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Murder on the Heartstrings

 

A Falcon's Bend Series Novella

 

Winter 2005

 

Lieutenant Pete Shasta takes his lovely wife Lisa on a romantic vacation, promising her no mysteries, no crime, and certainly no murder. But, not long after arriving in the middle of a blizzard that has shut down the entire town below the luxurious inn, a body is found stuffed into a janitor's closet. Lisa's only resort is to join her husband in sleuthing so she can get back to her Valentine's Day agenda.  
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"The basis of shame is not some personal mistake of ours, but the ignominy, the humiliation we feel that we must be what we are without any choice in the matter, and that this humiliation is seen by everyone."

~Milan Kundera, Immortality

 

"Perpetual devotion to what a man calls his business is only to be sustained by perpetual neglect of many other things."

~Robert Louis Stevenson

 

 

Chapter 1

 

February 13th 

"Each suite has a private, deluxe bath, two-person Jacuzzi, fireplace, daily maid service and a full breakfast. Guest accommodations include a heated, indoor pool, hot tub and sauna, fitness equipment, spa and massage services..." 

Pete Shasta felt his beloved wife of five years glance at him from the passenger's seat. Lisa read from the brochure for Honeymoon Haven Inn, a romantic hideaway in the woods in upper northwest Wisconsin that attracted skiers and honeymooners. But he didn't take his gaze from the winter-slick roads. 

The blizzard had started slowly that morning until it'd worked itself into a winter squall. By either luck or curse, he'd gotten behind a snowplow a few miles into town. Because Pete was following the plow, the road was in much better condition than those driving before it. That wasn't saying much under the circumstances. The stress of following the vehicle in the blizzard howling around them had him so on-edge, he didn't feel comfortable glancing away from the road ahead for an instant. 

"You want a massage, baby, I'm your man," he murmured. They passed another car that had gone off the road, but a police officer had already arrived to help. 

Lisa chuckled, continuing to read out loud about the full service restaurant, access to ice fishing, seven miles of cross-country skiing on groomed trails and snowmobile trails. Pete didn't intend to take advantage of anything beyond the privacy of their romantic suite. And maybe room service when they needed re-fueling. If we ever get there. 

Just before he passed through a bright orange gate similar to those parks used to close up for the night, the plow turned off the road, leaving him to his own fate. They were almost there now. Slow and steady wins the race.

He was taking Lisa to the luxury resort for her Valentine's Day birthday. He'd timed his annual vacation with the dual holiday. He wasn't fond of travel--especially in a blizzard--so he rarely got far from his home in Falcon's Bend, Wisconsin. He'd worked as a detective on the Falcon's Bend Police Department for almost twelve years. He knew better than to stick around town on vacation days. If he did, one way or another, he'd be called back in. Nope, he was planning on spending the next seven days and nights in the arms of his angel. Crime wouldn't get in the way this time. He'd made certain of that by choosing this secluded spot near the top of the hill, nestled in the trees. Still, he couldn't shake the premonition that he wouldn't escape so easily. He never had before.

The snow coming down in thick, wet clumps was only part of his trepidation. Even the tantalizing memory of the scraps of lace and satin he'd glimpsed in the brown shopping bag before Lisa packed it last night couldn't quell his worries. Grateful as he was that they were nearly there, the road up was steep and treacherous. He could barely see the road leading to it--the snow covered the road and had accumulated several inches. The windshield wipers did a poor job of keeping up with the fierce, blowing snowfall. 

"What a beautiful place," Lisa said on a sigh, turning to put one arm over the back of his seat. 

He could hear how laidback she sounded--a direct contrast to the tension he felt. He knew she thought that merely arriving here signaled nothing could go wrong and she'd soon have her man away from his mistress. At times, his job did feel that treacherous. When he was solving a mystery, little else could break his concentration. Somehow, Lisa--unlike his first wife--put up with it. Accepted it. Still loved him. Thank you, God.

Soon, he could reward her patience. The woman who always held his heart would have his undivided attention. He could hardly wait.

Only when the chained tires on the car cleared the hill and he pulled up under the reception-overhang of the rustic wood-and-stone structure did the tightness in his chest relax. He glanced around, seeing a large building with an oversized garage door set back from the inn. 

When Lisa's fingers slipped into his hair, he looked at her. Her gesture brought back the one thing that had kept him going for the past few weeks. The anticipation of being alone with her, preferably naked, for the next seven days. The state of semi-arousal he'd been in at the mere thought of giving Lisa her birthday gift returned. She leaned close to him, her sienna-colored eyes filled with love and promise. 

"Almost two o'clock. We're here earlier than I expected, but it felt like it took forever," he said, grinning sheepishly because he knew she'd sensed his stress.

"Finally."

Her breath was warm and chocolate-scented. He'd given her a giant, heart-shaped box of her favorite candies that morning. 

"You're not getting away from me for the next week." A boatload of determination laced her words.

"Thought that was my line."

Pete slid his fingers into her long, silken brown hair, cradling her face in his hand as he did so, and closed the inches between their lips. Semi-arousal turned into full-on need when her mouth opened against his and her tongue touched his. Want her, need her, gotta have her now...

Lisa's car door opened, shocking Pete as the exuberant voice, accompanied with an equally exuberant face, cried, "Welcome, welcome! We are so pleased to have you here at the Honeymoon Haven Inn. I am Felippo Theoclymenus, but you may call me Flip. I will be assisting you during your stay."

The middle-aged bellhop, who might have been Greek or Turkish, put his hand out, his smile reaching megawatt levels. Lisa had no choice but to get out of the car. Pete groaned, but then figured the faster they got checked in, the quicker he could get back to that kiss. 

He stepped out while Flip led Lisa to the double doors. He opened one for her, then turned to Pete, bowing. He had a shock of black hair that was sprinkled liberally with gray. His deeply tanned face had numerous moles and dark spots. "If you will allow me, sir, I will park your car and bring in your luggage while you check in."

Muttering his thanks, Pete handed him the keys. At the least, he had to concede that the resort was living up to its promise of luxury. He joined Lisa inside the cozily warm reception area, and together they went to the front desk. The man there with an extravagant moustache that would have done Hercule Poirot proud inclined his dark head to them. "Good afternoon. I'm Stephen Mendez, manager of the Honeymoon Haven Inn. How may I help you?"

Pete told him his name.

"You'll be happy to know your suite is ready for you, Mr. Shasta. I can check you in early."

Pete had figured they'd take longer getting here, with shopping or lingering over lunch, so the three o'clock check-in wouldn't be a problem. He was relieved now that they wouldn't have to wait in the lobby for over an hour. 

Lisa walked around the expansive lobby filled with fancy furniture and strange artwork. In the opposite corner away from the front desk was a sitting nook bracketing an immense fireplace with a crackling fire that chased away the chill. 

"You have a spa?" Lisa asked while Pete signed the papers Mendez lay before him.

"I must apologize," Mendez said, and Pete noticed then how nervous he looked. His dark eyes darted between the two of them. "Our spa manager called in sick today, so services have been canceled for the day. Additionally, massages must be scheduled in advance." He handed Lisa a form to reserve the masseur. Pete glanced at it to see they offered in-room massages. He didn't like the idea. "Our dining room should open at 3:30. However, our chef and restaurant staff still haven't arrived. I fear the weather is preventing them."

"Aren't blizzards common this time of year up here?" Pete asked. He'd seen something to that effect on the inn's website. There'd been a warning about roads in and out being closed until blizzards were over and the pass could be cleared. At the time, it'd sounded like a benefit to him. Pete remembered the orange gate he'd passed on his way up the steep hill. It was probably what they used to prevent anyone from going up, or down, the hill when conditions were dangerous. 

"Yes. That's true. The weather can turn on a dime. If the local law enforcement decides it's no longer safe to travel this way, they'll close the gate on the road here. They'll also stop plowing the roads until the storm abates."

Maybe seeing Lisa glance at the restaurant next to the front desk, Mendez added, "Food service will be minimal should our staff not arrive, but we have contingencies for this situation."

Flip came in, dusting the snow from his head and coat. 

Pete turned back to the manager. "You think the roads might close soon?" 

"I can't be sure, Mr. Shasta, but we will alert our guests if that happens." Mendez handed him a receipt with two keycards. "Flip will take you to your suite."

With his previous enthusiasm, Flip gathered them and ushered them toward the elevator on the opposite side of the lobby from the front entrance. On the way, he pointed out the observation lounge with huge glass windows that overlooked the forest leading higher up the hill. When they returned to the hall, Pete saw their luggage on a rolling rack next to the elevator, no doubt brought in from the door next to the elevator that led outside the parking shelter.

"You are newlyweds?" he asked, his tone friendly. 

"It's my birthday tomorrow," Lisa told him, wrapping her arms around Pete's at the elbow. "Pete surprised me with this romantic getaway."

Flip nodded, smiling like a lunatic, murmuring, "Very good, very good" before he asked whether Pete was on vacation from his job. 

"Pete's a police detective. He doesn't get vacations. He escapes."

Flip chuckled heartily.

Pete put his arm around his wife, and she raised an eyebrow at him, a smile on her lips. Together, they entered the elevator with the luggage. Flip rattled on about the weather and Mendez's nervousness about schedules and missing employees. He also mentioned that the couple in the suite on their floor, the Stoddards, had intended to check out on the 15th. The weather would, no doubt, prevent that. "That will please Mr. Stoddard to no end. He is a retired photographer, but seems to have an eye for the younger ladies." Flip waggled thick, salt and pepper eyebrows. "He spends a great deal of time in the observation lounge, to see the view. His poor wife though." Flip shook his head, his face falling. "I suspect that his obsession with the younger women is what makes her so self-conscious. Babs she prefers to be called. She is a beautiful woman in her own right. So sad. So sad. But it is not my place to say anything."

A little uncomfortable with the amount of information this man was giving them concerning total strangers, Pete asked Flip about the absent chef and restaurant staff.

Flip nodded. "It happens here. Somehow, we always get by on minimal staff. There is nothing to worry about, I assure you, sir." 

He went on to talk about the guests who'd just arrived today and those they were still expecting. A fashion designer with her New Zealand model boyfriend, a former Olympic skier who'd just married and was coming in for his honeymoon, and a dear old couple celebrating their sixty-third wedding anniversary. 

Pete started to worry they wouldn't get rid of the guy easily. And all he wanted was to be alone with Lisa to see where that kiss would take them.

The elevator arrived on the second floor, revealing a plush, navy blue carpet that went well with the lightly stained, wood walls. More weird modern art adorned them. 

Muttering to herself, a big, sturdy maid wearing latex gloves appeared in the hall in front of the elevator, entering just after they exited. She wore a navy blue uniform that did nothing for her abundant bosom, waist and sausage legs.

"Odelia," Flip told them with a kind of reluctant relish that told Pete their bellhop knew all, saw all and loved to gossip even as he feigned an unwillingness to talk about what wasn't his business. "Her second shift maid staff has not arrived and she let the first shift go early. With the weather, the new shift may not get through. She is not happy about this."

"Mendez didn't seem sure whether the roads would close."

"Oh, they will, sir. Most definitely. I have seen this weather before. Soon, the roads will close. The gate will close and the plows will cease. It is for safety that they must."

"For how long?"

"As long as the blizzard lasts. The weathermen, they are predicting this one will last several days. Possibly three or four."

Much as he'd been looking forward to secluding himself in a luxurious suite with Lisa, the idea of being stranded wasn't an appealing one to Pete. 

Flip opened the door to their suite, one of two on the second floor. The first room in their suite was a huge sitting area with a massive fireplace, plush furniture, stereo, a large television in a closing cabinet, and a full bar. Flip proceeded to bustle around, unloading their luggage, stoking the fire already blazing in the fireplace, talking constantly about lovers and interesting jobs in undiminished enthusiasm. Pete finally tucked a five dollar bill into his pocket and pushed him out the door, all the while he bowed and said, "Very good, Detective. You must call if you need anything."

Pete closed and locked the door. Lisa was grinning when he turned to her. "It'll be cozy," she said while he drew her against him. "Just the two of us. No interruptions."

She was right. His uneasiness was unfounded. When he reached for her and she came without hesitation, he realized that, in his ripe old age of 32, he could think of much worse things than being in an extravagant suite with a huge bed and the most beautiful woman in the world. 

They made love with a swiftness that made him chuckle out loud when it was over...but then the sound of loud, angry voices and a door slamming nearby jolted him from his hedonist focus. 

"You hear that?"

Lisa reached for him, pulling his mouth back to hers. 

Hear what?

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

"Now I know what was in that brown shopping bag," Pete murmured when they'd taken the edge off needs that'd been a long time in coming. 

And I've been waiting for this getaway too anxiously to be satisfied for long. Lisa chuckled, looking up at him with a mischievous smile. "It's a big bag."

Pete could never be described as a pretty boy with easy charm and confidence around women. It was part of what Lisa loved so much about him, from his endless freckles, red-orange hair, to the way he excelled at tripping over his own tongue. He still did it with her sometimes, seven years after they'd met. His fumbling had made their courtship take longer than she'd wanted. Luckily, she wasn't a woman to sit around waiting for something to come to her.  Sometimes his job took over and she barely saw him, but when she compared the way he loved her to those who came before, he always came up so far on top she found herself with no complaints at all. 

Pete groaned deep in his throat before he kissed her again. Dear God, she didn't think she'd ever get enough of this man. But her stomach rumbled at that moment, loud and long. She'd been so eager to get here, she'd eaten almost nothing at lunch--other than way too much chocolate. And the restaurant wouldn't open for another hour or so. 

A knock made Pete groan again, but not happily. Lisa rose with him and slipped into the warm hotel robe he handed her from the bathroom. He took the other and put it on. Her gaze went to the clock while she knotted the robe. It was nearly two-thirty. 

When she sat before the cheerful fire in the sitting room, she wasn't surprised to hear the manager telling Pete that the roads had officially closed. They'd been expecting an older pair and newlyweds--both couples were now stranded in town. "Caring for a handful of guests until the roads can be cleared will be easier anyway," Mr. Mendez murmured almost to himself, twisting and tugging on one corner of his moustache.

"How many other guests made it?" Lisa asked, rising to go to stand next to Pete. She knew there was another couple on this floor, the Stoddards. The roving-eyed retiree and his poor, self-conscious wife Flip had told them about. Apparently the couple was fighting, since they'd heard arguing and a door slam nearby while making love. 

"The Stoddards have been here for three days." He pointed to the suite on the other side of the second floor. "They'd planned to leave on the 15th, but that may not be possible now. There's another couple on the third floor..."

"The fashion designer and her New Zealand boyfriend?" Lisa guessed.

"Felippo has been talking again," Mendez said with annoyance. "Yes. They had a single woman with them--the fashion designer's assistant apparently. The three of them arrived about two hours before the two of you."

"So the additional staff never made it?" Lisa guessed. 

Mr. Mendez gave a nervous look that vividly portrayed his worry about running the inn basically on his own. "Unfortunately, that's correct. Our chef, wait staff and additional maids are also stranded in town. While our restaurant won't be serving a full menu until our staff can get here, our maid does provide basic meals."

"And the spa?"

"Our masseur will still be providing services throughout your stay. I recommend you go down to the spa for that."

Lisa almost laughed when Pete said the masseur's services wouldn't be needed. Though she'd known he'd be too jealous to let another man massage her and, frankly, the idea of anyone else's hands on her but Pete's wasn't pleasant, she had been looking forward to a facial and any other pampering the spa provided.

"That's probably for the best," Mr. Mendez said to Pete's jealous comment. 

His words made little sense to Lisa. Shouldn't he be advising them to take advantage of the amenities the inn offered, especially considering how little extra they would be providing with minimal staff during at least part of their stay?

The manager excused himself, saying he needed to inform the guests on the third floor. Pete looked after him until he'd disappeared into the hall with the elevator. 

"Not sure that guy's suited to a job like this. I'm afraid he's gonna have a nervous breakdown." Pete closed the door. He was shaking his head.

"Maybe this is his first week."

"Maybe. Maybe once the roads are cleared, he'll take off and never come back."

Chuckling, Lisa reached for him. He untied the belt around her robe and pushed it off as if it was an affront to his plans. 

"Hmm, maybe we can find something to do until dinner is served..." she murmured.

A scream sounded loud and shrill from the hall. In shock, she and Pete whirled toward the suite door. The scream outside became a wail. Hurriedly, Lisa swept up her robe and pulled it back on. Then Pete rushed out of their suite into the hall with her on his heels. He looked toward the crossing hall with the stairwell and elevator on one side, then toward the janitor's closet at the end of the suite hall. Odelia, the muttering maid they'd met on their way out of the elevator, stood in front of the closet. She covered her mouth with her hand and screamed wildly again. 

Lisa peered around Pete when he stopped short next to the woman. He swore and Lisa gasped. A young man had been stuffed unceremoniously inside the small space, a massage table lying on top of his body. Lisa could see he was dead.  

Taking a deep breath, she stepped back and pinched herself, certain she had to be dreaming. Either she was having a nightmare or her very worst fear about her romantic holiday had come true. Death. It's murder on the heartstrings when you're married to a detective. 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

You've gotta be kidding me. I left home to escape murder.

Pete let his first thought after seeing the dead body go; his investigative instincts kicked in. He put a hand on the maid's sturdy shoulder just as she prepared to let out another blood-curdling scream. "Ma'am, I need you to call for the manager."

His words seemed to surprise her. She turned to him, gaping. Her scream trailed off just as the door of the other suite on the floor opened. The older woman who came out looked confused as she blinked at them. Pete focused on the maid instead and pointed her toward his and Lisa's suite, giving her a two-shouldered nudge to make sure she went. By then, Lisa had rushed to the woman who emerged from the opposite suite. "Mrs. Stoddard..." She led the woman back inside her suite.

Relieved that Lisa was handling the other guest, Pete turned back to the body in the closet and squatted before it. Approximately twenty-five-year-old, white male. 

Using just the knuckle of one hand, he tipped the massage table up an inch to see that the wound on the back of the victim's head was a recent one. The blood had stopped but it wasn't yet dry. Couldn't have been in the closet longer than forty-five minutes, if even. Pete felt for a pulse and immediately noticed that the body was still warm. 

Looking at the portable vinyl table with two and half inches of thick polyethylene foam padding sitting on top of the body, he recognized it as a type that could be set up and taken down in seconds. When he knelt and peered under it, he saw a bag next to the body on the other side. Made of heavy duty black canvas, the travel bag had a strap and carrying handles. That, too, seemed out of place in a cramped janitor's closet. 

Pete heard the elevator door hiss softly open on the other side of the floor. He turned to see Mr. Mendez and Flip hurrying into the hall between the two suites. Odelia stood, looking helpless, near the console table against the wall of his suite. 

"What's happened?" Mendez demanded as he approached. Pete knuckled the closet door open another couple inches. Seconds after seeing the body, the manager stumbled backward with a cry.

Pete rose, drawing his robe around him tighter, feeling a bit foolish in it now. "I assume you recognize him?"

Mendez nodded mutely, his eyes wide as he darted looks between Pete and Flip. He swallowed reflexively. 

"Todd Wentz," Flip answered for him. "Inn masseur."  

"Mr. Mendez, we need to contact local authorities and let them know what's happened."

Mendez tugged ruthlessly on his moustache. "Is...is he dead?"

"Yeah." Pete turned to Flip. "Stay here while we're gone. Don't let anyone get near the body."

Flip nodded convulsively. "Of course, Detective, of course! I am at your service. You can count on me."

Pete steered Mendez toward the elevator.

"Detective?" Mendez inquired, glancing at him and noting the robe. Pete felt even more foolish, but this couldn't wait even for him to get dressed.

Pete nodded. "I'm an investigator on the Falcon's Bend Police Department." A small town Mendez no doubt wouldn't have heard of--not unless the locals' fanatical reputation for Green Bay Packer mailboxes and garage doors had made the news recently. 

They stepped into the elevator. 

"You can't know how much I appreciate your presence here, Detective. I...I don't know--"

"I understand," Pete offered when he couldn't finish. "Let's just get the local police here as soon as possible."

Mendez led the way to his office behind the reception desk, between the restaurant and the bellhop's mini-office. The manager picked up the receiver while pulling a list of numbers on a Rolodex near him. When he put the phone to his ear, he shook his head, looking up at Pete. "I was afraid of this. The line is dead. The phones must be out." He hung up. "Unfortunately, this happens a lot in the winter."

"So you must have a radio for emergency?"

Mendez pointed to it on the other side of his desk on the credenza. Before long, Pete was talking to the police department in the town five miles down the hill. He gave his credentials and the basic details of the death. 

"This blizzard is bad, Detective Shasta," the sheriff told him. "There's no way my men can get to you today, maybe not even tomorrow, considering the snow plows have called it quits until the storm lets up. We've had several accidents, and all our snowmobiles are being used by personnel in rescue operations. I hate to ask it of you, considering you're on your vacation escape..."

Pete chuckled at the professional understanding in the man's voice.

"...but do you think you could handle this until I can send help your way?"

Lisa's gonna kill me, and I don't blame her. I promised her up and down that we were comin' here to leave crime behind. She'll never let me make it up to her. Happens too often for that. What else can I do though? "Just get your men here as soon as you can. I'll take care of things until then."

After he signed off, he glanced at Mendez, huddled in his desk chair, looking out the window in front of him at the near white-out of the blizzard. 

"Why would anyone off your masseur? Did he have enemies here?" he asked, his hands shoved deep into his robe pockets.

"Perhaps it was an accident."

Pete almost laughed out loud. No chance of believin' that, not with the way the body's stuffed in there with the massage table on top. "It was murder, Mr. Mendez. He was hit in the back of the head. Whether that caused his death remains to be seen, but he was murdered. There's no doubt whatsoever about that. And we're gonna have to be the ones to figure out who committed it--at least until the locals can get here."

Mendez tugged frantically on one side of his well-trimmed moustache. His dark eyes skittered back to the window. "Todd was...a bit of a rogue. I was always finding out that he'd seduced one of our female guests. They tipped him profusely for...hmm...his, well, services."

Pete now understood why the manager had seemed wary about advising Lisa to use the massage services in her room. Would Todd try to seduce her, too? He would've come out with...a massage table on his head. 

Mendez sighed. "I must admit that I've considered firing Todd for some time now, but getting a replacement hasn't been possible. The unpredictable weather in these parts has been a drawback to getting eligible candidates. Todd has always been willing to come here during the winter season."

Pete nodded. "All right. I'm gonna need you to round up all the guests and employees that are here now. We'll meet in the lobby. Once you've got everyone down here, I need you to get Todd's schedule for the day, along with all your guest and employee records."

Swallowing deeply as if shoving down every ounce of courage he might have possessed, Mendez nodded.

In the meantime, Pete changed into the jeans, sweater and boots he'd worn here, then went to secure the scene. Luckily, Flip proved to be invaluable. "I need some kind of plastic sheeting. Even the stuff used to paint a room will work."

Flip nodded. "I can get this for you."

"And gloves--any kind of plastic gloves--plastic sandwich bags that seal, and another portable massage table. If you can get something with wheels, that's even better."

"I will do this, Detective. You can count on me!"

"Thanks."

The man rushed to do his bidding. Glancing at the maid, Pete moved over to the door of the suite across from his. "Lisa?"

She appeared in her robe with Mrs. Stoddard close behind. "I need everyone to go down to the lobby."

The maid and guest headed for the elevator quickly, obviously wanting to escape the dead body so close by. Lisa hung back. "What did the local authorities say?"

Pete grimaced. "They might not be able to get here for a day or two. They're handling all kinds of accidents caused by the storm. They asked me to take care of things until they can send someone. You better get dressed before you go down."

Lisa took a deep, unhappy breath, obviously thinking about their romantic getaway being cut seriously short like this. "Okay. Then what do we need to do?"

Pete lifted an eyebrow. "We? You plannin' to help me, babe?"

Her disgruntled expression turned to haughty determination. "Of course I am. It's the only way I'm getting my time alone with you. The sooner we solve this crime, the sooner we can get back to our romantic bliss." 

Unrealistic as it was, Pete liked her thinking, but he couldn't shake the realization that a murder in the inn spelled danger for all of them. He had to protect Lisa from harm while he figured out what the hell had happened here.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

"Tell me what to do," Lisa said softly after she got dressed and came out to the hall again. 

Turning back to the body, Pete tossed over his shoulder, "Get the digital camera."

She nodded and rushed to their suite to retrieve the infrequently used device from their luggage. Just as Flip entered the hall from the elevator, she returned. The bellhop rolled a table before him loaded with the supplies Pete had asked for. 

"I am pleased to provide you with a table with wheels," Flip said proudly.

Pete took the digital camera from Lisa. "You da man," he said. He saw Lisa hide an adoring grin when Flip seemed to grow a full foot from the compliment.

Pete turned to her again. "Can you keep everyone together down in the lobby? Calm 'em down and reassure them?"

While she didn't seem pleased about the passive role he was asking her to assume, she nodded and left him to do his work. After putting on the pair of latex gloves Flip had brought, Pete turned back and took as many pictures as he could of the scene from every conceivable angle. He hooked the camera to a belt loop with the Velcro tabs. 

Then he evaluated the closet itself. All the usual stuff--cleaning supplies, toilet paper, boxes of tissues and clean, fresh towels, along with bed linens. The only unexpected things were the body with massage table on top, and the canvas bag beside it.

Crammed inside the small space, the position of the body was far from normal beneath the table, indicating that the man hadn't died where he was laid to rest. Very carefully, Pete lifted the table from the body and set it aside in the hall, warning Flip not to touch it. 

"No, no, of course not, Detective."

Pete opened the canvas bag. A bloody towel lay on top. Used to clean up the blood where the victim was killed? Below the rag were oils, lotions, creams, gels, scrubs, hot and cold packs, cassettes and candles, and a disinfectant no doubt for wiping down surfaces. Todd's massage supply carrying case, he concluded, and searched it thoroughly. Other than the bloody cloth, he didn't find anything inside it that shouldn't have been there.

Narrowing his gaze, Pete looked at the victim. He could see why the female patrons of the resort would find the guy attractive. He was young, good-looking, with blond hair that was thick and roguish on top, tapered and well-trimmed at the bottom. His clothes were in the style of what Pete supposed could be considered rich yuppie sophistication.

Carefully maneuvering the head, Pete noted that there were no marks on the face or throat, which might have indicated a struggle before the deathblow was delivered. The only mark to be seen was the dark blood matting the back of his hair. 

Pete searched the closet from top to bottom for a viable weapon that could have administered a knock to the head capable of delivering a deathblow. He walked around the thick, carpeted hall, seeing nothing that could have been used until he got to the console table between the suites. The table had a cherry finish, maple and walnut veneer inlay, and marquetry design with burnished pattern lines. Brass plated hardware made Pete try to pull out what looked like a drawer but really wasn't. On top of the surface was a lace runner. Decorating the table was a black marble figurine of a nude male poised in perpetual motion and surrounded by a mock ribbon swirling over his head, around his body and down to his feet. The statue ended in a marble base. 

"Is this where this figurine usually is?" he asked Flip, pointing to the dancer.

Flip frowned. "The white marble female is missing."

"What?"

"Our resort caters to many honeymooners. It is our name: Honeymoon Haven Inn. It is why I assumed you and your beautiful bride were newlyweds. There are male and female statues. They are a matching set. There is one set on each floor. See here? The male is here, but the female is not."

"When did you last see the female?"

Flip shook his head, looking slightly startled. "I do not know. Odelia dusts them often. She will be able to help you, Detective, I assure you."

"Well, let's see if we can find it."

Pete walked along the hall to the merging one running in the opposite direction. More Art Deco stuff was in the right end--oversized vases, paintings, and a life-sized sculpture of a naked man and woman entwined. On the other side was a chute, a lot like an oversized mail chute, labeled "Laundry". Ingenious. No more wet towels on the floor of the suite.

With Flip close behind him, Pete walked into the stairwell between the laundry chute and the elevator. On the steps leading up to the third floor, he found trace amounts of smeared blood, as if someone had tried to clean up but rushed through the job.

Pete glanced at Flip standing over him. "Who usually uses the stairwell?"

"No one. Nearly everyone takes the elevator. Except Todd. He was always wanting to stay in shape, so he took the stairs."

"And the maid staff cleans it every day?"

"Yes, yes, of course." Flip smiled encouragingly at him. "You see everything, Detective. I did not see any of these things."

Pete hadn't seen much of anything useful yet. He passed off the gushing compliment. When the two of them went back down the stairs to the second floor, they found bloody shoeprints from the bottom to the middle steps in the second floor stairwell. They hadn't been there when they went up, Pete was a hundred percent sure. The bloody prints lessened the further up the steps they went until they almost completely faded in the middle. 

Immediately, Pete looked at the bottom of his shoes. Seeing him, Flip did the same. 

"Did we step in the blood?" Flip asked. 

"No. I made sure. We were careful."

They found the answer to the mystery when they returned to the second floor. Pete knelt to find that the carpeting in the hall leading up to the stairwell door was matted. When he ran his fingertips over it, the glove he wore came back with drying blood. The carpet was so dark, they hadn't seen it. Flip must have stepped in it on the way into the stairwell and tracked it up the first half of the steps to the third floor. 

Back at the closet, they removed the body, carefully laying it on the plastic sheeting they'd laid down. Pete checked the body. While only an autopsy would prove cause of death, Pete concluded that death might have come from a blow to the back of the head. When he was satisfied of this, they wrapped the body in plastic sheeting.

"Poor Todd," Flip murmured. "To live your life for such pleasure, only to have it end like this."

"Mendez said he had a kind of gigolo service going on with female guests."

"Oh, but he did! Young and old, it did not matter to our lover boy. He enjoyed them all."

Once the body was secured inside the plastic, they lifted it on the rolling gurney. "We can come back for the massage carrying case and table later." For now, Pete put both in his suite. He considered closing the stairs and decided the best he'd be able to do here would be to put tape on all the access doors.

"Is there a cold place we can put the body?" he asked Flip.

"The walk-in freezer in the restaurant."

Pete lifted an eyebrow. "Not sure the guests will want to eat if we put it there. What about an outdoor shed? Anything like that? A place not heated? Someplace cold."

"Of course. The parking shelter. We do not heat that. The main garage door is padlocked each night. Both Mr. Mendez and I have keys. The side entrances use keycards from the inn."

"Can we disable the keycard access?"

"Certainly. But you will need to ask Mr. Mendez to do that."

Pete nodded. "Parking shelter should work then. But let's go out a back way. We don't want the rest of the guests to see the body."

Looking amazed, Flip shook his head. "That is very wise, Detective. You think of everything." 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

Lisa came to Pete as soon as he and Flip returned to the inn, this time by the front door. Pete had pocketed the only two keys to the parking shelter to insure that no one could disturb the body and that no one attempted to leave. They'd be crazy to in this weather, but most criminals could be considered crazy. 

While Flip went to tell Mendez to lock out the keycard access to the parking shelter, Pete moved further into the lobby, shivering and shaking the layer of snow that'd accumulated in his hair and on his shoulders from the short walk from the garage to the inn. "You okay?" he asked Lisa.

She nodded. "Everything's fine here, but they want to know what's going on."

"What did you tell them?"

"There's been an accident. Mrs. Stoddard's worried about her husband. She hasn't seen him for hours. Maybe he went into town before the roads were closed."

"Maybe. What does she think?" 

Lisa shook her head. "I didn't ask. But, if you need me to, I can take notes for you while you interview everyone."

Pete's life-long best friend and investigative partner at the Falcon's Bend Police Department, Danny Vincent, usually did that, allowing him to concentrate on the interview. "That'd be a great help, babe." For a moment, Pete wondered if Danny was experiencing any of the weirdness he insisted came his way whenever Pete left for vacation. Supernatural murder, he'd called it five years ago while Pete and Lisa were on their honeymoon. 

Lisa's smile was slightly tight. Pete glanced toward the lobby to see two young women and a guy, all around the age of twenty-five, grouped in front of the fireplace. The maid was off to the side dusting. Mrs. Stoddard stood slightly apart from all of them, looking out the front window near the double doors. She chewed a ragged nail that looked to have been manicured recently. 

Might as well talk to her first, since her husband's missing.

After asking Flip to get Lisa a pen and paper--they'd need them soon--Pete walked over to the older woman who'd come out of the suite on the second floor after the maid screamed. Lisa followed and introduced them. 

"I understand your husband's not here, Mrs. Stoddard?"

"Call me Babs. Everyone does."

Pete concluded that the woman had to be a very-well preserved forty-five-ish. Her shoulder-length hair was a bottled strawberry blond color. Though there were a few lines and wrinkles and noticeable age spots on her hands, she was, as Flip had said when they first got here, a beautiful woman. Her figure was slim but curved where it needed to be.

The pinched look around her mouth only increased. "I haven't seen Rollie. Not since lunch. I assumed he was in the observation lounge, but Mr. Mendez said he tried to find him and wasn't able to."

"Where do you think he might have gone?"

She shrugged, averting her gaze. "He enjoys taking pictures. The scenery here has him entranced. He's a retired photographer. Of wildlife, the outdoors."

Babs glanced at her broken nail. Her worry was palpable.

Pete spoke in a voice that demanded attention. She glanced up at him when he said, "There's a blizzard outside, ma'am. It's shut down the roads. It wouldn't be an ideal time to enjoy wildlife."

"Maybe he went into town," the woman murmured but shook her head immediately. "But Rollie never goes into town without asking me first if I want to go, too."

There was a chance the man had gone into town without telling anyone and was stuck there now. All Pete could say for certain was that the roads had been shut down around two-thirty. If the husband had been in the inn anytime between two and two-ten, he and Lisa would have seen him from the front overhang, in the lobby, in the observation lounge, in the elevator, or in the hall on the second floor. It was too far to walk to town. Flip had told him Mr. Stoddard's car was still in the parking garage, so Pete knew he hadn't gone by car.

A complication I don't need. Much as I'd like to assume the guy's stuck in town, I have to make sure he isn't first. They needed to search the inn thoroughly before deciding whether a search of the grounds was warranted. 

One of the young, female guests with a creamy complexion and perky ponytail asked loudly, "What's going on? We were told to come down here, but we still haven't been told why."

She didn't look too happy about the fact. The woman next to her with a Japanese look about her simply appeared bored out of her skull as she dragged on a cigarette. The man who was clearly with them sat up. "Have we been given the bum steer, mate, in being told to come down here?" he demanded. 

The fashion designer with her New Zealand model boyfriend. But which of the women is the designer?

Everyone looked at Pete for an answer as to why they were there--maybe because Mendez was still in his office working on denying access to the parking shelter or because Flip had the sort of servant aura that didn't make anyone think he could be in charge.

No sense prolonging the inevitable. Pete stepped into the center of the lobby. "There's been a murder. The inn masseur was found dead a little while ago."

Carefully, Pete watched the reactions of everyone present. Though cries and shock erupted around her, the smoking woman's bored expression didn't change one iota. There was a touch of slyness in her tone when she asked, "How do you know it's a murder?"

"The victim was hit on the back of the head hard enough to kill him, then stuffed into the second floor janitor's closet. It wouldn't take a detective to assess that he was murdered, but it just happens that I am an investigator."

The Japanese girl narrowed her eyes even further. "Columbo on holiday?"

"I work for the Falcon's Bend Police Department. And, yeah, I am on vacation. But the roads in and out of the inn were officially closed at two-thirty. Local law enforcement has no way of getting to us at the moment. They've asked me to handle things until they arrive. I need to talk to all of you, but at the moment the greater concern is to find the missing Mr. Stoddard."

Once they located the man, if they did, all the suspects would be assembled in the lobby. And one of them had to be a murderer. 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

Lisa looked around at the group of females assembled on the leather couch and chairs in the lobby. Pete had called together Mr. Mendez, Flip and the male model from New Zealand, Dave Gilpin, to search the inn for Rollie Stoddard. Babs was the only woman standing, holding her hands out to the roaring fire before them as though she couldn't get warm. 

She seemed only half there from the time I met her and led her back to her room so she wouldn't have to see that body. It's like part of her mind is off on some worrisome problem. The other part is wondering where her husband ended up. Does her worry have anything to do with that body? I know for a fact that she looked downright scared when Pete announced the masseur had been killed. 

Lisa sighed to herself. What did she know about suspicious behavior? She'd been downright scared when she saw that dead body. Who wouldn't be? Lack of fear, like that displayed by the strange looking, non-stop smoking Trisha...now that was a suspicious reaction. 

Odelia had sat down in a chair for all of a minute. Now she shot up to dust and mutter to herself again about how she had no help because they'd all deserted her as usual. Occasionally, she turned back to them and rolled her eyes as she took them all in. Lisa had noted from the first that the forty-year-old African American woman didn't approve of much of anything. Her dramatic sighs about all she had to put up with were getting on Lisa's nerves. She was relieved when the other young woman, whom the New Zealander had called Bobbi, asked her, "So your husband is a detective?"

"Yes, he is. I'm afraid he can't seem to escape it, even when we're on vacation."

"That must be really annoying."

Lisa nodded. "None of us has been properly introduced. I'm Lisa Shasta."

"Bobbi Kniseley," the attractive, fresh-faced girl said. She looked to be around twenty-five, with all-American good looks--blond hair, bright blue eyes and a lithe body displayed to perfection in a snug cashmere sweater and black pants. "I'm a fashion designer. This is my best friend, Trisha Everson. She's my assistant. We've known each other for a year. Poor Trisha is single. I brought her here hoping she'd meet some hot guy, fall in love and live happily-ever-after. But it seems this is a couples' resort, not a place for singles to hook up."

The name of the place didn't tell you that? Honeymoon Haven? Were you just being overly hopeful for your single friend, or did Trisha request to come along? 

"I have no need for you to fix me up, darling," Trisha said, sounding bored. She was of Asian descent; small, graceful and unhurried as a cat. A shiny black cap of hair framed her face in a fashionable, but strangely unflattering, style. Her eyes were narrow and black, sly almost in the way they focused on Bobbi's face. In marked contrast to all the small parts of the young woman, Trisha's full lips would have put Angelica Jolie's to shame. They were painted a bold scarlet.

Lisa glanced at Babs, who was glancing from one to the other of them before she spoke. "Barbara Stoddard. Rollie calls me Babs."

Though Lisa suspected the woman was in her mid-forties, she clearly took very good care of herself. She was fit and attractive. Only minor lines had crept into her face. Her hair was a soft red, obviously dyed but lovely with her heather gray eyes. She'd stopped gnawing on her otherwise manicured nails, and now covered the age spots she was clearly sensitive about by folding her arms across her torso. 

"Rollie and I have a daughter. Shayna took after Rollie right out of the womb. She became an adventurous photographer after college. Rollie and I are so proud of her." Babs swallowed painfully. "She'll be so worried about her father..."

"Are you here on a vacation?" Lisa asked, for a moment seeing the very pride Babs spoke of in her soft, haunted gaze before her attention seemed to drift off again into that worried half-mindedness.

"Our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary actually."

She loves her husband. I can see it in her eyes, hear it in her voice. So what's wrong, outside of that she's worried sick about him? Is she not enjoying her anniversary getaway?

Lisa turned to Bobbi. "So you came up here with Dave?" 

"Isn't he just delish? That accent drives me wild. We're "going bush" as he likes to say, getting some time alone. I'm planning to pop the question while we're here. And, of course, we came for the skiing. But it looks as though we'll be bored silly, stranded here at the inn."

Trisha's unnerving black eyes had focused on her best friend once more, and she said softly, "I have no intention of being bored, darling."

No intention of being bored? Your expression makes me want to yawn!

Bobbi sat back on the sofa, smiling slightly as she said, "I suppose not. I could spend a lifetime with Dave and never get bored. He's absolutely yummy-as. He's the love of my life." As if realizing something, she turned a stricken face to Trisha. "I just can't stand the idea of you being alone, Trish."

The nowhere-near-shy-and-uncertain vixen reached over and put her hand on Bobbi's arm. The two put their heads together and basically disappeared from the conversing group as they whispered together.

Lisa wasn't quite sure what it was about Trisha that she disliked so intensely. Bobbi seemed to see things in her that simply weren't there. Trisha had no expression, and yet her eyes appeared to see right through everyone in the room, analyzing, scheming. She's as cunning a as fox, and knows exactly how to get what she wants without working hard for it...or even speaking of her need for it. I believe she has no conscience at all. And what she wants from Bobbi is more than naive friendship. 

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

They'd searched the inn completely and discovered no sign of Mr. Stoddard. While they moved from one floor to the next, Pete noted that the second, third and fourth floors were all identical, down to the oversized Art Deco vases to the console tables--19th-century antique design, according to Mendez. And all of the white marble female figurines were missing from each of the three suite floors. 

Taking the female figurines, one of which Pete believed to be the murder weapon, from each floor made it nearly impossible to know which floor the killer might have come from. Pete felt certain Todd was killed in the stairwell between floors two and three, dragged down to the second floor and stuffed into the janitor's closet. 

Pete remembered the loud voices he and Lisa had heard just after they checked in. They'd heard a door slam at one point. Could that have been Todd being murdered? Pete couldn't say for sure because he'd gotten too caught up in his wife to notice anything more than loud voices and a door slam.

Since the guests intended to occupy the fourth floor never arrived, Pete bagged the black male statue from there to use during questioning.

Not finding Stoddard left very few options. There was a very slim chance that the man had made it into town. In that case, he probably could have found a way to call and let his wife know he was stuck there. But Pete's instincts told him that Stoddard had gone out for a walk and hadn't made it back to the resort before the snow made his return impossible. 

Not wanting to worry his own wife, Pete decided not to tell Lisa they needed to go out into the blizzard to search. 

The New-Zealand-transplanted-to-New-York model with sage green eyes that gave him a look as if he was up to no good didn't want to join them. Gilpin had complained loudly about simply walking around the inn searching. Pete remembered someone he worked with mentioning the Tapanui flu--a mystery disease claimed by those who just didn't want to work. It was apparently Gilpin's mainstay. His dark hair had been slicked back from his forehead, but continued to fall forward roguishly until Pete ruthlessly insisted he put on a cap and join them outside. 

"Listen, buddie, I'm up the boohai here. I came here for a bit of fun, ya know? So some bloke's pushing up daises. Poor b@#d. Not my problem."

Figuring this had to be the same situation as getting a recalcitrant child to mind, Pete ignored the guy completely. "We'll stay together, but we have no idea what we'll find. We may need to carry Stoddard back to the inn, and it'll be faster if we have two sets to take turns carrying."

Pete glanced from face to face. Good old Flip was eager to get started, but Mendez's face mirrored Gilpin's. He had the cornered look of a rat who wanted only to return to his hole and eat some comfort food. 

"Look, I'm not gonna force anyone to do this, but if it was you out there, you'd want us to search for you, regardless of how cold and dangerous. Wouldn't you?"

In the end, all three of the men agreed, though grudgingly. Dressed appropriately, they went out into the treacherous storm from the side exit near the elevator. Each of them carried a long coil of rope Flip had gotten them.

Pete tied one end of his rope to a large, sturdy building lamp, then uncoiled a length of it. He told everyone to take hold of the rope and keep hold of it. Once they ran out, they'd tie on another length and keep going. The rope would act as a connection to each other and as their guide back to the inn through a snowstorm they couldn't see more than an inch or two ahead in. 

"Once we find Stoddard, we'll take turns carrying him between the other two holding onto the lifeline."

A search of the immediate vicinity of the inn turned up nothing. Pete asked Mendez over the fiercely howling wind if there was a trail into the woods Stoddard had used often during his stay. The manager nodded, saying the man always had a camera around his neck, taking pictures of the scenery, as he went up the walking trail. 

"You know where it is," Pete said. "Let's change places."

Mendez reluctantly did so and led the way into the moot shelter of the woods. Only once they were inside a good ways did the trees close thickly around the trail, allowing them to escape the worst of the weather. Still, they were on their third coil of rope, making Pete worry they'd have to turn back without the old man, when they finally found him. 

"It's him," Mendez shouted to them, and they rushed together to the muscular body collapsed just off the trail.

Pete knelt before Stoddard. Yanking off his glove, he pushed his fingers down the collar of the old man's coat. He found a pulse, but the man was unconscious, his heartbeat and breathing slow. His face, the tips of his ears, and his fingers were white-pale. Either he had frostnip or frostbite. They wouldn't know for sure until they got him inside. Pete noticed that the man wasn't wearing a hat. Just a warm sheepskin jacket that hadn't been closed and had long since become ineffective against nature's fury. "Did he usually come outside without a hat on?" he asked Mendez.
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