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Prologue
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Late on Thursday night in the men’s card room of the Bel Air Country Club the last group of players quit. The game had resulted in sour feelings, and the atmosphere hovering over the five men was less than cordial. Playing poker brought them together more than any bond of friendship. Bragging rights were more important than the money won or lost to most of the wealthy men. Of course, there were always exceptions.

“I don’t see why you had to throw out young Todd.” Steve’s thin face betrayed his annoyance. “He owes me money.” His hunched narrow shoulders made his complaint sound even more infantile.

Clifford’s brown eyes expressed his quiet loathing of Steve. “He owes everyone money.” Clifford had all the markings of his social status: confidence edging into egotism, girth showing prosperity, and fashionable clothes trending toward sophistication. 

“That’s my point,” Bert said. “With his salary as assistant golf pro, Todd can’t afford the stakes at our table. Encouraging him so you can take his money is not the practice of a gentleman.” Bert’s large frame dominated the room. Even at sixty-five, he was distinguished looking, a virile man with gray streaks threading through his dark hair. 

Joseph leaned forward with a kind expression on his elderly face. “You could have been more tactful when you refused to allow him to join us,” he chided Bert.

Bert sighed. “You’re right, but I wanted to protect him from getting deeper in debt.” He pulled on his blue sport jacket. “I’ll talk to him before I leave the club tonight.”

“Hurrying home to your willowy, young wife?” John’s smile was not pleasant.

“Your innuendos about my wife grow tiresome.” Bert’s face gave no indication of anger, but his tone made his disgust clear.

John ignored the warning. He liked to goad Bert, especially when he had an audience. He was almost Bert’s height, but lacked his charm and looks. Although the same age as Bert, hard drinking had turned John’s complexion sallow, his face puffy, and his attitude sullen. “I’m complimenting you on having a lovely, sexy, young wife. Why take offense as long as you can keep her happy?”

Bert moved closer to John. “You’re on thin ice. Don’t push your luck. Jealousy and liquor are not a pleasant combination.”

“Okay, guys, break it up,” Joseph said, always the arbiter when things got too intense. 

“Bert, you’re lucky to have Daniella,” Steve said. “My wife nags me. She wasn’t always that way. Sometimes I wonder if my money was my attraction.” He threw the deck of cards down on the table. “Damn it. It’s too expensive to divorce Myra.”

Bert moved toward the door, but Clifford stepped in front of him, putting his hand on Bert’s forearm. “We need to talk.” 

“I have not changed my mind.” Bert’s jaw tightened. 

“We’re friends,” Clifford leaned in closer as he whispered, “Don’t ruin it over some stupid misunderstanding.” 

“This has nothing to do with friendship or a misunderstanding. I deal in facts.” Bert’s dark eyes turned cold and unrelenting. “And my report will state those facts. You made your decision long ago and I’ve made mine. I have no other option.”

“You damn well do have a choice,” Clifford’s voice rose. “You’re just too stubborn to change.”

“I have my honor,” Bert said. “What happened to yours?”

“You can’t present your report as it stands.” Clifford’s grip tightened on Bert’s forearm.

Bert’s eyes held nothing but disdain for the man. Clifford released his hold and Bert left to find Todd. Joseph walked toward the parking lot, while the other three went to the men’s locker room before leaving the club. The night watchman nodded to them as he made his rounds.
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On Friday August fifth at nine o’clock in the morning the doorbell echoed through the large entrance hall of the Lindquist’s home. It was unusual for anyone to call so early. Through the side window Daniella saw two police cars in the driveway.

When she opened the door, a woman officer said, “We’d like to speak with Mrs. Bertrand Lindqust.”

“Yes, that’s me.”

The officer looked askance and checked the notebook she carried. “Daniella Gammill Lindquist?”

“Yes,” Daniella said. “How can I help you?”

“We’re here about your husband, Bertrand Lindquist.”

“He’s not up yet.” Daniella stood back from the door and ushered them into the living room. “If you’ll wait here, I’ll get him.” The officers’ stares made her hesitate. “Is there something I can do for you?”

“I’m sorry to tell you that your husband’s body was found this morning at the Bel Air Country Club.”

Daniella almost chortled at the absurdity. “You must be mistaken. Bert sometimes sleeps in on Friday mornings. His car is...”

“His Porsche is still at the club,” the male officer said. “His body was found by the greenskeeper earlier this morning.”

A dull buzz resounded in her ears. This couldn’t be. “Surely, you’re wrong.”

“No ma’am. His wallet was found on his person, and we have a positive ID from the golf pro,” the man said. “I’m sorry.”

Daniella felt the floor give way, and she slumped into Bert’s favorite chair. She rubbed her forehead, and her blond hair tumbled in front of her face, but she didn’t cry. It was too abrupt, too overwhelming to contemplate.

“Is there anyone we can call to be with you?” the woman officer asked.

Daniella swallowed hard. “No, please. I’ll be all right. I...just...I need time to...” To what? She’d faced many difficult situations in her thirty-six years, but this was beyond her ability to cope. She inhaled, making herself concentrate on how to proceed. “How did it happen?”

“We aren’t certain, but it appears he either fell or jumped off the swinging bridge that spans the canyon between the tenth tee and the green. He had a broken neck, most likely from the fall.”

She shook her head. “You can’t fall off that bridge.” What were they saying? No, impossible. “Bert would not commit suicide if that’s what you’re implying.”

“We won’t have a definitive answer until the autopsy results,” the man said. “I know it’s difficult so soon after hearing the news, but I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

She nodded, feeling as if she were in a stage play. The scene before her seemed unreal.

“Do you know why he was at the club late at night?” the officer asked.

“Bert always spends Thursday evenings at the club playing poker with friends while I visit my parents.”

“Your parents didn’t get along with your husband?”

“No. I mean, yes, they got along, but it wasn’t a warm relationship. When we were first married, Bert joined me at their house, but he had his bachelor habits on Thursdays. I didn’t want him to change his life for my sake, so I dine alone with my parents on those nights.”

The officers sat on the couch across from her. “Your husband was a lot older than you.”

Damn, that always came up. No one understood why she would marry a man twenty-nine years older. Although not a passionate marriage, she’d cherished their caring relationship. Many portrayed her as a trophy wife, but since Daniella owned her own marketing research company, it didn’t ring true. “Yes, that’s correct,” she finally said.

“He was a very wealthy man.”

“So?” Now she was angry. “What are you getting at?” She stood, using the full advantage of her height. She straightened the sides of her suit jacket as if she were about to make a presentation to a client. “Tell me what you want from me. I don’t need your insinuations.”

“No offense meant,” he said.

She doubted he meant it.

“Do you know the men he played cards with last night?” he asked.

She gave him the names and phone numbers of Bert’s usual poker playing friends. “There could be others. I’m not sure who was there last night. Sometimes the assistant golf pro joins them.”

Her cell phone rang. It was her office. “Do you mind? I was expected at a meeting earlier this morning.” She went into the kitchen and told her assistant, Zelda, what had happened and asked her to cancel all appointments for the week. She’d call the office tomorrow. When she returned to the living room, the officers had opened the door to Bert’s office. “Is there something you’re looking for?” Daniella asked.

The officers seem unconcerned that she’d caught them snooping. “We’re wondering if he left a note on his desk or computer.”

She reached around the policeman and closed the office door. “I’ll check and let you know, but Bert wouldn’t kill himself. He enjoyed life, and was completely absorbed with consulting for the FAA about Airwing’s newest plane design. And he looked forward to the party we planned to have next Saturday.”

“We have to look into all possibilities,” the officer said. “Did he have any health issues?”

“He had his annual physical a few months ago and he was fine. No heart troubles or anything else important enough to cause him or me anxiety.”

“You said when we arrived that your husband was upstairs. Why didn’t you know he didn’t come home last night?”

“We have separate bedrooms.” She knew how that would be played up in the media. “When I got home, I went to bed and presumed he’d come home later. He often does...did.”

“Are you sure we can’t call someone to be with you,” the woman officer said. “Your sister or parents?”

“My sister will be at the hospital. She’s an ER nurse. I don’t want to worry my parents.” Her mom would be at school teaching her sixth grade class, and her dad would probably be in his workshop and wouldn’t hear the phone.

The two officers walked to the door. “We don’t know all the facts surrounding your husband’s death, but if he didn’t fall or commit suicide that leads to only one conclusion...murder.”

The word hit her like an arrow. She must have blanched, for the woman put her hand on her arm as if to comfort her.

“Why?” Was all Daniella could utter.

They didn’t answer her question. The man added, “We’ll need you to identify the body. Let us know when you’ll come. We’ll return his belongings to you then.”

Daniella gathered her thoughts. “The media will be all over this, won’t they? After Bert and I married, they hounded us for almost a year. Now his death at the country club is ripe for the tabloids. Can you do anything about them?”  

“Wish we could. They’re a pain for us too. Perhaps you should hire a security guard.” 

After they left, she went upstairs to Bert’s bedroom, sat on his bed, and wept.  
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Bert’s memorial service and the reception afterward at Bethany Lutheran were difficult for Daniella. Most in attendance had been Bert’s friends, and she hadn’t found a rapport with any of them. Since the resentment that Bert had married a younger woman ran deep, their condolences seemed mundane or insincere, and occasionally hurtful. John Reid, one of Bert’s poker playing friends, hovered over her as if he were the host. She fended off his overly familiar behavior, but it became tiresome.  

Clifford Freeman, Vice President of the Design Division at Airwing, and his petite wife Betty seemed genuinely sorry for her loss. But knowing that Clifford had been one of the men with Bert the night he was killed, Daniella had misgivings. His dyed black hair gave him a hard look. “Bert was a good man,” he said. “We’re all surprised and saddened. Airwing had been waiting for his report on our plane’s design.”

Two of Airwing’s new planes had crashed, and the FAA had opened an investigation into the cause, claiming it was a design flaw, while Airwing asserted it was pilot error. To satisfy the company’s stockholders and the FAA, Airwing had hired astronautical engineers Bert and Joseph Locke to study the plane’s design. Naturally as Airwing’s Vice President Clifford had an interest in the report, but she was surprised when he asked her, “Do you know where he kept it?”

“It?”

“The report on Airwing’s design.”

“I have no idea. I knew he was working on it, but he never spoke about it.”    

Betty took Daniella’s hand. “We are so sorry to lose Bert. If we can be of any help, please call.” They wandered off into the crowd with Betty holding onto Clifford’s arm. 

Despite their words of condolence, Clifford seemed more interested in Bert’s report than the loss of Bert. 

John moved toward her. “You’re managing very well.” he said. “I’ll see you home afterward.”

She frowned. “I have my car, thanks.”

“You shouldn’t be alone.” He put his hand on her shoulder.

She shrugged it off. “I need time...alone.”

“Oh, well, for now, sure. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

Her parents, her sister Natalie and her husband Bob Sharp were the last to leave. Daniella knew they cared about her, but they’d disapproved of Daniella’s marriage. Perhaps she was being overly sensitive, but she felt they were relieved Bert had died. Pastor Julia thanked Daniella’s family for coming and asked Daniella to join her for a cup of tea.

Once in the office, the Pastor said, “Stay here as long as you wish.” 

“Thank you,” Daniella murmured. 

The Pastor started to leave, then hesitated. “No one will bother you.”

“Please stay.” Daniella stared into her tea cup. “I’ve never felt so friendless and deserted as I did today.”

Pastor Julia sat in a nearby chair. “You were happily married to Bert, yet his friends weren’t your friends.”

How well the Pastor read people and Daniella’s situation. 

“I’ve only been at this church for three years,” Pastor Julia said, “but I learned that the Lindquist family were founding members. Even though Bert came to church and gave generously, I never got to know him.” She hesitated before continuing. “I was pleased when you became his wife. It seemed to mellow him. He became less tense when you were with him.” 

“That’s good of you to say.”

“And you were happy with him.” She paused as if trying to choose her words. “I’ve been concerned for you.” 

“I was content with him. He was kind and helped me deal with my reluctance to trust people, men in particular.”

“The business world can be difficult for a young woman. I noticed John Reid seemed to be hovering over you. Is he someone you wish to avoid?” the Pastor asked.

“Yes. I don’t trust nor like him. Never have. He was one of the men with Bert the night he was killed. All the men have alibied one another. But yesterday Joseph Locke and his wife were killed in a hit and run car incident. Joseph worked with Bert on the Airwing investigation.” She sighed and her jaw tightened. “It’s too coincidental.”

“The police will sort it out. Your job is to grieve and recover. It will take time. I’m here for you whenever you want to talk or just have someone to be with you.”

After that day Daniella saw Pastor Julia several times, but finding inner peace was elusive. Her world tumbled on, but her thoughts never strayed from the possibility that Bert had been murdered by the men who had been with him that night. Dealing with the aftermath of Bert’s death became an ordeal, and doubts about who to trust gnawed at her.

The week following Bert’s death, Daniella met two of his advisors, Attorney Sam Gould, a middle-aged, short, rotund man who wore horned-rimmed glasses, and CPA George Schuman, younger, tall, and reed thin. They came to her office and sat at the corner round table next to the large windows that overlooked the city. 

Daniella opened the file Sam placed in front of her. She gave him a questioning look. “This is the Lindquist Foundation information.”

“That’s right,” Sam said. “You are now the President of the Lindquist Foundation as well as the executor and trustee of Bert’s private fortune.”

The implications of what those heady titles meant stunned her. She had yet to grasp all the consequences of Bert’s death. “What does the title of president empower me to do?”

“You have complete control of the Foundation’s Board. You can fire them or retain them. They have no legal power to oust you. Bert kept his old cronies on the Board and ran the Foundation more like a hobby than a business.” Sam studied her before continuing. “Since you’ve attended several of those meetings, I’m not telling you anything you don’t know.”

During the past three years, Bert had invited her to attend the meetings, but never discussed what had transpired. Although she believed the Foundation could have been managed better and accomplished more, she never expressed her opinions to him. Since it was his business, she’d backed off. Now she had to have answers. “Bert depended on your advice, yet neither of you were voting Board members or gave reports at the meetings. Why?”

George shifted in his chair and glanced at Sam before he said, “Bert wanted total control. He didn’t want anyone to question his judgment at a meeting. We accepted those conditions.” George took out a file and placed it alongside the one Sam had given her. “There’s plenty of money in the Foundation, but he held a tight rein on the purse. I’ve included the Foundation’s entire portfolio and the name of Bert’s private financial advisor. I’m not sure if you’re aware that Bert made all decisions regarding buying and selling, both for his private investments as well as the Foundation’s. His advisor executed his orders. It will take a lot of effort and time for you to act in the way Bert had.”

Daniella blinked and shook her head. “I couldn’t possibly do that. I’m not familiar enough with the portfolio or the ins and outs of the stock market.” She had to trust the guidance of these men. “What do you suggest?”

George studied her before he said, “You need to meet with the financial advisor and myself to review your options on how to handle both the Foundation’s portfolio and Bert’s private accounts. Then you can make a definitive decision.”

She turned to Sam. “You should be at that meeting as well.”

He nodded. “You want to retain me as your lawyer?”

She smiled. “Yes, I do. My marketing company’s lawyer wouldn’t be suited to the task.”

She’d review the files and set up a date for another meeting. Without their help through the legal tangles and tax filings, she’d be lost in a quagmire of decisions and paperwork. She liked these two men and felt she could trust their judgement. But she wondered how she’d manage her new responsibilities and also run DG Marketing Research Company.

As the men were about to leave, Sam said, “Under the circumstances, you should set up trusts in case you become unable to fulfill your obligations. One for the Foundation and a personal one for yourself.”

That idea spun her into an uncomfortable orbit. It was too much to deal with. “Let me handle the present problems. I’ll get to the future ones later.” She picked up the files. “I’d like to transform the Lindquist Foundation to serve minority entrepreneurial businesses. I’m not sure how the old Board will react.”  

Sam Gould smiled. “I like that idea, but right now you’re overwhelmed with your new responsibilities. Give it time. You don’t have to do everything overnight.”

The following Saturday Daniella attended Mr. and Mrs. Locke’s funeral. Perhaps she could have begged off with the excuse that she was in mourning, but Joseph Locke had been one of Bert’s closer friends. Daniella sat in the back pew of the large Episcopalian church to remain unobserved. The Lockes’ daughter, Rhonda Norman, her husband, and their four children were stoic, and Daniella sympathized with their heartache. 

Afterward, at the gathering in a large hall, Rhonda took Daniella aside. “It was good of you to come so soon after your own tragedy. Please call me.” She pushed a card into Daniella’s hand. “We need to talk about the coincidence of my father and Bert’s death occurring so close together.”

Daniella had planned to call Rhonda, but the days slipped by. Late nights dealing with Bert’s affairs, her company, and grief, left their mark. Any sense of peace eluded her. She tried to keep to a schedule and swim as often as she could at her gym’s pool. That was the one activity that always calmed her.

Shortly after Joseph’s death, Steve Gaines, a third member of the poker players died of a heart attack. For some unexplained reason he’d stopped taking his heart medication. Daniella was thankful she hadn’t been asked to attend that small private service.

Of the men with Bert the night he died only John Reid and Clifford Freeman were alive. Todd, the assistant pro, who had been at the club that night, claimed that he’d met Bert in the pro shop’s office and then left the club. The night watchman verified he’d talked with Todd in the parking lot at around eleven and insisted no one remained inside the clubhouse when he made his rounds at midnight.

Daniella had been questioned by Airwing’s lawyers and FAA representatives. Bert’s report had been due on Friday. He died Thursday night. Since the report was missing, everyone was convinced Daniella knew where it was and what it contained. The FBI obtained a search warrant for Bert’s Foundation office as well as his home office. They took his computers, but found nothing regarding his report or anything else that might shed light on where he could have left it.

Daniella’s controlled comfortable life ended. No one seemed to care about her privacy or her feelings, and Bert’s friends eyed her with suspicion. If a report existed, she hadn’t found it, but that didn’t stop the gossip. The authorities and the media hounded her.
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After seven months the police came to no conclusion concerning Bert’s suspicious death, and it remained an open case. The autopsy revealed contusions to his torso pre-mortem, but no defensive wounds. The bruise to his temple could have occurred during the fall, but the cause of death was a severed spine at the base of the neck. Suicide had not been ruled out, but she refused to believe he would have taken his own life.

With her life in shambles, she decided to sell the house that had been Bert’s before they married and start fresh. She’d sold his Porsche to John Reid, who seemed to covet everything that had been Bert’s, including her.

Tonight John sat in Bert’s favorite chair sipping brandy. Agreeing to his dinner invitation had been a mistake. She’d naively thought one dinner with him would end his persistent requests to date her. Although he’d been part of Bert’s group, she’d always found him egotistical and overly familiar. Her opinion hadn’t changed.

But it wasn’t just John Daniella had kept at bay. Between the media’s intrusion into her life and the police investigation, she’d removed herself from all social events and buried herself in managing DG Marketing Research Company, dealing with the Lindquist foundation, and handling Bert’s assets. 

“Are you sure you should sell the house?” John twirled the brandy in the snifter. “It hasn’t even been a year.”

When she’d announced she was putting the house on the market, he’d groused the entire evening, trying to dissuade her. She’d taken a year’s lease on a two bedroom condo near her office, cutting her commute to fifteen minutes, an unheard of luxury in the Los Angeles area.

“What about Bert’s golf memorabilia?” John’s gray eyes shifted toward Bert’s office which housed cabinets full of golfing treasures. He uncrossed his long legs and sat forward.

“I’m donating most of it to the club.” She stood, hoping he’d take the hint and leave.

“I’d love to have it.”  

“Where would you put it in your apartment?”

“My office, most likely. It would be a great draw for my clients.” He was a stockbroker, but from what Bert had said, his clients were few, yet he maintained an extravagant lifestyle. As far as she knew John did not come from wealth as Bert had.

“Selling the house is wrong,” he said. “You don’t need the money. Bert wouldn’t like it.”

Her eyes grew flinty. “It’s none of your damn business if I sell the house.”

“As Bert’s best friend, I feel I should take care of you.”

She raised an eyebrow at his comment that he was Bert’s best friend. Neither she nor Bert ever regarded him that way. “I don’t need to be looked after.” She’d waited too long to set him straight on how she felt about his attitude toward her. “I don’t want you dropping in here unannounced. That has to stop.”

“Don’t get upset.” He downed his drink and set the glass on the side table. “I’m only thinking of your safety. Selling the house will bring too many problems for you. When buyers come through, they might be tempted to help themselves to your jewelry. And Bert’s putter collection is rare and expensive.”

The man was insufferable. “Bert’s golf items will be removed before then.” She’d already put her jewelry in the bank’s safe deposit box, including her engagement and wedding ring. Her hand felt bare without them and she found herself rubbing her finger where they’d been. The rings were garish and not to her taste, but Bert had insisted that she have the largest diamonds to show others how much he loved her. But Bert was gone and she had no reason to wear the rings now. Holding onto what they had together became more difficult with each passing day. 

“I spoke with some of the Lindquist Foundation Board members,” John said. “I assured them I would help you manage the Foundation’s money. That eased their minds.”

“You what?” She couldn’t contain her anger. “You had no right to interfere with the Foundation. I will not allow you to meddle in its finances!”

“Don’t get upset. You’re a young woman and need a man to back you.”

He couldn’t have said anything more insulting. She glared at him. “I’m a successful business woman and have managed my own company for many years. Bert entrusted his Foundation to me and no one, not you, and not those doddering old men, will take over the Lindquist Foundation as long as I’m alive.” She was shaking with fury.

“Okay, okay. Relax. I’m only trying to help you. I can see how tired you are. You need to take care of yourself. Your good looks shouldn’t be squandered on messy business details. You’re looking tired these days, and I can see that your new responsibilities are overwhelming you. I’m here to help you. I have a lot of experience in financial matters.” His smile was unctuous. As if believing things had been settled his way, he stood. “I enjoyed tonight. Let’s do it again next Saturday.”

“Thank you, no. I’ll be too busy with my company, talking to realtors, preparing the house for a showing and packing.”

“Don’t shut me out.” He sneered as his anger rose. “You need friends during this Airwing investigation. If they determine you’ve hidden the report, you could be in trouble. But I’m here for you.” He took a step toward her. 

She moved back.

He reached out as if to take her arm. “You can confide in me. I’m one of the few people you can trust.”

His words and tone sounded threatening. “I have no knowledge of where Bert’s missing report is, so I have nothing to confide in...to anyone.” She walked him to the front door.

In the hall he forced her against the wall. “You don’t have to play the ice queen with me. You need a man.” When he tried to kiss her, she turned her head so his thick lips landed on her cheek.

Panic gurgled up to her throat, worried he’d resort to more physical action.

“John, do you even care about me?” She managed to ask.

He scowled and pulled back. “Of course. That’s what I’ve been telling you, sweetheart.”

“Then back off...please.”

He grinned, slid his hands down her bare arms, and leered at her. “I can be patient.”

She shuddered while trying to compose herself. One of the reasons she’d married Bert was to avoid men like John. Although she never dressed provocatively or flirted, men seemed to feel it their right to make crude advances toward her.

Bert had been a gentleman, and she’d responded to his courtly manner. She’d settled for a comfortable marriage rather than a romantic one. But her teenage trauma with the opposite sex had also played a role in her decision to marry Bert. 
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Matt hurried up the steps to the all-girls’ high school to attend its spring music festival. When he arrived in the auditorium, parents and other family members were already seated. He spotted an aisle chair and asked the woman next to it if it was free. She looked at him with a warm smile and nodded. Her eyes were cornflower blue and her blonde hair curled gently at the nape of her neck. His heart raced, and it wasn’t from running the three blocks to arrive on time. If all mothers looked like her, he’d attend more school events.

The principal walked to the microphone and announced there’d be no intermission. After the program the students would meet their respective families on the patio where refreshments would be served. Although the entire ensemble was on stage, each group would perform separately.

He leaned over and asked the woman which girl was her daughter. She whispered, “My niece, the second clarinet player from the right.”

The girl was a friend of Lily’s, but he didn’t acknowledge that. Instead he breathed in the fragrance of the woman’s light scent that wafted over him.

“And your daughter,” she asked, looking at the students.

“Lily. The first guitar player in the group on the far side.” He glanced down at her left hand and saw telltale indents on her bare ring finger. 

The first combo to play included the woman’s niece. They were off key at times during their jazz songs, and the woman winced, but the audience clapped politely. Another girl went to the piano and played a rousing rendition of songs from the musical Rent.

The woman crossed her shapely long legs. Her peach-colored skirt just covered her knees. He lost track of the different groups, trying to remember where he’d seen her before. Although he ran through possible scenarios, he came away with nothing and continued to muse about the woman. 

When Lily’s group moved to center stage, he sat up straighter. It had worried him that Lily had joined the group of older senior high girls, since she’d just turned thirteen and was finishing eighth grade. The drummer was good and the singer had a pleasant voice, but the other two guitarist only strummed a steady beat, while Lily’s playing carried the group. All those guitar lessons and jam sessions that had driven him crazy had paid off. The group was one of the highlights of the show.

When the program was over, the audience filed out to the patio, Several mothers came by and said, “Hello, Mr. Maywood. Lily played very well.”

When they were gone, he turned to the woman. “I’m Matt Maywood.”

“So I gather. I’m Daniella Gammill.” She shook his hand. 

“Ah, of course. DG Marketing Research Company.” He also knew she was Bert Lindquist’s widow. His death and the repercussions had been in the news for months.

Side by side they walked to the patio where both decided to forego the refreshments. Daniella’s niece rushed up with a forlorn expression on her freckled face. “We messed up.”

Daniella hugged the girl. “You kept going and that was important. You can be pleased with yourself.”

“Really.” The girl sighed in obvious relief. “It’s good Mom wasn’t here. She’d kill me for not practicing more.” The girl turned to Matt. “Hi, Mr. Maywood.”

“Glad to see you’re still playing your clarinet, Karen,” he said.

“You know each other?” Daniella asked.

Before he could answer, Lily ran up, her ponytail bobbing, and gave him a high five. “How did we do, Matt?”

He laughed. “You were fabulous. You stole the show. All that practice paid off.”

Lily grinned, showing off a set of braces. She turned to Daniella’s niece. “Karen, you need to ask Matt if you can interview him.”

“I know.” She turned to her aunt. “This is my friend Lily Maywood, and she wants to interview you.”

Perplexed, Daniella asked, “What’s this all about?”

Lily jumped in to explain. “It’s super nice to meet you Miss Gammill. I read all about how you started your own company. We have an English assignment to interview someone important, but it can’t be a relative. So we,” she pointed to Karen, “thought I could interview you, and Karen could interview Matt.”

“I doubt if I’d be a good candidate for you,” Daniella said. “But Karen has a real catch in Mr. Maywood. He’s an entrepreneur, brilliant lawyer, sold his company System Tech for an outrageous amount of money, then started another called SIS.” Her laugh held a delightful soft lilt as her eyes swept over him. “I’m only repeating what the article said.”

He gave her a mock bow. “Okay, smarty.” He noticed she left out the part of the article that said he was a young, rich, eligible bachelor. He turned to Karen. “What you just heard is not entirely true. And I’m not sure I would be a good candidate either.”

“Oh, please Mr. Maywood. Honest. I’d only write the truth.” Karen said.

“That’s what all reporters say,” he muttered. But Karen looked so crestfallen that he hesitated and finally added, “All right. I’ll do it, but only if Miss Gammill allows Lily to interview her.”
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