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      The hair rose on the back of my neck. I could hear only the rush of air at 60 meters per second as I plummeted toward the outskirts of Lauterbrunnen, Switzerland, the base-jumping capital of Europe. After deploying my parachute, the resistance of the opened canopy billowed over me and tore at my arms and shoulders with what felt like a thousand pounds. When fully inflated with air, I floated peacefully downward, awed by majestic snow-covered peaks and lulled into tranquility by bleating sheep on the hillside below.

      A scream from above grabbed my attention. Tara, our final jumper, dropped from the sky and plummeted past me. I struggled in vain to change direction, a cold sweat covering my skin despite the cool Alpine temperatures. But I could only watch as she fell. Down, down until there was no sky or wind. Only the cold hard ground.

      It felt like hours before I finally landed. I struggled to rip the pack off my back and sprinted to my two other teammates, Annika and Patricia, who had jumped first. They held one another, sobbing with their eyes closed. After a glance, I couldn't look either, at Tara's broken body, the deadly result of a seven- hundred-and-fifty-meter free fall.

      Relying on the name on his press pass, I screamed at the cameraman, “Stop filming now, Rocky!” and ran over to join my teammates. The stench of blood mixed with salty tears made me gag with the reality that Tara was dead.

      Our three-person survival grip ended when Patricia pulled away. With ashen skin and a blank expression, she sank to the ground. She sat holding her knees, rocking back and forth, moaning quietly. Annika, nearly as pale, stood unmoving, her eyes fixed on Patricia. The police academy training from my former life kicked in. I fished the cell phone from my pocket and dialed 112.

      I took a moment before the first responders arrived to breathe deeply, attempting to calm myself. My anxiety had improved considerably since I was acquitted of a murder charge last year, but symptoms of an impending anxiety attack were overtaking me. My ears were ringing, and my vision blurred. I knelt on the ground so I would be close to the ground if I lost consciousness. That had only happened once, but it was frightening and disorienting.

      After I shivered in the cold sun for ten agonizing minutes, I started to come out of it. I opened my eyes to see an ancient ambulance chugging into the field where we waited, each in our own thoughts. It was followed by a black and white 1940s Mercedes with the familiar two-tone siren blaring. The first of two officers, who sported an Oktoberfest-worthy beer belly and a brush cut with graying temples, swaggered over to where we stood.

      He asked with a heavy German accent, “Which one of you is Miranda Marquette?”

      I raised my hand as if in grade school and flipped my long blonde hair out of my face. “I am.” I sounded weaker than I had planned.

      The other officer spoke up. “Do you want to sit down, Fraulein? You look very pale.”

      I refused to be a victim. “I'm fine,” I spoke louder and clearer, and he looked convinced even if I wasn't.

      “Gut, then we will take your statements,” the first officer barked in broken English. “You,” he said, pointing to Annika, “and I will go this way.” He turned to me. “You speak with Officer Brecker,” and then to Patricia as if he saw her for the first time, “Are you all right, Fraulein?”

      Patricia, still ghost white and rocking forward and back, like a headbanger at an AC/DC concert, didn't respond. He motioned to the paramedics to assist her. I stood watching as he and Annika walked through a meadow of daisies, purple salvia, and wild strawberries—a stark contrast to the gory scene behind them.

      Officer Brecker and I walked in the other direction, toward the mountains. Twenty minutes prior, I had been in awe of the majestic snow-covered peaks, but as we approached them, I shivered with fear.

      We strolled in silence for several minutes when he finally said, “What brought you and your friends to our country?” He read from a black and white college essay notebook.

      I spoke, and my voice sounded to me as if reading a press release. “We are the First Extreme All-girl Sports Team or FEAST, four young, successful and independent women seeking fame, fortune, and an adrenaline rush. We participate in several extreme sports, such as BASE Jumping, beach sailing, skydiving, street luge racing, and all types of motorcycle racing, including on- and off-road racing.”

      I lowered my head when I realized we were no longer a team of four. He touched my wrist and nodded. I flinched and pulled away. At that point, no stranger was welcome in my personal space, especially a cop. My disdain for the police had never vanished since I left the force nearly eight years ago after being ambushed and shot in the face. It remained unclear who had set me up, but several of my co-workers remained under suspicion.

      Blinking back more tears, I continued. “This was our first BASE jump together. The other three of us had lots of experience, but Tara had only skydived a couple of times, and that was several years ago. I had recently done some ground training with her. She insisted she was ready for this. Now . . .” I sobbed and buried my face in my hands, wishing I could disappear. I had never been good with people seeing me cry, especially men. I pulled a tissue from my pocket, blew my nose, and was ready to continue the interrogation.

      He waited a minute, then looked at me with kind blue eyes and continued in a heavy German accent. “Why do you do this jumping if you know it is dangerous?”

      “Extreme sports, for us anyway, are a means of building self- esteem and taking control of our lives. Some believe that simply having financial success is the cure-all for emotional issues. That isn't true. Taking risks is a kind of therapy for us. I've needed therapy since my mid-twenties when I quit my first job on the police force after an unfortunate accident. I don't know how you do it. I couldn't do this every day anymore, living with other people's tragedy.”

      Ignoring my comment, he reviewed his notebook. “Is there anything else you can tell me about the deceased?”

      It took a second to realize he was asking about Tara. “The four of us took a trip to Aruba three months ago to relax and get to know one another. I had recruited them for the team through a nationwide search, and we wanted to make sure we could get along for long periods on the road. So, what better way than traveling together?” I smiled fondly, thinking back on the time we spent together. “It worked out great. We all fit together. No drama. I couldn't believe my luck.”

      He waited patiently while I thought back for a minute and tried to remember specific details about Tara that might be important. “I know that she got some text messages that she found disturbing while we were in Aruba, but she didn't go into any detail about them when I asked her about it. She is a very private person. Or she was.” My stomach churned when I corrected myself to acknowledge that she was dead.

      “Did she ever mention being threatened by anyone?” He tried to make the interrogation sound like a casual conversation. I continued, “I know her ex-husband was very unhappy about their break-up, but she didn't mention that he had been in contact.” I provided the officer with his name. “Do you suspect foul play here? Tara's death was just an accident, right?” “I must ask these questions. It is routine.”

      I wasn't convinced.

      After the officers wrapped things up with Annika and me, they spoke to Rocky. I didn't know him or the other cameraman at the top of the mountain. Two of the girls had come for a few days before the jump, so I felt a little out of the loop. I decided to talk to the others later about whether they had gotten to know either of the cameramen before I arrived. The agency had provided them with instructions to film every possible moment of our adventure from Bernie Weinstein, our publicist. Bernie never missed an opportunity to get our faces in the news.

      It seemed like overkill to me when they threatened the cameraman with handcuffs until he gave them his camera as evidence. He stomped around and threw down his hat as if he were a manager arguing a call at a baseball game, but they did not relent.

      They received a call on their radio and left with sirens blaring and without interviewing Patricia. She lay on the ground with her feet elevated on a stone in the meadow under a blanket the paramedics had provided, advising her to rest for another half hour. They had treated her for shock as a precaution. But the reality of Tara's death hadn't even begun to sink in.

      Annika and I sat on either side of Patricia, each lost in our thoughts. Mine was about the moment just before the jump. The other cameraman had been shooting most of our pre-jumping activities before we plummeted off the cliff, but he and Tara had been in deep conversation before we jumped. It had looked as if he was helping her with her pre-jump checklist, but they could have been talking about anything. With his long stringy hair and mangled beard, I wondered if she was attracted to him. I was going to ask her about it when we landed safely at the bottom. I suddenly realized that he had never come down from the mountain after we jumped. He had disappeared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      A week later, I arrived at Logan Airport sweaty and jet- lagged from the six-hour flight from LA. Typically Boston was one of my favorite cities to visit, but I hadn't been looking forward to this one. Annika and Patricia's flights had landed within a half-hour of mine, and we reunited after I found my suitcases in the baggage claim area. As usual, mine were the last two off the plane.

      As I waited for my bags, I pondered how we had ended up here. Tara, Annika, and Patricia had been hand-selected to join FEAST through a nationwide search less than a year ago. We represented different parts of the country to improve the likelihood that we would attract a broad audience when we launched our reality TV series. Bernie, our publicist, had opened my eyes to the possibilities, and I was pursuing them aggressively.

      I had learned to keep one eye on Annika, our Texas girl. Her strikingly tall figure and auburn hair was everything big and brassy. She was as likely to pick up an eligible man while she struck up a conversation at the airport as she was to be on the floor with a two-year-old or a puppy. Everything endearing about her could also be incredibly frustrating if you had a deadline or an agenda. I loved her dearly, but she tested my patience much of the time.

      Patricia was the polar opposite of Annika, sleek, with porcelain skin and jet-black hair, people often took her quiet demeanor as snobbishness, but she was shy and reserved at least until you got to know her. She hailed from Denver, and we dubbed her the ice queen but not to her face. She was as likely to be doing the New York Times crossword puzzle as to have her nose buried in a hardcover mystery. Patricia tended to second guess most of her life decisions, which made her a problematic cat to herd.

      Tara had been my favorite and our East Coast representative. Her Boston accent and quick wit made her instantly likable by both sexes, but men were particularly fond of her. She had a way of making a person feel like he or she was the only one alive when she gave them her full attention. The team lost a huge asset when she plunged to her death in the Alps. It was still hard to believe she was dead.

      Minutes later, I gathered my thoughts, my bags, and my teammates, and we piled into the shabby vinyl back seat of a yellow cab. “First to the Ritz Carlton then to 187 Dorchester,” I read from the note I pulled from my jacket pocket.

      The cab driver had the leathering skin and the yellowing fingers of a life-long smoker. He coughed, “Dauchesta? Second ride up to Caspa's today. Must be a big shawt's funeral today up theya. Yessa.”

      Rather than trying to decipher what he had said with his heavy Boston accent, I said, “Guess so,” and we all sat quietly the rest of the way as we hung on for dear life.

      My feet had never been happier to touch the ground after an exasperating cab ride to the hotel where we hurriedly checked in. Since we were almost late to the funeral, they stored our bags while we jumped back into the waiting cab.

      Casper funeral home was in South Boston, an ethnic array of smaller homes and businesses, seemingly a lifetime away from the Ritz Carlton where we were staying, which bordered both the theatre and financial district.

      I wasn't sure what I expected, but I was not impressed by the aging storefront with a newly painted sign that seemed almost embarrassed to adorn the place. Even with all the public relations Bernie had been doing for us, I was surprised at all the activity when we exited the cab. Reporters held microphones in our faces as we ‘no commented’ our way up aging stone steps to the funeral home.

      Tara's family barely made eye contact with us as we made our way through the receiving line. Her parents did not invite us back to their home afterward. An outside observer would have thought we killed her. Tara had a substantial Italian family, all speaking loudly in a language we could barely comprehend.

      After we paid our respects, I whispered to Annika, “Let's get out of here.”

      Patricia followed as we slipped out the door and didn't look back.

      Catching a cab in South Boston turned out to be impossible, so we managed to negotiate the Red Line back to civilization. It was a gorgeous spring day, so rather than heading back to our rooms, we grabbed an outdoor table with a green umbrella at the Parish Café. It was on Boylston Street, an easy walk from the Ritz Carlton, across Boston Common. We settled in, watching drivers negotiate one of the city's busiest streets.

      “A bottle of your best California Cabernet,” was all I could think to say when the host came out to ask if we had reservations, pretending I hadn't heard his question. He retreated, mumbling something under his breath as he begrudgingly motioned in our direction to a harried-looking college-aged blonde who I assumed was our waitress.

      Patricia, Annika, and I hadn't talked much since Tara died.

      Every time I thought about it, my stomach tied in knots.

      The day before, I’d called Bernie to discuss canceling our scheduled appearance at the Street Luge Nationals in San Francisco in two weeks. Since the accident, as evidenced outside the funeral home, the press had taken an interest in our team. While it wasn't the kind of attention we wanted, he kept reminding me, “There is no bad publicity.”

      “Really, Bernie?” was the best I could do.

      Usually, I would have been excited by the sounds and smells of the city, but it was getting to be a hassle yelling over the noise of car horns and loud diesel engines on Boylston. But since we had pretty much stolen an outside table, it didn't seem likely they would transfer us inside.

      I wasn't sure if the college girl had rejected us or if the attractive thirty-something waiter had volunteered to take our table, but Annika was delighted. After he brought the wine and poured three glasses, he pulled out a small pad and a pen.

      “Can I take your food order, ladies?” He smiled like we were his first table of the day. Perhaps we were.

      Annika spoke first. “Just keep the wine coming.” She winked at him.

      I gave her a look when he departed. “I hope you get this out of your system before we go back to the Ritz. I don't have to remind you how many hotels have made it clear we shouldn't come back upon our departure.”

      “You exaggerate so much. Okay, there was the fire in the first hotel in Aruba, but that wasn't my fault,” Annika protested with the amused edge she always seemed to have.

      I smirked. “It would have been the only hotel we stayed in in Aruba had you not almost burned it down. And how about the stolen towels?”

      She smiled demurely. “Never mind that now, Manda.”

      The bags under Patricia's eyes made her look ten years older than the thirty that she was. She spoke for the first time since we left the funeral home nearly an hour ago. “What are we going to do about this luge thing? It's only two weeks away. I say we drop out.”

      I wasn't really in the right frame of mind, but I replied anyway, “Bernie feels that our possible deal with Bravo for a reality series is toast if we cancel our appearance.”

      Tears welled up in Patricia's eyes. “Miranda, I'm scared. Maybe this whole extreme sports team wasn't such a great idea.

      What if something happens to you, or you, Anni? Before Tara died, I was in the best place I had been for a long time. I don't want to die. I'm also not so sure I want every aspect of my life displayed on national television.”

      “Let's not worry about the reality series right now. There's a ton of negotiating to be done before that comes together. We'll all have input on our level of involvement, that's if it even gets that far.”

      Picturing us making our TV series when I was still waking up drenched with sweat and guilt after vivid nightmares of Tara falling from the sky was a stretch, but I wasn't ready to throw in the towel. I couldn't let Annika and Patricia know that I was having second thoughts.

      “Sweetheart, we're all supposed to be scared once in a while. Fear is the instinct of self-protection. My therapist taught me that, over time, courage can replace fear. It doesn't come easily, but it's possible.”

      I saw by the look on Patricia's face; she was hearing 'blah, blah, blah,' so I muttered the truth I had denied to myself for the past two weeks. “I'm scared too.”

      She frowned. “Don't say that. You're supposed to be the fearless one of the group. If you can't do it, there's no way I can.” I squeezed her hand. “Remember that night in Aruba drinking Tanqueray all night, talking about the future? Wasn't that your idea? Whoever had the wildest idea drank a shot? And you, as I recall, got pretty drunk.” She laughed through tear- filled eyes. “That's when the Team was born. I think Tara is looking down right now, cheering us on.” I wiped a tear from my cheek.

      Annika nodded. “Thanks, Manda. You always know how to bring us back off a ledge.”

      I rolled my eyes playfully. “You're lucky I love you because no one else gets to call me Manda but you.” In a more serious tone, I asked, “So we're on for Frisco?”

      They both nodded.

      I pressed on. “Are you sure? I have no problem telling Bernie it's too soon.”

      That was a fib . . . but a small one.

      “I guess it's better to move forward,” Patricia's said. She folded her hands as if she were praying and looked at the crystal blue sky. “I need to believe that's what Tara would have wanted.”

      I forced a smile. “So, we're going?”

      They both nodded. I breathed a sigh of relief and tried to ignore the single bead of sweat rolling down my forehead and the slight ringing in my ears.
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      The familiar whinny of my Arabian mare, Misty, made me smile as the electric wrought-iron gate closed behind my car. I admired her sleek features as she ran to meet me on the other side of the paddock. I steered my sky-blue Maserati GranTurismo convertible up to my Malibu ranch house, my safe haven. The mixture of the salt-sea air, hay from the horse-barn, and the bromine from the hot tub were almost enough to make me forget how horrible the last week had been.

      Heather, my live-in assistant, smiled and waved from the hot tub on the wrap-around deck above me. She had moved in and kept the company running like a top when I went back home to New Orleans to help my sister with some issues last summer. That hadn't turned out like I planned, but I've found that things rarely do.

      Laying her head back on the corner pillow with her eyes closed, it appeared that she didn't have a care in the world. I knew better because I'd been following the e-mail trails she had left while running my Plastic Surgery referral business single- handedly since I left. I recently doubled her salary, and now I paid her a small fortune, but she was worth every penny.

      “Come join me in the hot tub! You are a sight for sore eyes.” Heather laughed, and my stress melted away. She was so petite that I could barely see her short blonde hair over the side of the hot tub, but I was sure her eyes were as blue as when I left. She had the kind of angelic face that always made people smile.

      I adjusted my rear-view mirror to see the disastrous result of another cross-country flight and two hours of LA bumper-to- bumper rush hour traffic. My hair gave a new meaning to ‘dirty blonde,’ and black circles under my eyes were either from running mascara or lack of sleep. “I'll be right out,” I yelled to her as I dragged my exhausted body upstairs to my bedroom.

      Five minutes later, I was at the hot tub. Heather had already poured me a glass of Cabernet, and held it out to me. I slipped into the steaming water and settled in across from her. I lay back and closed my eyes, trying to remember my life before Tara’s accident.

      When I opened them, Heather was staring at me with a concerned look. “I wanted to tell you that we got a notice from the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services asking for all sorts of records.”

      I said as much to myself as to Heather, “They never used to cover any of our services, but with the upsurge in reconstructive surgery after mastectomy, we are suddenly on the Fed's radar. I don't have a good feeling about that.” So much for relaxing in the hot tub.

      “It said something about a routine audit and some questions about our plastic surgery provider contracts.” She shrugged and laid her head back down.

      I polished off my first glass in a couple of swallows. “I'm not going to worry about it unless I hear otherwise.” I had a sudden desire to do something fun. “Let's go ride the horses.”

      “Yes!”

      “I'll meet you at the barn in five minutes.” We ran inside to change.
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        * * *

      

      Within a week, I was sleeping through the night with fewer nightmares. At nine a.m. on Thursday, two days before the race, I descended the staircase from the upper level. Considering my humble beginnings just south of New Orleans, in Meraux, Louisiana, sandwiched between the Dubouchel Canal and the Mississippi River, I smiled every time I surveyed my domain.

      The five-thousand square foot cedar-sided main level was one large room with furniture defining each space: a massive leather sectional framing a stone fireplace on one end and a dining room table for twelve on the other, overlooking the pasture and stables. Ceiling-high shelves, bookended with rolling ladders, housed twelve hundred books. The kitchen boasted stainless steel commercial appliances and solid marble countertops with a bar-height breakfast counter lining the wall with floor to ceiling windows and a dazzling view of the Pacific. Heather sat at the counter, engrossed in whatever she was reading on her laptop screen, sipping from an oversized Starbucks coffee mug. “Good Morning, sleepyhead. I almost forgot to tell you, you got a Swiss Post overnight letter yesterday.”

      “Yesterday?” I rushed the rest of the way down the stairs and tore it open in anticipation, read, and threw it on the counter in disgust. “The prosecutor in Thun, who has jurisdiction in the case, denied my request to get Tara's parachute. They claim they need to hold it for evidence while they investigate the circumstances of her unfortunate accident. I doubt they will even investigate. Since tourism represents most of the local economy, the last thing they are going to want is the publicity associated with a trial.”

      Heather winked. “Well, you know what Bernie says . . .”

      We repeated his Mantra in sing-song unison. “There is no bad publicity.”

      I twisted up my face. “Have you and Bernie been hanging out? Last I knew you barely even knew who he was.”

      She brushed me off with a swipe of her hand. “No! You quote him so often, I feel like I know him.”

      I breathed a secret sigh of relief. Heather and Bernie would be a dangerous pair. I had come to learn that she was far more ambitious than she let on. She knew how to play the Valley Girl to a tee, but she was very good at what she did. Or was that my paranoia talking? I recently let her know that I had put her in my will to assume control of the company, since I didn't have dependents or close relatives who had any interest in it. Since then, she had shown a genuine interest in how the business operated, which made me simultaneously proud and uneasy.

      I re-focused on the situation at hand. “Did you see that the Swiss authorities issued a press release while we were in Boston, assuring prospective tourists that Tara's death was likely an accident? It was all over the internet. If that was true, what do they need the parachute for?”

      Heather had her head buried in her laptop again. She grunted but didn’t respond.

      I was exhausted because I couldn’t get Tara’s death out of my head. It seemed almost impossible that it was just two weeks ago today when I had helped Tara pack her parachute. She seemed excited and was all smiles, giving me a thumbs-up as I approached the launching point. As far as I knew, the only person who had gone near her equipment was the cameraman filming us at the top. I knew that Rocky, the other cameraman down on the ground, never went near the parachutes. I didn’t want to jump to conclusions, but I wasn’t going to sit around and do nothing. The fact that the Swiss hadn’t closed the case motivated me even more. I needed to find out the identity of the other cameraman.

      I grabbed my phone and punched the numbers on the keypad to call the agency that provided the camera crew for our jump, We Got Film. “Only in L.A,” I mused to myself.

      The cheerful young woman at the other end of the line was about as helpful as voicemail, but she offered to have someone call me back “in a jiffy.”

      A few minutes later, I got a call from a very professional sounding Human Resources Director named Phoebe something. It sounded kind of like Cates, but I was pretty sure the star of Twin Peaks was still acting. That would be depressing if she had to fill in as an HR Director while she waited for scripts to review. Fighting off the anxiety that sometimes ruled me, I reminded myself to focus on the task at hand as she told me that our cameramen had only been working for them temporarily. She explained that their contractual arrangement did not allow them to share contact information. When I insisted that it was critical that I find out what the cameramen’s names were, she hung up. I called back intending to have a chat with her supervisor, but the line was busy.

      I didn’t want to over-react, but I felt like I needed to warn the girls about my hunch of a possible killer, preferably before we all showed up in San Francisco. I strained my brain to come up with a name but came up blank. He wore a press pass like Rocky had, but I never got close enough to read it. I couldn’t remember Rocky’s last name, but I figured he might be a good connection to help me find the other one.

      I tried Annika and Patricia’s cell phones but only got “not- in-network” messages. Ninety-eight percent coverage didn’t mean squat when you lived in certain parts of Texas or most of Colorado. Ironically, Annika and Patricia hailed from the outskirts of Fort Worth and Denver, so it wasn’t surprising they couldn't be reached.

      The following morning, my stomach churned again with my growing suspicions surrounding Tara’s death. I hoped that riding my motorcycle up the coast would keep my mind focused on riding, rather than thinking and driving myself crazy. I planned on following the Pacific Coast Highway to San Francisco. According to MapQuest, my route would take ten hours, including several planned stops. I left by eight a.m. intending to arrive in the Golden City by six p.m. Annika and Patricia had agreed to meet for dinner so that we could map out our strategy for the races. But I had other things to discuss. I tried both of their cell phones for the second time that morning, but no luck. Next time, I would choose teammates who lived somewhere near civilization or, at least, cell phone towers.

      On the other hand, they could already be aboard their respective airplanes, so I stopped obsessing about cell phone coverage for the moment.

      My planned coastal stops en route to the Bay Area included San Simeon Beach, Big Sur, and Half-Moon Bay Beach State Park. I loved the beach, and it took all the discipline I could muster to continue north after taking in the hypnotizing smell of saltwater in the air and the thrill of watching the seagulls dive for their prey.

      Having stopped at the other two beaches hours ago, I was only forty minutes from my final destination when I debated continuing on, but I parked in the parking lot for Half-Moon Bay Beach State Park. It was my favorite beach. I found it mostly deserted except for a few sandpipers. Fascinated with their tenacity, I sat for a few minutes and watched as they probed tiny holes in the sand for food, never caring how many times the water filled them back in. I climbed back on my Ducati, pondering the lessons most people could learn from sandpipers.
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      A couple of minutes before six, I parked my motorcycle on California Street just a few blocks from the San Francisco Omni Hotel. An advantage of riding on two wheels was my ability to create a make-shift parking spot nearly anywhere. Sometimes they were even legal, but it was rare to get a parking ticket on a bike even when I pushed the limits.

      Concentrating on my planned agenda with Annika and Patricia, I wasn't prepared for how impressive and beautiful the massive lobby was and how it bustled with activity. The Omni lobby was three stories of mahogany trim and crystal chandeliers, a high-end restaurant, and deep, comfortable- looking couches. The circular solid-granite check-in desk in the middle of the lobby was large enough to hold several customer service agents comfortably.

      After check-in, I spotted Patricia across the lobby. She saw me at the same time and ran over and hugged me tightly. She was a different person than she had been in Boston. Her porcelain skin glowed against her jet-black hair, and she smiled in a way I hadn't seen since Aruba. She looked like she was going to burst with excitement.

      “Miranda, I'm in love!”

      “That's so fantastic! And I thought you had sworn off men permanently!”

      “You remember that cameraman filming us at the top—” “What?” My heart thumped. Should I tell her about my suspicions about him? Maybe this wasn't the right time. She seemed so happy. I couldn't break her heart. I tried to stay upbeat, but I knew I was failing. “Sorry, that's great, sweetheart. It is. I've got a lot on my mind right now. I'll see you at dinner.”

      She looked confused and hurt as I rolled my suitcase into the circular glass elevator and watched her as I ascended.

      Room 1915 was expansive for a downtown hotel and nicely decorated with modern mosaics and art deco furniture. I ran the hot water in the oversized glass and marble shower and stripped out of my leather. While I waited for the water to warm up, I sat on the small stool in front of the mirror with my head in my hands.

      “What do I do now?” I muttered to myself. “Who is this guy, and why would he kill Tara?”

      Feeling cleaner after my shower, I was still confused. As I slipped into my black dress from Miu Miu of Beverly Hills, I continued the conversation with myself in the full wall mirror. I can't even remember his first name. Larry, Barry, Jerry? Was this God's way of telling me I shouldn't disregard people because they look homeless? Why am I talking to myself?

      We had reservations at the restaurant off the hotel lobby. I would never have guessed a place named 'Bob's Steak and Chop House' would be elegant and tasteful but, with white tablecloths, bone china, sterling silver, and candles lit on every table, it was. As I walked in, I saw Patricia and Annika at a table across the room, whispering to one another.

      Evident that they had been talking about me, they stopped as soon as I walked over. We gave one another obligatory hugs, but tension was in the air.

      Never one for long silences, Annika spoke loudly, “So why are you trying to steal Patti's man?”

      “What—”

      Annika cut me off before I could get a word out.

      “Or maybe you're trying to steal her joy. Maybe as long as you're happy, you don't care a thing about us. Maybe⁠—”

      Two could play that game. I stopped her short. “Now hold on a second Anni, or whatever it is Patricia calls you, I'm not trying to steal anything or anyone! Get off your high horse for a second, and maybe you could tell your rear end from a hole in the ground. I think he killed Tara!” I yelled too loudly.

      People at tables nearby stopped talking and stared. Annika glared at me, and Patricia's face was beet red. She stood, knocking her chair over, then ran from the restaurant, without looking back.

      Annika stood up. Her eyes flashed as the early evening sun shone through the huge window that looked out onto California Street. For a moment, I thought she was going to walk out too, but she set Patricia's chair up and sat down. Her previous flash of anger had softened into lines of concern on her forehead. “Girl, you'd better tell me what's up right now.”

      I took a deep breath both to slow my oncoming anxiety and to focus on what I needed to say. “The day Tara died was a blur for all of us, and the funeral wasn't much better. But since then, I've had some time to think. Since the Swiss authorities were publicly insisting that Tara's death was an accident, I figured they wouldn't have any problem sending her parachute to me. But they rejected my request stating that they needed it for evidence. The cameraman on the top⁠—”

      She interjected, “Larry?”

      I pounded the table. “I knew it was something like that.” Again, I was talking too loudly, and the couple at the next table glared at me. I lowered my voice. “He was helping Tara with her parachute, and he had almost unlimited access to the equipment the night before.”

      She took a long drink from her wine glass. “So?”

      “So, I think he sabotaged the parachute. Think about it. He was the only one who left town after Tara died. That can't be a coincidence. Can it?” Maybe I was grasping at straws.

      She sucked on a swizzle stick. “But why would he kill Tara?”

      I leaned back in my chair. “I don't have any idea. I just put this together before I left to ride up here. Then, when I arrived, I found out he's dating Patricia. What the heck? I think she's in real danger. We may be too. What did she tell you about how they ended up together?”

      Annika seemed much calmer, drinking her glass of wine, and I was relieved she appeared to be over our earlier confrontation. “She hung out in Boston for a couple of days after we left, and she ran into him at the bar in the Ritz, drowning his sorrows. He had come to town for the funeral and opened up to her that he had fallen in love with Tara while we were all in Switzerland. She said that he seemed to be torn apart by Tara's death, and she felt sorry for him. They went for pizza and hit it off. They've been dating ever since. I thought it was kind of sweet.” She had a dreamy look in her eye.

      “What would a beauty like Patricia want with someone like him?” I cringed at my judgmental comment, but she let it pass.

      “She said he was kind and brilliant. I'm not sure why he is working as a cameraman because she said he's like a physicist or something.”

      “Really? That's weird. Is he here with her?”

      Annika chewed on her lip, which she often did when she was thinking. “No. She said he might join her later, though.”

      “We'd better find her.” I stood up quickly, and Annika followed.

      We bolted before our waitress could take my drink order, and she left a twenty on the table. Annika and I rushed out to the lobby and paced back and forth in front of the elevator, willing it to come. As we rode up, I could only think that Patricia was on her phone, filling Larry in on everything.

      “She's in room 5015,” Annika yelled back to me as we sprinted toward the end of the fifth-floor hallway. She was already knocking when I caught up.

      “Go away!” Patricia sounded like she was crying.

      At least she hadn't checked out or wandered out alone on the street.

      Annika spoke in soothing tones, “Patti, can we please talk?

      Manda's sorry she upset you.” I gave her a piercing look.

      “What?” she whispered to me.

      She raised her voice again. “Honey, let us in, and we can get this straightened out.”

      We waited.

      I begged. “Patricia, can we come in for just a minute?”

      She hesitated, but the door opened to reveal Patricia in ragged sweats and a tee shirt. Her eyes were red and puffy, and she was blowing her nose.

      “One minute! That's it.” She blocked us from entering the room. Mascara ran down her cheeks.

      Annika spoke softly but firmly. “Please let us in.”

      She glared at us but stepped back into the room. The room was a mess. She had thrown her clothes and everything else she could put her hands on. She looked beaten down. It hurt to see her that way, remembering all the times I had felt the same way over the years.

      She flopped onto the bed. I sat next to her. “Patricia, I know you're hurting, and you can turn away from me, but you can't ignore me. I could be completely wrong, and maybe there is a logical explanation.” She didn't respond.

      “Remember how I requested that the Swiss police return Tara's parachute to me?”

      She nodded.

      “They denied my request because they are investigating the case.”

      She didn't look up. “Patricia, look at me.”

      She turned but stared at the floor. “Larry promised me he had nothing to do with her death. He was just helping her with her parachute.”

      I tried to control my glare. “How did that come up?”

      “I called him and told him you said he murdered Tara,” she admitted.

      I turned her face toward mine with my finger. “Why did you do that? What if he really did it? Now, he knows we suspect him.”

      She whined. “He would have figured it out. I was crying, and he knew something was very wrong. He's smart, Miranda. He invents stuff. You should see his house; it's like a laboratory…” The way her voice trailed off made me feel like I might be starting to get through to her.

      “Is he planning on coming here during the races?” I asked.

      Her eyes widened. “Larry said he had to go out of town on an assignment, but that he'll try to get back for the finals.”

      I considered our options. “Maybe we should change hotels.

      I'm assuming you told him we were staying here.”

      She stood up from the bed and nodded. “Yes, I told Larry we were staying here. I already gave him my room number in case he was able to get here earlier.” She glared at me again.

      Annika made her best attempt at being upbeat. “Okay, let's change hotels. We're probably not in danger right now, but I know I'd feel better if we moved. Besides, it might be fun. A friend told me that the Loews Regency, a couple of blocks away, was nice. Patti, you and I can share a room. Manda, you said that Heather was coming up tomorrow, so you two should share a room too. Then no one will be alone. We need to agree not to go anywhere alone this weekend.”

      I nodded. “I agree. We should use the buddy system and stay on our toes. Heather and I were talking about sharing a room anyway, so I'll let her know we are switching hotels.”

      I figured I might as well say this sooner than later. “You guys know that I'm not a big fan of the police after my experience on the force, but we may need to report our concerns about this Larry.”

      I wondered if I would ever recover from my time as a cop in North Carolina. Being shot in the face and multiple surgeries over two years didn't just fade from your memory. “I honestly don't believe there's much they can do at this point, especially today. I have to be down at San Gregorio Beach by 7:30 in the morning, and then the four of us will be down there all day. So, let's hold off on talking to the police right now. Are you guys ready to change hotels right now?”

      Patricia stopped pacing, “No, Miranda! What if he didn't do anything, and this is all a misunderstanding? Maybe Tara freaked out and forgot to pull the ripcord. That's as likely as Larry doing something to her parachute.”

      Annika and I both stared, not knowing what to say. At an emotional level, I understood her hesitation. We didn't even know for sure that Larry was involved in Tara's death, but he seemed like the best suspect at the moment.

      I spoke in a soft and soothing voice directly to Patricia. “Can you humor me and change hotels? Larry may be a great guy, but I'm experiencing a lot of anxiety about staying here.”

      Patricia was silent and wouldn't look at me.

      Annika turned her attention back to Patricia. “I don't know what this guy, Larry, is capable of, but he sure went to a lot of trouble to get to Boston, and it was not a coincidence that you ran into him there.”

      Patricia stood firm. “Well, of course, he was in Boston. He loved Tara.”

      Annika picked up Patricia's clothes from the floor piece by piece and neatly folded them and put them in her suitcase.

      “What did you say his last name was?” I asked. “Lechter. It's Lechter.”

      I couldn't for the life of me figure out why that name sounded familiar.
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      Within a half-hour, we had checked out of the Omni and dragged our suitcases the block and a half to the Loews Regency. We looked like an odd group, Annika and I wearing our dresses from dinner, and Patricia in her faded sweats. I was reminded of Cinderella with her two wicked stepsisters.

      We entered the building lobby to find only a security guard and two ancient mirrored elevators. He rolled his eyes and pointed at a sign on the wall between the doors: 'Loews Regency Lobby 37th floor.' He yawned as if he had stated the obvious a thousand times, “The hotel occupies the top eleven floors of the building.”

      We nodded our understanding, “That explains it,” I muttered under my breath. When we departed the elevator on the 37th floor, it was clear that the lobby was far less opulent than the Omni’s. Behind the front desk, sat a balding middle-aged night manager reading the newspaper. He stood and shoved the paper behind the counter when we walked in.

      “How can I help you this evening?” he said in our general direction while he straightened his bow tie.

      I tried my best to sound upbeat as I sidled up to the counter. “We would be forever indebted to you if you could get us two rooms for the weekend.”

      His grimace concerned me. I knew we should have called ahead, “I'm so sorry, but we haven't had an open room for this weekend for months. The Giants have a weekend series with the Yankees, which only happens like once a decade.”

      I leaned over the counter and looked him in the eye. I smiled, hoping to elicit one from him. “You must have a couple of rooms you are holding out for special cases, right”—I glanced at his name tag— “Reggie?” I pulled a hundred-dollar bill from my purse and slid it across the counter in his direction.

      His fingers tapped the computer keys, and a drop of sweat dripped from his forehead. “I'll tell you what. There's a hold on the 'Bridge to Bridge Terrace' suite and the adjoining room for a party who has not yet confirmed⁠—”

      I interrupted, “Thanks so much.”

      “I didn't say you could—” He attempted to correct my misconception.

      I took out my AmEx Black card. “How about if we prepay through Monday?”

      His wistful expression made me wonder if he had a commission arrangement or if the tip alone had been enough to seal the deal. He took the card, slid it through the reader, and handed me two sleeves with two keycards in each.
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