an old grump of a woman—finally retired.

			She laid the guitar flat on her thighs and leaned her head back, resting against the back of the rocker. She could hear the surf. There was no moon, the clouds having obscured it earlier. Maybe they would get rain. God knew they needed it.

			She felt Willie stir beside her, and she automatically dropped her hand into the dog’s fur, rubbing lightly behind her ears. “Good girl,” she whispered, getting a quick wag of the tail against the deck.

			She was feeling reflective tonight, and she rocked slowly, letting in snippets of her life. She’d been a rather brash teenager, sneaking into bars with a fake ID. She couldn’t believe she’d never been busted, especially since the police chief way back then had been friends with her dad.

			She’d been a partier in college too—hitting the bars and picking up women. It had been too easy. She knew just how to play the game. It’s a wonder she even graduated. College was one big party. And a lot of sex.

			Then she blinked one day, and she was in her thirties—and alone. Time to settle down, her sisters had said. And that inner voice she rarely listened to was urging her to do the same. Slow down and settle down.

			She stood up and went to the deck railing and leaned her elbows on it. Willie immediately got up and came beside her, resting against her leg. The Gulf breeze touched her face, and she tried to push her next thoughts away, the ones that normally followed when she was reflecting on her life. The ones that questioned everything about her past. 

			Christie. She’d settled down with Christie. She’d moved her into the small house she owned near the university campus in Corpus. She stopped going to the bars, stopped hanging out with her rowdy friends. She was going to try to make it work with Christie. Of course, she quickly found out that most of her friendships had been trivial and based solely on the bar atmosphere. Her friends said she was no longer fun. Her friends said she was a downer. Her friends disappeared.

			Yeah, she’d had lousy friends back then. That didn’t mean she didn’t miss them. At first. But she had Christie. Christie loved her. Or so she said. Quinn had said the words back to her a couple of times, sure. Six months in, though, she knew the words rang hollow. She stuck it out for another five months, then realized she was making them both miserable. She called things off one night at dinner and suffered through Christie’s tears while she packed some of her clothes. A week later, she came by with some friends to collect the rest of her things. Quinn hadn’t known what to say to her, so she’d faded to the background as they packed. Christie left without a single word to her, and Quinn hadn’t heard from her since. 

			Amazingly, most of her time with Christie was a blur, but that night she still remembered vividly. She had picked up a rotisserie chicken for their dinner and Christie had made scalloped potatoes from a box. She remembered they had added extra cheese to it because Christie had bought the wrong box of potato mix. And over dinner, while Christie was telling her about her day, Quinn hadn’t listened to a word she was saying because she’d been trying to decide how to break the news to her. She’d simply blurted it right out, interrupting Christie. They’d stared at each other for the longest. “Are you serious?” Christie had asked. Quinn had taken a few seconds to contemplate the question. Before she could answer, tears had filled Christie’s eyes and when she felt no emotion on seeing them, she knew she was sure of her answer. “Yes.” 

			She’d been thirty-five when Christie left, and she knew she was at a crossroads. She could go back to her old life and party a few more years away. But she wasn’t happy in her personal life, and she was no longer happy with her career. She was in the proverbial rut, and she knew her only escape was to change things up. So, she sold her house near campus and bought this old beach house on Mustang Island. She quit her job in Corpus and transferred to the Port Aransas Police Department. She started hitting the gym—occasionally. She got a dog. And she made a few new friends, but really, most of her downtime was spent with her family. She had a large family with hordes of nieces and nephews. She was content. Actually, on most days, she’d say she was even happy. 

			She smiled and nodded into the darkness, recognizing the irony of that. Here it was, a Friday night—nearly midnight—and as usual, she was home alone. And, she reminded herself, she’d been going less and less to the gym. She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d been. She went back to her chair and sat again, moving the guitar onto her lap once more. Willie came back to her side, and she smiled at the dog. Yeah, it was a Friday night, but no, she wasn’t alone.

			She’d just picked up her tea glass when her phone rang. She shifted on the chair and pulled it from her pocket.

			“Yeah, Quinn here.”

			“Quinn, it’s me, Fields. Got a situation on the beach.”

			She sat up straighter. “A situation?”

			“Someone found a body.”

			Her eyes widened. “Like a dead body?”

			“Yeah. Down the boardwalk from G.T.’s. Lots of blood, so not a drowning. I’m on my way there now.”

			She stood, hurrying into the house. “I’ll be there in five minutes, Sarge.”

			





Chapter Three

			“Where’s Jones?” Amy shook her head and pointed to her ears, indicating she couldn’t hear for the loud music. Nina leaned closer. “Jones? I haven’t seen her in a while.”

			Amy waved her nearly empty margarita glass in the air. “She was dancing with some guy. Like three songs in a row.”

			Nina spotted Sheri and Beth leaning against a pillar, both of them holding margarita glasses as well. She went over and was engulfed in a tight hug from Sheri.

			“You’re the best, Nina. We can always count on you to get us back safely.”

			“Speaking of that. Where’s Jones?”

			“Jonesy?” Sheri hiccupped then laughed. “She’s being naughty, I think.”

			Nina looked to Beth, hoping she wasn’t quite as drunk. “Have you seen her?”

			Beth pointed toward the entrance. “She left with some guy.”

			“Left?”

			Beth shrugged. “She said she and Josh were having problems and she needed to get laid.” Then she laughed. “Well, she actually said fucked, but I thought I’d clean it up for you.”

			That, of course, caused Sheri to double over in laughter. Nina pointed at them. “You two stay here. Amy is over there with Tammy.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“To see if I can find Jones.”

			She didn’t know why this responsibility always fell to her. Why was she the one who had to remain sober to take care of them? When had that started? 

			The place was crowded, and she practically had to shove her way out the door. A few couples stood outside talking, others walking to and from the parking lot. She looked for the mass of long blond hair that Jones was famous for. They were a little more than a block from the beach. Surely she wouldn’t have gone out there with some guy she just met. No. Knowing Jones, she would have gone to his room instead. Or maybe hers. Wasn’t it three summers ago that she’d ditched them for some guy? Poor Josh. He had no clue.

			She was about to go back inside when her gaze was drawn down the dark street that ended at the dunes. With a sigh, she headed in that direction. If she’s there making out with some stranger, I’ll kill her, she thought. 

			The boardwalk to the dunes was lit only by a rather dim torch. Thankfully, the clouds seemed to have thinned, letting through a little moonlight. It was no longer pitch-black out there. The walkway dumped into the beach, and she stood still, a smile forming as she listened to the sound of the waves. She walked out a little way, then turned to the right. She hadn’t taken ten or twelve steps when she heard a high-pitched scream down the beach behind her.

			She turned, seeing two people standing at the edge of the dunes, pointing at something. She could see one of them fumbling with their phone. She ran in that direction, her heart beating nervously in her chest. She saw the spray of blond hair before she saw the body. She stopped up short, her eyes wide.

			“Oh, dear god.” She fell to her knees in the sand, reaching out a hand to touch her shoulder. “Jones?” Her breath lodged in her throat. “No. No.”

			





Chapter Four

			Quinn trudged through the sand, still not believing that there was a dead body on the beach. Sure, when the population of the island swelled during the summer months, they had their share of assaults and drunken fights. And they had rape to deal with too on occasion. Especially during the Spring Break weeks. But murder? No. Not here on Mustang Island. 

			“Hey, Quinn…over here,” Officer John Ramos called from behind the yellow crime scene tape that was draped along the dunes. “Shorts? Damn, maybe I should join Beach Patrol.”

			“Yeah, my job is pretty sweet.”

			She paused before ducking under the tape, seeing a crowd gathered up above the boardwalk. Yes, a murder was big news on the island. Of course, it was late May. Most of those gathered were probably tourists, not locals. She pulled the latex gloves from her shorts pocket and slipped them on. “What we got, John?”

			“Victim is Sharon Downey, age thirty-two.” He glanced at the small notepad he held. “From Corpus. Was staying here on the island for the weekend with some out-of-town friends.”

			Quinn squatted down, moving the long blond hair away from the victim’s face. Blood covered her neck and torso. She appeared to have been stabbed multiple times. “Witnesses?”

			“No. The guy who called it in, he and his wife were just taking a beach stroll. Found her right here.”

			The wound at the neck was violent, leaving a gaping hole in her throat. She flashed her light around the area where the body lay. Lots of blood. She was killed right there. Multiple footprints were in the sand, including hers. She glanced up and down the beach, noting the darkness in both directions. Easy for someone to have done this and disappeared into the night.

			“The last time we had a murder, I wasn’t even on the force yet,” John said. “It was 2010 or something, I think. That businessman washed up on shore with a bullet hole in his head.”

			Yes. She knew the one. The infamous unsolved murder that they all still talked about.

			“Of course, with you in Corpus, I’m sure you’ve worked your share.”

			“I have. And they’re not much fun. Why do you think I joined Beach Patrol?”

			“Oh, so it wasn’t just because you can wear shorts to work and ogle pretty girls in bikinis?”

			“That too.” Quinn picked up the victim’s hands, hoping to see evidence that she’d fought her attacker. There was none. “Got her last whereabouts?”

			“Yeah. She was at G.T.’s up there. Left with some guy.”

			“Okay. Who else is here?”

			“Probably the whole damn force. Silva is up at the boardwalk, trying to keep bystanders away. And Sergeant Fields is on his way.”

			“You talk to these friends of hers? Husband?”

			“Girls’ weekend only. No husbands with them. But yeah, I talked to one of them.” He looked at his notepad. “Christina Evans. Pretty shook up. She saw the body.”

			She raised her eyebrows questioningly.

			“She was out looking for her. Said the victim disappeared from the club. Silva took her back up with him.”

			She nodded. “Okay. I’ll find her. What about the others in their group?”

			“Yeah, I don’t know,” he said with a shrug. “I’ve been down here by the body.”

			She pulled her gloves off. “Okay. Let’s see what we got.”

			She took the short trail through the dunes before it hit the boardwalk. The crowd gathered at the end of the street was subdued, most talking in quiet voices. She saw Silva holding his hands out, keeping them back. Beyond that, she could hear the pulsing music coming from the club—Good Time Disco. She could see the flashing lights on the neon sign. G.T. Disco. Those lights blended in perfectly with the lights of the four or five police cruisers that were parked along the curb. She spotted Sergeant Fields hurrying down the street and she motioned to him.

			Officer Silva turned to her when she approached. “Quinn, where’d we run you from? Have a hot date?”

			“Yeah, right,” she murmured. “Me and my dog. Where is Christina Evans?”

			“She’s over there.” He pointed. “That’s the group that the victim was with.” Then he addressed Fields as he walked up. “Hey, Sarge.”

			Fields nodded briskly at him but turned his attention to her. “Quinn? Is it true? Murdered?”

			“Yes, sir. Multiple stab wounds.”

			“Dumped?”

			“No, sir. She was killed there.”

			“Damn,” he said as he rubbed a hand across the hair that he kept in a short crewcut. “Okay. The ME from Corpus should be here soon. Do we want to bring lights down there?”

			“I think so. The area where she is, it’s already been trampled, but we might get some shoe prints, either coming or going. Of course, after the ME and his guys get through, maybe not.”

			“Do we have a witness?”

			“No. I’m about to speak to her friends. They were all at G.T.’s. And I’ll pull their security footage too. See if we can ID this guy she walked out with it.”

			“Okay. Go ahead, Quinn. I’ll wait for the ME.”

			She walked around the crowd to the side where five women were huddled together, arms around one another.

			“I’m Detective Stewart,” she said, holding up her shield. “Christina Evans?”

			“Me.”

			A dark-haired woman stepped forward and the Gulf breeze blew the short strands around her face. She reached up to brush them away impatiently. The only light there was from the headlights of the police cruisers but even then, Quinn could see tears in her eyes.

			“I’m sorry, Ms. Evans,” she said automatically. “I understand you saw the victim.”

			“Yes.”

			“Did you happen to see who she left the club with?”

			She shook her head. “No. But I think it was who she was dancing with. Amy? You saw him?”

			“I…I don’t know. I mean, he was just a guy. Kinda cute, I guess.”

			“He had sandy-blond hair,” another one said. “I didn’t really see his face though.”

			Another woman simply sunk down to the ground and covered her face with her hands. “Jonesy. I can’t believe it. I mean…what the fuck just happened?” Loud sobs broke the night and one of the other women sat down beside her, rocking her in her arms.

			Christina Evans stepped between her and the others. “They’ve been drinking,” she said unnecessarily. “Most of the day. So…”

			Quinn nodded. “Where are you staying?”

			“We’re at the Gilmore Hotel.”

			Quinn nodded again. It was only a few blocks away. “I’ll have someone escort you back there. I need to interview you all. Maybe you could get some coffee in them. I’ll come by after we’re done here.”

			“Okay, of course.”

			“What about next of kin? Husband? Family?”

			Ms. Evans shook her head. “No. I didn’t know what to do. Jones and Beth were best friends. I thought it would be better for her to call Josh.”

			“Jones?”

			“Sharon. We called her Jones.”

			“I see. And Josh is the husband?”

			“Yes.”

			“And let me guess—Beth is the one sobbing on the ground?”

			“Yes.”

			“Okay, Ms. Evans. Thank you. I’ll be by in a few hours. We’ll notify the husband. I should have a little more information for him shortly.” She motioned to one of the officers standing nearby. “Let me get Officer Boyd to take you to your hotel.”

			Before she could turn away, a hand on her arm stopped her. “Is it necessary to tell Josh that…well, that she left with some guy? I mean—”

			“I understand you want to protect your friend, but yes, her husband will get all the details, however condemning they may be. I’m sorry.”

			The woman nodded, then turned back to her friends. Quinn watched them for a moment, then walked over to where Boyd was waiting.

			“Take them to their hotel, please. The Gilmore. I’ll be over to interview them after we’re done here.”

			“Sure, Quinn. You want me to hang out there?”

			“I think so. Thanks.”

			She glanced at the women one more time, finding Christina Evans staring back at her. She gave a slight nod, then headed to the club, which was still blasting music. Seeing how many people were out on the street, she didn’t imagine many were still inside dancing.

			At the entrance, she held her shield up. “I’m Detective Stewart. I need to see your security footage. Is the manager around?”

			“Oh, yes, ma’am. Let me call him.”

			“Thanks.”

			She was bumped from behind by two young women, both giggling uncontrollably. They gave her a quick glance, then continued on their way. She had a flashback to herself when she was that age. Barely eighteen—and armed with her fake ID—she made the rounds. In fact, she’d been here a time or two. Of course, back then it was called Surfside, and they claimed to have the coldest beer on the island. From what she remembered, that had been true.

			





Chapter Five

			Nina wondered if they were all in shock or simply too drunk to comprehend what was happening. They had gathered in Beth and Jones’s room. Beth had stopped crying, but she’d said next to nothing since her outburst on the street. She was on her bed now, lying face down. The other bed, the one Jones had used, was empty, as if they were all afraid to go near it. Amy and Sheri were on the sofa. Tammy was on the floor, leaning against Beth’s bed. And she stood among them, seemingly the only one not drunk on her ass.

			“You should…you should try to sober up. Take a shower or something. That detective said she’d be here in a couple of hours,” she said quietly. “I’ll order up some coffee.”

			Tammy looked up at her. “Who is going to call Josh?”

			She wrapped her arms around herself. “I guess the police will.”

			“I should call him,” Beth mumbled against her pillow. “Christ, I can’t believe she’s gone.”

			“Who the fuck would want to kill her?” Sheri said rather loudly. “I mean, some random guy she just met? Why would he kill her?”

			“You hear about this happening all the time,” Amy said. “She was at the wrong place, wrong time. Crazy fucking people in this world.” Her head rolled to the side. “I think I’m going to throw up.”

			Nina went to her quickly and pulled her to her feet. “Come on. Bathroom.”

			They didn’t make it to the toilet before Amy’s multitude of drinks—and dinner—splashed onto the bathroom floor. She turned away from the sight, feeling her own stomach revolt.

			“Jesus Christ, Amy!” Sheri nearly yelled. “That’s so gross. You clean that shit up.”

			“Oh, shut up. I feel like—”

			More retching sounds followed, and Nina went to the hotel door. “I’ll be right back.”

			No one acknowledged her and she slipped from the room, heading to her own, which was just down the hallway. Once inside, she went into her bathroom. She stared at herself in the mirror. Her eyes weren’t ones she recognized. They seemed almost blank. Emotionless. That was funny, wasn’t it? Her emotions seemed to be all over the place, and she felt like she had only a tenuous grip on them. 

			Jones was dead. Murdered. Their annual, happy, carefree weekend was now ruined for all time. Jones was the fun-loving one. Always had been. Sheri was the next most rambunctious of the group. She and Tammy were the more responsible ones. Amy and Beth were somewhere in between. 

			She splashed her face with water several times, then lathered soap in her hand and scrubbed her cheeks, her forehead, hoping to rub away the last hour. After she washed the soap off, she leaned on the counter, head held low. She saw her tears fall more than she felt them. She was too numb to feel anything.

			She turned away from the mirror and stripped off her clothes. She turned the water on in the shower to almost scalding and stepped in. 

			* * *

			Quinn pointed at the monitor. “There. That’s her.”

			Tony Lawrence, the manager, was a scraggly-looking young man. His hair was long and silky, touching his shoulders, and a full beard and mustache covered his face. A shell necklace circled his neck, and both ears were pierced. His head was bobbing to the music that was still playing in the background.

			“Yeah, man. He gets around.”

			“The guy she’s dancing with? You know him?”

			“Sure. That’s Wayne.”

			“Wayne got a last name?”

			Tony shrugged. “Don’t know, man. But he’s here all the time. Every weekend for sure.”

			She twirled her index finger in a circle. “Play some more. I want to see her leave.”

			After two more dances, Sharon Downey and the man named Wayne were holding hands as they went to the entrance and out of the club. She glanced at the timestamp—11:32.

			“Any of your employees might know this guy? Know his last name?”

			Tony nodded. “Yeah, man. Sully might know. Come on.”

			Sully was the bartender, a young woman who looked barely old enough to legally serve alcohol. She gave a bright smile when they approached.

			“Yeah, Sully. This is Detective…sorry, man, what was your name again?”

			Quinn sighed. “Stewart.”

			“Yeah, Detective Stewart.”

			“Is this about that poor woman?” the bartender asked.

			Quinn nodded. “Did you serve her?”

			“Oh, sure. She had at least three ’ritas. Then Wayne bought her a couple of shots.”

			“It’s Wayne she’s interested in. You know his last name?” Tony asked her.

			“Wayne?” The woman shook her head. “Wayne didn’t kill her. Wayne—”

			“Just need his last name,” Quinn interrupted. 

			“It’s Hoffmann. Wayne Hoffmann. But—”

			“Thanks. He’s a local, I’m assuming.”

			“Yes. Well, he actually lives over in Aransas Pass, but he’s here on the island all the time.”

			“You know his routine? What other clubs he might frequent? What kind of car he drives?”

			She shook her head. “I don’t know what he drives. I hear him talk about the Mustang Club a bit. But if he’s chasing women, he either comes here or to The Lagoon.”

			She raised her eyebrows. “Does he chase women a lot?”

			Sully laughed. “Wayne thinks he’s god’s gift to women, yeah. He’s a big flirt. He’s also got a body that most women salivate over. He can pretty much pick and choose who he wants.” As if realizing how that sounded, her smile disappeared. “But Wayne would never do this. He’s harmless.”

			She gave a fake smile. “Thank you, Sully.” She turned to Tony. “Mr. Lawrence, we’re going to need a copy of that security video.”

			“Sure thing, man.”

			Silva had the crowd pretty much dispersed by the time she went back outside. The ME’s van was parked next to the boardwalk and beyond the circle of lights she could make out the gurney as they pushed it along.

			“Quinn? You got anything?” Sergeant Fields met her on the street. “Apparently no one saw a goddamn thing out here.”

			“Got a name, yeah. Wayne Hoffmann. He lives in Aransas Pass. The security cameras show him dancing with Sharon Downey several times. Got a shot of them leaving the club together at 11:32.”

			“Let’s pick his ass up. Alert Aransas Pass PD.”

			She glanced at her watch. Three minutes until one. “He’s probably still on the island.”

			“You think he whacks this woman and sticks around? Hell, he probably caught the first ferry back across.”

			“Maybe. I’m going to head over to The Lagoon. He hangs out there too.”

			“Okay. Take—” He looked around. “Where the hell is Boyd?”

			“He escorted the friends of the victim back to the hotel. He was going to wait there until notified otherwise. I’m going to head over there later to interview them.”

			“Okay. Take Ramos then.” 

			She saw John Ramos coming up behind the gurney. “I’ll let you know if we spot this guy, Sarge.”

			She jogged over to the ME’s van and motioned to Ramos. “John, come on. I need you to take me to The Lagoon. My Jeep is parked a few blocks away.”

			He nodded. “Roger that. Let’s go.”

			She paused, though, nodding at Dr. Cooledge. “You working the late shift, Randy?”

			“Hey, Quinn. How’s it going?”

			“Well, I was kinda hoping I wouldn’t have to ever work a homicide again when I transferred over here.”

			“Yeah, she was hacked up pretty good. Want me to let you know what I find?”

			“If you can.”

			“Sure. Cell number is the same?”

			“Yes. Thanks, Randy.”
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