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When a walk-in client tells Private Investigator Lexi Graves she needs help solving her own murder, Lexi isn’t sure whether to laugh... or worry. Aside from a string of unsettling incidents, the woman claims no real enemies. No threats. No reason to fear for her life.

Days later, she’s dead.

Determined to learn whether it was a tragic accident or a cold-blooded homicide, Lexi goes undercover at a prestigious equestrian farm. There, behind polished boots and championship ribbons, she finds rivalries as fierce as any competition and loyalties that shift in the shadows. To uncover the truth, Lexi will have to keep her balance, in and out of the saddle, because someone is hiding a deadly secret. 

And this time, Lexi will need the help from her whole cavalry to catch the culprit.

Saddle up. It’s going to be a wild ride.
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“I need you to solve my murder.”

Across the table, Jessica Casey tugged at her fingers before locking them together and wringing her hands. She took a deep breath and looked at me through thick lashes, her jaw stiff. Her brown hair was swept back into a ponytail and she wore jeans and a T-shirt with Ashgrove Farms in large letters over the outline of a galloping horse. She’d placed a pink phone with the initials, JC on the case cover, face down on the table, and her purse on the floor. I estimated her to be a few years older than me. Despite her tan, she looked deeply unhappy.

I blinked. “Excuse me? Did you just say...”

“You heard me correctly,” she said after another deep breath. “I believe I’m going to be murdered and I need you to make sure my killer doesn’t get away with it.”

“Okay,” I said, because I couldn’t think of anything else to say. Usually, I only investigated heinous events after the fact. That’s my job. I’m Lexi Graves, private investigator. Being a PI wasn’t what I grew up wanting to be. Unlike my career-orientated siblings, I’d had no idea or direction as to what I was meant to do before falling headfirst into the PI life and finally finding my calling. 

I’d also fallen headfirst into danger and dumpsters. Was that unavoidable? It was hard to say.

The situation in front of me now was unusual and despite a myriad of successfully closed cases under my belt, I wasn’t sure how to respond. I wasn’t sure whether to worry... or laugh. Solving Jessica’s own murder while she was alive seemed absurd.

After a long pause, the silence hanging between us, Jessica sighed. Her shoulders slumped as she said, “You think I’m crazy.”

“No, I don’t think you’re crazy.” I wasn’t trying to placate her. It was the truth. Of course, the woman could be suffering from terrible delusions but she wasn’t exhibiting any strange behavior, only a strange conviction that someone wanted to kill her.

“Lying then.” Her whole demeanor said defeated and she glanced away, taking in the pale walls of the small interview room the agency’s investigators used to meet with clients away from the hustle of our shared office suite.

I shook my head. “I don’t think you’re lying either.”

I just didn’t know what to make of her claim. Starting at the beginning seemed the best idea. “I’d like to know more,” I told her, triggering a tiny spark of hope as I opened my notepad. “Why do you think someone is going to murder you? Do you need protection from someone? We can provide a risk assessment and a close protection team if necessary.”

“Like a bodyguard?”

“Yes.”

She pulled at the hem of her T-shirt. “I don’t see how it would help.”

“A risk assessment would tell us what threat you’re facing, and then, from our experience, we’ll know how to go about protecting you.”

“I don’t know.”

“I can provide some more information for you to consider,” I said, reaching for a pamphlet from the shelves behind me. The agency had them printed a couple of weeks ago so there was a glossy stack to peel one from to give to clients. As I handed it over, I asked, “Who do you think wants to kill you?”

“I don’t know that either.”

“So it’s not someone you know?” I waited, my pen poised above the fresh sheet of notepaper on which I had yet to write a thing. An identity would be ideal as my first case note but I assumed if Jessica knew that information, it would have been the first thing she told me.

“It could be. I don’t know.” She toyed with the pamphlet, but didn’t open it or pretend to read it. “My home and business are on the same site so we get a lot of strangers on the property, plus, there’re the employees who live and work there.”

“What is your business?”

“Ashgrove Farms.” Jessica pointed to the logo on her T-shirt. “We used to be a riding school, and we still give a small number of lessons but now we focus on equestrian services such as boarding, training, and rehabbing of racehorses and other competition horses. We’re considering developing our own stud facility too. My passion is eventing. I train horses and compete with my own. I dream of training an Olympic-level horse.”

The farm sounded familiar but I couldn’t think why. “That’s amazing.”

“Horses are my life,” she added with a smile. It was the first time I’d seen her look happy.

“Let’s go back to the threat.” I paused. What did one call an unidentified potential assailant? Perpetrator was reserved for after. The opposite of perpetrator was innocent party... but were they? “Is there anyone you suspect of wishing you harm?”

The edges of Jessica’s mouth tweaked and she gulped, then shook her head. “Emotions can run high in my world although I can’t think of anyone who actually wants to harm me but I suppose no one is going to walk up to me, or sit down with me for a coffee, and announce they intend to kill me?”

“It’s unlikely,” I agreed. “Have you received any anonymous threats? Demands, perhaps, or any unpleasant gifts?”

“No, nothing like that. I almost wish I had because then I would have something to show someone and the police wouldn’t have laughed me out of the station.”

“You went to the police already?”

“A few days ago. It seemed like the sensible thing to do.” She pulled a face. “It’s what I would have advised someone else in my position to do, but I got as far as the front desk and the sergeant said if I don’t have any proof, then what were they supposed to do? Detectives don’t work with feelings.”

“They do. They just call them hunches.”

“Maybe so but he wasn’t interested in mine. He said until I could produce some kind of proof of wrongdoing, there was nothing he, or anyone else, could do.”

“So what has happened to make you think...”

“Someone wants to murder me,” she cut in, finishing my sentence. She blew out a breath and raised her gaze to the ceiling, thinking. “Let’s see. There was citrus in my cereal. I don’t eat citrus. I’m allergic to it. There’s no way I’d buy any citrus, never mind put it in my cereal.”

I made a note. “Could it be a manufacturer error?”

“Maybe. I thought at the time I must have picked up the wrong box and because I dumped it into a clear container, I didn’t even have the original box to refer to. I spotted the citrus chunks on my spoon and threw it all out before I took a bite and then I washed the container.”

“It sounds like there’re more things?”

“I got a nasty letter,” she said, reaching for a slip of paper in her bag. She handed it to me and I unfolded it, finding a short, typed letter. “I showed this to the sergeant. He didn’t seem to think it was an actual threat.”

I read it and placed it on the table. “What do you think ‘BACK OFF’ is referring to?”

Jessica shrugged. “I don’t know! I figured it was some dumb prank and tossed it in a drawer and forgot about it. I thought it was a joke until I started thinking about other things that had happened. Earlier this year, the path leading from my back porch was thick ice. It was like someone had thrown water over it and turned the path into a skating rink. I slipped and hurt my back.”

“That...”

“Could have been a weird weather thing, I know. I thought that too, and resolved to make sure I salted the path, but when I was riding my horse, Maroon, at a show last month, the girth had been loosened. Thankfully, I realized it just as we were gaining speed. I felt the saddle slip and pulled up.”

“What’s a girth?”

“The strap that runs under the horse’s belly and holds the saddle on. If the saddle slipped out of place while we were going over a jump, I could have been paralyzed or killed.”

“And you’re sure...”

“Yes, I’m sure I fastened it correctly!” Her nostrils flared with annoyance but she took a deep breath and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as she composed herself. “I’ve been riding since I was three. I’ve won dozens of prizes with Maroon. I know how to fasten a saddle! I did it myself too and I don’t think I was away from my horse at all after I fastened it. My sister, Yvette, held her when I went to the bathroom but that’s it.”

“Okay.” I tapped my pen lightly against my thigh, thinking about the curious incidents.

“A couple of weeks later, I borrowed my sister’s back protector. It had been tampered with.”

“That’s something you wear when riding?”

“Yes, it’s a padded vest we put on over our clothing when riding. Eventers like me wear them because the speed and height can pose a high risk. This style attaches to the saddle. If I’m thrown from the horse for any reason, the cord is pulled and the extra protection activated. It blows up to protect my spine and torso. It’s not just head injuries that kill. Neck injuries can too, or the rider can be permanently paralyzed.”

“How was it tampered with?”

“The canister was empty. There was no way it could activate.”

“Why did you borrow your sister’s?”

“I couldn’t find mine.”

“How...”

“And the final thing was my car,” Jessica cut in before I could question her further. “I was driving home late at night last weekend and my brakes didn’t work. I was pumping and pumping them and nothing happened. I managed to slow the car down enough to run it into the fence at the edge of my property. I was halfway into the field before the car stopped. When I had the mechanic pick up the car and check it out, he said it looked like a rat had chewed through the cable and the fluid had leaked out.”

“Do you have rats on the property?”

“I can’t say no for sure because I live on a farm, but we do proper pest maintenance and not once has a rat ever chewed anything in anyone’s car there. It’s absurd to think one would now — and only mine!”

“But not out of the realm of possibility?” I added the last incident to my list.

“No,” Jessica conceded with a sigh as she slumped in her seat, back to defeated. She rubbed her forehead with her palm. “No, I guess not. Sorry, I have a headache developing. You don’t believe me, do you? All these things can be explained by something else. Prank, accident, incompetence. Rats.”

“I believe a series of worrying incidents have happened to you,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “I can see why you’re concerned.”

“I know you’re trying to make me feel like you’re not saying I’m crazy.”

“Has anyone said you are?”

“My aunt suggested I might need to see a therapist. My sister thinks it’s weird but not weird weird.”

“Oh.”

“They think I’m tense because the property had some financial difficulties but we’re out of the woods now. Joel, my husband, doesn’t think I’m crazy. He just thinks I’m unlucky.”

“Does he have anything else to say?”

“He’s been very supportive actually. He’s double-checking the horses I ride and he said we should get rid of my car and buy a new one just to be certain. I know he got onto our stable team to be extra careful with pest control and to double-check all our safety equipment even though we do that regularly anyway.”

“That’s good,” I said.

“I don’t know what else I can tell you.”

“Can you tell me if you can think of any reason why anyone would want to kill you?”

Jessica shook her head. “I’ve been trying to think for days but honestly, I’m a pretty uncontroversial person. I don’t run around making enemies. I’m polite to people. I congratulate my competitors. I pass on my business rivals contacts if I see something that might work for them. I treat my employees well. I look after my horses. I don’t screw around, either in business or my marriage. I don’t know why anyone would want to hurt me!”

“Who stands to gain from your death?”

“Joel. We have mirror life insurance policies and we’re each other’s inheritors. Our paperwork is set up so one of us will own everything if, or when, the other dies. He’s never been violent or even talked about a life without me, but do you really ever know another person? Do you really ever know what’s going on inside their head?” She fixed me with a sad look.

“Who else is in your life? Relatives? Friends? Employees?”

“Yvette lives and works on the farm. She has our guest cottage, next to the main house where we live. My parents have passed and the aunt I mentioned is out of town. I have a few close friends but none of them would benefit from my death. I’m so busy with the farm, I’m not even sure they benefit in life!” Jessica added with an amused huff. “I suppose there are competitors who would like me out of the way but enough to kill me? I’m not sure about that.”

“How about business rivals?”

“I did have to turn down a couple of people last year who wanted me to train their horses. Their ethos didn’t fit with mine. They wanted too much, too quickly. They’re both out of state and I know they found other trainers. I’m sorry,” Jessica said, closing her eyes and breathing in and out through her nose. She opened her eyes after a couple of seconds and shook her head. “I can’t think of any reason to kill me, I swear I haven’t pissed anyway off, but I’m sure someone is trying.”

“And your fellow competitors?”

Jessica shook her head. “We all want the top spots, and the podiums, and the prize money, and all that comes with that, but no, I don’t think any of them would try and kill me. Plus, they’re spread all over. These incidents,” she said, pointing to my list, “happened mostly at home.”

“At the moment, there isn’t much to go on.”

“That’s a polite way of telling me I’m cuckoo, isn’t it?” She gave a little eye roll.

“No...”

“But you think I’ve put a few things together and come up with a crazy idea.”

“No, no, not at all,” I hurried to reassure her. “I think you’re genuinely worried and I think some puzzling things have happened to you. It’s understandable you want help but you should know that I might not find anything. Are you prepared for that?”

“Because you think it’s all in my head and you don’t want to take advantage?”

“No, because sometimes, things...”

“I’m wasting your time,” said Jessica, grabbing her purse, then her pink phone as she sprang to her feet. “Or is it money? I can pay you.”

“I’m sure...”

“Here,” she said, jabbing her forefinger on the phone’s touchscreen. “I’m going to send a payment to your firm right now. That should cover your time to come out to the farm and take a look around. There! Sent.”

“I haven’t agreed to take your case yet.”

“It’s just a preliminary payment. I can pay more!”

“It’s not about the money...”

Jessica rubbed her temples, wincing. “It’s about you not believing me? Just like the police and everyone else! Someone hates me and I don’t know why. Whoever’s doing this has to be planning something else and I can’t just sit around and wait for them kill me. I need someone to make them stop!” A sob ripped from her and she clasped her hand to her mouth. Then she turned and wrenched open the door, hurrying away along the corridor.

I scraped back my chair and darted after Jessica but she was already halfway down the stairs and by the time I reached the lobby, she was climbing into the driver’s seat of a black SUV at the curb. She peeled out before I could wave to her to stop, leaving me stood on the sidewalk.

“What’s that all about?” asked Jim, the doorman, looking at me from behind his concierge desk as the front door closed behind me and I walked across the lobby to the stairs I’d just descended. “That lady tore out of here like the building was on fire.” He leaned across the desk and peered beyond me. “It’s not on fire, is it?”

“No,” I said, “but she feels like her world is.”

“Glad you’re on the case,” said Jim as he cracked his knuckles. “Sure she’ll feel better about that.”

“I wish.”

“Which one?” he asked. “You wish you’re on the case, or that she’ll feel better?”

I wished I knew the answer.
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By five PM, I was itching to abandon the paperwork for a case I’d just completed. I’d tried to call Jessica Casey earlier in the afternoon but got her voicemail and left a brief message. Although I was unsure about her case, I was willing to look into it. One or two accidents could be an anomaly but six were suspicious. If nothing else, I could give her peace of mind.

By 5:25 PM, I was sitting in the doctor’s waiting room, my gaze roaming across the stylized photos of happy families with beautiful close-ups of baby fingers curled around adult hands. Across from me sat a heavily pregnant woman, her husband staring intently at his phone. Next to them were two women, one with a burgeoning bump, the other stroking it tenderly.

When Solomon walked through the door and paused, clad in black jeans and a V-neck, black T-shirt that revealed pumped biceps, searching for me, one of them gave an audible gasp.

It was understandable. My husband was smokin’.

I waved, smiled, and he walked over.

“Am I late?” he asked.

“Early. We’re due in at...” I lifted my wrist to check my watch, anticipating we still had a few minutes to wait.

“Mr. and Mrs. Solomon,” called the receptionist. As we stood, she added, “You can go in. First door on the right.”

“Thanks,” I said as we moved past the pregnant ladies.

“Hi, there,” said Dr. Markham as we entered. She stood to greet us, her tumble of brown curls falling forward around her shoulders. We shook hands and she pushed her hair behind her ears, then smoothed her white coat as she sat. “I won’t beat about the bush. We have your results back and I’m pleased to say everything looks fine.”

“Then why aren’t we pregnant?” asked Solomon.

“How long has it been?” Dr. Markham asked as she glanced at her computer screen. She shook her head and smiled brightly. “We’re still under a year of trying. Not even close to a year, really. We consider that a normal time frame when trying to conceive.”

“I thought we’d get pregnant quickly,” I said. “It doesn’t seem like a difficult thing to do, and we’re doing plenty of it, but it’s not happening.”

“Like I said, we’re a way off that year mark, which is perfectly natural. Even then, I wouldn’t be worried. With the tests I ran as a precaution, I’m happy to suggest you carry on as usual.” She paused, then leaned in and added. “That means continue trying to get pregnant the regular way.”

“As opposed to...” Solomon began to ask.

Dr. Markham grinned. “You wouldn’t believe some of the things I’ve heard. I’m satisfied you’re both doing what you’re supposed to be doing, that you don’t need a special talk with diagrams to aid your understanding, and there’s no impediment to either one of you to stop Mrs. Solomon from getting pregnant.”

“So... we just...” Solomon glanced at me.

“Keep at it,” said Dr. Markham.

“And the tests?” I asked.

Dr. Markham laced her fingers together and rested her forearms on her desk as she leaned in, smiling. “Everything is in working order with you both,” she said. “Of course, there are more invasive tests but I don’t recommend them until significantly further down the line. They really aren’t necessary at this stage. I hope the news takes a weight off your mind. Sometimes, stress doesn’t help when trying to get pregnant. If you ask me what I recommend, apart from the obvious, it’s go and do something nice for yourselves. Reduce stress. Go on dates, take a weekend away or a vacation. Don’t worry about things that will naturally take their course.”

“We can go on a date,” said Solomon, glancing at me.

“And we could take a few days off,” I added.

Dr. Markham’s smile broadened. “That’s what I like to hear. Can I help you with anything else?”

“No, thanks. I think we’re relieved to know everything is fine,” I said and Solomon nodded.

“I’ll make a note for the office to contact you in six months,” said Dr. Markham. “But if you’re successful before then, please do let me know. I love good news!”

We agreed we would and by the time we’d pushed through the revolving glass door onto the sidewalk, I felt lighter.

“I thought she’d say something catastrophic was wrong with me,” I said, relief bubbling through me.

Solomon slipped his hand over mine, his fingers warm and comforting. “Why would you think that?”

“Because my mom had five children easily. My sister had no trouble either but...”

“You’re thinking about Lily?”

“Yeah. She lost her first pregnancy, then she got Poppy. She got pregnant easily and then lost it just as easily.”

“You’re not Lily.”

“I know.”

“You’re not even biologically related.”

My jaw dropped. “How dare you!”

“Best friends and sisters-in-law still aren’t bio... oh, never mind. I know I’ll lose this argument even though I’m right.”

I chuckled, and continued, “Serena had no problem having Victoria.”

“She had to divorce her husband afterwards though.”

“True, but she aced pregnancy and she aced divorce. She’s such an overachiever. I’m the underachiever. It took me years to find a career and I’m not pregnant either.”

“Do you want to lord not divorcing me over her?”

“I would but she married Tony Delgado so she’d just laugh in my face. She’s acing that marriage.”

“Is he a better husband than me?” Solomon glanced at me, but I could tell from the sparkle in his eyes that he wasn’t asking seriously.

“I don’t know. I’ve never been married to him. You can probably answer that better than I can. He’s practically your work husband.” Solomon and Delgado had been best friends and colleagues, for years. Solomon might be the boss at work, but on our own time, they were now brothers-in-law, thanks to my sister and me. Mostly me. I set Delgado up with Serena. Accidentally, but that was beside the point. When I sent him to overhaul her home security, I didn’t expect her to marry him.

“In all the time I’ve known him, he’s never tried to be my husband,” said Solomon.

“That’s a relief. I was wondering if a skeleton were about to come out of the closet.”

“The way your mind works is a beautiful mystery.”

“I only heard you call me beautiful.” I beamed.

“You are, and just so we’re clear, I’m your life and work husband.”

“Want to go on a hot date right now?” I asked, wondering what two Solomons would be like. Exhausting probably, but I was not a quitter.

Solomon’s phone trilled and he reached for it. “Hold that thought,” he said, sliding his fingers from mine to wrap his arm around me and pull me in. While my face was smooshed against his chest, I listened in to his half of the call. “Gotta go,” he said after disconnecting. “Fletcher and Flaherty ran into a problem and I’m going to provide some muscle.”

“Sounds dangerous.” Fletcher and Flaherty were a formidable force, and two of my favorite colleagues.

“No, it’s literal muscle. Their perp caught wind of the tail and has barricaded himself inside his ex’s place. We’re going to encourage him to leave.”

“How are you going to encourage him?”

“Best you don’t know,” said Solomon, kissing the top of my head. “Plan a date for tomorrow night and we’ll do whatever you want. How does that sound?”

“Partly emotional labor, and partly like you don’t know what you’re letting yourself in for.”

“Dinner, drinks, movies, moonlit stroll... Or we could go to a spa day at that hotel you like.”

“Last time we did that, a lady fainted in the hot tub from looking at your chest.”

“She got too hot.”

“You bet she did.”

“I hate to dump the planning on you but I have to go. I’m parked right here,” he added, pointing to the end of the block. “Are you parked nearby?”

“A block away. I’m good. You go!”

After Solomon drove away, I headed to my car. It would have been easy to go home, raid the fridge, and turn on the television, but since I still wasn’t pregnant, I figured it was best to enjoy my unencumbered post-work relaxation by dropping into Lily’s Bar.

Happy hour was in full swing by the time I arrived and Lily and Ruby were both busy serving at the bar. I hopped onto a bar stool, between a pair of laughing women on one side and a guy in a suit on the other. He looked up as I sat and smiled. “Hey, there,” he said.

“Hi.” I reached for the bar specials menu to peruse while I waited as Lily gave me a quick wave before returning to filling the extensive order a woman in a blue pantsuit was reeling off.

“What brings a beautiful lady like you out this evening?” he added, toying with his empty glass.

I preened and fixed him with my best smile. “I’m trying to get pregnant,” I said.

“Okay,” he said, sliding off his stool, his eyes wide. “Have a good night.” He disappeared into the crowd.

I snorted and returned my attention to the menu.

“What can I get you?” asked Ruby. Her dark hair was tied up in a ponytail with a big bow, and red lipstick gave her the perfect Cupid’s bow. As always, she wore a Lily’s Bar T-shirt. “Something to drink now you’ve finished snacking on that man’s ego?”

I pointed to the top item on the specials. “A passion-fruit daiquiri, please. With a cherry and one of those little paper umbrellas.”

“Are you celebrating something?”

“My ability to get rid of men PDQ.”

“Respect,” said Ruby, fist-bumping me before reaching for a large glass. She poured my drink, added a shiny red cherry, a blue umbrella, and a striped paper straw, and slid it across the bar to me.

“Cheers,” I said and took a welcome sip of the icy cocktail. “How’s your dating life? Met anyone nice here?”

Ruby shrugged. “Let’s see,” she said, counting on her fingers. “I had two dates lined up for last week and both of them were no-shows. I was having what I thought was an innocuous conversation on a dating app and suddenly he unmatches me — right in the middle of a conversation! — then I start chatting to another guy and after asking what I thought of dogs, and I said I really wanted a poodle one day, he sent me a dick pic. Like, how do we go from poodles to that? The bar is in hell.”

I winced. “Rough week.” Ruby was gorgeous, extroverted, and fun to be around. If she couldn’t get a date... well, I was glad to be married. I would have to be dragged kicking and screaming back to the dating world.

“I feel like giving up. What is wrong with people?” she asked.

I thought about my career and wondered where to start with that question.

“Don’t ask Lexi that. Her dating career was less than stellar,” said Lily as she moved past Ruby to reach for an unopened wine bottle. “And before she points out neither was mine, she’s right, neither was mine.”

“You’re both married to great guys now,” said Ruby. “There must be a secret you’re both not telling me.”

“The road to get there was paved with dick pics,” I said and Ruby shuddered.

“Maybe I’m just going to live my best life man fr— oh, hello,” she said, her eyes widening.

I was tempted to turn around and see who walked in but the icy daiquiri was delicious. When a man hopped onto the stool next to mine, a delicious, but subtle, waft of aftershave reaching me, I barely glanced up. Clearly, I was dead inside. My attempts to get pregnant had rendered me blind to all but my husband.

“What can I get you?” asked Ruby, sliding over to serve the man.

“A beer and a greeting from my best bud,” said the man. At the sound of his voice, I looked up and smiled.

Special Agent Adam Maddox fixed me with a terrific smile, then pushed his hand over his unruly hair. His stubble was several days old, and his brilliant blue eyes were especially dazzling.

Nope, I wasn’t blind. My ovaries were sending out the bat signal.

The group of several post-work women nearby shuffled closer, Ruby leaned in, and I had to wonder if Maddox was armed. He’d need to be if he planned to get out of the bar alive.

“Who’s your best bud?” I asked.

“You are,” he said and lightly punched my arm. I mock winced and rubbed the spot he’d bopped but Maddox’s attention was already distracted.

“Are you single?” asked Ruby. She fluttered her eyelashes at him.

“She’s desperate,” I told him. “You’re potentially the last reasonable man left in the city.”

“Quite the accolade,” said Maddox. “Am I single? Let’s see. Are you crazy?”

“No,” said Ruby.

He shrugged. “Shame. I like crazy.”

“How crazy?”

Maddox pointed to me.

“I’m perfectly normal,” I said.

Maddox snorted. “Sounds like something a crazy person would say. Alas, Ruby, I am not available.”

“You have a girlfriend?” I asked, giving him my full attention now. “It’s not that thief, is it? It is, isn’t it? Maddox! You cannot have a thief for a girlfriend!” I should have known. He’d been remarkably cagey about the beautiful thief who’d thwarted me twice... and saved me too, but I’d come to realize he’d known her for a lot longer than he’d let on.

Maddox’s grin widened. “No, I meant I’m literally not available. I have my next two weeks booked solid with work, family stuff, friends, and then I might have to take a business trip out of town. I have no time.”

“Shame,” said Ruby, straightening up and surveying the bar and its patrons. “All I have is time.”

“Can you serve the guys over there?” asked Lily, taking Ruby’s place. “Don’t you have any spare cousins you can give to Ruby?” she asked me. “One of them must be single.”

I frowned. “I don’t know. We can ask my mom. She’ll know.”

“Or you can find time and take her on a date,” Lily said, addressing Maddox now, her arms folded like she meant business.

“I can’t. It wouldn’t be fair.”

“To who?”

“To you, Lily. I can’t date all your friends and never you. So, I think I’ll bow out and try not to regret coming in here for a quiet, peaceful beer.”

Lily’s eyebrows knit together. “It’s happy hour. It’s hunting time for the post work crowd.”

“And I’m still waiting for my beer,” Maddox pointed out.

“Oh. On it.” She turned to grab a glass from the rear counter.

“How’s your day?” I asked.

“Quiet. My partner and your cousin are on a date, so I ducked out on time for once and figured a beer would do nicely. And what do I know, here you are, propping up the bar like a woman who’s been abandoned by her workaholic husband and is in need of attention. What are you drinking anyway? Is that entirely ice?”

“Passion-fruit daiquiri.”

He slipped two fingers around the glass stem, slid it towards him and sucked on the straw. “That’s an adult slush puppy,” he decided. “How’s your caseload?”

“Quiet, too. Mostly I’m completing outstanding paperwork.”

“We could probably drum up some crime if we put our heads together.”

“Or we could get cheeseburgers?”

“Sold! I like how you think.”

We placed a food order with Lily when she returned with Maddox’s beer in a tall glass, and she entered it into her machine, telling us the wait would be twenty minutes or so since the happy hour crowd were starting to crave carbs.

“I had a strange walk-in today,” I told Maddox while we waited, trying not to shout as the noise levels increased around us.

“Go on.”

“She asked me to solve her murder.”

“To solve her own murder?” Maddox frowned. “Seems premature. Was she a little...” He whizzed his forefinger in circles close to his temple.

“She seemed totally sane to me. She was convinced she was going to be killed.”

“Based on...?”

“She’d been involved in a couple of scary incidents and I think she might have just been a little freaked out. They could have been accidental but... I don’t know. She was worried and scared but doesn’t seem to have any enemies.”

“Perhaps she needed to hear some sympathy and reassurance.”

“Maybe. I’m not sure I gave her any,” I admitted.

“Is it worth taking a look?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. She got very upset when she thought I thought she was crazy. I didn’t think that at all but...”

“There’s nothing else to go on,” Maddox finished.

“Yeah, but I suppose I’ve worked with less.”

“Let me know if you have anything to run by me. Always happy to hear about whatever crazy case you’ve got yourself involved in. Now, here’s an actual lunatic case that I heard about this week...” Maddox started, filling me in on a wild story until our cheeseburgers came and the crowd thinned out. We ate at the bar, Ruby and Lily checking in to chat whenever they could, our conversation moving onto other topics.

By the time I got home, a little before nine, I’d put the strange request behind me for now and remembered the good news from the fertility clinic. Solomon hadn’t called or left a message and he wasn’t home so I took the opportunity to have a long bath and snuggle up in my black-and-white-striped pajamas.

As I caught my reflection in the mirror, I knew at once why I wasn’t pregnant yet.

It wasn’t that Solomon was working late. It was that my pajamas made me look like a burglar, minus swag bag, and, even worse, not the sexy kind. Yes, that was definitely the problem.
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Chapter Three
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Solomon was occupied with assisting Delgado’s case and I was swamped with background checks. One day rolled into another. By the time the end of the week came around, I’d dealt with two walk-in inquiries that each went from promising to crazy within half an hour, and several equally baffling phone calls.

That was the thing with private investigative work. People who had tried every other resource — and been turned away — resorted to us next, frustrated and convinced in their case. The only positive thing about the inquiries was the pleasant chat with the old lady searching for her favorite spoon and the several new Bulgarian insults I’d learned at her encouragement.

When my mom called to chat around noon, I decided to pack up and go visit in person instead. Perhaps help them out with lunch... by eating it.

“Hello?” I called after letting myself into my parents’ pretty white and yellow house. It was quiet inside, only the sound of a pop song playing guided me towards the kitchen. “Mom?”

“In the yard,” she called.

I stepped out and looked around, finding my mom kneeling on a padded mat, shoveling dirt with a hand spade. “Burying a tiny body?” I asked.

“Haha, very funny. There will be no more dead bodies in this neighborhood.” Mom grabbed a plant and stuffed it into the hole she’d dug.

“Famous last words,” mumbled Dad. He was sprawled on a garden chair, a bucket hat draped over his face, arms crossed over his chest. A folded newspaper lay on the garden table next to him, along with a jug of lemonade, ice long since melted, two glass tumblers, and a bottle of sun screen.

“Did you put on any sun screen, Dad?” I asked, noticing his red ears.

“Of course!” His hand drifted over to the table, blindly patting for the bottle.

“Your father’s had a hard morning lying there,” said Mom. She waved her spade at him but since he couldn’t see past the bucket hat, he didn’t flinch.

“It’s nice to see your gardening course put to good use. The garden is looking pretty,” I said. Mom had planted several new plants and added wood chips. The fencing had been recently painted and there was a new bench under the window.

“Thank you. I start my edible garden course next week. It’s part two. I’m going to plant carrots. Or cabbages.”

“We don’t eat cabbage,” mumbled Dad.

“Peas. Lots and lots of peas,” continued Mom. “And herbs. Do you want some mint?”

“Why? What’s wrong with my breath?” I cupped my hands over my mouth and blew.

“No, mint! The plant!”

“Oh, no, thank you. I wouldn’t know what to do with it.”

“You plant it! And water it, and take care of it, then you make mint tea.”

“That sounds like a lot of effort when I could just buy teabags or go to a café.” 

“Go and sit with your father.” Mom turned back to her tray of plants.

“Why aren’t you digging?” I asked my dad when I sat next to him.

He stopped rubbing sun screen into his skin and shook his head. “I offered to but she said I’d be more useful sitting over here so I got my paper and kept out of the way. Did you hear a racehorse was stolen? How do you steal a racehorse?”

“I have no idea.”

“Me neither. It’s not like you can put one in your pocket and walk out of the shop.”

“Racehorses are fast. You could ride it out of the shop and race away,” I decided. “But I’m not sure where you’d hide it.”

“There’s a hundred-thousand-dollar reward for its safe return so you might want to put your thinking cap on,” said Dad.

“A hundred thousand dollars for a horse?!”

Dad nodded. “Horses can win more than that in prize money in one race, never mind a season. It’s chicken feed, really.”

“There’s a rotisserie chicken for lunch,” called Mom.

“She needs her hearing checked,” said Dad.

“I do not,” said Mom.

“I’ll start lunch,” said Dad. “You stay here and talk to your mother. She’s been lamenting that none of you visit often enough. When you all lived here, she was cross she never got a minute to herself. I don’t know how to make her happy.”

“Of course you do. Buy her more plants.”

Dad perked up. “It’s that easy? Why did no one tell me this? When I was young, they said give her babies and she’ll be happy, and make her life easier. So I gave her five kids and a new vacuum cleaner for her next birthday and she didn’t speak to me for three weeks. It was the worst time of my life. If I’d known about plants, everything would have been so much simpler.” He wandered off into the kitchen, armed with his new information.

“I like to think he’s joking,” said Mom, turning to me, “but I’m never really sure.”

“He’s joking,” I reassured her. “He didn’t buy you a vacuum cleaner for your birthday, did he?”

“I don’t remember. I was raising five kids. My brain was fried.” She got up and entered the kitchen, opening the refrigerator door and emerging with a rotisserie chicken, a tub of potato salad, and a bag of chopped salad. “Slice the baguette please,” she said to me after my dad sat down at the table and seemed to forget what he went in there for.

“Okay,” I agreed. I unwrapped the baguette and sliced it into neat rounds, tossing them into a basket.

“Why aren’t you following someone around, or diving in a dumpster?” asked Mom.

“No need. This week has been paperwork and dealing with inquiries. Nothing exciting.”

“I’m sure you could drum something up if you put your mind to it.”

Jessica Casey popped into my head. Her claims had been the strangest of the week, yet also the sanest. I hadn’t heard back from her yet, which wasn’t unusual, but I thought she might appreciate another call. At the very least, I could probe further and offer some suggestions. If she’d rethought the incidents or didn’t return my call... well, I’d leave it up to her. I resolved to call her before the end of the day.

We ate lunch at the garden table as my parents filled me in on their upcoming plans. Dad had an amateur golf tournament he was looking forward to with his retired police buddies; Mom was planning to reinvigorate her book club with themed food and wine; and both of them were researching trips for a driving tour through New England and next summer to France and Italy.

“My parents are living a great life,” I told Solomon when I returned to the agency. He was halfway to the door as I walked in, a leather organizer under his arm. He’d swapped his usual black T-shirt for a black shirt, but drawn the line at a tie. “We should take the doctor’s advice and plan a trip.”

“Where would you like to go?”

“Everywhere. Anywhere.”

“Beach or city?”

“Yes.”

Solomon laughed, then asked, “Relax or adventure?”

“Relax.”

“Hot or cold?”

“Hot.”

“I’m glad we narrowed some of it down. Mexico?”

“Done.”

“That was easy.” Solomon seemed surprised.

“It’s a vacation, not a major life decision. I’m happy going anywhere so long as it’s fun and chill and no one tries to shoot us.”

“Now you’re asking a lot. We can discuss it all later. Delgado’s perp was arrested an hour ago and I’m on my way downtown to give a seminar on security, then there’s a small reception.”

“Sounds fascinating,” I lied. “So wish I was there.”

“You need to work on your lying.”

I smiled. “Will do. Dinner later?”

“I’ll try and make it. If I’m home by seven, I’ll even cook.”

“And if you’re not?”

“Then you’re on your own.”

My shoulders drooped. “I might starve.”

“Not with your parents across town, or the large stack of takeout menus in the drawer.”

“Or Lily’s Bar. Or restaurants. Or drive-throughs.” I perked up.

“It’s shocking that not once did it occur to you to cook.”

“Oh, right, cooking.” I rolled my eyes. “I can do that.”

“Enjoy your toast,” said Solomon, kissing my cheek swiftly before he headed down the stairs to the parking lot. Little did he know, the joke would be on him if he returned to find me cooking a sumptuous feast for two. I might even light a candle and put on some music. If my mom decided to take another cooking class, I might even join her but until then... I was probably eating toast tonight.

I dropped into my chair and opened my laptop. I had a couple of photos to add to some case notes and then I was done. If I hadn’t left my laptop in the office I wouldn’t even have needed to return but I was glad I did, since I’d been able to steal a few seconds with Solomon.

A notification popped up for the payment Jessica Casey had made and I’d forgotten about. Of course the responsible thing to do was return it. If she didn’t answer my call, I’d leave a message to that effect.

A guilty, little knot tugged at my stomach as I reached for my phone, then I remembered I hadn’t input Jessica’s name and couldn’t be sure which number was hers. Perhaps she hadn’t returned my call because she thought me unprofessional. It looked like I’d kept the payment and not seriously followed up beyond that one call. I had to clear this up. The paperwork was still in my desk drawer and I pulled it out. The very least I could do was tell her I’d been waiting for her call, and that I was now ready to do some preliminary investigation so long as she hadn’t changed her mind.

Perhaps she had? She’d been extremely worried and I hadn’t done anything to alleviate her fears. Even worse, I might have made her feel even worse than she felt when she first arrived.

Jessica had left me two numbers. I input the first, waiting as it rang.

“Hello,” said the man that answered it, a man whose voice was all too familiar.

“Garrett?” I frowned as I tilted the phone to check the number I’d called. It was definitely Jessica’s! My brother’s name would have appeared on the screen otherwise.

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t my sister in the thick of things again,” said Garrett. “Guess how surprised I was when your name flashed on the screen?”

“Why are you answering my client’s phone?” I asked, a terrible feeling replacing that guilty knot.

“Who’s your client?”

“Jessica Casey. This is her number?”

“Interesting. When did Mrs. Casey hire you?”

“Around a week ago but I haven’t even started yet. She paid a deposit but I wasn’t even sure I was going to take the case so I was calling to talk to her since she hadn’t returned my last call,” I said. Then I sighed and added, “Actually, I dropped the ball and didn’t pursue her. I was calling to talk to Jessica and... why didn’t Jessica answer her phone? Where is she? Is she okay?”

Garrett sighed and the tense feeling grew. Before he said the words, I knew.

“Jessica Casey got killed this morning,” he said.
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Chapter Four
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I sat at my desk in shock, hardly able to process what Garrett had just told me. Jessica Casey was dead, and only days after she’d told me she felt her life was under threat.
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