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	Chapter One

	 

	I COULD USE one hand to count the number of guys who had seen me naked. For better or worse, that included the cop aiming the Clint Eastwood squint at me from the picnic table at Hot Shots Espresso, a block from the Port Merritt waterfront.

	“You’re late,” Detective Steve Sixkiller said in a clipped tone as I approached.

	Our breakfast date wasn’t getting off to a good start. “Somehow you seemed happier to see me last night.”

	“You were naked under a raincoat.”

	With the mid-morning sun beaming at our backs, I sat on the bench seat next to him and claimed the tall mocha latte he offered me. “Well, there was that.”

	At least I’d known exactly what to wear for a fun Friday evening in with my new sex buddy. I didn’t have a clue what to wear to breakfast and had changed my clothes three times because it looked like I was trying too hard to impress one of my oldest friends on our first official date.

	This dating stuff had seemed easier back when I was in my twenties and had yet to eat my way through a divorce. The eighteen pounds I’d packed on in the last year caused the girls to strain against the buttons of the linen camp shirt that I finally settled upon. Not that Steve would mind the peepshow if my top button were to launch itself into orbit as long as I didn’t take out one of his eyes in the process.

	He leaned into me. “Never thought I’d see you do that.”

	That made two of us. “It was sort of a mood of the moment thing.” Something that I’d always wanted to do with my ex and had never worked up the nerve.

	He leveled his chocolate brown gaze at me. “You’ll have to get into that mood again.”

	My stomach growled, reminding me of the task at hand for this morning—a normal date, something I had yet to experience with Steve. “Breakfast first.”

	“Party pooper.”

	Pushing away from the picnic table, he took my hand and we ambled toward his Ford pickup parked at the corner.

	“You know, we could have had breakfast at my place.” His chiseled lips curled into an easy smile. “I would have brought it to you in bed…if you’d stayed.”

	My self-esteem had only recently crawled out of the hole it had been hiding in since my ex won a top chef competition and promptly carved me out of his life. Was I ready for Steve to roll over and see me up close and personal first thing in the morning? And then after breakfast nonchalantly stroll across the street to my grandmother’s house in my raincoat and face her parental gaze as I opened the door? Not a chance.

	Do you fully understand what you’re doing?

	Gram had every right to ask the question, especially since I was the one who had spent almost twenty years insisting that Steve and I were just good friends.

	As long as Steve and I were strictly friends with benefits, the answer to that question was yes.

	Or old friends meeting up on a gloriously bright Saturday morning for breakfast—still a yes.

	Childhood chums out in public with the intention of spending a lazy summer day together, who would end up in his king-size bed doing things I’d only dreamed of before? Nope, that was where understanding and I parted ways—pretty much the land where I’d been living ever since the object of my first schoolgirl crush tilted my world by crossing over the friendship line and kissing me senseless two weeks ago.

	To avoid raising eyebrows, I had suggested we have breakfast in Port Townsend, a laid-back, artsy community located a convenient thirty-two miles north of the local gossip circuit.

	I pushed back the locks of hair that a crisp breeze off Merritt Bay blew into my face. So much for spending a few extra minutes to tame my overgrown brown mop. “I’ve seen what passes for breakfast at your house. Sorry, I’m not tempted by your poopy peanut butter and spirulina smoothie.”

	Since this former pastry chef had baked him his favorite bacon and cheese-stuffed croissants last weekend, I didn’t think that was half-bad as an evasive answer until Steve shot me a lopsided grin. “Maybe I could tempt you with something else.”

	Were we still talking about breakfast?

	He slipped his arm around my shoulder. “I may not have the culinary school credentials that you do, but I can cook, you know.”

	“I’m sure you do a lot of things well.”

	Steve stopped next to his sterling gray F150 and looked down at me, his lips so close I could almost taste his coffee. “Charmaine Digby, you have no idea how right you are.”

	Yes, I did. I was also well aware of Kelsey Donovan emerging from her gift shop on the opposite corner with a cell phone to her ear. And Gloria, the County Clerk who worked downstairs from me at the courthouse, staring at us as she rounded the corner in her Volkswagen Beetle.

	Pasting a smile on my face, I raised my cup to Gloria. Nothing to mention to any of my coworkers in the prosecutor’s office. Just two friends getting coffee. Move along.

	When Gloria disappeared from view I shifted my attention to Kelsey, my lab partner in Mr. Ferris’s biology class eighteen years ago. Maybe I didn’t need to be concerned about her speed-dialing our mutual friends because she seemed oblivious to Steve and me as she stared down the length of Bay Street.

	“Russell, I’m going to kill you if you don’t show up!” she yelled into the phone.

	I wasn’t aware of Kelsey dating anyone named Russell, but that meant nothing since I was standing next to a guy she didn’t know I hadn’t been officially dating.

	At least I had been standing next to him before Steve set his cup on the hood of his pickup and jaywalked across the street.

	“How’re you doing, Kelsey?” he asked in an easy manner as I scampered behind him. It was the same easy manner I’d witnessed in Detective Sixkiller countless times in the three months since I moved back to Port Merritt, Washington. Combine it with the winning smile of a charmer and I’d bet there wasn’t a female in my hometown of five thousand and fifty-three residents who wouldn’t welcome the former high school football captain into her home with open arms.

	Kelsey pursed her mouth. “I’d be doing better if certain men would do what they said they were going to do, when they said they were going to do it!”

	Russell was in deep doo-doo.

	Kelsey stabbed her sterling silver-adorned index finger in the direction of a sign on the display window of her shop, the Feathered Nest. “Do you see where it says to come and meet local artist, Lance Greenwood, September 7th? As in tonight?”

	I sure did. Nice sign. No doubt Kelsey had spent more than a few bucks to have it printed.

	“Russell Falco was supposed to be here over an hour ago to install track lighting in the back room and help me set up.” She dramatically tossed her head back, her dark blue eyes blinking back tears. “How could he be a no-show when he knew how important tonight was to me?”

	According to Lucille, the senior gossip wrangler waitressing at Duke’s Cafe, my great-uncle’s greasy spoon, Russell Falco had no shortage of ladies vying for his attention. Now that I knew we were talking about that Russell, it wouldn’t have surprised me if he’d received a more enticing offer.

	The summer I was fifteen and filling in as a short-order cook at Duke’s, Russell came in after working on his dad’s charter boat with his brothers. He was twenty-three, a raven-haired hunk and a half, and a shameless flirt. Despite the fact that we rarely saw him sober, all the waitresses were crazy about him.

	“He’s trouble with a capital T,” Uncle Duke had proclaimed after Russell got his nose broken for sniffing around the wrong woman. Shortly after that, he dropped out of sight. Lucille had said that he fell in with a motorcycle gang and served some prison time in California.

	For Russell’s and Kelsey’s sakes, I hoped that history wasn’t repeating itself.

	“Do you already have the light fixtures that need to be installed?” Steve asked her.

	Kelsey nodded, her fine butterscotch blond hair spilling over her shoulders. “Everything’s inside the shop. The lights, all the hardware, Lance’s paintings. Last night, we emptied out the back room to set everything up like a real gallery. All I need now are Russell and his tools.”

	Given Russell’s bad boy reputation and the tension bleeding through Kelsey’s brittle smile, I sensed that wasn’t the full extent of what she needed from him.

	“Russell isn’t the only guy around here with tools.” Steve turned to me. “Looks like I’m going to owe you brunch instead of breakfast.”

	Fine with me because either way some crispy bacon would be in my future. “And you just got a helper to ensure that you make good on that debt.”

	Two hours later, the Feathered Nest’s new track lighting had been installed, and Steve and I were hanging the last of the garish oil paintings Kelsey kept raving about when she wasn’t tending to a customer.

	I tilted my head at a landscape with red and orange streaks invading muddy violet globs of paint that looked like chocolate raspberry mousse blended with Steve’s poopy smoothie. “What do you think this is supposed to be?” I reached for the artist’s business card listing the name of the painting as Olympic Sunset and sucked in a breath when I read the fifteen hundred dollar asking price.

	Steve slid his hammer onto his tool belt. “I call it over-priced crap.”

	I shushed him but couldn’t help but admire the way the tool belt hung low on his hips like a gunslinger’s holster. All he needed was the black cowboy hat to accompany the steely-eyed glare he was directing toward Lance Greenwood’s handiwork.

	“Don’t you just love what he does with color?” Kelsey gushed from the doorway.

	“Yeah,” Steve muttered unenthusiastically as I tacked the business card eye level with the artist’s Dante’s Inferno interpretation of the sun setting behind Washington’s Olympic mountain range.

	She stepped between us and started folding the brown paper wrapper that had covered Olympic Sunset a few minutes earlier. “Okay, so it’s not your cup of tea, but I’ll have you know that he’s an up and coming artist, known throughout North America. It’s quite an honor to host tonight’s event for him.”

	If the guy was such a big deal in the art world, it was curious that he had agreed to show his work in the tight confines of the Feathered Nest instead of one of the galleries in Port Townsend.

	My grandmother had already announced that she wanted to attend tonight’s soiree, which translated into me accompanying her as her date for the evening. Personally, I suspected she wanted to see what all the fuss surrounding Lance Greenwood was about. From the gloppy examples of the man’s talent hanging on Kelsey’s walls, I wondered the same thing.

	“I’m sure it is,” I said. Clearly, with the way Kelsey was beaming, a prouder hostess couldn’t be found.

	“It looks like you’re about ready for showtime.” Steve unhooked his tool belt as he inched toward the door. “And I owe someone breakfast while they’re still serving, so Char and I should get going.”

	Since my stomach had been growling for the last hour, he got no argument from me.

	Steve’s cell phone rang and he stopped and pulled it from his pocket. “Hey, Captain.” His gaze sharpened, then he turned his back to me.

	Steve had kidded me about being a human lie detector ever since I participated in a university study as a favor to my former sister-in-law, the clinical psychologist. Even before my perceptive abilities had been documented, he’d made a point of sheltering his face when he didn’t want me to read his body language. But since the Port Merritt PD captain was calling his one and only detective on his day off, anyone in the room should have been able to see that something very bad had happened.

	“Tell him not to touch anything,” he said. “I’ll be there in ten.”

	“What’s happened?” I asked the second Steve ended the call, my voice a squeaky blend of breath and apprehension.

	He pocketed his cell phone. “Russell Falco has been found.” 


 

	Chapter Two

	 

	IT WAS ALMOST one o’clock when I walked to the end of Dock A at the Port Merritt marina, where a Chimacam County sheriff’s deputy had towed Russell’s twin engine fishing boat, a mostly unvarnished wooden hulk named the Lucky Charm. Like Russell Falco, whose body had been discovered on a nearby stretch of rocky shoreline, whatever luck the Lucky Charm had once possessed had definitely run out.

	Since I could honestly say that I’d come to the marina on official business as the Special Assistant to the Chimacam County Prosecutor/Coroner, I ducked under the yellow caution tape stretched between two pilings.

	Steve glared down at me from the Lucky Charm’s stern while a squawking seagull perched on the dock railing sounded no happier about my arrival. “Do I need to remind you what Do not cross means?”

	I held up a grease-stained Duke’s Cafe takeout bag containing a double beef cheeseburger and a side of fries. “I come bearing gifts and news, so you should really be nicer to me.”

	He pointed at the tape. “Stay on the other side. I don’t need anyone suggesting that we contaminated the scene.”

	Since he was the one wearing latex gloves and blue cotton booties, and my job was typically restricted to interviewing witnesses and delivering subpoenas, I didn’t have to guess that we meant me—the one who had yet to make it through her thirty-day probation period.

	“What do you think?” I asked the one-man CSI team when he stepped onto the pier, the seagull falling silent as if I wasn’t the only one interested in Steve’s answer.

	He snapped off the gloves and dropped them and the cotton booties into the plastic kit slung over his shoulder. “That boat needs a lot of work.”

	Tell me something I didn’t know. “Besides that. Did you find anything?”

	Steve bent his six-foot frame under the caution tape. “Not much other than a toolbox, a bag of nails, and some dirty clothes. It looks like he might have picked up some work in addition to helping out at Kelsey’s.”

	“Doesn’t that seem a little strange to you?” Finding a toolbox in the back of Russell’s beater pickup truck would have made more sense, especially since Kelsey had been expecting him at her shop.

	“There’s lots of water around here, Chow Mein. And lots of docks in need of repair.”

	I couldn’t help but smile at the nickname he gave me back in the third grade. “I guess.” Considering the reason the boat had to be towed to the marina, the handyman equipment still seemed strange.

	Steve’s attention zeroed in on the bag in my hand. “Is that for me?”

	“All yours.” With the exception of the few french fries that I’d stolen back in the car.

	“Good, I’m starved.”

	We sat on a concrete bench centered in the patch of grass between Dock B and the parking lot, and I watched him attack the bag.

	“I ran into Ben at Duke’s.” More like I followed Criminal Prosecutor Ben Santiago into the diner, but since I happened to know that he was the deputy coroner on call this weekend, I figured he’d be the one with the most up-to-date information on Russell. I could also count on getting a grilled cheese sandwich compliments of my great-uncle while I was there.

	“Yeah?” Steve said with his mouth full. “And?”

	“He said it didn’t look like Russell had been in the water for very long before he washed up on shore.” I left out the part about his flesh not suffering any apparent fish or animal bites since Steve was chowing down on his burger. “Ben wants me to get a statement from Fred Wixey.”

	“I already talked to Fred. He was walking his dog, saw the body, called it in. Not much else there.”

	I shrugged. “We need a statement for the coroner’s report.”

	“We?”

	I was pretty much the low man on the totem pole at the courthouse, where I worked for Prosecutor Frankie Rickard, who also served as the coroner of Chimacam County. Dairy cows and chickens easily outnumbered the registered voters, who had recently reelected her to a third term, but I was still one of Frankie’s badge-carrying deputies and that gave me the right to say we.

	“Yes, we, smart ass. And Ben asked me to call Dr. Zuniga to schedule an autopsy.”

	Chimacam County operated on a shoestring budget, so it contracted with Dr. Henry Zuniga, a semi-retired forensic pathologist from Seattle, an hour away by ferry.

	Steve swallowed. “That’s your big news?”

	Not entirely. “The autopsy’s scheduled for Tuesday.”

	“You realize it’s routine, don’t you?”

	Uh, no.

	It was just the second time that I’d spoken to Dr. Zuniga about an autopsy in my four weeks of working for the county. I might be deputized to interview witnesses and offer my opinion as a deception detection specialist, do background checks, and place calls to forensic pathologists on behalf of the coroner, but absolutely nothing about an autopsy seemed routine to this former pastry chef.

	I sat ramrod straight as I nibbled on a lukewarm french fry. “Of course. I just thought you’d like to know.”

	He gave me an amused look. “Nice try, rookie.”

	After Steve finished the last of the fries, he handed me the grease-stained paper sack. “Thanks for lunch,” he said, shielding his eyes from the sun as he tracked a fishing boat motoring toward the marina.

	“Stay here.” He punched some numbers on his cell phone and started walking down the pier.

	Two minutes later, I watched Nathan, the youngest of the three Falco brothers, hop over the side railing of the charter boat and tie up to the dock, four rows over from the Lucky Charm.

	My most vivid memories of the boy who had been two years ahead of me in high school were of him coming into Duke’s every Saturday morning to load up on coffee and pastries for their customers when his dad ran the charter business. With Nathan’s dark tousled hair and athletic build, he resembled Russell more than the shorter, stockier Andy.

	I couldn’t hear what the men were saying over the engine noise, so I moved to a plastic lawn chair across from the adjacent slip and caught Nathan’s stony-faced glare when Steve hooked a line over a dock cleat.

	“We don’t need your help,” Nathan grumbled as Andy killed the engine.

	“Shut up, Nate,” Andy said, climbing down from the forty-foot fishing boat’s flying bridge.

	I didn’t need to be able to read their body language to sense the tension rippling like heat waves between the brothers.

	After saying their goodbyes to Nathan and Andy, the three middle-aged charter boat customers took turns stepping over the boat railing and onto the dock. The eldest of the three smiled at me as he passed.

	“Nice catch,” I said, pointing to the plastic bag of silver salmon on ice swinging from his hand.

	He grinned at his plastic-wrapped trophy. “Took me all flippin’ morning, but I finally caught this bad boy.”

	I knew that Steve had called Andy almost three hours ago. Since most of the local charter boats trolled the fishing lanes off the south point of Harstone Island—no more than fifteen miles away from the marina—it appeared that Andy and Nathan cared more about guaranteeing their customers’ fish stories than their older brother.

	I forced a smile at the guy’s hollow victory. He was obviously clueless about Russell. “Congratulations.”

	Steve heard me and shot me a warning glance.

	So I wasn’t a very good sit and stay girl. He’d known that about me for twenty-six years. However, the second I saw Andy lock his amber eyes on Steve like a nuclear warhead set to launch, I knew to keep quiet with my eyes and ears open.

	Andy slowly climbed over the boat railing, his mouth a grim slit surrounded by dark stubble. Pulling at the brim of his red Falco Charters ball cap, shadow cut through his grizzled cheeks. “Where is he?”

	“Tolliver’s,” Steve said.

	Tolliver’s Funeral Home was the last stop in town for most of Port Merritt’s dearly departed. Since the county didn’t have money in the budget for a morgue, it was also where Dr. Zuniga would be gutting Russell like that tourist’s salmon.

	Cursing, Nathan lit a cigarette with a shaky hand.

	Ignoring his younger brother, Andy scanned the marina, his gaze landing on the Lucky Charm, tied up at the far dock. “Sheriff tow it in around seven?”

	Steve nodded. “Yeah.”

	“Saw it when we were heading out. Thought that was his boat.”

	“You didn’t want to stop and ask why it was being towed in?”

	Andy shook his head. “I had customers who paid me to go fishing, not hear about another screw-up of Russ’s.”

	Steve lowered his voice and I couldn’t make out what he said. Seconds later, the two Falco brothers boarded their boat.

	Thumbing in the direction of the parking lot, Steve closed the distance between us. “Andy wants to see Russell.”

	Understandable. Sometimes that was part of the grieving process, an opportunity to say goodbye. Or in this case, maybe yell one last time at his brother.

	I tried to keep pace with Steve’s long strides as we passed by the bench where he ate his lunch.

	“They’re going to gather up their gear, then I’m meeting them at Tolliver’s,” he said, surveying the parking lot. “Don’t know how long this will take.”

	The implication couldn’t be more clear. Time for me to go.

	I had to collect a statement from Fred Wixey so it wasn’t like I didn’t also have places to go, people to see, but it felt like I was being dismissed.

	Steve turned to me when we reached my car. “Maybe I’ll see you later.”

	“If you’re lucky.”

	That earned me a lopsided smile which disappeared the instant that a blue and white Port Merritt Police car pulled up next to his pickup.

	“Don’t let anyone near Russell’s boat,” Steve said to Howie Fontaine, a fresh-faced, uniformed officer who barely looked old enough to drive. “I’ll be back in an hour.”

	Howie promptly took his post in front of the caution tape, and Steve pulled out onto Main Street, leaving me alone in the marina parking lot.

	As first dates go, this wasn’t my best. But I didn’t have time to overthink my relationship with Steve. I needed to see a man about a dead body.



	




	 

	Chapter Three

	 

	STANDING ON FRED WIXEY’S front porch, I read the three laminated signs above the doorbell:

	NO SOLICITORS

	BEWARE OF DOG

	TRESPASSERS WILL BE SHOT ~ SURVIVORS WILL BE SHOT AGAIN

	Since I’d known Mr. Wixey for most of my life and I was at his doorstep on official coroner business, I wasn’t too worried about the first two signs. The third one made me wish that I had called to let him know I was coming, especially since Barney, a hyperactive fox terrier, was sounding the intruder alert.

	The door swung open and Mr. Wixey peered out at me while Barney’s toenails clacked on the wooden porch as he danced around me, sniffing my leather sandals.

	“Barney, inside.” The diminutive Mr. Wixey smiled apologetically, revealing a missing canine tooth, while the fox terrier patrolled the tiny entryway like a furry centurion. “You’d better come inside, too, or he’ll never settle down.”

	On the warmth meter, Fred Wixey’s welcome barely registered a blip, but I didn’t see a shotgun by the door, so I figured all the bark at the 1940’s-era clapboard house was worse than the bite.

	“Must be my day for visitors,” he said as I followed him to the U-shaped kitchen where a stack of dirty dishes filled the sink and a pan of tomato soup bubbled on the stove.

	I was immediately struck by the fact that he had no family pictures on the walls, no homey curtains in the kitchen, and no dining room table in the adjacent room. Instead of feminine touches, faux wood blinds with a few missing slats covered the windows, and the house smelled like an old cigar room, making me suspect that it had been a long time since the never-married septuagenarian had entertained a lady friend here.

	With Barney sitting with rapt attention at his feet, Mr. Wixey pointed at a rickety-looking barstool on the other side of the white tile counter. “Have a seat, Charmaine.”

	I gingerly slid my butt onto the stool where he probably took most of his meals. Guessing that I outweighed Fred Wixey by at least thirty pounds, I prayed that I wouldn’t land in a heap on his scuffed hardwood floor.

	He turned his back to me to give his soup a stir. “With all the excitement this morning, Barney and I are a little behind on our chow.”

	“That’s why I’m here, Mr. Wixey—”

	“About time you called me Fred, don’t you think?” he asked, glancing back over his shoulder.

	I’d called him Mr. Wixey ever since the day I moved in with my grandparents when I was three. To distract me from my actress mother’s hasty departure to the Everglades to co-star in some swamp creature flick, Gram had taken me to the Big Scoop where Fred Wixey, the owner, introduced me to my first banana split.

	Was it any wonder that I’d become a true believer that a big bowl of hot fudge and ice cream could turn a frown upside down? Probably one of the many reasons why I now outweighed my host.

	Nope. Thirty-one years after my earliest memory had been burned into my cortex, there was no way I could call him anything but Mr. Wixey.

	I smiled and left it at that. “Ben Santiago suggested that I stop by to take your statement.”

	“I already told Steve everything I saw. Don’t know that there’s anything else to say.”

	I pulled out a pen and one of the witness interview forms I carried in my tote bag. “I realize you’ve talked to Steve—Detective Sixkiller—but would you mind me asking you a few questions while you eat your lunch?”

	“No skin off my nose.” Mr. Wixey turned off the front burner of the stove. “Fire away.”

	I skipped the first two questions since I didn’t need him to help me fill in the blanks about his name and address. “I understand you called nine-one-one this morning.”

	He met my gaze as he pulled a glass bowl from a nearby cabinet. “I realize you’re new at this, but isn’t that why you’re here?”

	He reminded me of my grandfather the time I’d shown him my report card with the “C-” I got in Physics. You’re better than this, Char.

	I would concede Mr. Wixey the point if it would get him talking. “Yeah, but we need to start somewhere.”

	He poured his soup into the bowl and pushed it across the counter. “Not that I mind the pretty company, but why don’t we skip the stuff you already know.”

	“That’s the problem, Mr. Wixey—”

	“Fred.” He took the seat next to me, Barney’s toenails clickety-clacking behind us. “Go lay down,” he told the fox terrier, who click-clacked to the corner and hopped onto a suede dog bed that looked like a giant bagel.

	“The coroner needs to determine the cause of Mr. Falco’s death and we aren’t necessarily privy to the information you provided to Detective Sixkiller.” At least I wasn’t. “Sorry if this seems repetitive, but could we start at the beginning?”

	Mr. Wixey shrugged and slurped his soup.

	I took that as a yes.

	“What time did you discover Russell Falco?” I asked.

	“I didn’t. Barney did.”

	I glanced back at the dog whose ears had perked up at the mention of his name. “And what time was that?”

	“Nine-ish.”

	I wasn’t about to submit a report to my boss with a time of nine-ish. “Do you think it was before or after nine?”

	“Like I told Steve, it was around nine. Barney and me, we left the house around eight forty-five. After that, who knows? I’m retired. Don’t wear a watch anymore.”

	Fine. Nine-ish.

	“Where did you find him?” I asked as I made note of the approximate time.

	“Ben was there. He saw where I found him,” he said, enunciating every word as if I were hard of hearing. “Don’t you people talk to one another?”

	“I need the exact location for my report, so—”

	“Government bureaucracy. Everyone asking the same questions. Mighty inefficient way to do business if you ask me.”

	Drawing in a deep breath, I pasted a smile on my face. “I’m sure you’re right. But back to the discovery you made around nine. Sorry to ask you this while you’re eating, but could you describe what you saw and where you saw it?”

	Mr. Wixey dropped his spoon in his bowl. “I served two tours in ’Nam. Saw a buddy’s arm blown off. Gave me nightmares for months. Seeing what Barney discovered was nothin’ by comparison. Just a dead guy on the strip of rocky beach this side of the boat launch at Cedars Cove.”

	Andy and Nathan might beg to differ about the nothin’ aspect of Barney’s discovery, but at least we were finally getting somewhere.

	“I guess hypothermia set in while the poor bastard was swimming for shore, then the tide washed him up onto those rocks,” Mr. Wixey added, picking up his bowl to suck down the last of the soup.

	“Why do you say that?” As far as I knew, Fred Wixey had no information about Russell taking a tumble from his boat.

	“Well, it didn’t look like he walked to shore. And he wasn’t wearing shoes. Just socks.”

	After making a note of Mr. Wixey’s observation, I looked up to see him frowning at his empty soup bowl. “What? Did you remember something else?”

	“Just occurred to me. Now that I know that the stiff was Russell, he seemed kinda gussied up.”

	“What do you mean, ‘gussied up?’”

	“White shirt. You know, the kind with a collar, long sleeves. New-looking blue jeans. Never seen him in anything but a black T-shirt before.”

	Neither had I. “Did you notice anything else that seemed unusual?”

	He turned to me, a twinkle in his watery gray eyes. “You mean aside from him being dead?”

	“Yep.”

	“Nah. That’s about it.”

	“Okay, and then you called the police around…”

	“Nine-thirty-ish.”

	Since Steve’s captain called him almost an hour later, it seemed like Russell Falco wasn’t a priority for anyone this morning. At least I could verify the time with the nine-one-one dispatcher. “Why not call right away?”

	Fred Wixey pulled a small bone-shaped biscuit from his pocket and tossed it to his dog. “Barney hadn’t done his business yet. Old guys like us can get a little ornery when we’re rushed. The plumbing just ain’t what it used to be.”

	“No cell phone?”

	He shook his head.

	“No one else on the beach with a cell phone?”

	“Nah, it’s quiet as a tomb down there.” He winked. “Barney likes his privacy, so it’s one of his favorite places.”

	If this wasn’t an accident, that might also make that stretch of beach a great place to dump a body.

	I eased off the barstool and handed Mr. Wixey one of my cards. “If you think of anything else, please give me a call.”

	He squinted at my business card, a scowl carving lines into the marionette-like folds under his cheeks. “Leaving so soon, Charmaine Digby, Special Assistant to the Prosecutor/Coroner?” he asked, reading the card. “Me and Barney were about to have some ice cream. You still like strawberry?”

	I planted my butt back on the barstool. “Maybe I can stay for a few more minutes.”

	 

	∗ ∗ ∗

	 

	After making a quick stop at Clark’s Pharmacy, I pulled into the marina parking lot, walked to the end of Dock A, and flashed a smile at Howie Fontaine. “I just need to check one more thing for my report.”

	He stepped between me and the caution tape. “Sorry, ma’am, I can’t let you pass.”

	I pulled on a pair of the latex gloves I’d picked up five minutes earlier at Clark’s, snapping one against my wrist like a doctor prepping for surgery. “You can’t let the public pass. I am a deputy coroner here on official business.”

	“I don’t know—”

	“The coroner’s waiting and I don’t have all day.” Because Steve could show up at any moment.

	Howie shot a worried glance toward the parking lot as if he were hoping backup would roll in to rescue him from having to make a decision. “Maybe I should call—”

	“Officer Fontaine, do you really want to look like a rookie who can’t show good judgment?”

	While he stared at me as if I’d asked him a trick question, I slipped under the caution tape. “I’ll just be a minute.”

	I stepped down onto one of the two unvarnished bench seats of the Lucky Charm’s stern. In fact, almost every square inch of surface area appeared to have been stripped of its varnish. Between jobs like the one at Kelsey’s shop, it looked like Russell had been keeping busy.

	Maybe that accounted for the red and black plastic toolbox I spotted on the floor of the cabin. But it wouldn’t explain the circular saw in an open compartment next to that toolbox. I’d seen my grandfather use a similar saw when he built the deck in our backyard. Unless Russell had planned to give up his restoration efforts and make kindling out of the Lucky Charm, that saw had no purpose on this boat.

	I took a quick inventory of the contents of the toolbox. Files, hammers, screwdrivers, drills, compartments with assorted bits, tacks, and screws, a plastic bag of nails, and not one varnish brush—exactly what I’d expect to see in the toolbox of a handyman.

	Lifting one of the bench seats at the galley table I saw two handsaws atop a couple of orange life jackets. Next to the life jackets was a cardboard box filled with dirty rags, sheets of sandpaper, and a dozen assorted brushes, most still wrapped in plastic. I turned to the other bench seat. There I found epoxy tubes neatly stored in a small wooden crate along with several cans of turpentine, linseed oil, resin, and varnish.

	Other than the stained rags and several well-used sheets of sandpaper, the bench seats looked more like storage lockers, filled with inventory for a boat restoration project that wouldn’t be happening anytime soon.

	I agreed with Steve. It appeared that Russell had been working somewhere other than on his boat yesterday.

	One thing was certainly evident. Russell was definitely one of those a place for everything and everything in its place guys. Except for the black T-shirt that had been tossed over the back of the cracked leather captain’s chair.

	I leaned over to sniff the shirt. Not unpleasant and most decidedly male. Light flecks resembling sawdust dotted the black cotton. I brushed one of the larger pieces into my palm and held it under the sunlight cascading through the cabin window. It appeared to be a thin sliver of wood.

	Running a gloved finger over the surface of the threadbare carpet I came up with several more slivers. Russell had probably taken his shirt off here.

	But did that happen in the last twenty-four hours? Not necessarily. For all I knew, the shirt could have been draped over this seat for the past week.

	I turned my attention to the apparel I was more interested in—Russell’s missing shoes.

	If he’d been gussied up as Fred Wixey had stated, Russell Falco would have been wearing shoes—most likely the type of shoes a man wouldn’t want to get wet. So if he’d jumped into the water to retrieve something that had fallen overboard, he would first have removed his shoes.

	That meant I should see a pair of shoes on the stern of the Lucky Charm. But I found only a crab trap, a net, four rubber fenders and a few coils of rope.

	Or Russell could have taken off his shoes inside the cabin to make himself comfortable. I searched under the captain’s seat, under the T-shirt, under the table. No shoes. But I did spot an unzipped black canvas duffle bag opposite the bench seat with the hand saws.

	To avoid transferring any wood splinters to the bag, I grabbed a yellow pencil from a compartment next to the table, pulled it open, and saw a pair of shoes – a pair of well-worn Reeboks that hadn’t seen white in a long time—not the shoes I had been looking for. Rolled up under the Reeboks was a grimy pair of faded blue jeans speckled with sawdust. The only other thing the duffle contained was a brown leather shaving kit similar to my ex-husband’s—what he had brought with him every time he spent the night when we were dating.

	So it appeared that Russell might have been working a construction job that he traveled to by boat. Then, instead of going home yesterday to get gussied up for a date, he had changed his clothes here. But where were his shoes?

	A red feather suspended from a dreamcatcher hanging in the corner grazed my shoulder as I angled around to open the door of the head. Nothing in there but an old towel next to a grungy shower, and a pine air freshener that was probably supposed to mask the outhouse perfume. “Oy.” It didn’t.

	A cursory inspection of the bow revealed nothing other than a light blue dress shirt hanging next to a denim jacket in a compact closet, and a pillow on top of a rumpled green sleeping bag on the bed.

	Since I was no closer to solving the mystery of the missing shoes and I needed to make myself scarce before Steve came back, I stepped off the Lucky Charm and nodded to Howie as I ducked under the caution tape. “It’s in our mutual best interest that you don’t mention that I was here to Detective Sixkiller.”

	Howie cringed. “You didn’t touch nothin’, did you?”

	“Nope.” Hardly anything. “And that needs to be your answer when he asks if anyone got anywhere near this boat. Say it with conviction and he might even believe you.”

	Since it wouldn’t be at all believable if Steve saw me at the marina, I sprinted to my car to beat it to my grandmother’s house. While I headed up 5th Street, something niggled at me—the haunting feeling that I’d overlooked something.

	But what?

	I mentally rewound the day’s events, retracing my steps back to the Feathered Nest, where Russell had been a no-show.

	When I parked in front of Gram’s two-story Victorian, I spotted my cell phone as I reached for my tote bag and a light bulb clicked on in my brain.

	Kelsey had said she’d been trying to reach Russell by phone. A man who wouldn’t want to miss an opportunity for a job would certainly carry a cell phone, and I didn’t see one on the boat.

	Since Steve’s car wasn’t parked in the driveway across the street I pulled out my phone and selected his number.

	After four rings I thought I was going to have to leave a voice message and then he answered with a brusque, “Yeah?”

	Apparently my sex buddy wasn’t in the mood for pleasantries. “I need some information for my report.”

	“I’m busy. Can’t this wait until later?”

	Yes, but that didn’t help me now. “Nope. But I’ll make this quick. I just need a yes or no to two questions. Did Russell have his cell phone on him?”

	Steve blew out a breath. “No.”

	“Did you find his shoes or phone on the boat and take them as evidence?”

	A few silent seconds ticked by.

	“Frankie will want to know,” I added since Steve was well-aware that my boss would expect him to keep her apprised of the chain of evidence in the case.

	“No.”

	“Then where are they?”

	It had to be highly unlikely that Russell Falco would have willingly dived into the cold waters of Merritt Bay wearing his shoes. But it was virtually impossible that he would have hit the water with his phone, at least by choice.

	“Someone who didn’t search that boat probably shouldn’t be asking that question.”

	Crap. “Uh…”

	“I have to go,” Steve said before promptly disconnecting.

	I may have just been busted for the unauthorized search of Russell’s boat, but the non-answer from Mr. Less Than Forthcoming told me he’d been asking himself the same question.

	That was enough for me, especially since I also had to go. In my case, inside my grandmother’s house to make a quick pit stop, and then I needed to skedaddle to the courthouse and park myself in front of my computer to write a preliminary report for Russell’s file. At least I now had two additional important pieces of information to add to it—a pair of shoes and a cell phone that had both gone missing.

	That meant one of two things: Russell Falco had either fallen overboard, couldn’t get back onto his boat and had removed his shoes to swim for shore, or his death was no accident.


 

	Chapter Four

	 

	IT WAS ALMOST two in the afternoon when I stepped out of the upstairs bathroom and discovered my eighty-year-old grandmother changing my bed linens.

	“What are you doing?” I asked.

	Gram clutched a celery-green bed sheet to her ample bosom as if I’d caught her in a compromising position. “I…”

	I took the sheet from her. “You don’t have to do this. Part of the deal with me living here for a few months is that I help you with the chores, not the other way around.”

	Given the installment plan I was still paying off with the divorce lawyer, maybe more than a few months.

	I smoothed the sheet over the double bed. “That means that I don’t create work for you, Gram.”

	She stood at the other side of the bed and tucked in the sheet. “You didn’t,” she said, avoiding my gaze. “The fresh sheets aren’t for you.”

	Translation: My mother was back in town.

	When I was a little kid, sharing a bed with my mother had felt more like a slumber party—something I’d yearned for. Now that I was thirty-four, I had no intention of partying with Marietta and didn’t want to share. But Gram’s implication couldn’t be more clear. It was my duty as a good daughter to temporarily relinquish my claim on her guest room.

	I scanned the room for my mother’s monogrammed Louis Vuitton luggage. No luggage, no hint of jasmine in the air—nothing to indicate that Hurricane Marietta had blown into Port Merritt. In fact, aside from the bed everything was exactly as I’d left it, which meant I needed to scoop up this morning’s wardrobe rejects from the floor. “Where is she?”

	“Barry is picking her up at the airport.”

	Barry Ferris was my mother’s man of the moment—the same Mr. Ferris who had been my biology teacher at Port Merritt High School. Kind, responsible, over forty—not at all her usual boy toy type. Everyone could see he was completely and utterly smitten with Marietta. She’d told me that he even wanted to marry her, the poor sap.

	Their relationship had just entered its fourth week. Over the course of the last thirty years, this typically signaled kiss-off week, when my mother would kick the guy out of her Malibu home. Or worse, she’d marry him.

	For all our sakes, and especially for Mr. Ferris, I prayed that she’d let him down easy. And since my mother would be sleeping in my bed, I hoped she’d do it soon.
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