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        For John, my husband and best friend.

        Thank you for sharing the dream,

        every single step of the way.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For I have no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Lord God; so turn, and live.

      

        

      
        EZEKIEL 18:32

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        September 2002

      

      

      The organization was legit. After three weeks of investigating, that was my final conclusion, the final report I faxed to my boss. Once he reviewed my summary and gave me the green light, I wrote out a check for $300,000, locked it in my briefcase, and headed for downtown Chicago. I had already reserved a flight home for later in the afternoon. Now all that remained was to meet with the team and do what I had come here to do.

      The place was called Transition Resources, and it was run by a friendly mother-and-son duo. I had called for an “emergency” appointment, and they had readily agreed to see me, even though they didn’t know who I was or the real reason I was there. All I had told them was that my name was Callie Webber and that I needed to have a meeting with them both.

      I’m sure they thought I was just another client wanting their agency’s help. My showing up in a taxi, wearing a suit, did seem to throw them a little—probably because most of their clientele usually came by bus, wearing sweatpants or old jeans. Nevertheless, they shook my hand and invited me down the hall of their cramped, well-worn office building and into a room lined with stacks of papers and folding metal chairs.

      “You’ll have to excuse the mess,” the woman said, motioning for me to have a seat. “There’s a leak in the ceiling of the room where we keep the files. We had to move everything in here.”

      “Quite alright.”

      I smoothed a piece of hair into the chignon at my neck. I always wore my long brown hair pulled straight back despite the nagging of my co-worker Harriet, who was forever urging me to visit her stylist. He’ll work a miracle on you! she would say, insisting that my look was too severe and old-fashioned, that the right cut would bring out my blue eyes, my cheekbones. But I liked myself the way I was. The hairstyle that had served me for the last few years would continue to suffice.

      “So how can we help you today?” the young man across from me asked, and I turned my attention to him. There was a sweetness to his face, a gentleness to his expression that reminded me of my brother. “Do you have a parent with a situation that needs our services? Because we do have to consider cases based on financial need…”

      His voice trailed off as I placed my phenomenally expensive ostrich-skin briefcase on my knees and began working the gold-plated combination lock. The case had been a gift from my boss, who was generous to a fault and always spent far too much money on gifts. A thrifty person myself, I had never been comfortable with the briefcase, but I didn’t return it for fear of hurting his feelings, knowing that somehow he would eventually find out.

      “Tell me about your organization,” I said as I clicked the first number into place. “I understand you’re in three states now?”

      “Four, as of last week,” the woman answered. “We set up a little satellite office in Detroit, and already it’s being swamped with applications.”

      She went on to tell me how their company was a nonprofit organization that specialized in assisting elderly clients with making difficult lifestyle transitions. Specifically, they helped older people with limited finances move from independent to assisted living, from their own homes into retirement communities or even nursing homes. This organization helped find housing, do the paperwork, pack possessions, sell extraneous belongings—they even offered psychological counseling to guide their clients through the emotional experience of letting go and saying goodbye. Of course, everything the woman told me I already knew. I knew that and much more.

      It was my job to know.

      “So are you a reporter or something?” The son was still eyeing my briefcase. “’Cause we’ve been trying to get some more exposure. We think we might stir up a few donations if we could get on the local news.”

      I finally got the lock undone. I opened the lid and reached inside the front pocket for the familiar rectangle of paper that was waiting there. “Actually, I’m not a reporter. I’m from the J.O.S.H.U.A. Foundation.”

      It took a moment for that to sink in, but when it did the mother and son looked at each other in surprise.

      “The grant!” the woman said. “I nearly forgot we applied for that. Are you here to get some more information?”

      I shook my head and allowed myself a small smile. “I’m here to present you with this check, from the J.O.S.H.U.A. Foundation to Transition Resources, in the amount of three hundred thousand dollars.”

      I held out the square of paper, and neither of them moved for a moment. Then suddenly they began jumping up and down and hugging each other and screaming and cheering and embracing me. It was one of the more jubilant reactions I had gotten in the last few months, and I allowed myself to relax and go with it, silently saying a word of thanks for good people like these, people who had a gift for taking the resources they’d been blessed with and using them in wonderful ways.

      “We can buy a truck,” the son said. “That’ll cut our moving costs by thirty eight percent!”

      “We can do a lot more than that.” The mother began counting off on her fingers the plans they had itemized in their grant proposal. “Extended counseling, bigger facilities, more caregivers…”

      They listed their plans for the money, lobbing them back and forth like a tennis ball. They asked if they should call the local newspaper to have a photographer and a reporter record this event. I told them no, that our foundation preferred to do things in a more discreet manner.

      “So what was it about our little nonprofit that caught your eye?” the mother asked, settling down into her chair and pausing to catch her breath. “We didn’t think we stood a chance. We just did the paperwork and sent it out on faith.”

      I took a deep breath, wondering how I could ever explain the way our foundation worked. I wasn’t exactly sure myself what the selection process was. I only knew how my part of it worked: I received a sealed packet from my philanthropist boss, a packet full of information about an organization or business to which he would like to make a donation. It was my job to verify the integrity of the organization as thoroughly as possible. Sometimes that meant digging around a little, examining records, talking to people—occasionally even posing as a client or infiltrating the ranks as a volunteer. My eclectic employment history as a private investigator and an attorney had trained me well for this job, and I was very good at what I did. When my research was finished, I was the one who gave the red or green light, and thus far the boss had always relied completely on my recommendation. If I said the place was good, then he would commission me to write and deliver a check for amounts ranging as high as a million dollars.

      The amazing part was that my boss stayed out of the picture, remaining completely anonymous. He kept such a low profile, in fact, that even I didn’t know much about him beyond the basic facts. Tom and I had spoken on the phone hundreds of times, but we had never met face-to-face, nor did we have a need to. I left him to his privacy.

      “It’ll take days before this begins to sink in,” the son was saying now, still staring at the check in wonder and grinning from ear to ear.

      “Whom can we thank for this money?” the mother asked. “I know a little about the J.O.S.H.U.A. Foundation, but is there someone in particular…” She let her voice trail off, looking to me for information.

      I smiled, clicked my briefcase shut, and stood.

      “The best way you can say thank you is to take that money and use it to further your mission as outlined in your grant proposal. The foundation believes strongly in what you’re trying to accomplish, and we just wanted to have a small part in furthering your efforts.”

      It was a speech I had made many times before, but it still never failed to bring a small lump to my throat. There were so many unsung heroes out in the world, people who had decided to dedicate their lives to helping others. The fact that I got to be the bearer of such good news was the very best part of what I did for a living.
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        * * *

      

      I caught the next flight to Washington, DC. I read a magazine most of the way, finally closing it as we crossed over the Shenandoah River. I leaned back and looked out of the window, marveling at the gorgeous streaks of purple and orange that accompanied the sunset.

      I was tired. Actually, I was exhausted. This was the fifth case I’d worked in a row without a break. Now I was ready to take a few days off, putter around the house, and catch up on things that needed doing there.

      The seat in front of mine held a telephone, and when the man sitting next to me headed to the restroom, I took the opportunity to pull out the phone and dial. My boss liked to hear from me as soon as possible after a delivery. He would be expecting my call.

      The connection was surprisingly good. I had dialed Tom’s private line, the one I was supposed to use in case of emergency or at prearranged times. He answered on the second ring, his voice sounding deep and resonant as usual.

      “Callie?” he answered.

      “Yeah, it’s me.” I felt a smile creep into my voice. Though Tom and I had never met in person, we always had a certain rapport over the phone. I had an image of what I thought he looked like, though that image had evolved and shifted over time. All I knew for certain was that he was in his early 30s, like me, and that he had made his fortune in the computer industry. Otherwise, I did not use my investigative skills toward him. It was enough for me that he was my employer, that he valued his privacy above all else, and that he was a good man with a generous heart and very, very deep pockets.

      “Callie, Callie, Callie,” he said now, and I could hear the click of a computer in the background. “You traded in your first-class ticket for coach again.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know how I feel about flying first class. I got a four-hundred-dollar refund.”

      “So keep the money as a bonus and spend it on yourself, then.”

      “No, it’ll be returned to the foundation. As always.”

      He exhaled slowly, but I could tell he wasn’t exasperated, merely baffled. There were things I had no qualms spending money on—such as a good suit or a nice pair of shoes, because they were essential to the image the foundation wanted me to present. But to me, it always seemed silly to fly first class when coach was available. Either one got you where you were going, and wasn’t that the point anyway?

      “So tell me about our friends in Chicago,” Tom said. “Were they pleased with our little contribution?”

      I sat back in my seat and described their reaction, enjoying the vicarious pleasure Tom received from my description, wondering for the hundredth time why he didn’t show up to deliver the money himself.

      “As I was leaving,” I added, “they got a phone call from a nearby hospital. Seems there was a ninety-one year old woman who had been living with her son, but the son died and the hospital didn’t know what to do with the woman.”

      “Sounds like a case for social services.”

      “Social services was trying to locate a nursing home for her. But within five minutes Transition Resources had dispatched a counselor to go to the hospital and stay with the woman while they waited and they sent a volunteer to her house to see about her cat.”

      “Nice.”

      “They’re good people, Tom. You did a wonderful thing.”

      “As did you.”

      My seatmate still hadn’t returned, so Tom and I chatted a little longer—about nothing, really, the way we did sometimes. I always pictured him as a Quasimodo-type, alone in a vast castle, the world at his fingertips, but his life a somberly empty place. Of course, that image was probably way off. For all I knew, he was a dashing jet-setter with a gorgeous woman on each arm and a fancy home on every continent.

      “Well, now that this case is closed, I have a different sort of assignment for you,” Tom said. “This one is a bit of a departure from your regular routine.”

      “Oh?”

      “The place is called Feed the Need. It’s a worldwide hunger relief organization based in Philadelphia. I want you to make a delivery there tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” I said loudly. A woman looked at me from across the aisle, and I lowered my voice. “You don’t want me to check them out first?”

      “The founder is an old friend of mine,” Tom said. “Wendell Smythe. A wonderful man. I have no doubt his operation is everything it claims to be.”

      “Still, it wouldn’t hurt to take a look⁠—”

      “The problem is that their need is fairly pressing. Seems that they want to put a bid in on a building that’s up for auction, and they need a quick five hundred thousand. I see no reason to delay.”

      I exhaled slowly, thinking about my immediate plans. I had been working so hard lately. I did not want to jump right into another case. I had things to do. I was going to get off this plane, make my way home to my little cottage on the Chesapeake, and spend the week winding down. My plans were no more ambitious than catching up on laundry, taking out the canoe every day, and tending to my personal email. I hadn’t been home for more than a few days at a time for the last month. Even my poor dog, who lived with a neighbor whenever I traveled, was starting to feel like a distant memory.

      “Callie,” Tom said, interrupting my thoughts, “I know you miss your little Maltese. But it’s only a one-day assignment, and the packet is already waiting for you at the apartment in the city. Spend the night there, zip up to Philly in the morning, and you’ll be home by tomorrow night. Then you can take a whole week off if you want. Paddle down those little tributaries to your heart’s content.”

      I smiled, wondering how it was that a man I had never met could know me so well.

      “Everything I need is in the city?’’ I thought of the corporate apartment the foundation kept near the Watergate. It was nice, if a little sterile, and I did keep a toothbrush and an extra change of clothes there. I supposed a quick trip to Philadelphia wouldn’t kill me. At least I knew my way around because of an internship I had done there one summer as a law student. Though I hadn’t liked the law firm enough to accept their offer once the internship was over, I had liked the city. It had a certain attitude about it, a traditional yet funky dichotomy I found intriguing. Though I didn’t plan to stick around town a moment longer than necessary, it would be nice to drive through Philadelphia again. “Okay, I’ll do it,” I said with a sigh.

      We concluded our call, and I slipped the phone into its holder. Once I got to the apartment, I would call Lindsey, the teenager who took care of my dog, and tell her she would need to keep her a little bit longer. Then I would go through the packet of information about the agency in Philly and call it a night.

      I leaned back and looked out at the sky, which was a dark purple now, the gray clouds silhouetted against the horizon. I felt at peace, satisfied with a job well done, eager to finish this one minor errand tomorrow so I could begin my little vacation.

      It’s a good thing I didn’t know then how the following events would unfold, that my little trip the next day was going to turn into something altogether different than either Tom or I could have predicted. In my years as a private investigator, I’d seen a few dead bodies, sure.

      But I certainly didn’t expect to run into one on this particular errand.
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      According to the sign, Feed the Need was on the sixth floor. I pressed the button and waited, checking my reflection in the silver elevator door.

      I adjusted the stiff, tweedy fabric of my skirt, thinking that this was not one of my favorite suits but that it would do for this quick errand. I had hopes of getting in and out within an hour, something that probably wasn’t possible. Once I had handed over the donation and the initial excitement had passed, the recipients almost always insisted on giving me a tour of their facilities, introducing me to some of their workers, and taking me out to lunch or dinner. Usually, I didn’t mind. Today, however, I wanted to get out of there and go home. I wondered if they would think me rude if I begged off with a “prior commitment.” Closing my eyes, I could picture that prior commitment—all seven excitable, furry pounds of her, waiting for her long-absent mother to hurry home and give her a Buster Bit, her favorite doggy treat.

      I got off of the elevator on the sixth floor and found myself facing an elaborate silk flower arrangement on an antique table. Subtly lighted on the wall above the flowers was a large brass plaque, directing me to turn left for Smythe Incorporated or right for Feed the Need. I turned right and walked through a glass door into a small but elegant reception area. The petite young woman at the desk was on the phone, but she caught my eye, gesturing to let me know she would be with me in a moment. As I waited, I looked around the small room, sat on a beautifully upholstered couch, and picked up a brochure from the coffee table.

      Smythe Incorporated and Feed the Need the brochure said on the cover. Two businesses, one leader, one heart.

      I was glad to read the brochure, relieved to find even a little bit of information about the place to which I was about to hand over a half a million dollars. I hated this, showing up somewhere knowing nothing about a company. But it was, after all, Tom’s money. If he said Feed the Need was legit, who was I to question that?

      The woman was on the phone long enough for me to read the entire brochure. It was well written and professionally presented, and from it I learned that Tom’s friend, Wendell Smythe, owned a clothing manufacturing business called Smythe Incorporated. Headquartered here in Philadelphia, Smythe’s holdings included one domestic plant and sixteen foreign ones, and their clothes were distributed nationwide under different labels, a few of which I recognized. The brochure went on to talk about the nonprofit part of the business. It was on a visit to one of his clothing plants in Southeast Asia that Wendell Smythe first began to truly understand the problem of world hunger, the brochure said. In turn, that had led him to start a sister company called Feed the Need, whose sole purpose was to supply food, farming equipment, education, health care, and clean water to children in need and their families throughout the world.

      I wasn’t unfamiliar with hunger relief organizations. I had done research on Save the Children and the Christian Children’s Fund in the past. But Feed the Need was much newer and smaller than those organizations, “small” being a relative term of course. While Save the Children brought in more than a billion dollars a year, the annual budget for Feed the Need was around thirty million dollars. Still, according to the brochure, with that money Feed the Need was able to sponsor 75,000 children in twenty-three different countries. Not too shabby at all.

      Sponsorships of needy children provide the funds to change their lives, the brochure proclaimed above a line of black-and-white photographs of engaging, hopeful-looking children with dirty clothes and big sad eyes.

      It was slick, I would give them that. But I questioned the wisdom of operating a nonprofit business in such close proximity—both literally and figuratively—to a for-profit business. Even this brochure, touting both ventures at once, seemed nervy and inappropriate to me. Lines blur, lines that should divide the two types of endeavors like night and day.

      I tucked the brochure into my briefcase and stood as the receptionist hung up the phone.

      “Sorry about that,” the woman said. “May I help you?”

      She looked to be about nineteen or twenty, well dressed but with wispy, too-long bangs that covered half of her eyes—fashionable, perhaps, but irritating nonetheless.

      “Yes.” I handed her a business card. “Callie Webber, here to see Wendell Smythe?”

      “Of course,” she answered, taking the card. “I’ll walk you back.”

      She came around the desk, revealing a slim-cut skirt and stylish, chunky-heeled shoes. She held the door for me as I stepped through into the offices of Feed the Need.

      I looked around as we walked, surprised at the size of the place. It was huge, with a decor that seemed more appropriate for an upscale law firm than a charity. Still, the workers were quite busy, and there were a lot of them—milling around the cubicles, talking on the phones, typing into computers.

      The receptionist explained the layout of the office space to me as we walked through. The clothing business filled one side of the floor and the hunger relief business the other, hence the left-or-right choice in the hall by the elevator.

      “And since Mr. Smythe is the president of both divisions,” she said, reaching for a door on the left, near the end of the giant room, “his office is right here in the middle.”

      She held open the door for me, gave a little wave, and left. I found myself stepping into yet another reception area. Straight across from me was an identical door that was probably the entrance from the for-profit division on the other side.

      The walls were lined with file cabinets, and at the massive oak desk in the center of the room sat a professional-looking woman in her mid-fifties, talking on the phone, a tasteful brass plaque on her desk identifying her as Gwen Harding, Executive Assistant. She was neatly attired in a beige suit, her only adornment a pair of exquisite pearl earrings. She glanced up as I walked in, her manner radiating—above all else—efficiency.

      “Out of the question,” she said into the phone. “His surgery is scheduled for tomorrow morning. Perhaps a dinner session this evening?” She pinched the bridge of her nose, briefly closing her eyes. When she spoke again, her voice was clipped and precise. “But if you can’t meet with him today, it’ll be at least three or four weeks before he’s available again. Hold on, please.”

      She pressed a button on the phone and turned her attention toward me.

      “Can I help you?”

      “I have an appointment with Mr. Smythe. Callie Webber? From the J.O.S.H.U.A. Foundation?”

      “Yes, of course.” She smiled politely and gestured toward the door behind her. “Go right in. He’s expecting you.”

      I knocked lightly on Mr. Smythe’s door and then opened it to reveal a large and sunny office, one wall lined floor to ceiling with windows. The view was a lovely cityscape of Philadelphia, that familiar skyline that I had grown to love during the three months that I had lived and worked in this city. At the center of the room was a huge gray marble desk, and the man behind it stood as I entered.

      “Come in,” he said warmly, extending a hand. “I’m Wendell Smythe. I know without you even telling me that you must be Mrs. Webber. Call me Wendell.”

      “And you call me Callie, please.” I shook his hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Wendell quietly shut the door behind me and gestured toward a comfortable leather chair across the room. He offered me coffee, which I declined.

      “That’s an interesting name. Callie. What’s that short for? Caledonia? Callista?”

      “It’s just Callie. Not short for anything.”

      He returned to his chair, entwined his fingers, and rested his hands on the ample bulk of his stomach. He was a stout man, perhaps fifty pounds overweight, attired in navy slacks, a blue-and-beige-striped tie, and a white shirt with rolled-up sleeves. He had a friendly face and smile. His head was half bald, his skin a reddish-white. I could tell that at one time he must’ve been a handsome man, though the years and the pounds had blurred his features. Absurdly, I realized that he reminded me a bit of Santa Claus. Without much imagination, I could picture him in a red suit with white fur trim, giving away toys and belting out some hearty “Ho ho ho’s.”

      “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you driving all the way up here to Philadelphia today,” he said. “Tom tells me he had to twist your arm a bit to get you to do it.”

      I felt my face flush, but before I could respond, he continued.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass you. Tom and I go way back. I was giving him grief about not delivering the money himself, but he said he was sending his favorite emissary instead. Now that we’ve met, I can see why he talks about you so much.”

      “Oh,” I laughed, “you flatter me.”

      “I’ve been hearing things about the ‘wonderful Callie Webber’ for a few years. I’m glad we finally had a chance to meet. You’re vitally important to our boy. I hope you know that.”

      “‘Our boy’?”

      “Tom, of course. He’s like a son to me, you know. And anyone who is as dedicated to his foundation as you are is A-OK in my book.”

      The man had a certain energy that was infectious, and I decided right away that I liked him. He spoke in no-nonsense terms, cut straight and to the point. I decided to be blunt in return.

      “I believe Tom told you this isn’t our usual procedure for giving out money.” I lifted my briefcase and rested it on my knees. “But it’s his money. I’m sure he knows what he’s doing.”

      “You may rest assured, my dear, that it will be repaid in full with ample interest. I only called Tom because I needed some cash fast. We’re not very liquid around here right now, I’m afraid. I had a feeling Tom could help us out.”

      I hesitated, pulling the check from its slot in my briefcase and holding it in my hand. “Repaid? I was under the impression that this money was a grant.”

      “No, it’s a loan. Most definitely a loan.”

      “In that case,” I said, fingering the check, “I need to make a phone call first.”

      “Is there a problem?”

      “No, no.” I tucked the check away. “We’ve made loans before. But it’s done differently, from a different account. I need to speak to our accounting people to see if I can go ahead and give you this check or if it should be handled another way, like with a wire transfer.”

      “Of course.”

      “And I’ll need to put together our standard loan contract. Shouldn’t take too long, I have my laptop with me. Still, if there’s an empty office I could use somewhere…”

      “Certainly.” Wendell stood. “Come with me.”

      He led me to Gwen’s office, where she was just hanging up the phone.

      “Mrs. Webber needs a desk and a phone and a little privacy,” Wendell said. “Can you help us out?”

      “Of course,” she replied.

      “I’ll be in here when you’re ready,” Wendell said to me. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

      “Certainly.”

      “Oh, and Callie?” He paused in the doorway. “My wife’s coming into the city in about an hour, and she’d love to give you a tour of our facility here and take you to brunch over at Bookbinder’s. A small thank-you for your trouble. This sounds terribly rude, but I’m too swamped with all of this business today to join you.”

      “It’s not necessary for her to take me out,” I said, thinking of the long drive home that awaited me. As much as I liked Wendell, I didn’t relish the idea of a long lunch in a fancy restaurant with his wife.

      “I insist,” he said, and I knew that he meant it. Companies always did this. They always insisted, and they always thought they were doing me a favor.

      “That would be lovely,” I replied finally, thinking it was easier to give in and get it out of the way.

      “Excellent. I know Marion will enjoy getting to know you. Though you have to watch out for her—she’s a bit of a matchmaker where Tom is concerned.” Wendell gave me a smile and a friendly wink and returned to his office, pulling the door shut behind him.

      I felt an odd flush of some emotion I couldn’t identify. A matchmaker for Tom? What did he mean by that? Tom was my boss. Besides, technically, we’d never even met.

      “Would you like to use my phone?” Gwen asked, looking distracted. I noticed she had an appointment book open on the desk in front of her, and it was marked all over with notations.

      “Actually, what I have to do might take a while. Is there an empty office around here with a desk I could use?”

      “Let’s see. There’s nothing very private at Feed the Need. Let’s take a look over here.”

      She led me through the opposite door into the Smythe Incorporated side of the building. It was similar to Feed the Need in size and decor and equally as busy. Gwen led me around, asking two people before finding a vacant room.

      “This is our VP of Production’s office.” She flipped on the light. “According to his assistant, he should be gone for a while.”

      “This is fine.”

      The room was large and sunny with a full but organized desk. Gwen showed me how to use the phone to dial out and then excused herself, pulling the door shut behind her.
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      As I dialed the number of my home office, I glanced at my watch and realized I was probably going to catch Harriet in the middle of her morning goodie break. Our office was located in the embassy section of Washington, DC, two doors down from a French bakery where they made heavenly pastries each morning. Harriet always said the smell of baking bread was so strong, it was like the old cartoons where a puff of smoke would float into the room and take on the form of a human hand, beckoning her towards their store like a temptress. Never one for resisting good food, Harriet usually followed the smell all the way to the bakery, where she would buy something delicious before returning to the office and settling down with her bounty.

      “J.O.S.H.U.A. Foundation,” I heard in the clipped, nasal voice of our receptionist, Margaret. “How may I direct your call?”

      “Hey Margaret, it’s Callie. Is Harriet in?”

      “She’s coming through the door now. Hold on.”

      I waited, picturing Harriet making her way to her desk to take my call, her hands loaded with treats. Though I usually worked either from my home or out on assignment, I tried to make a point of going into the office as often as I could. It was a two-hour commute each way from my home out on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, but showing up there in person on a regular basis kept me involved with the goings-on that a less frequent visitor might miss.

      “Hey, Callie, what’s up?”

      “Hey, Harriet. Now don’t get the phone all sticky.”

      “You hush. It was sticky buns yesterday. Today it’s a cheese danish.”

      “Yum. I bet your arteries are so thrilled.”

      “Hey, I may be a good twenty years older than you are, but my arteries are still healthier than a horse on megavitamins. What can I do for you today?”

      I told her what was going on, and instantly I could hear her voice switch over to business mode. As the financial director of our little foundation, she was the one to make the decision in this matter.

      We chatted for a while, Harriet putting me on hold occasionally to speak with the bank. Eventually, I pulled my laptop out of my briefcase and set it up in a clear area on the desk in front of me. While Harriet worked out the finances, I fiddled around with our standard loan contract, inserting the name of the company and the principals and amending a few clauses. Together, it took us about twenty minutes to work everything out, but in the end Harriet and I were both satisfied that we had managed to set up a simple low-interest loan from the J.O.S.H.U.A. Foundation to Feed the Need.

      After that, I headed down to my car to get my little printer from the trunk. Back upstairs, I returned to the empty office I had been using, connected the cable from computer to printer, and set it to work. As the loan contract printed, I sat in the chair and looked around the office, wondering what exactly a Vice President of Production for an international clothing company did. Posted on a giant bulletin board that lined one wall were sketches of clothes, swatches of fabrics, and a world map covered with marks and scribbles. The stacks on the desk were mostly contracts and faxes. The only personal item in the entire room was a framed 5x7 photo of a man who looked handsome but fake, like the photo that comes with the frame when you buy it.

      Then, like a mirage, the fake man suddenly appeared in real life, swinging open the office door and stepping inside. He was tall and immaculately dressed, with fine blond hair and chiseled features.

      He didn’t see me behind the desk at first, but as he turned, he drew up short, catching his breath.

      “Hi,” I said. “Sorry to startle you. I was borrowing this office for a minute.”

      He seemed out of breath and disheveled, with something like anger or irritation on his face. I didn’t blame him. He didn’t know who I was, and I felt sure he wasn’t happy coming in to find a total stranger at his desk.

      “I’m Callie Webber.” I stood and extended my hand. “From the J.O.S.H.U.A. Foundation.”

      He hesitated, obviously taking in my Ferragamo shoes, my ostrich-skin briefcase, my Donna Karan suit. He, too, was well dressed in an Italian suit and what looked like a Hermes tie.

      “Alan Burnett,” he answered, proffering a smile and shaking my hand. “VP of Production for Smythe. How do you do?”

      “So this is your office,” I said, wondering what kind of man kept a photo of himself on display on his own desk.

      “Yes, I was out running some errands. Bank, post office, things like that.”

      I nodded, explaining that Gwen had offered me the room while he was out, but that as soon as my printer was finished I would be able to get out of his way.

      “No hurry.” He gestured for me to take a seat again behind his desk. He took off his jacket and hung it by the door then came and sat across from me, loosening his tie and unbuttoning his cuffs. He flashed me a sudden grin in a manner that suggested instant intimacy. Somewhat disquieted, I averted my eyes. I’d been a widow for three years, and I was not at all comfortable with the rhythms of casual flirtation.

      “I take it you’re here on business?” He glanced toward the printer. There was something a little too aggressive about the man, and I was glad suddenly that the pages came out from the machine in a face-down position.

      “I’m here meeting with Mr. Smythe,” I said evasively.

      “For Feed the Need business or Smythe Incorporated?”

      I felt strangely reluctant to answer his questions. As an experienced “snoop,” I always hated when someone tried to turn the tables on me. Ignoring his question, I changed the subject.

      “VP of Production, huh?” I said. “I imagine you travel a lot.”

      “A fair amount. But I don’t mind. It’s an exciting job, full of⁠—”

      We were interrupted by a knock. A young woman stepped into the room and looked toward Alan. I recognized her from the Feed the Need office next door.

      “I need a signature on this requisition,” she said, holding out a piece of paper.

      He took it from her, carried it over to the desktop, and signed with a fancy pen that he’d pulled from his pocket with a flourish. Good grief.

      “Oh, and I got the budgets for Haiti and the D.R. that you asked for,” she added as he handed the page back to her. “We can go over them when you’re free.”

      “Good, thanks,” he said and went on to ask her some questions.

      The woman smiled shyly at him as she answered. He was stunningly handsome, I’d give him that. But with his blond hair, bulging biceps, and model-perfect jawline, he wasn’t at all my type. I preferred the quiet, understated good looks of my late husband, Bryan. He was the kind of man you didn’t double-take on the street for, but when you gazed into his eyes and listened to him speak, you knew he was beautiful through and through.

      “Sorry about that,” Alan said after she left. “I’ve been helping out with Feed the Need’s finance department. Their CFO’s on maternity leave.”

      I was surprised, thinking again of the blurry line between these two ventures. It was bad enough that they already shared a building and a brochure. Crossing over to share fiscal responsibilities was pushing it.

      “Nonprofit accounting is quite different from regular accounting, isn’t it?” I asked evenly.

      “Somewhat,” he replied.

      Somewhat? I thought of my own introduction to nonprofits, from a class at law school. “What you have to remember,” my instructor had said, “is that while a for-profit’s goal is to make money, a nonprofit’s goal is to spend money, seeing that when all is said and done there’s none left over except the minimum required to keep it going.” I had found it an odd mindset to get used to, though of course nowadays I worked with nonprofits almost exclusively.

      “So you said you’re from a foundation?” Alan asked.

      I nodded, glancing toward my printer. Glad to see it was nearly done, I stood and let it feed directly into my hand. “Yes, though I’m not much of a number cruncher. I leave that to the experts. I deal more in legalities.”

      “I see. Is there something I could help you with around here?”

      I could tell he was dying to know exactly who I was and what I was doing. Though I doubted the J.O.S.H.U.A. loan needed to be kept secret, you never knew who was privy to what information in any given company. I had learned a long time ago to keep my mouth shut and keep myself out of it.

      “No thanks. I’m all finished here now.” I gathered up my papers, put away my computer, and unplugged my printer. Once I was loaded up and ready to walk out, I thanked the man again for the use of his office.

      “No problem,” he said warmly. “But here, let me help you.”

      Despite my protestations, he took the printer from me and insisted on carrying it to wherever I was going. We went to Wendell’s office, walking side by side, with Alan chatting amiably the whole way. Ignoring his chatter as best I could, I glanced at the clock on the wall, surprised to see that I had been working for nearly an hour. Mrs. Smythe would be here soon, I realized, ready to give me a tour of the office and take me to brunch. Then I could get out into the Pennsylvania sunshine, maybe take one nostalgic stroll around Independence Square, and head for home. Hallelujah.

      When we reached Gwen’s office, she was on the phone. She flashed us a quick smile and waved us through to Wendell’s door. Alan knocked once and opened the door just as I had done earlier. This time, however, the office appeared to be empty.

      “Wendell?” Alan called.

      There was no response except for a muffled “thump” from behind a closed door to the far left. Looking mildly embarrassed, Alan turned to me and spoke in a low voice. “Ah, that’s his private rest room. I believe he’s indisposed for the moment. I’m sure he’ll be right out.”

      “Of course.”

      It seemed as if Alan intended to wait there with me for Wendell to come out. No thank you. I put down my briefcase and computer and reached out for the printer.

      “Well, here.” I took it from him. “Don’t let me hold you up.”

      “Oh, okay,” he replied, having no choice but to go. “But don’t leave without stopping in to say goodbye.” He flashed me another luminous smile, his teeth straight and perfectly white.

      Once he had stepped out the door, I set the printer on the chair and let out a long, slow breath.

      My hope was that Wendell and I could wrap this up in a matter of minutes. All I needed to do was go over the contract, get some signatures, and present the check. As I waited, I glanced around the room, noting the healthy ficus tree in the corner, the obligatory diplomas on the wall. To my right was a lovely portrait painting I had noticed earlier, and I walked over to it to get a better look.

      The painting was exquisite, though somewhat dated. It featured a fresh-faced young woman in her early twenties, a half-smile on her lips and a twinkle in her eyes. She sat in a wicker chair, a fuzzy kitten curled in her lap. Judging from her clothes and hairstyle, the painting, must’ve been from the early nineteen fifties.

      As I was turning away from the painting, I froze. Nearly hidden behind the massive desk was Wendell Smythe, sprawled face down across the floor.

      I ran to him, grabbed his shoulder, and turned him toward me. His eyes were open, his skin the odd pallor of a dead man.

      “Wendell!” I shook his shoulders. When he didn’t respond, I put my fingers on his neck and then his wrist, feeling for a pulse.

      There was none.

      I ran to the door and threw it open, startling Gwen, who was still on the phone.

      “Quick!” I said. “Call 911! It’s an emergency!”

      I dashed back into the office and over to the lifeless man. She followed me into the room and used the phone there, yelling in a frantic voice to the 911 operator, “Hurry! Please hurry!”

      I started CPR, even though I felt sure it was in vain. As I worked—fifteen pumps, two breaths, even and strong—I noticed that the trash can was on its side, its contents scattered on the floor beside him. Among the balled-up papers and pencil shavings were a syringe and some medical-looking implements. Glancing toward the bathroom door, I called out, but there was no reply.

      I looked at Gwen as she hung up the phone. Her hands were visibly trembling, her face as pale as the pearls on her ears.

      “Who else was in here besides him?” I demanded, breathing hard as I pressed rhythmically against Wendell’s chest.

      “No one,” she rasped. “W-why?”

      “Because someone’s in there. Is that a bathroom?”

      “Yes. It has an exit out the other side, though.”

      “Do you know CPR?”

      “Y-yes.”

      “Take over.”

      She was frozen in shock. I grabbed her wrist and pulled her down next to me and that seemed to jolt her into action. She leaned forward over Wendell’s body and slid her hands into place on his chest, taking over my rhythm. I got up and ran to the bathroom door, knocking loudly. There was no reply, but I thought I could hear movement from the other side. I tried the knob, but it was locked.

      “Is someone in there?” I pounded on the door. There was no answer, just the faint sound of another door opening and closing.

      I stepped back and tried kicking the door open, but it wouldn’t budge. I pulled my shoes off and was about to try a harder kick when Gwen called out.

      “Wait!” she said, still pounding in vain on Wendell’s chest. “A pencil…the hole in the doorknob…”

      I pulled a pen from my pocket and poked it into the small hole. I heard a click and twisted the knob.

      “Got it.”

      The door swung open to reveal a small but elegant bathroom. It was empty. Across from me was another door, and I stepped through it to find a long, narrow hallway. I ran down the hallway to a metal door marked Exit—a door that was only now slowly falling to a close. Swinging it open revealed a stairwell, and from below I could hear the brisk patter of feet on the cement steps. I looked down through the center of the stairwell but couldn’t see the person running.

      “Stop!” I called out, my voice echoing in the cement chamber. There was no reply except the hastening of the footsteps on the stairs. Glad I had already kicked off my high heels, I started my descent in stocking feet, hiking my narrow skirt high enough to allow my legs full range of motion.

      I had gone down about three floors when I heard a door somewhere below open and close. Then all was silent after that except for my gasping breath and the pounding of my heart. I continued down three more flights and burst through the door into the busy first-floor lobby.

      There were plenty of people here, moving in all directions, though no one that looked suspicious or out of place. Glancing around, I could find no doorman or security guard. It was a typical downtown office building, generic and vaguely chaotic.

      Still in my stocking feet, I ran out of the front door. I looked up and down the street, hoping to catch sight of someone running away, but again there was no one running, nothing unusual. There was a cab parked in front of the building, the driver leaning lazily against the hood.

      “Excuse me,” I said. “Did you see anyone suspicious or out of breath come out of this building?”

      He looked down at my bare feet. “Why ya wanna know?”

      “It’s an emergency. Did someone come running out of here ahead of me?”

      He shrugged. “Lotsa people been in and out. Nobody running.”

      “Breathing hard, maybe? Sweating?”

      “Not that I noticed. Say, what happened? Somebody steal your shoes or something?”

      I didn’t bother to reply. I returned to the lobby and walked around it, trying to decide which way I would’ve gone if someone had been pursuing me. The only choices were the elevators, the front doors, or the stairwell on the opposite side of the lobby. I opened the door to that other stairwell and listened, but I couldn’t hear any movement overhead.

      I closed the door to the stairs and walked around the lobby one more time, looking for video surveillance cameras, but there were none that I could see. Finally, I gave up. I was stepping into the stairwell as I heard sirens drawing closer in the distance.

      Wearily, I started up the stairs. There was always the chance that what I’d heard was not the person getting out of the stairwell at the first floor, but at the second. When I reached that door, I stepped through and let it fall shut behind me.

      It was a quiet hallway, lined on each side with small offices. I walked slowly, peering into each office as I went. There were a variety of businesses, all of them calm and quiet and seemingly normal. Nothing out of the ordinary on this floor.

      I returned to the stairwell and slowly walked up the remaining five flights to where I had begun.

      When I reached Wendell Smythe’s office, my shoes were right where I had left them, though now the room was filled with people and commotion. I pulled on the shoes as I observed the paramedics working over Wendell’s body, cops milling about the room, curious onlookers crowding in the doorway. There was a buzz of nervous energy—almost panic—and things seemed on the verge of getting out of control when one of the cops took charge and herded the crowd away, closing the door in their faces.

      Gwen hovered in the far corner, sobbing.

      “Oh no! Oh no!” she kept saying, two dark black streaks of mascara running down her wrinkled cheeks. I went to her and put a comforting arm about her shoulders as we watched.

      Wendell was dead, that was for certain. The paramedics had already checked for vital signs—feeling his pulse, pulling back his eyelids, flexing his stiffening fingers. Now, taped to his chest were wires that led to a small machine. As they studied the machine, one of the cops pulled out a notebook and began jotting down some notes.

      “Any idea for time of death?” the note-taker asked.

      “Not too long ago,” one of the paramedics answered, reading from a piece of paper that had printed out from the machine. “Body’s still warm. I’d say he’s been dead ‘bout thirty minutes. An hour at the most.”

      I could’ve told them the same thing, that Wendell Smythe had met his end during the brief period of time I had sat in another man’s office, talked on the phone, typed on my computer, and tinkered with a now-useless loan contract.

      “Anybody call the coroner yet?” the cop asked, scribbling into his notebook.

      “He’s on his way.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, turning my gaze from the man’s body to the lovely view out of his window.

      The man was dead. Incredible.

      A lump lodged in my throat, one I couldn’t seem to swallow away no matter how hard I tried.
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      I felt guilty, but there it was: All I wanted to do was go home. The whole time the police questioned me, I had to work hard not to picture my dog, my house, my little hand-hewn canoe sitting forlornly in my shed, waiting for me to slide it out into the water and climb aboard. How I longed to be out on the water, paddling away the knots in my shoulders, breathing in the peace and quiet, falling into the rhythm that comes over me and soothes my soul.

      Instead, I sat in a spare office of Feed the Need in my itchy wool suit, describing for the fourth time exactly what had transpired from the moment I entered Wendell Smythe’s office until the moment the paramedics arrived. Even as I spoke, I felt overwhelmed with a pervasive sense of sadness and loss. I had spent no more than five or ten minutes with Wendell Smythe in total, but even in that short time I had found him to be a charming and vibrant man. The fact that his life had ended at some point during the one hour we were apart boggled my mind.

      “So not only were you one of the last two people to see Mr. Smythe alive,” the detective said, “you’re also the one that discovered his body an hour later?”

      Detective Keegan was a short man, his aged but boyish-looking face topped by coarse, reddish hair that bristled out over his ears. Though I knew what he was insinuating, I wasn’t worried about being incriminated in any sort of crime here—if, indeed, a crime had even been committed. Wendell’s secretary, Gwen, had seen me leave Wendell’s office while he was still perfectly alive and well. She could attest to the fact that I hadn’t returned for an hour—as could any number of people in the Smythe offices, including Alan Burnett, who had found me working away at his desk.

      As we talked, the detective seemed to figure out that I wasn’t someone of whom to be suspicious, but in fact quite the opposite—-someone who could provide valuable information about the entire situation. Though the medical examiner still hadn’t identified the cause of death, it seemed as if the detective suspected foul play, particularly when I described the sounds from the bathroom and my subsequent pursuit of someone running from the office. All in all, we seemed to agree that something wasn’t quite right about the death of Wendell Smythe.

      Luckily for me, having grown up surrounded by cops, I knew the lingo of an investigation, not to mention the fact that I was a licensed private investigator myself. I made sure to mention my lieutenant father and my detective brother more than once. I didn’t bring up my own experience in investigations or my law degree. You never knew how information like that might go over with cops. I thought it would be best to coast along on my family’s laurels for the time being.

      When Keegan was finished with his questions, he thanked me for my cooperation. “Of course, I’m sure we’ll be speaking with you again,” he added as he swung the door open. “So you’ll understand why we have to ask you to remain in the area, at least for the next few days.”

      I had known it would be coming, but that still didn’t make it any easier to hear.

      “I live near DC,” I said, feeling guilty and selfish even as I pleaded with him to let me leave. “Surely I can go on home and return later if necessary.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am,” Keegan replied. “For the time being, I’m afraid I must insist that you remain nearby.”

      “But I don’t have any clothes, I don’t have anywhere to stay, I don’t⁠—”

      “Excuse me, Detective.” A woman interrupted, suddenly standing before us. “Mrs. Webber will stay with me. There’s plenty of room.”

      I looked at her, wondering why she seemed familiar. She was petite and attractive in a well-preserved sort of way, with expensive hair and clothes, a meticulous manicure, and a rock the size of Gibraltar on the ring finger of her left hand.

      “I’m Mrs. Wendell Smythe,” she said to me, holding out her hand. “Marion.”

      Of course. The portrait on the wall in Wendell’s office. She had been striking in her twenties and was now an elegant beauty in what I guessed to be her late sixties.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Smythe.” I shook her hand.

      “Call me Marion, please.”

      “Marion. But I couldn’t possibly impose. I’ll get a hotel room⁠—”

      “Nonsense,” she interrupted. “My house is huge, with tons of empty bedrooms. Sticking you in a hotel after what you’ve been through today would be unspeakable. I won’t take no for an answer. And Wendell wouldn’t have had it any other way.”

      I had a feeling she was right about that. I studied the woman in front of me, wondering how she could be so strong. Then I noticed the shaking of her fingers and the pale face beneath her carefully applied makeup. Something told me to accept her gracious offer, that the kindest thing I could do under the circumstances was to become a temporary guest in her home.

      I thought about that later as we drove through the city. She had a large beautiful Cadillac with a driver, and I followed behind in my Saturn, wondering if I could be of particular comfort to her because I was a widow, too. Though it wasn’t a condition I would wish on anyone, I did have to admit that it gave me a certain empathy. Bryan had been dead for three years, and I still found myself sometimes awakening in the middle of the night and gasping with pain when I became fully conscious and realized he wasn’t there next to me—and wouldn’t ever be again.

      Now I tagged along as Marion’s Caddy sped westward out of the city under a gray cloudy sky. We drove for about half an hour before turning onto local roads that wound through suburbs dense with new housing developments. Once we reached a more rural area, the terrain grew lovelier, with rolling hills and thick trees bursting with the colors of autumn. We began passing what could only be called “estates”—gorgeous properties with beautiful houses and acres of fence-lined pastures. Eventually, we slowed and turned into a long, winding driveway that led to one of the most beautiful estates of all.

      I followed the Cadillac as it drove beyond the house and came to a stop in a large parking area out back. From what I could see as I climbed from my car, besides the huge main house there were several other smaller buildings, a pool, a greenhouse, a barn, and some pastures. The place was gorgeous, though it was also a bit much considering the fact that half of their business was supposedly the nonprofit kind.

      I reached the others as the driver of Marion’s car was helping her up the steps to the door. He was a huge man, tall and quite heavy, though I couldn’t tell if his bulk was mostly fat or muscle. He had dark eyes and hair, with a neatly trimmed beard and a slightly stooped posture. Once inside, Marion dismissed him with a thanks and took my arm, leaning on me for support as she guided me through elegantly decorated rooms furnished with what looked like priceless antiques.

      I learned a long time ago not to be impressed with money—how much a person made, how much a person owned. It seemed to me that the Bible had a lot to say about the material things of this world, and I really did believe that the only valuable treasures were the ones we stored up in heaven. On the other hand, I wasn’t immune to the aesthetic pleasures that money and good taste could provide, and I looked around appreciatively at the gracious decor as we walked.

      Marion continued to lean on me as we passed a handsome study and moved through a formal dining room to a small drawing room off to the side. As she settled onto the couch there, she explained that just as her husband, Wendell, had had his study across the way, this was her little “getaway” room, her personal sanctuary. Though it wasn’t exactly my style, I found the delicate laces and the pale blue-and-yellow floral patterns oddly soothing. After I made sure she was comfortable on the couch, I allowed myself to sink down into an especially cushy armchair to her side.

      “I have to say how sorry I am that you’ve been caught up in all of this.” She placed her hand on mine. “I feel terrible, especially now that they won’t let you go home.”

      “Please don’t apologize. It’s one of those awful things that can’t be anticipated. Right now the last thing you need to be worrying about is me. I’m more concerned for you.”

      She was silent a long moment as tears slowly filled her eyes. She was reaching into her purse for a handkerchief as a young maid came bursting through the doorway.

      “Mrs. Smythe, I’m so sorry! I just heard the news in the car, on the radio.”

      “Angelina.” Marion’s eyes filled with fresh tears. “Can you believe it?”

      The young maid came into the room, seemingly oblivious to my presence. She was very distraught, and she went to the couch and wrapped her arms around Marion. She was attractive, early twenties, and wore a black, slightly-too-large maid’s uniform with a white apron, her straight dark hair twisted into a tight braid on the top of her head.

      “Such a good man,” the young woman cried. “Such a good, good man.” She spoke with an accent that I had a feeling was Italian.

      “I know, Angelina, I know.”

      Marion sobbed as the two women held each other, rocking slowly. Though I was surprised to see a woman of Marion’s generation interacting so intimately with a member of the household staff, I was glad. I thought it was telling of the kind of person Marion Smythe must be.

      I was also glad she had someone with whom she could share her grief. I still remembered that horrible feeling after Bryan died, that there was no one left to hug me, to cradle me. His funeral was filled with polite cheek kisses and somber handshakes when the whole time what I really needed was a pair of capable arms around me, holding me as tightly as possible, whispering that it was okay to let myself go.

      The young maid did this for Marion, rubbing her back as she cried. Unsettled by the depth of their grief, I closed my eyes and did the only thing I could think of to do. I prayed for them, prayed that they would find understanding and be filled with peace. After a while, the room grew more quiet, their sobs fading to shaky sighs.

      “Wendell was a man of faith,” Marion said to me, wiping at her eyes and trying to pull herself together. “That’s my only consolation, that I know right now he’s with God, in heaven.”

      Finally, the young woman excused herself. She returned a few minutes later with some hot tea and the news that the chef was whipping up some soup. Marion and I drank the tea, rehashing the events of the day. She bemoaned the fact that had she arrived an hour earlier to her husband’s office, she would’ve been able to see him while he was still alive. I felt badly about that, knowing she had set her timing to coincide with mine so she could take me to brunch once my work with her husband was finished. Now, instead of coffee and crabcakes at Bookbinder’s Restaurant, she and I were sharing tea and tears in her drawing room, and Wendell was dead.

      “I only spoke with your husband for a few minutes,” I said, “but he seemed like such a nice man, such a pleasure to be around.”

      “Oh, he was. Warm. Funny. Genuine. And so smart, so capable. Now all I have for my last memory of him is the quick kiss he gave me this morning as he left for work. Typical morning rush, you know. ‘I’ll see you at the office,’ he told me. Those were his final words to me.”

      We sipped tea silently after that, and as she sat on her lovely sofa and stared off in the distance, I started to feel restless, wondering what I was going to do about clothes and toiletries. Then, as if reading my mind, Marion put on a brave smile and said it was time for Angelina to show me to my room, insisting that I borrow some of her daughter’s clothes until I could pick up a few things of my own.

      “It’s our fault you’re here, Callie,” she said against my protestations. “Please let us make you feel at home.”

      I thanked her and followed Angelina through the dining room to the foyer and up the main staircase. As we climbed the stairs, I asked the young maid how many people lived here.

      “Well.” She counted off on her fingers Mr. and Mrs. Smythe, their daughter, Judith, their son, Derek, his wife, Sidra, and their son, Carlos. “Oh, and my brother Nick and me,” she added. “That’s eight.” She faltered a bit and continued sadly, “Until today, of course. Seven, now that Mr. Smythe is gone.”

      We reached the second floor, and she led me past a cozy alcove and down to a room at the end of the hall, a lovely bedroom/bathroom combination decorated in muted peaches and greens.

      “I’ll be back in a minute with some clothes for you,” she said after opening the curtains to reveal a nice view of the expansive grounds. “If you need anything else, let me know.”

      Once Angelina was gone, I sat on the edge of the bed and pulled out my cell phone. While dialing Tom’s private line, I wondered if he had already heard the news about his friend Wendell or if I would have to be the one to break it to him.

      He answered on the first ring.

      “Looks like he was probably murdered,” Tom said, his voice tight. “I just got off the phone with a friend in the Philadelphia police department. Wendell’s death has been tentatively classified as a homicide. I don’t have all the details of how he died, but it looks like someone gave him an overdose of insulin. Wendell had diabetes, you know. He died from insulin shock.”

      I sat on the bed, my head reeling. Here I was in the middle of things, and yet somehow Tom had more information about the situation than I did. Typical for the man who always seemed to know everything about everyone.

      “Couldn’t it have been an accident?”

      “Not likely,” said Tom. “The full coroner’s report should be released in the morning, but the police seem fairly certain that it was a premeditated act. Between the injection site, the condition of the body, and the fact that you chased someone from the scene, the cops are fairly certain that someone gave him a lethal dose of insulin.”

      “I thought diabetics usually gave themselves their own shots.”

      “Not Wendell,” said Tom. “He had a needle phobia. Had other people do it for him whenever he could. This particular injection was in a spot he couldn’t have reached, so it had to have been done by someone else. They’re thinking that whoever did this came into his office through the bathroom entrance—the same way you chased them out.”

      “Do the police have any suspects?”

      “Right now, they’re not ruling anybody out. Coworkers, business associates. Family, which is of course ridiculous. But it’s a big list.”

      “Incredible.”

      “It seems that the coroner found the injection sight clean and straight, with no sign of a struggle. In other words, Wendell willingly let whoever did this give him the injection. I think that’s telling.”

      “I think so, too.”

      Because Tom wanted to hear my version of all that had happened, I went through the entire story once again, pausing only when Angelina came into the room with an armload of clothing. She put it on top of the dresser and left, closing the door softly behind her.

      “That’s about it,” I said when I finished my tale. “Now I’m stuck here until the police decide I can leave town.”

      “What did you do with the J.O.S.H.U.A. money?”

      “Still have it. The check is in my briefcase.”

      Tom told me to hang onto it for the time being, to wait and see whether they planned to proceed with the purchase of the building before we handed over the money for the loan.

      “Sure.”

      “I can’t imagine what could possibly have happened to lead to Wendell being murdered,” he said somberly. “If you had known him, Callie, you’d understand my shock. He was my mentor, my hero. I’d have bet the farm he didn’t have a single enemy in the whole world.”

      “All it takes is one,” I replied softly, picturing the man’s lifeless form lying on the floor in front of me.

      “You know, of course,” Tom continued, his voice suddenly resolute and business-like, “we’ll have to run our own concurrent investigation. I’m sure the Philadelphia police department is competent, but I want to take things a step further. No expense spared here, Callie. Wendell Smythe was my friend. If he was indeed murdered, I want you to find out who killed him and why.”

      I’d had a feeling this would be coming. My head throbbed as the image of my little canoe, my beautiful tributaries, receded further still from my mind.

      “I don’t have any contacts here,” I said halfheartedly. “The Philadelphia police aren’t exactly going to open their files to me. They’ll only think I’m in their way.”
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