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Alvin Harney stretched his left arm out of the window and tapped the beat to an old Rolling Stones tune on the truck door. He bobbed his head as he sang the song off-key. There was no working radio in the truck, just a melody in his head and the crisp morning breeze in his face.


Except during a thunderstorm or hard downpour, he always drove with his window open. Even in winter when frost coated the Tennessee hills and most people cranked their heat up as high as it would go, Alvin kept the driver’s-side window of his white Ford pickup rolled down. The cold never seemed to bother his fifty-year-old bones.


It made him feel alive.


This morning the air felt even fresher than normal. A heavy spring rain had fallen during the night—a cleansing deluge that had hammered the gray dust from the surface of the gravel and forged deep puddles across the road leading to the construction site.


The pickup rocked as Alvin splashed through the pools, the spray coating his arm with a fine brown mist. At the end of the road loomed a massive skeleton of steel and concrete, which, under his guidance as lead superintendent, would soon be transformed into the largest and most luxurious hotel in the posh Nashville suburb of Blanton Hills.


Alvin was usually the first to arrive at the site. It gave him the opportunity to review the progress from the previous day and then make adjustments to ensure the project remained on schedule. Not the bigwigs’ schedule, dreamed up in a boardroom somewhere—his own schedule, honed into shape from years of hard work and experience.


He took pride in bringing projects in well ahead of the expected completion date, an ability that had garnered him a sterling reputation in addition to fat bonus checks.


Today, however, he was not the first to arrive.


Alvin wheeled his pickup into the parking area next to a black Dodge. Nico Williams sat on the tailgate eating a biscuit sandwich, a Hardee’s sack in his lap. He swung his legs in unison with each chew.


Nico was new on the job. This was his third day. At first glance, he was not what you would expect a construction worker to look like. But for a man of around 250 pounds, he was extremely agile.


Agile and quiet.


On two separate occasions, Alvin had turned around to find Nico standing directly behind him, close enough to butt heads, never once having heard him approach. Nico reminded him of a big yellow tomcat stalking its prey.


Alvin never liked cats.


He turned off the ignition, got out, and slammed the pickup’s door. The wet gravel crunched under his work boots as he rounded the corner of the truck bed. He nodded at Nico. “Hey, how’s it going?”


“Can’t complain.”


As Alvin passed, Nico stuffed the last of the biscuit into his mouth, wadded up the paper sack, and tossed it into the back of his truck. Leaving his tailgate down, he followed Alvin to the double gates in the security fence.


Alvin removed the padlock and let the gates swing open. “So what got you here so early?”


Nico shrugged. “Just trying to make a good impression on the boss.” His Cheshire grin revealed bits of what looked like either steak or sausage between his tobacco-stained teeth.


“Uh-huh. Well, here comes your chance.” Alvin gestured toward the silver BMW X5 making its way down the access road. “That’s Scott Chadwick. He’s the man who designed the hotel, and he and his partner own all of this.” Alvin waved at the SUV as it crawled through the gates, but the hard-hat-clad Chadwick stared straight ahead, a cell phone glued to his ear.


“Seems like a real nice guy.”


A smirk had replaced Nico’s grin, and Alvin wasn’t sure which irritated him more. He turned and watched the BMW disappear around the corner of the hotel. “Well, actually he is, but he’s probably got a lot on his mind right now. He’s getting married in a few days.”


“You don’t say.”


“I’ll bet that’s her on the phone, giving him her honey-do list.”


Nico pulled a red bandanna from his pocket and tied it around his blond crew cut before slipping on his hard hat. “You married, Harney?”


“I used to be.” Alvin hooked the padlock onto the open gate and headed for the construction trailer.


The trailer was one of three at the site used for offices and meeting space. The interior was small but adequate. A metal desk, a blueprint cabinet, and a bank of file drawers, topped with a copier and fax machine, filled the left side of the room.


On the right, a card table and four folding chairs were set up in front of a kitchenette complete with a coffeemaker, microwave, and miniature fridge. The plot plan and drawings of the front, rear, and side elevations of the hotel plastered the walls.


Alvin fired up the coffeepot and then settled at his desk. Through the open door, he could see Nico standing near one of the portable toilets talking on his cell phone. Probably getting his own honey-do list.


Alvin checked his watch. It was 5:15—about thirty minutes before the crews started trickling in. He opened his notebook to the day’s agenda. He was glad Scott had arrived at the site early. They needed to go over several changes in the lobby’s interior.


The hotel was being fast-tracked, Alvin’s favorite type of project, though some considered this risky. He loved the challenge of coordinating all the phases of construction simultaneously. The project began with a preliminary design, and then the builder made modifications as the construction was completed.


In order to fast-track a building, you had to have a first-rate architect. Otherwise you could end up with the plumbing or electrical wiring in the wrong place. In Alvin’s eyes, Scott Chadwick was the best. Alvin had worked for a countless number of design/build firms before signing on with Chadwick & Shore, but none of the contractors had earned the level of respect he held for Scott. And it wasn’t just his boss’s architectural skills that he admired. Scott always made Alvin feel that his opinions mattered—that he was more than just an employee.


The pungent aroma of the freshly brewed coffee permeated the trailer. Alvin glanced up and saw Nico standing at the door.


“Think you could spare a cup?” Nico asked.


Alvin checked his watch again. “Yeah, I think so, but don’t expect it to become a habit.”


He filled three cups and handed one to Nico. He placed the other two on the trailer steps along with his notebook, just long enough to close and lock the door, and then he set out to find Scott.


The hotel consisted of a twelve-story tower flanked by two five-story wings set at forty-five-degree angles. Designed to cater to an upscale crowd, the rooms were mostly suites, each equipped with a working fireplace and an elaborate bath. The hotel would also house two gourmet restaurants and a nightclub.


Alvin walked into the lobby area expecting to see the building’s owner, but he wasn’t there.


“Scott?” Alvin’s voice echoed through the empty structure.


Maybe he was still outside.


Alvin crossed the lobby and peered out the doors that opened onto the rear courtyard and pool area. He could see Scott’s car parked about a hundred feet away.


Still carrying the coffee, Alvin stepped onto the plank that served as a makeshift ramp from the door of the lobby to the ground. He was halfway down when he saw Scott Chadwick.


The coffee cups slipped from his hands.


The scalding liquid soaked through the front of his jeans, but Alvin didn’t feel a thing.
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Toni Matthews dialed the number for the fifth time.


“This is Scott Chadwick; you’ve reached my voice mail.”


Why didn’t he answer his cell phone? He wasn’t answering his private line at the office either. She glanced at the clock on the bedside table: 7:23. Did he have an early meeting this morning? She couldn’t remember.


“Hi, it’s me. I was wondering if you could meet me somewhere. I left my briefcase in your car last night, and the file for my nine o’clock closing is in there. Call me when you get this. I love you.”


She couldn’t show up for the Barton-to-Collins closing without that file. Everything was in it—the termite inspection, the septic letter, even the keys to the house. And this was one property transfer she really didn’t want to postpone. The sale of the Bartons’ home was her final order of business for the next three weeks. She wanted to get it over with as soon as possible so she could spend the rest of the afternoon concentrating on last-minute wedding details.


It was hard to believe she would be married in less than seventy-two hours. There was a time when Toni was certain she would remain single forever. Not that she hadn’t had meaningful relationships before. She’d had strong feelings for several different men during the course of her twenty-nine years. But in the past, she’d always managed to keep a sliver of distance between herself and them, sheltered by an invisible wall of protection. She’d cared for them, but never let them get too close. Never gave them the opportunity to break through that wall.


Then she met Scott, and everything changed. She remembered the first time he’d asked her out two years ago. She’d turned him down. The second time he asked, she’d turned him down again. Not because she didn’t want to go out with him, but because she was afraid to say yes. She somehow knew from the moment they met that he was the one man she wouldn’t be able to keep outside the wall. And she’d been right.


He was the only man who had ever truly understood her. He never pushed too hard. He never tried to change her or mold her into something he wanted her to be. Instead of stifling her independence, he acknowledged her freedom. She remained a whole person, never feeling that she was sacrificing a part of herself in order to be with him.


Scott never played games. His love was solid. Constant. He loved her as she was, for who she was. And when it came to loving him, she held nothing back for the first time in her life.


Toni returned the phone to the nightstand and shifted her focus to the mahogany-framed photo on the left, taken the previous summer in Cozumel, Mexico. Four faces smiled back. Scott, deeply tanned with gold streaks in his sandy hair; Scott’s business partner, Clint Shore, wearing sunglasses and holding up a Corona; Jill, Clint’s wife, lithe and blonde and as beautiful as any runway model; and Toni sitting in the front, clad in an emerald-colored sundress.


The shot was definitely not her best picture. But no matter how plain she felt it made her look, oddly, it was one of Scott’s favorites. He said it showed her natural beauty—though she wasn’t convinced she had any. Still, he loved the look of her long auburn hair falling across her bare shoulders and the glow the sun had painted on her nose and cheeks.


But Toni liked the photo for a different reason. It was a reminder of the best summer of her life. Clint and Jill owned a house on the beach, and the previous June, they had all spent two perfect weeks snorkeling, sunning, and relaxing. On the last night, after a quiet dinner for two, Scott had asked her to marry him.


The phone rang.


“Scott?”


“Toni, it’s Eva Collins.”


“Hi, Eva. Are you ready for closing?”


“Exhausted is what I am. We’ve been driving all night. Let me tell you, it’s a long trip from Savannah with three kids and two U-Hauls.”


Toni laughed. She’d met the Collins’s children. All boys—aged two, four, and five years. “I can only imagine.”


“I just wanted to check in and make sure everything was still on schedule.”


“Everything’s fine. The Bartons moved out over the weekend, and I had the carpets cleaned yesterday. You’ll be able to move in right after closing.”


“I really appreciate how you’ve taken care of things. You’re the best real estate agent we’ve worked with, and we’ve worked with quite a few. Thank you so much.”


Toni hung up the phone. It was already seven thirty and she hadn’t heard from Scott. She had to get that file. Knowing him, he was most likely out at the hotel site. He’d practically been living there the past few weeks. He’d probably left his cell phone in the car and had no idea she was trying to reach him. It could be hours before he checked his messages. She would just have to take a chance and drive out there.


It was eight o’clock by the time Toni reached the construction site. As she made the sharp turn onto the access street, a white van barreled down the center of the road toward her. She jerked the wheel and veered off the gravel, her right tires plowing into fresh mud.


You idiot, stay on your side of the road. You’re going to kill somebody.


After the van had safely passed, Toni pulled back onto the gravel and continued down the road. There were three police cars in front of the hotel and a uniformed officer at the gate. The construction crews were huddled in groups a few feet away. She wondered what had happened. Had there been a fight between the workmen? Had some of them been arrested?


She left her car in the parking area and walked toward the workers, dodging mud puddles along the way. It was the first week of April, and the old nursery rhyme echoed in her mind. April showers bring May flowers. Looking at the raw red-clay earth surrounding the construction site, it was hard to imagine the lush greenery that would soon line the drive and walkways leading to the finished hotel.


She thought about the people who would stay here. Perhaps travelers from the North who had longed to visit the Grand Ole Opry, or peewee football players who had convinced their parents to bring them to a Tennessee Titans game. She imagined the hordes of conventioneers who would be lured by the beauty of the city on the Cumberland River. What a difference just three more months would make.


A man in a red T-shirt, standing by himself, gazed upward toward the roof of the building.


“What’s going on?” Toni asked him. “Why are the police here?”


When he looked down, she could see the man’s face was ashen. He cleared his throat before he spoke. “A guy did a swan dive off the top floor.”


“You’re kidding.”


“No ma’am. Wish I was.”


A man had died, and she’d been worried about something as mundane as a closing. No wonder Scott hadn’t returned her call. He had far more important things to deal with. “When did it happen?”


“Early. I got here right before six, and the police were already here. They’re not letting anybody in.”


“Did you know him, the man who jumped?”


“Not real well, but yeah. He owns the construction company.”


Toni’s stomach lurched. “What?”


“It was Scott Chadwick.”


Her throat went dry, and for a moment, she forgot how to breathe. “Who told you that?” she demanded.


Startled by her tone, the man shrugged. “I . . .”


Toni shouted, “Who told you that?”


The man backed away, eyeing her as if he was unsure how to answer.


He couldn’t be right. This had to be just a rumor somebody started. Like the game where you tell someone a secret, and by the time it gets around the room, it’s morphed into something unrecognizable. She had to get inside. She’d find Scott, and he’d tell her what really happened.


Forgetting the mud, she ran toward the gate. The officer on guard caught her before she could get through. “I’m sorry miss,” he said. “You can’t go in there yet.”


“No, you don’t understand—I need to get inside.” She jerked her arm free and tried to push past him, but he held her back.


“Just calm down—”


“Dammit, let me go!”


She saw Clint on the other side of the fence and called out to him. “Clint!”


When their eyes met, it was as if he didn’t even recognize her. He hesitated for a second and then, seeming to realize who she was, headed for the gate. He nodded at the officer. “Let her in.”


“I’ll have to get her name first.”


“This is Toni Matthews,” Clint told him. “She’s Scott Chadwick’s fiancée.”


The officer stepped aside and Toni rushed through the gate. “Where’s Scott?” she said. “I need to talk to him, right now.”


Clint pulled her to him and wrapped his arms around her. “I’m so sorry.”


“No.” She pushed him away. “Don’t you dare tell me that Scott’s dead.”


“Toni, I’m sorry, but it’s true.”


She searched his face for some sign that this was all a mistake, some kind of sick joke. A harmless prank taken too far. Instead, she saw the truth in his soft brown eyes—a truth she was not ready to accept.


Hot tears spilled from her eyes, scorching her cheeks. Her strength seemed to leave her all at once, and her knees began to buckle. Clint caught her and held her close, gently rocking her from side to side as violent sobs wracked her body. When she was finally able to catch her breath, she pulled away from him, determined to stand on her own. “I need to see him.”


“Toni, you can’t. He’s not here.”


She remembered the van that had passed her on the access road. It must have been the medical examiner. “Then I’m going to the medical examiner’s office or wherever it is they took him.”


“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Not right now.”


“I’m going.”


Toni had started to head back to the gate when she caught sight of a familiar sandy-haired figure standing a few yards away, his back toward them. Relief flooded through her. They had been wrong after all. Scott was alive. She had never before experienced such a rush of joy in her life. She pushed past Clint and ran toward him. “Scott!”


Clint was right behind her. “Toni, wait—”


She grabbed the man’s arm, and he turned around. Her chest tightened and the feeling of weakness returned. It wasn’t Scott’s face that met hers; it was the face of his younger brother, Brian Chadwick.


• • •

“Toni, this is Detective Russell Lewis,” Clint said. “He just wants to ask you a few questions.”


The way Clint was looking at her reminded her of the way one would look at a small child when trying to explain something too adult for a young mind to handle. She was sitting at a folding table in one of the construction trailers. He had somehow managed to get her here, and although she had been vaguely aware of his presence, she remembered nothing about the trip from the front gate. Had no idea if she walked or had been carried.


Someone—she wasn’t sure who—had put a glass of water in front of her. She stared at the cup and tried to make sense out of what she’d been told. Only there was no way to make sense of it.


Clint moved behind her chair and put his hands on her shoulders, but his touch barely registered. Her body had gone numb. Nothing seemed real; it was as though she was trapped inside a bad dream—the kind of dream where you want to run, but no matter how hard you try, you can’t move. She had the urge to shake herself, to do something—anything she could to wake up from this nightmare. To open her eyes and see Scott sitting beside her.


“Miss Matthews?” The voice was a deep baritone. She looked up to see the man she assumed was the detective standing expectantly before her. Middle-aged and dressed in a plain brown suit, he had thinning hair and kind hazel eyes. She wanted to connect with those eyes, wanted to make him understand how wrong they all were.


Without rising, Toni shook the detective’s hand. She nodded but realized she couldn’t yet speak. Her throat had closed up, strangling her words.


The detective pulled out one of the metal chairs and sat down facing her. “I’m really sorry for your loss, and I understand how hard this is right now, but I need to ask you a few questions. I need your help to piece together what happened here this morning.”


Toni nodded, still not trusting her voice.


“Now, I understand you had a party last night.”


She shook her head. “No. No, it wasn’t a party.” When she spoke, her voice sounded hollow in her own ears, as if it had come from outside her body and she was merely a wooden puppet mouthing the words of a ventriloquist. “We had our rehearsal dinner. We’re getting married on Friday.”


Toni noticed Detective Lewis and Clint exchange glances, and she realized how crazy she must seem. “I meant, we planned . . . we planned to get married,” she said.


The detective nodded and slid his chair closer to hers. He motioned for Clint to step back, as if somehow giving her space would make her more comfortable. But nothing anyone did would make her feel comfortable. Not now.


“How did Mr. Chadwick behave at the dinner?” the detective asked. “Did he do or say anything out of the ordinary?”


“No.” She shook her head. “He was fine ...everything was fine.”


“Did you notice anything different about his actions over the last few days? Did he ever seem distant or preoccupied?”


Toni looked down at the tissue in her hand. She had forgotten she was even holding it. She twisted it around her index finger, wondering what she should say. What she could say that wouldn’t be taken the wrong way.


“Miss Matthews?”


She cleared her throat. “There were a few times when it seemed that something was on his mind, but that’s not unusual. This hotel is a big project; of course, he would be preoccupied with it.”


She watched the detective scribble something in his notebook. She knew he was making a psychological profile of Scott—trying to justify his death as a suicide since everyone was saying he had jumped.


“What happened after the dinner?” he asked. “Did you go straight home?”


“Yes.”


“Did you argue?”


The eyes that had previously held kindness were now full of accusations. “What?” She couldn’t believe what he was implying. “Just what in hell are you trying to say?”


This was all too much to take. She needed to get out of there; she needed some air. She attempted to push her chair away from the table and accidentally knocked over the cup of water.


Clint stepped between Toni and the detective. “That’s enough. She doesn’t have to do this now. It can wait.”


Toni tried to stand, but her legs wobbled. As the room began to spin and darkness threatened the edges of her vision, she sank back into the chair. A cold sweat broke out on her forehead, and she realized she was going to faint.


She closed her eyes, held onto the table, and took several deep breaths. She felt Clint’s hand on her arm. His strong grip steadied her, helped her hang onto consciousness. She opened her eyes. The room had stopped spinning, at least for the moment.


“I’m taking you home,” Clint said.


“No. No, you don’t have to do that. I’ll be fine.” She wasn’t sure who she was trying to convince—Clint or herself. But she had to stay. She couldn’t leave, not until the detective knew that there had to be an explanation other than suicide for what had happened.


“The answer is no,” she said. “Scott and I never argued that night. We were happy—both of us. There’s nothing I could have said or done that would’ve caused this.” Her eyes began to fill with tears.


“I’m sorry,” Detective Lewis said. “I never meant to imply that you did.”


Clint knelt beside Toni’s chair. “Are you sure you’re ready to answer questions right now? Why don’t you let me take you home?”


Toni wiped her eyes with the tissue. She stared at the puddle of water that had dripped from the table onto the dusty green floor. She thought about the detective and wondered if he had a family—a wife, children. How would he feel if he were sitting where she was now? If someone he loved was gone? Would he realize how absurd the questions sounded, how they added to her pain?


But their roles weren’t reversed. He wasn’t the one who’d lost everything; the one being forced to recount events that didn’t matter. He didn’t know her, and he didn’t know Scott. He was just doing his job, following a routine. And the sooner she answered his questions, the sooner he could start trying to find out what had really happened.


She nodded. “I want to get this over with.”


The detective turned his gaze toward Clint, as if daring him to speak. “We’re almost done here.” His hazel eyes then locked on Toni. “Just take your time and try to remember. Last night, did Mr. Chadwick do anything unusual, anything out of the ordinary?”


Toni took a deep breath. Should she be truthful? Would the detective try to twist things around, use the events of the previous night to help strengthen his case? She hesitated for a moment, but then decided it didn’t really matter what she told him. Once he did a full investigation, suicide would be ruled out. “I woke up during the middle of the night—around two, I think. Scott wasn’t in bed, so I went downstairs and found him in the study.”


“What was he doing there?”


“Just sitting at his desk, staring at the computer. He’s got this screen saver that’s a slide show of some vacation pictures we took in Mexico.”


“So he was looking at the pictures?”


“No, not really looking at them—more like he was looking through them, if you know what I mean. He had a strange expression on his face, like he was off in another world.”


“Like he was mulling something over in his mind?”


Toni nodded. “I asked what he was thinking about, but he said it was nothing.”


“And you didn’t believe him?”


“No. I thought maybe he was having second thoughts about the wedding. When I asked him, he pulled me onto his lap and told me he loved me.” Toni’s voice broke, and she swallowed a sob as tears rolled down her cheeks.


“It’s okay. Take your time.”


Clint handed her a fresh tissue, and she wiped her face. “He told me there were a few problems with the hotel. I asked him if I could help, but he said no, that it wasn’t anything serious. We talked about the wedding and our honeymoon trip to Tahiti, and then he got out his blueprints and I went back up to bed.”


“Did he tell you what the problems were?”


“No.”


“What about this morning? Did he say anything else?”


“He was already gone when I woke up.”


“What time was that?”


“Around six.”


“Did he usually leave before you got up?”


She shook her head. “No, not usually, but I just assumed he had an early appointment.”


The detective scribbled something else in his notebook and then closed it. “Thank you, Miss Matthews. I think I have everything I need.” He started to rise.


“Wait.” Toni stopped him. “There’s one thing you need to get straight.”


“What’s that?”


“It doesn’t matter how things look, or what you think about Scott’s mental state. There’s no way in the world he jumped off that building.”


Detective Lewis exchanged another glance with Clint. “And how do you know this?”


“Because I knew him—just as well as I know myself. No matter how many problems Scott may have had, he would never even consider taking his own life. I’m not sure exactly what happened up there this morning, but I do know one thing: it was an accident—it had to be.”


• • •

Brian Chadwick stood alone at the main entrance to the hotel and watched Toni as she emerged from the construction trailer with Clint at her side. His arm was around her, supporting her, as if he thought she wasn’t strong enough to stand on her own. But Brian knew better. He knew not to underestimate her.


Toni might be many things, but weak was not one of them.


He’d been taken off guard when they’d met the night before. She was nothing like the woman he’d imagined. He’d expected to meet a blonde playmate type—all body with not much going on upstairs. But his memories of the kind of women his brother preferred were now twelve years old. Scott had only been twenty-two back then. His tastes had apparently changed with age.


Not that Toni wasn’t attractive. She was—but more in a girl-next-door kind of way. More Mary Ann and less Ginger.


It wasn’t only her appearance that had surprised him. Toni possessed a quick wit, an acute business sense, and an easygoing personality. It wasn’t hard to see why Scott had fallen for her. Brian remembered how they’d looked together, the happiness he’d seen in his brother’s eyes—the eyes of a man who thought he had a whole lifetime of special days ahead of him.


But what his brother had planned didn’t matter, just as Toni’s beauty and intelligence didn’t matter. What concerned Brian now was her attitude. Toni was a woman who knew exactly what she wanted and was determined to get it.


And that just might prove to be a problem.
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Just before eleven o’clock on Friday morning, on what should have been Toni’s wedding day, the white hearse glided past the iron gates into the cemetery followed by a steady stream of cars, lights on. She rode directly behind in a dark blue Mercedes driven by Scott’s best friend and attorney, Mark Ross. He had both hands on the wheel, his attention on the hearse.


Although Toni had not seen him cry, his dark-brown eyes were bloodshot, and his face appeared older than his thirty-three years. She wondered what he was thinking. Was he replaying his last moments with Scott? Had he said everything he’d wanted to say, or did he have regrets?


Mark reached over and took her hand. “We’re going to get through this. You know that?”


She didn’t want to get through it. She wanted to bolt from the car and run from the cemetery. She wanted to scream to the heavens how unfair life was. She wanted the rest of the world to shut up and leave her the hell alone. She wanted Scott. “No. No, I don’t know that.”


He took an audible breath, and she could tell he was holding back his emotions. “We’ll lean on each other.”


She knew Mark would be there as long as she needed him, and Jill would be as well. The two of them had been her rocks the last few days. She never could have made it this far without them. They’d cancelled the wedding caterer and florist and notified all the people on the guest list. They’d even returned all the gifts. But most important, they’d held her hand as she made the funeral arrangements. She was lucky to have friends who cared, who understood.


Mark had been Scott’s best friend since childhood. His mother had worked for the Chadwick family, and they practically grew up in the same house together, just like brothers. It was Mark who had introduced her to Scott.


Mark had seen the advertisement for a condo she had listed in one of the real estate magazines two years earlier. He took one tour of the place and decided to sign the contract. After closing, she’d stopped by to deliver a housewarming gift, and Scott was there.


Toni would never forget the first time she gazed into his blue-green eyes. With that one look, he’d pulled her in, and she knew her life was about to take an unexpected turn.


She thought about the last time they were all together—the night of the rehearsal dinner. She could still see them all gathered at the table. Scott on her right with Brian seated next to him. Jill on her left, next to Clint, and then Mark. It had been such a carefree night. None of them knew how fast everything would change.


Mark parked the car and led Toni up the slope toward the grave site. Her heels sank into the soft earth with each step, as if the souls of the dead below were trying to pull her down into their decaying coffins. The thought of Scott lying in a wooden box in the cold ground sent a chill coursing through her. Then she reminded herself that Scott was no longer in his body. He had long since moved on to a better world—a world where there were no more tears, where death could no longer sting.


They paused at the top of the rise to allow Clint and Jill to catch up with them. Although Toni had been comforted by the couple only minutes before at the funeral home, each gave her another lingering hug. Death has a way of bringing out a need to feel close, a need to hang on to those you love.


“I still just can’t believe it,” Jill said. “I never would have thought in a million years that we’d lose him this way.”


Had she heard Jill right? Toni knew of the rumors that were circulating around the area, but they were light-years away from the truth. She’d been aware of the whispers at the funeral home, picked up snippets of conversation when no one thought she was listening, and noticed the obvious silences when she walked into a room. But no matter what people were saying, she’d expected more from her best friend. Jill couldn’t believe the lies, could she?


“What way?” Toni asked.


Jill opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out.


Mark put his arm around Toni’s shoulders. “Come on. We need to go.”


“No. No, I want her to tell me what way she’s talking about.”


“Toni, I’m sorry,” Jill said. “I really didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”


Although the medical examiner had listed Scott’s death as a suicide, Toni didn’t believe it for a second. Until now, she didn’t think her friends did either. She shifted her gaze to Clint and then Mark.


As she studied their faces, the realization of their feelings hit her full force. “I don’t understand any of you anymore. Am I the only one who sees the truth here? Am I the only one who even knew Scott?”


Jill tried to pull Toni into an embrace, but Toni pushed her away. “No. Just leave me alone.” She turned and headed toward the grave site.


• • •

The casket, covered in white roses, rested beneath a green canopy tastelessly emblazoned with the name BLANTON HILLS FUNERAL CHAPEL in large white letters. In front of the coffin, the director had arranged a couple of dozen chairs, each of them now filled, in neat lines on top of a thin, turf-type carpet. Toni sat in the front row between Brian and Mark, Clint and Jill just behind them. The rest of the large group stood to the rear and sides of the canopy.


When the last of the mourners had filtered in, the minister took his place behind the lectern. “We are gathered here today to pay our final respects . . .”


Toni wasn’t listening. Today was supposed to be the day she and Scott married, the day they had planned for months. She closed her eyes. I shouldn’t be here, she thought. None of us should be here.


Instead, at this very moment, she should be in the bridal dressing room at the church, slipping into her custom-made gown. Laughing as she checked for the tenth time to make sure she had the customary requirements of something old, new, borrowed, and blue. She should be waiting to follow Jill down an aisle strewn with rose petals. Waiting to join Scott at the altar. Waiting to stand before the very minister who was now at the lectern. The words he spoke were not the words she should be hearing. Instead of death, he should be speaking of life, of new beginnings.


An involuntary sob escaped her lips. Brian shifted in the seat beside her. Toni brought her handkerchief to her face, avoiding his gaze. Although she hadn’t actually sat down and talked with him at length yet, he probably felt the same way as everyone else. After all, he’d not seen or spoken to Scott in years. If Scott’s closest friends didn’t believe his death was an accident, why should Brian?


Toni returned the handkerchief to her lap and glanced at him. Brian’s resemblance to Scott still unnerved her. They had the same sandy hair, the same build. But their eyes—their eyes were different. Scott’s beautiful blue-green eyes had been full of laughter and warmth and put everyone at ease the moment they met him. But there was something unsettling in Brian’s storm-gray eyes. Something just below the surface. Something she couldn’t quite fathom.


Hearing the minister speak her name, listing her as a survivor, Toni was once again aware of the service.


“Today, we thank our heavenly father for allowing Scott to be a part of our lives,” the minister said. “Though our hearts are heavy, Scott would want us to remember him not with sadness, but with the joy that he brought to us while we were still together.”
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Toni and Mark rode home from the service in silence, an obvious tension between them. It wasn’t because Mark hadn’t attempted to smooth things over. He’d tried to talk to her several times before they left the cemetery, but she was still too hurt to listen. When they reached Toni’s door, he blocked her from going in. “Look at me,” he said.


She did. His eyes reflected more than just the sorrow of losing his best friend; their depths seemed to reveal an inner conflict. Had she read him wrong earlier? Was he just as confused by the ruling as she had been? Maybe it was time to hear what he had to say.


“Scott loved you,” he said. “Nothing else matters. It’s not important what anybody else thinks or says.”


She shook her head. Why couldn’t he understand? “What other people are saying about Scott might not matter to you, but it matters to me. I want him to be remembered as the strong man he was, not as somebody who took the coward’s way out.” She pushed his arm aside and slid her key into the lock. “And another thing—if you thought Scott was capable of hurting himself, why didn’t you tell me?”


“There weren’t any signs. I never expected this to happen.”


“Then why in hell are you so sure it wasn’t an accident?”


He bowed his head. “I’m not sure.”


Dozens of cars had followed them from the service and now lined Toni’s driveway and street. A woman in a blue dress whose name had temporarily slipped from Toni’s memory neared the house. The deli tray she carried appeared large enough to feed a hundred people. In the sunshine of the clear spring day, with her graying hair loosely twisted atop her head, she gave the impression of a lady attending a garden party, not a funeral luncheon.


Toni turned her attention back to Mark. Was he just humoring her? Telling her what he thought she wanted to hear? “Let’s just get inside, okay? We can talk about everything later.”


• • •

She’d been home only a short time, and already the house was packed with people. As they greeted Toni, she noticed they all wore the same mask—a look that said they were all privy to a terrible secret, one they dared not share. They were all probably thinking the same thing—that Scott would rather be dead than marry her. They pitied her, and that was the last thing she wanted.


She kept circling through the foyer to the living room, family room, kitchen, and then dining room—not wanting to sit, afraid to stop moving. If she let herself be still, her mind would break free of its distractions. She’d be forced to face the truth that Scott was really gone, that he wasn’t coming back, and that she’d be living the rest of her life in this big house alone.


She picked up a sprig of parsley that had fallen from one of the trays onto the dining room table. She glanced to her right and noticed Jill watching her.


The whole time Toni had been making her rounds, Jill had refused to leave her side. She was becoming as irritating as a cocklebur. “You don’t have to keep following me,” Toni told her.


“Was I following you? I thought I was just mingling and being sociable.”


Toni met her friend’s eyes for the first time since they left the grave site and immediately felt ashamed. The love and concern were obvious. Jill had done everything possible to help her since Scott died, including insisting she spend the past two nights in the Shores’ guest room. And what had Toni done to thank her? She’d jumped down Jill’s throat. “I’m sorry I yelled at you.”


“Now don’t you even give that another thought, because I’m not.”


Jill pulled her close. As they hugged, Toni felt tears well up inside her again, the dam threatening to break. She fought them back; she had to be strong. She couldn’t allow her guests to see her fall apart. She ended the embrace, thankful that the air was now clear, thankful she had a friend willing to put up with her.


Toni wandered from the dining room and was about to begin her circuit again when she caught sight of Brian down the hallway. She was glad he’d been able to return to town and see his brother one last time, and she hoped that they had settled all their differences.


She joined him at the door to the study. “I never got the chance to thank you. For coming home for the wedding, I mean. I know it meant a lot to Scott to have you here.”


“Thanks for the invite.”


Toni nodded. “So how long are you staying?”


“Oh, I don’t really know yet. A few days maybe.”


“Good. Since you’ll be around for a while, we should spend some time together. I think it would probably help both of us to talk about Scott. We could have lunch or something.”


Have lunch? What was wrong with her? she wondered. The man had just lost his brother and that was all she could think to say?


She knew she should try to offer Brian some comfort, try to help him the same way her friends had helped her, but something was keeping her from connecting with him. It was strange: he was almost the mirror image of Scott, yet he shared none of his brother’s warmth. “Well, I should get back to the other guests, so just make yourself at home. If you need anything—”


“I’ll let you know.”


• • •

After all the guests had gone and Clint had left to drive his parents home, Jill and Mark insisted on staying to clean up and put all the food away. Toni knew why they were really there: they were afraid that if they left her alone, she’d come unglued.


Maybe they actually think I’m unstable enough to kill myself, she thought.


Toni threw back the comforter and slid out of bed. Although her friends had ordered her to take a nap, she couldn’t rest. Her body felt drained, but her mind refused to allow her to sleep. The bed was too big, too empty without Scott. And every time she closed her eyes, she pictured him lying broken on the cold concrete at the construction site. Her doctor had written her a prescription for a sedative, but she was hesitant to take anything. She hated the way drugs made her feel, hated not being in complete control.


The phone rang. She started to pick up, but then decided to let Jill or Mark answer it. She didn’t feel like listening to someone else tell her how sorry they were. She went to the bathroom and noticed she’d left the closet door ajar. She pushed it the rest of the way open and stared at the racks where Scott’s clothes hung.


On the left, he had arranged his polo shirts and jeans. Khakis, sport coats, and casual slacks and shirts hung in the middle, his suits and dress shirts on the right. Next to his tie rack, he’d hung a group of suits meant for the cleaners. She ran her hand down the sleeve of one of the jackets and then slid it off the hanger. The lining still held Scott’s scent.


She wrapped the jacket around her shoulders, closed her eyes, and breathed in his cologne. She imagined his arms around her. If only she could feel them one last time. She dropped to the floor and let the flood of tears loose, cried harder than she ever remembered crying, sobbed until her eyes and throat ached. When she’d finally shed all the tears her body could produce, she pulled herself up, went back into the bathroom, and splashed cold water on her face.


The best part of her life was over. She’d never before felt pain as intense as the pain she felt now—not even when her father died; at least she’d been prepared for that. Maybe she’d let herself become too happy. She should have known better, should have kept that wall of protection up. But she’d never once thought that Scott would leave her. However, the blame was not his—he wasn’t at fault. And she wasn’t willing to let him go without finding out what had really happened. She had to see for herself.


She dressed in jeans and an Auburn University sweatshirt, combed her hair, and headed downstairs. Jill must have heard her milling about because she met her on the landing.


“And where do you think you’re going?” Jill asked.


“I have to get out of the house for a while. If I don’t, I’m going to go nuts.”


“Come and sit down in the den and talk to me. You know, I understand how you’re feeling.”


Except for Clint, Jill had no family either. She was an only child and had lost both of her parents several years earlier. Still, Toni wasn’t really ready to talk about Scott, not until after she knew exactly how he’d died. “Where’s Mark?” she asked.


“He just had to run out for a bit, but he’s coming back later.”


“Are the two of you taking shifts now or something?”


“We just think it’s best if you have your friends around for a while. That’s all.”


Toni decided to let it go. She knew they were just worried about her. “Who was that on the phone?”


“That was one of the clients we did some work for a few months ago. He’s been out of town and he just heard about what happened.” Jill worked with Clint and Scott at Chadwick & Shore Construction. She had a real estate broker’s license of her own and handled all the sales contracts for the firm. She also oversaw the company’s property management division.


“I’m glad I didn’t pick up.”


Toni made her way to the study with Jill at her elbow. The paper bag sent over from the medical examiner’s office was still where she’d left it the day before, on top of Scott’s desk. Amid the neatly arranged sketches of the hotel, it looked strangely out of place, as if someone had packed a giant lunch and was counting the minutes until noon. She sat down at the desk and stared at the bag. Scott’s personal belongings—everything he’d had with him when he died—were inside. New tears slid down her cheeks as she unfolded the top.


“Why do you want to open that now?” Jill asked.


“Because ... I have to.”


Toni withdrew the gold watch she had given Scott for Christmas. She could still see the look on his face when he opened the gift, like a child opening a long-awaited toy. Now the crystal was broken, and one of the hands was missing. She removed his wallet and his cell phone, and then his Italian leather loafers. The shoes were slightly dusty now, but still looked almost as new as the day he’d bought them. In the bottom of the bag, along with some loose change, she found what she was looking for: Scott’s keys.


“Now why on earth do you need those?” Jill asked.


“Because I’m going to the hotel.”


“What in heaven’s name for?”


“I have to see where he died. I have to find out for myself how it happened.”


Jill nodded. “I understand, but I’m not about to let you go there alone.”


• • •

Toni maneuvered her red BMW sedan down the access road to the hotel. She remembered the last time she’d driven this route. She’d had no idea that Scott’s body lay inside the van that had nearly plowed into her. As she pulled up to the gate, the empty structure loomed before her, dark and foreboding. Clint had given all the workers the day off to attend the funeral, and the site was deserted.


Jill stayed in the car while Toni unlocked the gate with Scott’s key. Then she drove around behind the building and parked where the gravel gave way to red clay—the same spot where Scott had parked the day he died.


The ground at the end of the drive was still soft from the recent rain. Toni and Jill crossed from the gravel to the concrete slab poured for the courtyard on their tiptoes. When they reached the spot where Scott had fallen, Toni sank to her knees, fresh tears filling her eyes. Although one of the construction crews had cleaned the concrete with muriatic acid, a faint brown stain remained. Scott’s blood.


Jill draped her arm around Toni’s shoulders. “Why don’t we do this another day?” she asked.


“No. No, I’m okay. I need to do it now.”


Toni dried her tears on her sleeve, and they continued toward the rear entrance of the hotel. The absence of workers and the odd silence made the building seem eerily solemn, like an ancient temple erected by slaves in honor of some long-forgotten god. When they reached the plank propped against the foundation, Jill motioned for Toni to go first.


She inched her way up and stepped into the lobby. The musty odors of tile grout and drywall mud hung in the air. Tiny particles danced in the sunlight streaming through the windows and then disappeared into the shadowy corners. Tiled with marble and containing an elaborate fountain at its center, the lobby was nearly finished. She remembered how hard Scott had worked on the design. Now he would never see it completed.
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“Deed to Death grabs the reader from the very first page and doesn’t let go. With a lightning
pace, a gutsy heroine, and jaw-dropping twists, this is a mystery that will keep you guessing
to the very end. An outstanding debut!” —BO0YD MORRISON, AUTHOR OF THE ARK AND THE VAULT

AT TWENTY-NINE, TONI MATTHEWS IS ON THE CUSP OF HAVING IT ALL—
a successful career as one of the top real estate agents in Nashville, great friends, and the
partner and family she’d always longed for in her fiancé, architect Scott Chadwick.

But just days before their planned nuptials, Scott plummets to his death at one of his
construction sites and Toni is forced to bury her fiancé on their wedding day. Now living all
alone in their new, custom-made dream house, dealing with her loss becomes even harder
when the police rule his death a suicide. Yet Toni refuses to believe that it could be anything
other than a tragic accident.

When she learns that Scott’s estranged brother, Brian, is contesting the will, threatening
to take away her home, Toni starts to suspect that it may not have been a mere accident but
something more sinister. Without the cooperation of the police, and in spite of her friends’
growing concern that she’s in denial and not dealing with her grief, Toni begins investigating
on her own. As she crisscrosses Nashville on a mission to prove to herself and the world that
Scott wouldn't try to escape this life, Toni can't shake the sinking feeling that something is
off, that she’s being followed—and that her search for truth may have deadly consequences.

A riveting novel of suspense, Deed to Death marks the launch of an exciting new talent.

“D.B. Henson’s novel is a chilling exploration of how little we sometimes know about the
people we love. It's also good fun. Exquisite plotting, stunning twists, and a heroine you
can’t stop rooting for make Deed to Death a fantastic debut. This is one book you don’t
want to miss!” —ALLISON LEOTTA, AUTHOR OF LAW OF ATTRACTION

“In Deed to Death, D.B. Henson delivers a can’t-miss, compelling whodunit set in the
upmarket real estate game. A real page-turner.” —PATRICK QUINLAN, AUTHOR OF SMOKED

“Deed to Death is like coming down that first hill of a roller coaster. Buckle up, hold on
tight, and be prepared for a little whiplash.” —R.J. JAGGER, AUTHOR OF LAWYER TRAP

D.B. HENSON was born and raised in the South. A former real estate
agent, she most recently worked as the director of marketing for a construc-
tion company before she left the industry to pursue her lifelong dream of
writing full time. This is her first novel. She lives with her hushand near
Nashville, Tennessee.
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