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I’ve never carried anything in my hands when I’ve gone to serve papers on someone. I don’t want the recipient to guess why I’m there. I keep the court documents folded up in one back pocket, my cell in the other, and my T-shirt or jacket pulled down over them. Ordinarily, a tall, red-haired woman approaching a door won’t alarm anyone, so the recipient has the door open and the court papers in hand before he knows it. That’s what happened this time.

Except this time, things went south as I was jogging back down the walkway. I wasn’t even close to the gate when I heard an odd noise and looked over my shoulder. A monstrous black and gray German Shepherd was racing in my direction. He barked so loudly my hair almost stood on end. He loped toward me, hackles up, and launched himself at my head. Adrenaline swept through my body as I jumped back too late. Huge paws gouged the side of my face. I had no accessible body armor, and although my life didn’t pass in front me, I did have visions of being scarred for eternity.

“Get him off me!” I screamed at the man standing on the front porch before I punched the dog in the snout as hard as I could. “Call off your dog, or I’m filing charges.” That was an empty threat. Until I got outside the gate, I could do nothing. After kicking the dog and not making much of an impact, I ran as fast as my tennis shoes would carry me in spite of my shaking legs. I’m sure I won the world speed record for reaching the four-foot fence. I high-jumped it instead of exiting through the gate. 

In the meantime, I heard, “Beefcake! Down!”

Beefcake? I didn’t stop to think too much about the name while focused on escaping. But Beefcake? Really?

“If you come back, Miss Davis, Beefcake will be here to greet you.” He let the dog inside the house and slammed the front door at the same time I slammed the door of my Mustang. 

Miss Davis? Yes. That’s me. Mavis NMI Davis, Private Investigator. Lately, I’ve been rethinking my career path. I could be a kindergarten teacher. Surely it would be safer. But then again, the stories you hear about kids these days . . . 

Something warm rolled down both sides of my throbbing face. Opening the mirror on my visor with shaking hands, I examined my injuries. Perspiration mixed with blood ran down the right side of my face. Luckily, what I’d felt on the left was just plain perspiration. Both eyes were intact, though there was a deep scratch down the right side of my face all the way to my lip and, on closer examination, a nip in the upper part of my ear. My longish hair had protected my neck, thank goodness, but I looked like the wreck of the Hesperus. I licked at my lip and wanted to barf from the metallic taste of my own blood, but I’m not the barfing sort. I dripped all over from perspiration inspired by fear as much as from the summer weather. Oh, how I longed for the first few cold fronts in the fall when the temperature would dip down into the low eighties.

I mopped at the blood with tissues from the tiny package I keep in the glove box. I used to keep my .38 revolver there until my boyfriend, Houston Police Department Lieutenant Ben Sorensen, talked me into keeping it in the safe in my office. What good did that do me? In the future, I’d consider packing my gun when serving court documents.

Though I’d always had a fear of what waited for me in a person’s yard when I approached a door, nothing like this had happened since the time I was employed as a social worker and had to remove children from a home. The memory of that incident swept through me, but that’s a story for another time.

Yes, I would have felt bad shooting the dog, regardless of whether he was planning on having me for lunch, but in extenuating circumstances, I’ve found I can do almost anything.

Once the blood was suitably smeared across the side of my face and down my ear, and the throbbing had decreased to a less painful aching, I started the car and pointed it in the direction of my house for a quick change of clothes and to doctor myself. Luckily, I lived near my office. My one-thirty appointment was due to arrive any minute. Lunch would have to wait, I informed my stomach when it snarled at me. It’s often impatient, but what can I do when a potential client wants to give me money?

The scratch flared like a burn when the air conditioning hit it. The most I could do was wince and drive faster. The party I’d served lived on the outskirts of Houston, yes, Texas, in a neighborhood some might describe as rough and malodorous. My office was near downtown, quite a dangerous drive away. There are no atheists on the freeways in Houston. The traffic is straight from hell.

Finally arriving and entering my office from the back door, I managed to avoid detection until I’d stashed an additional change of clothes, in case of a future fray, and checked my face in the bathroom mirror to be sure my repair was holding. When I came out, Margaret, my assistant, was waiting for me.

“Oh. My. God.” Margaret shrank back. “What happened? Your face. Ugh. Were you in an accident?” Her normally high-pitched voice became almost shrill. 

“Don’t worry. Nobody’s after me, so you don’t have to be afraid.” I must have looked worse than I thought. After I’d washed my face and bandaged the long scrape, I dabbed some foundation on the lesser scratches. I brushed my hair over my torn ear and applied lipstick. The T-shirt, I had thrown in the trash and replaced with a light pink polo shirt that contrasted nicely with my hair. I thought I didn’t look too bad, but I guess she could still tell I’d almost become a well-chewed meal.

Margaret grunted. “Glad someone around here looks normal, namely me.”

“For a change.” I knew she hadn’t been talking about me. Speaking of meals, “What’s that I smell coming from the direction of the kitchen? Bacon?” My stomach thundered like an earthquake aftershock.

Still staring at me like she’d seen an apparition, Margaret said, “I’m making a BLT. Want one? Did you not have breakfast again?”

I shook my head. “I meant to.”

“And no snacks or lunch?”

“No, Mother. I guess that’s why I feel like I’m going to pass out.”

“Or from shock and trauma as a result of what happened to you, which you have yet to tell me about.” She stood with her hand on her hip. 

Sometimes I wasn’t sure who was the boss and who was the employee. I didn’t have to answer to her just because we’d known each other since high school, but frequently, I did. Usually I played the role of the mother, as well as the boss, having to censor what she looked like and what she wore to the office and counsel with her when her boyfriends dumped her. 

She was correct, though. Today she did look normal. Normal hair color for a change, dishwater. Normal casual—if not office—attire, slacks and a blouse that actually matched, blues and browns. I’m disregarding the Crocs. All this doesn’t take into account the mothering I had to do with Candy, our half-day high school helper. I really had to look after Candy and not just on isolated occasions.

“Hey, where’s Candy this afternoon?” My cheek throbbed. I tried not to scrunch up my face as I continued the conversation.

Margaret headed toward the kitchen and said over her shoulder, “Went to the courthouse to pick up more papers to serve. Have you noticed how much that part of our business has grown?”

“Yeah, I did notice. That’s what I was doing today. At the last one, I was mauled by a German Shepherd.”

“Oh, Mavis.” Margaret stopped halfway into the next room. “You’re lucky you don’t look any worse than you do.”

“Thanks, I think.”

“So, you want that BLT or not?”

“On stone-ground wheat with lots of mayo? Yes. Yes, I do. And a dill pickle on the side, please.” My mouth watered. “I’ll eat as soon as I get finished seeing our new client, who I assume is waiting for me in my office.”

She clapped her fingers over her mouth, eyes wide. “Heck, I totally forgot. I gave her a cup of tea, though.”

Well, that was something. I did an about face to go to my office.

“Oh, and Mavis, I interviewed her.”

My stomach lurched but not from hunger. I reversed course again but had to stop myself from rushing to where she stood and strangling her. She knew better. She was under strict orders to usher them into my office, if they didn’t want to sit in reception, and do nothing else.

Interviewing potential clients was not Margaret’s job. She could work a computer like nobody I had ever known. She could find anything on the Internet. She could program our electronic gadgets while hardly referring to the instructions that came with them. 

But Margaret came across to people who didn’t know her as a—ah, not exactly an airhead, to use a cliché, or one beer short of a six-pack, to use another, and though I loved her dearly, I didn’t want clients to judge me and my investigative business by anything Margaret said or didn’t say. And I do not exaggerate.

So after I gave her the look, the one that communicated my unhappiness with her behavior, eyebrows drawn together, squinty eyes, pursed lips, I hurried toward the back of our little house-office. I hoped the potential client waited for me. I hoped the potential client hadn’t had second thoughts and snuck out the door when no one was looking.

Margaret called after me in a fierce whisper, “You’ll like this one, Mavis. It’s another murder case. Someone chopped up her brother with an ax.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two


[image: ]




Heaving my hip against the door, which always stuck and needed to be adjusted, I shoved my way into my office. Sitting across from my desk, tapping something into her cell phone, was a small woman with short, curly, gray-streaked brown hair and pink-framed glasses. When I burst through the entrance, she made eye contact with me and held up a finger. While I side-stepped around my desk to my chair, she continued her tapping and wheezed each time she took a breath. More than a hint of rose scent filled the air.

Plopping into my chair, I waited to get her attention. She had high cheekbones, a button nose, and the thinnest of lips, pursed as though she held a cigarette in her mouth. Maybe she’d quit, like me. If she hadn’t, with that wheezing, she should. Straightening some papers on my desk, I continued to wait until her attention shifted, which wouldn’t be very long if I had anything to do with it. Moments later, she clicked a button on the side of her phone and laid it in her lap. “Isley Gibson,” she said and reached across the desk.

“Mavis Davis.”

She made short shrift of our handshake, her grasp firm, if perfunctory. Her eyes roved over my face and stopped at my injury.

“I apologize for being tardy.” I touched my bandage. “I had to tidy myself up a bit after an incident with a dog.”

Her face wrinkled up. “I hope you had a doctor tend to that.”

“Later.” Opening a drawer, I took out a legal pad on which I wrote her name. “So, Ms. Gibson, my assistant told me briefly about your brother. I’m so sorry for your loss. Is his death the reason you’ve come to see me?” I hoped my expression looked more sympathetic than curious.

She adjusted the cuffs on her fatigue-green jacket and scooted to the edge of her chair. The lens in her glasses magnified her eyes enough for me to see they were gray with a fleck of green. Pearl drop earrings dangled as she moved. She clasped her phone with one hand and gripped the edge of my desk with the other. “Yes, it certainly is,” she said with perfect enunciation and no hint of a Southern accent. “They haven’t caught the person responsible for his demise.”

I wondered whether she had worked as a teacher. She sounded like one of the sixth-grade teachers at my elementary school. Nodding, I waited to hear her story.

“My brother, Skip Linden, lived in Galveston for most of his life after he graduated from the Academy.”

“What academy?”

“Oh, sorry, the California Maritime Academy.” She bobbed her head as though confirming her statement and followed that up with a wracking cough. My chest hurt just listening to her.

Under her brother’s name, I wrote down the information as she told it to me. “So, he worked in the maritime industry out of Galveston?”

“Well, really, those people work all over, but when he became a cruise ship captain, he mostly worked out of Florida.”

“Even though a lot of ships cruise out of Galveston?”

She swished her hand in the air. “Yes. Yes. Yes. That doesn’t matter.”

Okay. I’d follow her lead, let her tell her story in her own way. I think that’s in the detective rule book somewhere, maybe number fifty-eight. “So...”

“He would fly back to Galveston when he had his leave. His cruise line didn’t sail to Galveston, not that any really do, except, of course, the cruises that originate there. Anyway...” Still nodding.

“So, he lived here. Did he have a family? A beach house? What part of the island did he live in? What was his situation?” My foot involuntarily tapped on the plastic floor mat under my chair. I guess I’m not so good at letting people tell their stories their own way.

“I’m getting to that.” She arched an eyebrow. “Don’t rush me.” She coughed again, this time not as badly.

“Yes, ma'am,” I said, feeling as though I was under her command.  

“He would be here—not in Houston, in Galveston—for varying lengths of time. Or so I understand from speaking to his family.”

Just before I interrupted her again to ask for her contact information, I spotted a sheet of paper next to a glass of iced tea. Margaret had taken down Isley Gibson’s name, address, and phone number already. Good girl. I took a sip of tea and watched her face as she spoke. She told me he had a wife, three children—the third one being a surprise—and a house on the west end of the island. I took down the address.

She said, “It was hard on the family, his being gone so much, but Roxanne said she knew he would be a ship’s captain when they were married. They went together for a long time.” Her face scrunched up as though she were thinking hard.

“Married when?” 

Her forehead released, and her eyes lit up. “Thirty years ago, this month.”

So, he was probably in his fifties. If they’d had the children in the first few years of their marriage, the kids would be grown and most likely had flown the coop.

Afraid of being too inquisitive, I kept my eyes on her and my breath even. The side of my face throbbed. I tried not to squint at her, to let her see my pain, not wanting her to interpret it as dislike. I would go to one of those emergency care clinics after she left, at least to get something to help with the pain.

“Otherwise, they were a loving family.”

“Otherwise?”

She pursed her lips. “When he was at home, in town. That’s what Roxanne says.”

“His wife.” I was getting a little confused.

“Yes.” Her words came out in a rush. “When the kids were little, he’d plan his time around their schedules, as much as anyone in that position could do, so he could spend time with them. He tried to attend their games, like Little League, and their other activities. He wanted as close a relationship with them as he could have for someone who traveled on the job.” She coughed again and then again. “You have a tissue? I ran out while I was waiting for you.”

I handed over the box and studied her while she spit out something. Clearly, she was ill. I could make an uneducated guess about what was wrong but would wait until the end of the interview. If she didn’t tell me, I’d ask. The information could make a difference, though I wasn’t sure yet what that could be. I was trying to be patient, though wanting her to cut to the chase, but the poor lady clearly couldn’t control her coughing. Margaret would have to continue to hold that food for me. My stomach gurgled. I cleared my throat and took another swallow of tea. I’ve been accused of being callous, and often I am, I suppose, but my main thing right then was to get hired or not and then to eat. I’ve been told I’m not very likable when I’m hungry.

She blew out a short breath and followed that with a short inhale and looked at me. “I don’t mean to belabor my explanation. I just want to make sure I’m thorough.”

“Okay, no problem.” My stomach growled, way louder than the gurgling.

“He did the same when they were older. I don’t want you to think he was aloof when they became teenagers. He wasn’t.” She grabbed another tissue. “I’m not explaining it very well. I just want you to know he was really close to his family. Not just the kids, his wife too.” She bit her lip. “Roxanne’s been heartbroken since his death.”

Finally, we’re getting to the death. I licked my lips in anticipation of getting to the juicy—I mean—important part. I chanced another arched eyebrow. “Not to interrupt or anything, but how long ago did he meet his demise?”

“Five years—this month.” Her eyebrows drew together. “Yes, he died the night of their anniversary. I thought you’d be wondering.” She wiped her eyes. “It was the saddest thing.” She sat up straight, shoulders back. “Anyway, I must stick to the business side of this, or I’ll never get through it.”

“All right. Just a moment. Let me catch up with my notes.” My mind was racing with the possibilities. I scribbled a few things on my legal pad mostly to give myself a chance to think. Did I want to take a case in Galveston? Would the GPD get too bent out of shape if I looked into one of their stale cases? Would the client pay for a beach house for me to stay in while I was trying to figure this thing out, or would I have to drive back and forth fifty miles each way? She couldn’t expect me to stay in Motel Whatever.

“The day he died, he was at home on vacation. You can ask Roxanne how long he was home for. I’ve forgotten.” She scooted forward again, so close to the edge of the chair I feared she’d slip off. “From what I understand—because I wasn’t here, I was in California—they had gone out to a very expensive restaurant and had a very expensive seafood dinner. They’d had a few drinks and had shared a bottle of champagne before they left home.”

Now I was scribbling. “Guess I can get the name of the restaurant and all from the wife?”

She nodded. The muscle in her jaw flexed. “Then they went to an event at the opera house. I’m not sure, but I think when they returned home, they had sex. It was, after all, their anniversary.”

“Of course.” That would be the appropriate thing to do. “The kids were all grown by then? All living away from home?”

“Well, not exactly.” She coughed again.

Not exactly? Hmmm.

“Their son and his wife and baby were staying with my brother at the time. My nephew had lost his job and couldn’t find another one. His wife had a little job working as a substitute teacher but didn’t make much.”

“Were they home when Skip and Roxanne returned?”

“I think they’d gone to bed. It was pretty late for a couple with a baby to still be up.”

“So then what happened?”

“Roxanne says they went to sleep. Then, she says, something woke her up. She wasn’t sure what. She thought maybe John or Vonnie had come downstairs and gone into the kitchen for something.”

“Two story house?”

“Yes, one of those ones up on, what do they call them, pilings? Stilts? A large, tall beach house up on stilts with several stories, way down toward the end of the island.”

“Those cost a lot.”

“Cruise ship captains do well, plus I think they had a pretty hefty mortgage. You can ask Roxanne.”

“So, Roxanne will be available to me if I take this case? Does she know you’re here? That you want to hire me?”

“Not exactly.”

Again, not exactly. “What then, exactly?”

“Well, I told her I was going to hire someone to find out who killed him, but she said all she wanted to do was put it behind her and get on with her life.”

“Can’t blame her there after five years. She must have been living a nightmare.”

She crossed her arms. “I don’t care if she likes it or not. He was my brother, and I want to know who murdered him.”

I reared back in my chair. “Okay. All right. I’m just wondering whether she’ll cooperate with me if I take this case.”

“You keep saying if.”

“You haven’t hired me yet, Ms. Gibson. You don’t even know what my rate is—my daily or hourly rate—and I charge expenses.”

She rose up out of her seat and sat down again. “Yes, I do. Your assistant, Margaret, told me.” The muscles in her jaw flexed again. She was one tense lady.

Margaret, again. Well, I didn’t really mind. I hated talking about money. I just liked receiving it. “Well, then, if you’ll finish telling me the basics, I’ll let you know if I think I can be of any help.”

She cleared her throat and spit something into a tissue again. “Okay, then. Well, Roxanne said after she heard the noise, she tried to go back to sleep, but then there was a noise in the room with them. She sat up in bed, and someone knocked her out.”

I flinched. OMG. Poor lady. I pressed my lips together so tightly I’m sure they turned white. Isley was staring at me, her eyes hard, her face scrunched up, grim.

“Roxanne says when she woke up, there was blood everywhere, all over her. She thought at first she must be hurt but didn’t feel hurt and reached out to Skip and put her hand in a crevice of blood.”

Double OMG. Glad now I hadn’t eaten. I swallowed, my throat dry. My glass was almost empty.

“She screamed and jumped out of bed and flipped on the light. Skip was dead, chopped up from the neck down, his eyes staring at the ceiling.” Isley was breathing hard, wheezing. “I’ve been working up the nerve to tell this all at once, but it’s really difficult.”

“I’m sure it must be. I’m having a hard time hearing it. Just take your time.” I wasn’t as squeamish as I once was, but these facts could make anyone wince. “I’m sorry if you feel I’ve been rushing you.”

Her eyes had welled up with tears. “She ran out the door to the stairs and yelled for the kids—John and Vonnie—and collapsed on the bottom step. They called the police, and there was an investigation. The police never figured out who did it.”

We stared at each other for a few moments.

I weighed my next words carefully because who doesn’t want a new client? “I understand you want to find out who the culprit or culprits were. Don’t you think, though, that it’s a little late?”

“I just want a fresh pair of eyes on this, Ms. Davis. If I don’t get closure soon, I’ll never get closure.” She exhaled, her cheeks puffing out.  “I’ve got the money to pay you, your daily rate like Margaret said, hourly, whatever you need. I cashed in my 401K. Of course, I’ll pay your expenses too. If you find a reasonable place to stay in Galveston, I’d love for you to spend every day looking into my brother’s case.”

She had a lot of faith in me. More than I had in myself, especially with an old case like hers. “I can’t promise you anything other than that I’ll do my best. Will you be able to live with whatever I find out, even if it means your brother was into something unsavory?” Because my gut, still reeling from a vision of his hacked-up body, told me her brother had to have been involved in something serious.

“Well,” she said with a big sigh, “I won’t have to live with it very long. I have COPD.”

Wincing, I said, “I wondered.” Deep breath. “I’d just like to know one more thing before I agree to take your case. Is there a reason you chose me? My office? Did someone refer you or what?”

She studied my face, hers one of mild surprise. “I didn’t want to use a Galveston investigator, so I went to the internet and did a search.”

“There are larger firms. Way larger.”

“I liked your web page. And someone put a comment on it, some man, about how good you were.”

Well, blow me over. Margaret had said we needed a web page. I had told her to go for it. Last time I looked at it, I didn’t see anything remarkable. Didn’t see any comments. Guess I needed to look again. “Good to know.”

“And I thought a female investigator would be good.”

“Alright, then.” I smiled just enough that it didn’t hurt. “Let’s get started. There are some more things I need to know, and then Margaret will go over the contract and all that with you.”

“Okay.” She cleared her throat and relaxed. “What else do you want me to tell you?”

“Did—do the police have any suspects at all?”

She shook her head. “Roxanne might know. I didn’t ask her. She really shies away from talking about it.”

“What do they have, if you know?”

She tore at the tissue in her hands. “According to Roxanne, a trail of blood out of the house and in the sand toward the water. An indication of a small boat being beached.”

“You’ve obviously had a few conversations about it. Was that with Roxanne or the police? Are you staying with her? I mean, I imagine you must have had some heart-to-hearts.”

Grim-faced, forehead wrinkled, she said, “Who said anything about me staying with her? I hardly know her.”

“I thought you said she’d been married to your brother for thirty years when he died.”

“She was, but I never met her until after he was killed.” She actually said that without an ounce of emotion in her face.

I sat up straighter. What an interesting twist. “You never met her before he died? What about at their wedding?”

She shook her head again. “I didn’t attend their wedding. I wasn’t invited.”

I dropped my pen and held my palm toward her. “Wait. Wait. Back up. You’ve left out a few things, don’t you think?”

Her face softened before tightening up again. “I’ve told you everything you need to know, Ms. Davis. Can’t you just get on with it?”

“I...don’t...think...so.” I raised my eyes and gave her what I thought of as my schoolmarm look—one she might have given to her class if she had been a teacher.

“Why does it matter what our relationship was?” She gritted her teeth. 

“Did your parents go to the wedding?”

“They had died. Our grandmother wanted to go, but she was too frail. Not that Skip invited her, but I think he would have let her go if I’d pressed him. Not that he spoke to me. I guess if she had pressed him on it.”

Her brother didn’t speak to her. This was getting better and better. Ignoring my rumbling stomach, I continued to press her. “You and your brother weren’t speaking when he got married?”

She drew a deep breath—deep for her—and coughed. When she was through and after she did the spitting thing again, she launched into an explanation. Her eyes rested on my face as she spoke. I tried not to react, which wasn’t easy.

“About forty years or so ago, my brother and I got sideways about something. He stopped speaking to me. Wouldn’t return my calls. Wouldn’t answer my letters. I didn’t know if it was something I’d said at our parents’ funeral or what. He wouldn’t say. Just disappeared out of my life.” She jumped up and began pacing.

I made some notes and waited for her to continue. Every time she would sigh, she would cough. I don’t think I have ever been as patient as I was that day.

“I tried to keep track of him, but after he graduated from the Academy, he moved around quite a bit before settling in Galveston. I moved around, too, so I was busy with my life.”

“What did you do occupation-wise?”

She stopped. “I was in the army.” She preened. “I was in the first graduating class of women from West Point.”

“Impressive.” No wonder she acted like she was issuing commands.

“Doesn’t matter.” She waved a hand at me. “So, he was moving around a lot, as was I. He was my only sibling, so I wanted a relationship with him. I couldn’t understand what was going on.”

“You never found out?”

“No. After a long time, I found Roxanne on Facebook, and she and I communicated a little, but that was it. Then when I saw he had died, I kept messaging her until she agreed to talk to me on the phone.”

“And now you want to find out why he died?”

“Yes. And his family. I want to know whatever you can find out about them too.”

“But you’re friends with Roxanne on Facebook, so you know about her. I mean, she’s letting you into her life now, right? I assume,” I hate that word, “you’ve met her and been to her house now?”

“Yes, briefly, but her background—I mean, just if you can find out anything I might want to know.” She folded her arms about herself and began walking around my office. Maybe she had to use the restroom. “Here’s the thing, Mavis. I was planning on leaving my estate to Skip. I don’t have anyone else.”

“Even though—”

“Even though he wouldn’t let me into his life. I knew he had kids. I want them to have whatever is left when I die, and the grandkids, however many there are, for college or whatnot. They’re my only relatives.” She stopped in front of my desk. “I want to be remembered. Is that so bad?”

Boy, howdy. My emotions were all over the place, but this wasn’t about me. I studied her for a few minutes. “Why don’t you sit back down, Ms. Gibson? I’m going to take your case, okay? Just a few more bits of information are all I need.”

She sat and straightened her skirt and crossed her arms again. “At this point, there’s nothing left to tell, but go ahead, shoot. What do you want to know?”

I leaned back and drew a breath. I knew this was going to be a hard one, but I’d agreed to take it, and I would. The question was, what other information was she hiding from me?
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Chapter Three
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I agreed to look into Charles Edward (Skip) Linden’s demise, for several reasons. First, I could use a trip to Galveston in the summer. In spite of the other tourists who would be jamming the seawall and the beaches, I wouldn’t mind a swim in the Gulf of Mexico and sand between my toes. Second, Isley had money to pay me. That’s always a good thing. Finally, Skip’s murder had piqued my curiosity. Who carries around an ax to do someone in?

Isley and I spent a few more minutes together before I sent her to Margaret to sign a contract and turn over the money. Margaret enjoys collecting money and keeping our books. I’ve done it, but I find it awkward to look into someone’s eyes and quote a dollar amount. I find it hard to believe someone would actually pay me to snoop about their private business. I’ve always had a curious mind and love the heck out of finding out interesting facts. Not to mention the blood and guts thing, and in Skip’s case, a lot of guts, which, though it might make some people puke, drew me in. Morbid, yes; unhealthy, maybe, but I can’t help it. I’ve always been fascinated by crime and motives and what goes on in people’s brains.

Isley wasn’t gone five minutes when Ben showed up, in the middle of the day, no less. “I’m taking you to the nearest clinic.” He loomed in the doorway with one hand on the doorjamb and his other paw around my upper arm like he would a defendant’s.

I had gone into the bathroom at the back of our little house-office and was studying my damaged face in the mirror when he appeared. He was dressed in his detective garb, to-wit: lightweight tan suit, light blue cotton shirt, loosened tie, and saddle brown wingtips.

Lieutenant Ben Sorenson of the Houston Police Department is, was, and probably always will be my long-time partner, unless he gets tired of my refusing to marry him and settle down. I don’t know what it is about this tall, dark, and handsome man this sometime sexist, patronizing, and annoying personage, that keeps me with him and him with me, but it’s like we’re glued at the hip. His habits may be worse than other men’s, but he’s a fine person. I’m a big girl and can tolerate a little sexism and patronizing behavior. I call him on it every chance I get. I don’t want children, at least not right now. I don’t want to live with someone, either. I like sex. So does he. And we’re both good at it. We have the perfect arrangement. He might spend the night occasionally, but I can always send him home. If I’m at his house, I can always go home. What’s not to like?
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