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  Something In Common




  Murder leads retired Police Chief Daniel “Sticks” Hetrick on a trail from a major theft of rare ornithological books in the big city back to his hometown.




  Cruel Cuts




  A rash of animal mutilations and a vicious poison-pen campaign against an ambitious young lawyer lead to murder.




  Corruption’s Child




  Sticks Hetrick and his team face new challenges when an elderly man is seriously injured in the latest in a string of burglaries from the Amish, items are missing from the police department evidence room and rumors of drug dealing circulate in Swatara Creek.




  Watch The Hour




  Ben Yeager is a police officer sworn to protect property of mine owners in the 1870s in Pennsylvania’s anthracite coal region. His job makes him the enemy of the Irish and Ben is in love with an Irish girl.




  Being Someone Else




  When an out-of-state reporter is murdered at a disreputable bar the investigative trail keeps bringing Sticks Hetrick and his team back to the family of a wealthy doctor who has retired in his hometown.




  The Limping Dog




  Mystery surrounds the disappearance of the wealthy owner of a computer firm and the secret of a radical new microprocessor system lost with him.




  Dedication




  For my grandsons: Michael, Ethan, Connor and Duncan




  Oh, what a tangled web we weave,


  When first we practice to deceive!


  —Sir Walter Scott




  Prologue




  April 12, 1999




  “What about services?” Arnie Templin asked.




  The client shook his head. “No services,” he said. “My sister isn’t up to it. It’s all been such a shock to her—to both of us.” Gritting his teeth, he sighed. “We just want to get by this for now.” He looked at Arnie with pleading eyes. “You can understand that, can’t you?”




  “Of course,” Templin said, folding his hands before him. He prided himself on being compassionate. It went with the job. “We’ll handle the cremation and then—whenever you’re ready—well, there’s no saying a memorial service couldn’t be held later.”




  “Exactly. That’s my feeling on the matter.” The man smiled and drew out a checkbook from his jacket. “The price? Have you tallied it up?”




  They were seated at Arnie’s desk in the Templin Funeral Home in Swatara Creek. Arnie’s wife Cynthia had decorated the office space to make it what she considered a pleasant change from the coldness of the rest of the establishment. Arnie didn’t share her opinion on that. He’d grown up in the family business and viewed those other rooms as comforting rather than austere. Still it wasn’t something he’d argue about and he did like what she’d done with the office. It was comfortable and the prints on the walls and other decorations lent a pleasant...




  But the man who’d identified himself as Samuel Fries was waiting for an answer. Arnie found himself fixed by Fries’ steady gaze. “I’m sorry,” Arnie said. “I have it right here.” He shuffled papers on his desk until he found what he wanted. He handed the document to Fries. The man barely glanced at it before putting pen to checkbook. In the quiet of the office the pen scratch was as audible as the striking of a match.




  Arnie accepted the check and Fries rose.




  “Ah, where do we send...”




  “I’ll pick it up,” Fries said, turning toward the door.




  “We could deliver it.”




  “No. That won’t be necessary. I’m going to take my sister home with me. I think a change of scenery will do her good.”




  “Yes. Of course. Perfectly understandable. The urn should be ready for you by Friday. But if that’s not convenient we’ll just hold it till you have a chance to come by.”




  “Thank you. You’ve been very helpful, Mr. Templin.”




  They shook hands and Fries took his leave. Arnie sat at the desk considering the man and the task before him. He picked up the phone, dialed the in-house connection and waited for his associate to pick up. “Yeah,” came the response.




  “The body down there—it’s a cremation. I’ve just finished with the client, so you can go ahead and get started.”




  “Will do, Arnie. Are we handling the service?”




  “No service. The urn will be picked up later. All the paperwork should be in order.”




  “Hold on. I’ll check.” A moment later Earl was back on the line. “Yep. Looks okay. Are you coming down?”




  “No. I have another family coming in. A pre-arrangement. Talk to you later.” He hung up the phone and reached for his cigarettes. Arnie thought himself a good judge of character and, for reasons he couldn’t quite understand, the man Fries had given off bad vibes. Arnie drew a cigarette from the pack and tapped it on his thumbnail. But he didn’t light it right away, sat there with it in his hand, staring at the wall.




  Fries had called the day before, asking about the cremation process. He’d explained his brother-in-law’s body had been fished from the Susquehanna below Harrisburg, a presumed suicide. A stockbroker, the brother-in-law had plead guilty to embezzling business associates and been ordered to make restitution. Had Arnie seen the story in the Patriot? He had but thought it dictated discretion. He told Fries he hadn’t seen the story. Fries told Arnie that, despondent over the likelihood of a prison sentence, the deceased had been drinking heavily and either fell or jumped into the river. Fries had identified the body in the Harrisburg morgue and called Arnie to arrange for cremation. That in itself had aroused Arnie’s suspicion.




  “There are funeral homes in Harrisburg that could do the job for you,” Arnie had told him in the office. “Why would you want to come all the way over here?”




  Fries gave him an embarrassed look. “I’m not a wealthy man. He left my sister with a lot of debt and, if it’s declared a suicide, she might not be able to collect the life insurance. I checked around and your fees are much more reasonable. I don’t want to sound cheap, but...”




  The explanation made sense and Arnie wasn’t one to turn away business. After all, Swatara Creek is a small town. Still the man’s hurry, his abruptness about the whole affair, it bothered Arnie.




  The doorbell chimed. His other clients were here. He put the cigarette back in the pack.




  It wasn’t until just before the cremation that he looked at the check Fries had given him. The draft was drawn on the name George Stryker, the deceased, but signed Peter Rabbit.




  Chapter 1




  April 8, 2009




  At sea in the Caribbean




  Sticks Hetrick was stretched out on a deck chair, eyes closed, the sun warm on his face. He felt the gentle surge of the sea as the Queen of the Ocean sailed south to the accompaniment of a stiff, salty breeze and the clamor of gulls following in her wake. He hadn’t felt so relaxed in months. Anita was right. This was a good idea. He sensed her presence as she slid onto the chair next to his, caught a whiff of her fragrant perfume and then the cool touch of her fingers on his arm.




  “Are you awake?”




  “Hmph,” he murmured.




  “I signed us up.”




  He opened his eyes and glanced over at her. A petite woman with blue eyes that saw right through any pretense. Her blond hair was pulled back in a girlish ponytail. She wore a navy blouse and jeans with a lime terry hoodie, which heightened the youthful aspect of her appearance. “For what?”




  “Yoga on the beach.”




  “You want me to do yoga?” He knew she attended classes at her gym regularly, but he couldn’t imagine himself managing those intricate physical manipulations.




  Anita gave him a dazzling smile. “At our first port of call. You’ll enjoy it—trust me.”




  He returned the smile. “I do trust you. It’s my body I have doubts about.”




  “It’s not as difficult as you think,” she said, squeezing his hand. “No one is forced to do anything beyond their capabilities. Besides, you’re in good physical condition.”




  “Not for turning myself into a pretzel.” He envisioned himself trying to emulate a squad of svelte young women like Anita who were proficient in yoga. It wasn’t a good image for his ego. It almost made him wish he were back in Swatara Creek. He glanced again at the attractive woman smiling at him. Almost.




  “You’re not going to be a sour old grouch, are you?”




  “No.”




  “Good. Remember, you promised to be open to new things.”




  He chuckled. “Yes, but I didn’t think that included bending my limbs in new directions.”




  “We could go back to the cabin and practice some other moves,” she said with a grin.




  “As enticing as that sounds I think I’m satisfied to just sit here with you for now.” He took her hand and squeezed it.




  “Later then. The offer stands for whenever you’re ready.”




  Hetrick closed his eyes again, wondering at the luck that had befallen him. A beautiful woman he’d known since grade school, had dated in high school, and who now was back in his life. At the start of their relationship he’d felt guilty, as though he were transgressing on the memory of his late wife. Now he knew Sarah would have no objection, would in fact give her blessing to his new happiness with Anita.




  They sat in silence for a time, each lost in thought or simply enjoying the calm of sun and sea air on relaxed bodies as the ship sailed on. Now and again another cruise passenger walked by but there was none of the stress either of them experienced daily in their normal lives. Anita was a lawyer in the county prosecutor’s office. Hetrick, though retired as police chief of the small Pennsylvania community where they lived, had voluntarily come back to the department as consultant to his less-experienced successor. When they returned to Swatara Creek Hetrick would begin a new job as detective in the same prosecutor’s office where Anita worked. It was largely due to her influence he had the new position. He was grateful and looking forward to the new challenge.




  Still his affection and concern for his former associates remained.




  Opening his eyes, he glanced over at Anita. Her eyes were closed, but he didn’t think she was sleeping. “Do you think I could use your laptop when we go back to the cabin?”




  “Of course.”




  “Or I could use the ship’s internet café.”




  Anita sat up and focused on him. “Dan, you can use my computer. I don’t mind. Really.”




  “I know—I just thought...”




  “What? We’re a couple. Couples share things.”




  He nodded. “I just thought I’d send Aaron an email. See how things are going.”




  She sighed. “You can’t babysit the department for the rest of your life. Aaron Brubaker is in charge and I’m sure he’s doing just fine without your help”




  “I know. It’s just...”




  “You worry about them.” Anita smiled. “I don’t object to you sending an email to say hello. But you said yourself, Aaron has gained in confidence and experience. I’m sure he can handle things back home. Besides, he has Harry and the rest of the team for backup. You’re supposed to be on vacation—remember?”




  “Okay. I just want to say hello, not check up on him.”




  “That’s fine. You can use my laptop.” She reached over and squeezed his thigh. “Tell Aaron hello for me, too. And then—if you’re worried about how things are going—send one to Harry. You’ll get an honest answer from him and that’ll set your mind at rest.”




  “You know me too well.”




  “Of course I do.” She stood now, extending a hand to him. “It’s almost lunch time. Are you hungry?”




  * * * *




  April 8, 2009




  Swatara Creek, Pa.




  Harry Minnich stomped the brake. The cruiser slid sideways and whomped off the berm, throwing up a shower of pebbles which rattled against the panel and undercarriage of the vehicle.




  The girl stood frozen like a deer in the glow of his headlights.




  Harry released his seatbelt, opened the door and slid out. The girl had come out of nowhere, racing into his path from the trees along the road. Were it not for his quick reflexes she’d have been a statistic. He walked up to her, shining his Maglite in her face. “That’s a good way to get yourself killed, missy.” Her eyes shone wet and bright in the light. She blinked and licked her lips with her tongue. Perspiration glistened on her forehead. Her chest heaved as she sucked in breath. Raw scratches marred her pretty face and there were leaves in her hair. She shook as though half frozen. And then he saw her hands were bound behind her back. Harry lowered the light. It was obvious fear had put her in his path. “Are you all right?”




  “You’re a policeman,” she said, her voice quivering.




  “That I am.” He turned her around, took out his pocket knife and sliced through the cord binding her hands.




  The girl began sobbing, great gulping sobs that wracked her slim body. She took a step, wobbled and nearly fell. Harry reached out and took her in his arms. “There, there. You’re all right now. Whatever’s happened. Tell me—what’s wrong?”




  She collapsed into his arms, her face pressed against his chest and he felt the wetness of her tears through his uniform shirt. He held her, one big hand patting her head until she brought her emotions under control. “Come on,” he said. “Get in the cruiser and tell me what happened.”




  He led her to the vehicle and helped her in. Harry took a closer look at her when he opened his door and the dome light lit up the interior. He thought he recognized her now. “Your name’s Jessica, isn’t it? You work out at the country club with my sister Annie.”




  Jessica Kerlin nodded. “Uh-huh. Well, at least I did. After tonight I don’t think I wanna anymore.” She shuddered.




  The way she said it dropped a weight in Harry’s stomach. Annie had been waitressing at the club since last summer. She liked the job and the people she worked with. But if something had happened to scare this girl so much... “What happened, Jessica? You can tell me. Did someone out there...”




  “Oh, no. It wasn’t anybody at the club—at least I don’t think it was.” Her voice went choked and Harry feared she was about to cry again. He put a hand on her shoulder. “No one’s going to hurt you now. Just take your time. Start at the beginning and tell me what happened.”




  Jessica swallowed, took a deep breath and nodded. “It happened when I was starting home.” She glanced over at Harry. “Annie works in the dining room. I’m in the kitchen. So we’re the last to leave at night. I got a call—on my cell. And I stood out on the back porch talking to a friend. You know, coming into town you go through that hollow down by the creek and you can loose your connection there. My friend and me, we were making plans for the weekend, so I thought I’d finish the call before I left. Big mistake.” She choked up again. “You got a hanky?”




  Harry dug his out and handed it to her. She blew her nose, sniffled a bit more, then continued.




  “By the time I got done everybody else had gone. I was walking across the lot to my car when he grabbed me.”




  “He? Who?”




  She shrugged thin shoulders. “I don’t know. He came up from behind me, clamped a hand over my mouth and forced a bag over my head. Next thing I knew he had my hands tied behind my back and was dragging me into a car. I thought sure he was gonna rape and kill me.”




  Though she might break down again at any moment, the girl seemed intent on telling her story now. Harry didn’t want to jeopardize the momentum, but he prompted with, “Did he take you far?”




  “I don’t know. It didn’t seem far. I kept trying to pull away from him. I thought maybe somehow I could open the door and jump out. He wasn’t driving fast at all. But then, suddenly, we stopped and he pulled me out of the car.”




  “Are you certain it was a car? Might it have been a truck or...”




  “How would I know?” Her voice rose, angrily. “I couldn’t see a damn thing. I told you, he had a bag or a hood or something over my head.”




  “Okay. Go on.”




  Harry’s radio crackled then. “Hey, boss,” a voice asked. “What’s your twenty?” Joe Fishburn, the dispatcher.




  Harry responded. “Got something going on at the moment, Joe. I’ll get back to you shortly.”




  “Everything hokey-dokey?”




  “I’m fine. Have an interview situation.” He disconnected and turned back to Jessica. “Go on.”




  “He pulled me into this building and sat me down on a rickety wooden chair. Then he pulled off the hood. There was moonlight shining in through a broken window and I could see him.”




  “Good. Can you describe him?”




  The girl laughed, a tense giggle bordering on hysteria. “Yeah,” she said after a moment. “He was wearing a Freddy Kruger mask.”




  Harry didn’t say anything, waited for her to go on.




  “He stood there staring at me, didn’t say nothing right away. I could see his eyes shining through the mask. I begged him not to hurt me.” Her voice choked and she shuddered. Harry didn’t try to rush her. She went on when she was ready. “He came closer. He bent down, put his hand under my chin and lifted it up. I could hear his breath whistling under the mask and I was so scared. Then he rubbed the back of his fingers down my neck to my collar. I started crying and pleading with him not to hurt me. To let me go.”




  Harry put his arm around the girl, drew her close, fearing the worse. “Did he...”




  She pulled free, looking up at him. “No. I thought sure he was going to, but he didn’t. He just stroked my neck like that and then he turned around, like he was embarrassed about it, and he...he...”




  “What?”




  “He—you know. He...”




  “Masturbated?”




  “Uh-huh. It was so gross. One minute he’s touching me and then he’s—well, that was when I took off. He wasn’t paying attention to me. So I jumped up and I started running and I just kept on running until I came out on the road and you almost hit me.”




  “How far did you run? Maybe we can still find him.”




  “I don’t know. I guess it wasn’t too far. But I just don’t know.” She sucked air, swallowed. Harry thought she was about to cry again, but she took another breath and went on. “It was so dark and I couldn’t see. I fell a couple times. I kept running into trees and bushes. I just wanted to get away.”




  “Sure,” he said, nodding. “Look, here’s what we’re going to do. I’m gonna call for some help. We’ll get someone to take you home while we look, see if we can’t find this building where he took you. It can’t be too far away.”




  Harry made his call and they sat quietly, waiting for the assistance he’d requested.




  Jessica chewed her lower lip, took another sibilant breath. “Do you think you could take me back to the club? My car’s there and I dropped my keys and wallet when he grabbed me.”




  “After back-up comes, whoever takes you home can stop by there. We need to focus on finding that building. There may be evidence there that’ll help us catch this guy. You okay with that?”




  The girl grunted what Harry took to be assent. A moment later he was glad to see Flora Vastine pull her cruiser in behind his. Flora would be the best qualified to take Jessica home and, if at all possible, to get more detail from her. While he was explaining the situation to her, Fred Drumheiser was the third officer to join them.




  “Where do we start, Harry?” Drumheiser asked after the girls had driven off.




  “This road circles around to the rear of the country club. I want you to drive down the road. If you see anyone, stop them and get ID. Wait for me at the club. I’m going to see if I can backtrack the girl and find the shack where he took her. It can’t be too far off.”




  “Do you really think he’ll still be there? Won’t he have gone lookin’ for her?”




  “Probably. But if I find the building she described there might be some physical evidence. I’ll make my way back to the club when I’m done and you can bring me back here for my car.”




  They parted and Harry entered the woods. Light from a near-full moon filtered through the trees overhead. Together with that and his Maglite, Jessica’s track was easily discernible by broken branches, scuffed earth and displaced leaf cover. This was no path he followed, though. Thick brush and occasional patches of briars forced him to go slow, watchful for branches and limbs that snagged at his clothing, skirting holes, jutting rocks and other obstacles along the way. Disturbed birds fluttered in the trees overhead and several times his attention was distracted by deer or other animals fleeing from his approach.




  Finally the woods thinned out and, through the trees, Harry saw buildings ahead of him and knew where he was. It was the long-abandoned Schuyler farm which lay behind the ninth hole of the club’s golf course.




  Chapter 2




  April 9, 2009




  A private island off Haiti




  Hetrick rolled to his side, leaning on one elbow and watching as Anita and others went through the next maneuver which he’d decided was too strenuous for his old bones and muscles. He’d enjoyed some of the earlier stretches, poses and breathing exercises but was content now to enjoy the warmth of the tropical sun, the breeze rattling the palms overhead and the salt-scent of the sea as he watched a bikini-clad Anita execute what he thought Linda, the instructor, had called a bow pose. He smiled to himself, amazed at the elasticity of her slender body.




  Looking around, Hetrick noticed he wasn’t the only one sitting out this maneuver. Ronnie Plover, the male of the African-American couple they’d met last night, nodded and gave him a smile. Plover’s wife—Ginger, was it?—executed the pose as expertly as Anita.




  “Okay everybody,” Linda said, bouncing erect. “Savasana, and then we’ll break. You all did great.”




  Hetrick joined the rest in the relaxation pose, closing his eyes and savoring the warmth of the Haitian sun on his face and body. A moment later, Anita tapped him on the shoulder and he rose.




  “Wasn’t that fun?” she asked. “Did you enjoy it?”




  “Umm.”




  Anita might have had more to say had they not been interrupted by an older woman who’d been on a mat next to them. “Are you the policeman?” she asked in what he took for an Australian accent.




  “I was,” he said, turning to face her. “I’m retired now.”




  “Oh, I was hoping you might help.”




  She had short-cropped gray hair, startlingly blue eyes and a tan as deep as mahogany. He guessed she had to be at least in her late sixties.




  “Help? How so?”




  The woman glanced from him to Anita and back again. “Have you heard about the robberies?”




  Hetrick frowned. “No. What robberies?”




  She pursed her lips, looked embarrassed. “There have been a number of incidents since we left Florida. People at the table next to us—”




  “In the dining room?” He recognized her now. She’d been seated at the same table as the Plovers.




  “Yes. They told me you were a policeman. I was hoping you might help me.”




  “The ship has security,” Anita said.




  The woman scowled. “I know.” She pursed her lips again, then went on. “What was taken from me was...well, I’d rather not make a formal complaint.”




  “But if you’ve been robbed—”




  “Forget I mentioned it.” She turned on her heel and strode off.




  Sticks and Anita exchanged a glance. “Well that was odd,” Anita said.




  Hetrick grinned. “You think maybe someone snatched her...”




  Anita punched him on the shoulder. “Come on. You don’t seriously think she’s an addict.”




  “Who knows? Drug abuse has no age limits.”




  “Who’s using?” Ronnie Plover said from behind him.




  Hetrick faced him. Plover was built like a quarterback. His dark flesh shone with a sheen of perspiration and he wiped a towel across his face. He’d told them he was in the insurance business in Baltimore. “No one. You heard of any robberies on board?”




  “Yeah. Some people were talking about it last night at dinner. A number of things have turned up missing from cabins.”




  “So that woman was telling us. What kind of things?”




  “You talking about the robberies?” Ginger Plover said, joining them. She was a tall, slim girl with a light chocolate complexion, a lilting island accent and a perpetual smile.




  “Yes.”




  “Cash, jewelry, the usual stuff,” Plover said.




  “Never mind,” Anita said, taking Hetrick’s arm. “It’s not our business. You’re on vacation—remember?”




  “I know. Just curious. Did you lose anything?”




  “Nah,” Plover said. “I guess it was on another deck. Like I said, we just heard about it last night.”




  “Well, it would have to be a steward,” Anita said. “Who else would be able to access the cabins?”




  “Not necessarily,” Hetrick said. “These systems can be breached.”




  “You’re tellin’ me my stuff isn’t safe when I lock the door?” Ginger asked.




  “You’d be surprised how unsecure most security systems are.”




  “Okay, okay,” Anita cut in. “Enough already.” She smiled. “We’re supposed to be on vacation, right?” She turned to the Plovers. “What are you two going to do?”




  “We were going to visit the market and then hit the beach. How about you?”




  “Sounds like a plan. May we join you?”




  “Absolutely,” Ronnie said, giving her a toothy grin. “And no more talk of robberies, okay?”




  The four of them gathered up their towels and other paraphernalia and started off down the dirt track which led into the village. They hadn’t gone more than a few paces when the gentle breeze swaying the palms turned into a gale, ripping off fronds and whipping up stinging sand from the beach. Dark clouds gathered overhead and thunder rumbled. People all around ran for shelter. Heavy drops pelted them as they took refuge under the trees.




  “The tropics,” Ginger said, grinning. “You can bet sometime during the day you’re gonna get soaked.” Her husband hugged her close. “Yeah, but these storms end as quick as they start.”




  Anita snuggled close to Hetrick. “At least it’s warm and we’re in our bathing suits. So what’s to worry?” Hetrick put an arm round her shoulders, but his mind was still on the robberies.




  * * * *




  Swatara Creek, Pa.




  Harry was sorting through a handful of CDs at his desk while Flora took a statement from Jessica Kerlin. Harry and Flora were both off-duty but he’d agreed last night to let Jessica come into the station and give her statement. He’d felt the girl was just too upset earlier. Besides, he reasoned, a good night’s sleep and time might help her relax enough to recall things she might have overlooked previously.




  Any of the officers on duty could have taken the statement but Jessica had said she’d feel more at ease with Flora. Harry smiled to himself at the thought of that. His girl had a way of putting people at ease.




  Harry kept a small CD player on his desk and often played music while doing reports or manning the office on night shifts. Since only the three of them were in the squad room now Harry inserted a disc and hit play. The volume was low but as the music began Jessica glanced over at him with a startled look on her face.




  “Sorry,” he said, “I didn’t think it was that loud. I’ll turn it down.”




  “No. Turn it up. I think I heard that.”




  Harry scowled. “Of course you have.” He adjusted the volume.




  Jessica was standing now, coming toward him. “No, no. I mean last night.”




  Flora rocked back in her chair, squinting at him.




  “Last night?” Harry said.




  Jessica leaned over the desk, an ear cocked to the music. “Yeah. When I was in that guy’s car. That same song...”




  “Ain’t Hurtin’ Nobody.”




  “Huh?”




  “That’s the name of the track. It’s from Lost Dogs and Mixed Blessings. John Prine.”




  Jessica gave him a puzzled look. “Who’s he?”




  Harry hissed. “Tell me you never heard of him? Everybody knows John Prine.”




  Flora came up behind Jessica and put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t get him started, Jessica. Harry knows a lot about music. He used to play in a band and he gets upset with people who don’t know his favorites.”




  “You played in a band?” Jessica asked.




  “Never mind,” Harry said. “We’re not here to go over my musical history. Are you sure this is the same song?”




  The girl nodded. “Uh-huh. I’m pretty sure. Can you turn it up a little?”




  Harry did as she asked and the three of them listened a moment longer.




  “Yeah,” Jessica said. “Like, I wasn’t paying a whole lot of attention to the music. You know, ’cause I was so scared. But I’ll never forget that line—how he keeps singing about how he’s not hurting nobody. I heard that and I kept thinking, well, he’s gonna hurt me.”




  Harry ejected the CD and turned off the machine, looked up at her.




  “Is it gonna help you catch him?”




  Harry smiled. “Maybe. I don’t know. Lots of people like Prine.”




  * * * *




  Harry took Flora for lunch after Jessica finished giving her statement. They were in their favorite booth at Lena’s Restaurant on Main street, the booth they’d considered theirs since they’d started dating a little over a year ago. Flora took a sip of Coke and glanced over at Harry who was toying with his coffee cup, deep in thought.




  “This guy soil one of your heroes?”




  He raised his eyes and gave her a quizzical look. “What? Who?”




  “The guy who grabbed Jessica. Does it bother you he was playing that album?”




  Harry chuckled. “Of course not. It probably doesn’t mean a thing. Turn on any radio station and you might hear a Prine song. Lots of singers and bands cover him, you know. Just a coincidence he happened to be playing...”




  “Mr. Hetrick says there’s no such thing as coincidence when you’re investigating a crime. You have to look at everything objectively.”




  “Call it what you like. The circumstance is still the same.”




  Flora gestured at his plate. “You didn’t eat much, babe? Not hungry?”




  He reached across the table and took her hand. “Just this case. I keep wondering did he target Jessica in particular, or was it just chance he nabbed her and not one of the other girls working out there.”




  “Like Annie?”




  “Yeah. Like Annie.”




  “I guess this means our patrols are going to be out there more often than usual.”




  “Do you blame me?”




  “Of course not. I know you and Chief Brubaker would increase them even if Annie didn’t work at the club. You never did tell me—did you find any evidence in that old building?”




  He gave a frustrated sigh. “Not a thing useful. I went back out at first light and had another look. The place is a rat’s nest. I lifted a dozen or more prints, but they’re not going to do us any good. Kids have been using the place for beer parties. Who knows how many drifters have spent the night. There’s all kinds of trace—not that it’s going to do us any good.”




  “What about semen? Remember what Jessica said about him masturbating?”




  “Yeah. He either wore a condom or didn’t ejaculate.”




  “Too bad. That might have helped narrow down the trace you did find.” Flora thought a minute, then asked, “Do you think it might have been somebody stalking Jessica?”




  Harry shrugged. “Hard to say. It didn’t sound like she was aware of anyone following her or bothering her. Might be easier for us if that had been the case. More than likely it was just a random grab.”




  Chapter 3




  At sea in the Caribbean




  “You’ve got to come with us,” Anita told Denise Carr.




  “Oh, I don’t know. I’ve never done anything like that.”




  “Neither has Dan. You said you took this cruise to open yourself up to new experiences. Well, here’s a perfect chance. Tell her, Dan.”




  Hetrick was enjoying a cup of coffee while they waited for their meal. He was only half-listening to the two women, his mind still contemplating the ship-board robberies. Anita’s appeal for help brought him back to the present. He smiled at Denise. “You might as well give in. She won’t relent until you do.”




  Anita had introduced him to Denise Carr, née Holdren, their first night out. It seemed she and Denise were in college together but hadn’t stayed in contact afterward. They were surprised to learn they only lived a short distance apart, Anita back home in Swatara Creek and Denise in Harrisburg. Denise was a thin, sweet-faced woman who wore her lank brown hair too long for her features. She had a perpetually sad expression appropriate to her history. A young widow, Denise had been left near destitute ten years earlier when her husband’s former partner swindled him and bankrupted their investment firm. The husband had succumbed to a heart attack she linked to his financial difficulties. Denise had gone back to work and was only now at the point where she could consider a vacation.




  “Our new friends, the Plovers,” Anita was saying as she waved to them at an adjoining table. “The black couple over there—they know this man. Well, Ginger does. She’s originally from Jamaica. And this man, he operates a dive shop and offers lessons.”




  “The ship can arrange these outings,” said Brian Peterson, another person at their table. His wife, Lucille, nodded in agreement. “We did it on our last cruise,” she said. “It is fun.”




  “But Ginger said not to do that,” Anita told them. “She says she can get us a better deal with this man. What do you say?”




  “I don’t know, Anita. I’m not that good a swimmer.”




  “Oh, come on. I’m sure they watch out for your safety.”




  “Do you think we could get in on that deal?” Peterson asked. They’d learned he was a contractor from Michigan. A stout, broad-faced man with a thick head of dark hair flecked with gray, he had a knack for inserting himself into others’ conversations without offense. His wife, on the other hand, was a quiet, unassuming woman, pretty in a pixyish manner with short red hair and a scattering of freckles.




  “I don’t know why not. I’ll ask Ginger. We’ll all go together. It’ll be so much fun.”




  “She won’t give up—I warn you,” Hetrick told Denise as the waiter came with their meals. “Thank you, Raimundo,” he said as the waiter sat his platter before him. Hetrick had stuck with a reliable steak, medium-well-done, baked potato with sour cream and broccoli. Anita had gone more exotic, choosing Supremes de Volaille a Blanc, a breast of chicken with cream, served with artichoke hearts and risotto, from the extensive menu. She scowled at him now. “You could have had that at home.”




  He shrugged. “It’s what I like—here or home.”




  As an appetizer Anita had chosen escargots while Sticks went for a plain salad. There was no way, he told himself, she was convincing him to try the snails. He wrinkled his nose at the thought of it.




  “No sense of adventure. Here, try some of this,” Anita said, extending a forkful of the chicken to him.




  He had to admit that was tasty. He chewed and swallowed, then turned to Peterson. “Did you hear about the robberies?”




  Peterson nodded. “Yes. Terrible. The couple next door to us were hit.”




  “Really? What was taken?”




  “Some money, a Rolex watch, I believe some jewelry. We’re not leaving anything of value in the cabin when we go out. I’ve never heard of such a thing before. This is our sixth cruise. I don’t know what’s happened to the security.”




  “What deck are you on?”




  “Eight. Why?”




  “Just curious.”




  “Will you stop,” Anita said, glaring at him. “We’re on vacation. This is not your jurisdiction.”




  Hetrick gave her a sympathetic grin. “Sorry. Years of habit—it’s hard to leave it go.”




  They went on with their meal and Hetrick managed to get back in Anita’s good graces by turning the conversation to other less controversial subjects. Peterson, aware of the male need to bond in such situations, did his part as well. As they were having dessert he asked, “What are you all up to tonight?”




  Sticks glanced at Anita. “Anything in mind?”




  “The art auction. Remember? We talked about it this morning.”




  “Oh,” Lucille Peterson cooed. “That sounds like fun.”




  Her husband groaned. “I thought we were going to the casino?”




  “And lose more money?”




  “I need a chance to recoup my losses.”




  “Fat chance!” Lucille told him.




  “Why don’t you come with us, Lucille,” Anita said. “Maybe the guys would rather join Ronnie.”




  “I don’t wanna ruin anybody’s plans,” Peterson said. “You can go with them if you want, honey. I can find my own way to the casino.”




  Lucille scowled. “Yes. I know you’re perfectly capable of losing money on your own, too. Especially if I’m not there to put the brakes on you.”




  “Or I could go with you guys to the art auction,” he said, relenting.




  That won him a smile from his wife.




  * * * *




  Joined by the Plovers, the seven of them entered the gallery and casually examined a varied collection of paintings, prints and photographs which were to be offered in the night’s auction. As they approached a table at the front of the room the pretty young clerk urged them to register. “We have an assortment with something sure to appeal to everyone’s taste,” she said with an enticing smile. “Everyone who registers also has an opportunity to win several prizes we’re giving away tonight, including a print by an exciting new artist.”




  “See,” Peterson said to his wife, “just like gambling.”




  “Yes,” Lucille agreed, “but you only have to spend money if you bid.”
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