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  Dedication




  For my friend, Lovey Russ with whom I first visited The Old Smithfield Burying Ground in South Port, NC.




  Chapter 1




  He opened the top of the chest style freezer and stared at the pajama clad body lying on the old frozen food. Her appearance hadn’t changed since he had stored her there, although her flesh had been slightly warm two days ago and was now rigid and cold. Normal rigor mortis had been aided by the sub-freezing temperature.




  Even with the ghastly color of her now frozen flesh, she was beautiful. Her sandy blonde hair curled around her oval face, and with the slight grin he had formed on her mouth, she looked as if she were about to crack one of her corny jokes. At least, that’s what he’d called them. She’d called them witticisms.




  If he hadn’t thought to close her huge brown eyes, they would have spoiled her appearance. They would have still contained the same fright and disbelief she’d shown when she realized he was going to kill her.




  At some point in his past, he’d heard that the way to keep eyelids from coming open after death was to cover them with copper pennies. He hadn’t had any pennies at the time, but the two quarters he’d used had done the job. Her eyelids were still shut.




  His first act was to remove the coins.




  Though he was tempted to stand there and continue to reminisce as he gazed at her, he had work to do. Placing her body on the wooden work table, he removed her pajamas and drew the delicate new underwear he’d found in her dresser drawer from a plastic bag. The slinky garment still had a Belk Department store tag on it. Vanity Fair, he read on the label as he clipped off the tags with a small pair of scissors from her makeup kit. He rubbed the peach satin between his thumb and forefinger, then slid the panties up her long legs.




  “Ah, Mindy,” he said. “It’s a shame you had to die. You could have done so much more, but I couldn’t let you go on living. It would have ruined everything.”




  He let out a short sigh and continued his work. He had to stay on schedule.




  To fasten the matching lace bra behind her back, he had to turn her cold, stiff frame onto its side. With this accomplished, all of his regrets about the murder were curbed and he worked on the body almost mechanically. Cream-colored panty hose came next, then a peach slip. The dress he’d chosen from her closet was one of his favorites. A pretty frock covered with blue, yellow, violet, and peach pastel flowers with mint green leaves mingled among them. He couldn’t help but remember how the full skirt’s soft voile had swirled as she moved her hips.




  After he finished dressing her, he reached for her makeup. This would be the hardest thing for him to master. He struggled with it, but in a relatively short time had applied it to his satisfaction.




  He closed the makeup case, slipped a pair of bone colored high-heeled sandals onto her size seven feet, and stood back to admire his work. “Not bad,” he murmured. “You’d be proud if you could see yourself, Mindy. I doubt a mortician could have done a better job.”




  He returned her body to the freezer, flashed her a smile, blew her a kiss, and closed the freezer lid. Then he turned away and put his supplies and her pajamas into a garbage bag so it would be easy to dispose of later.




  On the way up the basement steps, he was surprised he was in such a good mood. He wondered why he didn’t feel more remorse. After all, Mindy had been a special person. He was going to miss her.




  On the other hand, he’d done what he had to do. If there had been another way out, he’d have taken it. But there wasn’t.




  Mindy would have spoiled everything, and that he couldn’t permit.




  He smiled as he topped the stairs. Now, phase one and phase two, the murder and dressing the corpse, had been accomplished.




  Tomorrow night, he would complete phase three—getting rid of the body. He would then be through with the whole situation, and his life could get back to normal.




  Or as normal as life would ever be without Mindy in it.




  Chapter 2




  Rebecca Davidson Armfield awoke before dawn. Though she hadn’t made a sound, tears streaked her cheeks. Remembering the dream, she brushed the moisture away and closed her eyes. As often happened, she had awakened in the middle of one of her baby dreams. This one had been different, though. For the first time, the baby had a face.




  The face of her younger sister, Mindy, when she was a little girl.




  As usual, Rebecca had been unable to save the baby. In each dream the child died a different death. This time, it had slipped from her hands and fallen over the side of a boat. She’d seen its little face disappear under the murky water.




  The doctors had assured her these dreams would go away in time. She wondered how much time. They had occurred almost nightly during the weeks following her fall down the stairs. The fall that robbed her womb of her much anticipated child.




  Now, six months later, she still had the dream almost weekly.




  Rebecca wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and tried not to disturb Vernon. She was fighting a losing battle. Unless she took one of her sleeping pills, she always had trouble getting back to sleep after one of the baby dreams. Vernon would be of no help if she woke him. He’d already said he’d heard all he wanted to on the subject of her nightmares and had told her she should concentrate on other things. She couldn’t handle one of his logical lectures tonight.




  Regardless of Vernon’s accusations, her mind wasn’t always on the baby. She did concentrate on other things. Tonight, until she had gone to sleep and dreamed, she hadn’t thought about the baby at all. She had been consumed with the whereabouts of her sister—and figured that was why she’d given the baby Mindy’s face.




  She leaned over and looked at the bedside clock. Five-twenty-eight. Much too late to take a pill. If she did, she’d sleep half the day. After several minutes of internal debating, she decided to go downstairs and occupy herself until time for Vernon to get up. She slipped her feet into pink satin scuffs that matched the pink and white silk robe she threw over her shoulders as she left the bedroom.




  Without turning on the light, she went down the winding stairs to the first floor, pulling her shoulder length brown hair back into a ponytail and clipping it with a pearl clasp she found in her pocket as she walked. Once she reached the foot of the stairs, she went into the library and closed the door. Only then did she turn on a light.




  Rebecca loved the library. She’d spent many happy hours inside it with her father when she was a child. She’d sit on the floor with paper and pencil and do business while he took care of company business at his desk. When she was six, he’d given her a ledger pad, and she had filled it with numbers. Some black, and some red. She always made sure there were more black numbers than red numbers, however, because her father told her it was best to have a lot of black numbers in business. She was determined to become as good with those numbers as he was.




  By the time she reached high school, she often helped him with simple accounting matters. After college, he put her to work in the financial department at the family business, Davidson Industries.




  “You have to start somewhere, Rebecca,” he’d said. “You could probably run the place, but for now I’m in charge, and I’m not yet ready to turn it over to anyone.”




  Rebecca had loved working at the company, and even after her marriage had continued her job until her father’s illness. Now she missed being a part of it. She wanted to go back, but Vernon claimed she was still recovering from the accident and wouldn’t hear of it.




  She hadn’t pushed the issue. “But I want to go back to work soon, Vernon,” she kept telling him.




  “You will, my dear,” he promised, “but you don’t need to hurry things. I want to be sure there are no questions about your health.”




  During their last discussion, Rebecca had reluctantly agreed with him, but she would insist on getting back to work soon. After all, her doctor had agreed she was her old self. He even said that going back to work might keep her dreams at bay.




  Tonight, going back to the company was not the most pressing thing on her mind. She sat in a reclining, burgundy leather high-backed chair, closed her eyes, and recalled the tiff she’d had with Vernon earlier. They argued more and more lately.




  This time, she had to admit he was probably right. More than likely it was silly for her to be overly concerned about her sister’s absence, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. Yes, Mindy often left town for as long as a week without telling them. And yes, she was careless and forgetful, but after Rebecca had lost the baby, her sister had promised not to go away again without letting her know.




  Vernon was sure Mindy had broken that promise, but Rebecca wasn’t convinced. As she often did when things were on her mind, she decided to make one of her famous lists. This time she would think of all the reasons why Mindy may have left town.




  Rebecca brought her recliner to a sitting position, stood, and moved to the polished cherry desk in the center of the room. Vernon would make fun of her if he knew she was making another list.




  “I think you’d make a list about anything,” he’d said when he found the one she’d made of the things she wanted to tell him when he got home.




  At the time she’d laughed with him, but he’d been right. She was a compulsive list maker. She had a list of the clothes in her closet, even the ones that had gotten tighter in the last few months. She had a list of the books she’d read in the past year, a list of the movies she wanted to see, and many others.




  She kept most of her lists in little leather notebooks. Often she had one of these notebooks in her pocket. In fact, she had had one in the pocket of her robe, but she had removed it last night to start the list of why she needed to go back to work. She’d put it on the nightstand when Vernon came to bed. It was still there.




  Pulling open the middle drawer of the desk, she found stationary. It would do. She took the gold plated pen from the stand and tried to write, but the pen didn’t have any ink. She stuck it back into the stand and made a mental note to buy refills for it.




  She looked in the middle drawer again and found some sheets of paper with notes and doodles, probably made during a telephone conversation. She also unearthed a paper with some shapes on it and a list of words beside the shapes. They made no sense to her. Probably just more doodling.




  After a thorough search, she opened the left top drawer, then the second and the third. Still nothing. She moved to the right side of the desk and pulled out the bottom drawer and finally found a pen under a file.




  “Success at last,” she said, moving the file.




  Then she saw the pictures and forgot the pen.




  Stunned, she picked them up and stared at each one. They were of Mindy. In some, she wore sexy underwear; in others she was nude. Most were shots of Mindy alone, but two pictures were of her and another woman posing in provocative positions. Rebecca didn’t recognize the other woman. Two shots were of Mindy and a man. His back was turned to the camera. Rebecca couldn’t see his face, but he had well developed muscles and dark hair pulled back in a three-inch ponytail.




  Almost sick to her stomach, Rebecca threw the photographs back into the drawer and covered them with the file. In no mood now to make a list, she got up and moved to the window, her mind reeling. Mindy posing nude bothered her, but she knew Mindy would do it without giving it a second thought. Her younger sister had always played the part of the rebel.




  When Mindy was in college, Rebecca had bailed her out of trouble more than once to keep their parents from knowing what her sister had been up to. Since their parents’ deaths, though they were complete opposites, she and Mindy had remained close. Rebecca accepted the fact that she and Mindy had different outlooks on life and lived by different sets of rules.




  Rebecca couldn’t help wondering why and how the pictures had ended up in a desk drawer in her house. Had Mindy put them there? If so, when? Rebecca also wondered if they had anything to do with why Mindy was missing. Her sister kept company with some strange and possibly dangerous people. The fleeting thought that Vernon might know the pictures were here upset her a little. If he did know, why hadn’t he told her about them? Did he not want to let her know Mindy had modeled nude?




  “No,” she muttered, shaking her head. “If Vernon knew about them, he would’ve destroyed them to keep me from finding them. It’s common knowledge I use this desk, and he’s smart enough to know that if he left them here long enough, I’d find them.”




  She frowned and added under her breath, “Unless for some reason he wanted me to find them. He has been implying that I should try harder to lose weight so I’d have a perfect figure like Mindy…”




  She frowned. No, that couldn’t be the reason. He’d know she’d be shocked to see them. He didn’t believe she could cope with worldly things. Someday, she’d have to show him just how strong she really was.




  Another thought hit her, and she returned to the desk and removed the photographs from the desk drawer. Flipping through them, she took out one of Mindy and the man, one of Mindy with the woman, and one of Mindy alone. She put the rest back into the drawer.




  She put the three pictures into her pocket and headed for the dining room. Vernon always came down for breakfast at seven. She’d be waiting for him.




  Chapter 3




  Vernon descended the winding stairway promptly at seven. He wasn’t a particularly handsome man, but he always turned heads by the way he carried himself and by the way he dressed. Today he wore a navy Armani suit and one of his two hundred dollar navy and red striped ties. His almost blond hair was cut the perfect length for a businessman, and his expensive black Italian shoes completed the image he wanted to project.




  He paused at the door to the dining room. Rebecca sat at the long Victorian style table, her head bent over her coffee.




  Vernon frowned. She didn’t look well. He wished he hadn’t argued with her last night. She’d probably had a hard time sleeping. When he had awakened, she was already out of bed. He didn’t like waking and not finding her beside him. With business as touchy as it was right now, he didn’t have time for her to have another breakdown. Worry over her sister was probably why Rebecca hadn’t slept. The best thing would be to let her check on Mindy all she wanted. He’d even offer to help. Mindy’s disappearance didn’t concern him as much as Rebecca’s wanting to return to work. The Mindy situation would work itself out in time, but Vernon didn’t want Rebecca back at the company. He’d changed a lot of things since he’d taken control, and he didn’t think she would approve. Especially the ones he’d made out of necessity. If not the company’s necessity, then his. He couldn’t let her become involved again.




  As he watched his wife, his mind slid back three years to when they had gotten married. He hadn’t been in love with the slightly plump, attractive woman three years his senior, but he had liked her well enough and found her to be pleasant company. Her younger sister Mindy, on the other hand, with her sexy body, was much more to his liking. Because he had sensed immediately that she wasn’t the kind of woman to settle down with one man, he’d put thoughts of her on hold and pursued Rebecca. That way he could still reach his goal—to marry and integrate himself into the wealthily Davidson family.




  He was glad he’d played it this way. Within only a few months, he had accomplished part of what he had set out to do. And although he never planned to fall in love with his wife, he did care for her. At this point in his career, he couldn’t see himself married to anyone else. Their marriage wasn’t good, but it wasn’t always bad either, and it afforded him many privileges. In fact, it had made him what he had always wanted to be: an admired and respected businessman.




  Rebecca wasn’t the suspicious type, and his on-the-side affairs hadn’t affected their relationship. He used those women only to fulfill the needs and fantasies she could never fulfill. She loved him deeply and apparently felt honored that he’d decided to marry her instead of her sexy sister. To accomplish his other goals, he had to keep her feeling this way.




  Plastering on a smile, he strode into the dining room.




  “Good morning, darling.” He bent over and kissed the top of her head. She smelled like lilacs. “I see you already have your breakfast.”




  “Yes. Wilma brought it in a few minutes ago.”




  He patted her shoulder. “Did you have a bad night?”




  “Not too bad.” She smiled up at him. “I woke up early and went into the library to read so I wouldn’t disturb you.”




  “You shouldn’t do that, Rebecca. I want you to stay in bed. You’re not going to disturb me, and I know you need your rest.” He took his seat at the head of the table with her to his right. “I don’t want you off in some other part of the house even if you’re mad at me.”




  “I’m not mad at you, Vernon.” She poured his coffee from the silver pot on the table. “I just went in there to read.”




  “Did you read anything interesting?”




  “No. As a matter of fact, I decided not to read when I got there.” She watched his face to see what his reaction would be. Then she added, “I started to make a list, but the pen on the desk was out of ink. So I searched the drawers, but didn’t find one.”




  His face told her nothing. He seemed not to care. Instead, he asked, “What kind of list were you going to make this time?”




  “I know you think it’s silly, but I wanted to see if I could come up with some good reasons why I can’t get in touch with Mindy.”




  The door into the kitchen opened, and the maid entered carrying a plate. She put it in front of Vernon. “Good morning, Mr. Armfield.”




  “Good morning, Wilma.”




  When he and Rebecca were alone again, he said, “I thought after last night, you weren’t going to worry.”




  “I can’t help but be concerned. I know you don’t agree, but I think something is wrong.”




  “You’re right. I don’t agree.”




  She looked down at her plate and played with her food.




  Vernon didn’t want to go over the logical reasons why she shouldn’t be so concerned. He took a deep breath as an idea came to him. “I’ll tell you what I’ll do, Rebecca. When I get to the office, I’ll ask Robyn if she’s seen Mindy. They live in the same condo complex, you know. Will that make you feel better?” He tried not to sound condescending. “In the meantime, you can keep checking on your own.”




  “You don’t mind asking Robyn?” Rebecca smiled. “I’m sure you’re only doing it for me, but I appreciate it. I know I sometimes make things hard for you.”




  He leaned close and squeezed her hand. “Don’t ever say that. You know I’d do anything in the world for you. You’re the most important thing in my life.”




  She smiled. “Vernon, may I ask you something?”




  He put his fork down and looked at her. “You sound so serious.”




  “It’s not, really. It just bothers me.”




  “Please ask me then.” He took her hand again. “I don’t want anything to bother you.”




  “When I was looking in the desk, I came across some nude pictures of Mindy and…”




  “Oh, damn. I forgot they were there. I meant to get rid of them. I’m sorry you saw them.”




  “Tell me about them.”




  “There’s not much to tell. They were sent to me from some man demanding money. Either I paid up, or he’d make them public. I brought them home a few weeks ago because I wanted to talk it over with Mindy when she came by.”




  “Did you?”




  “Yes. The night of the dinner party you gave for your friend, Erica. She was going away for an extended vacation or something.”




  “She was leaving for Europe the next week and is still away. I miss her.”




  He ignored the remark about Erica. “Do you remember when you came into the library and found Mindy and me with our heads together?”




  “I remember. I thought you were being rude and told you to come join the other guests.”




  “Well, actually, Mindy and I were discussing the pictures. When you came in, I stuffed them into the drawer. I meant to go back later and get rid of them, but with everything going on at the company, I forgot about them. I’m sorry you had to find them.”




  “Oh, Vernon. It doesn’t matter. I know how Mindy can be. What happened to the blackmailer?”




  “I told him to go ahead and make the pictures public. Some of them had already been in a magazine anyway. I informed him our attorney would be in touch if he continued to blackmail me. He cursed and hung up. I never heard from him again.”




  “You don’t suppose the pictures have any connection with Mindy’s disappearance, do you?”




  “I’m sure they don’t.




  She shrugged. “Maybe she’ll get in touch with me today and have a good explanation for her absence.”




  “As I said, I’ll ask Robyn if she’s seen Mindy. I’ll call you as soon as I get a chance.”




  “Thank you, Vernon.”




  “You are a wonderful wife, Rebecca.” He stood and leaned over her. “No matter what kinds of spats we have, don’t ever forget that.”




  Rebecca stood. “I’ll walk you to the door.”




  Chapter 4




  A little after nine o’clock, Vernon called. Rebecca was coming down the stairs after getting her morning shower and dressing for the day.




  “It’s Mr. Armfield, Ms. Rebecca,” Wilma said.




  “Thank you.” She took the phone and said, “Yes, Vernon. Does Robyn know anything?”




  “She said she hasn’t seen Mindy for a while, but she called Max.”




  “Had he seen her?” Rebecca couldn’t help thinking what an odd living arrangement Robyn and Max had. She worked as Vernon’s personal assistant at Davidson Industries, and Max stayed home. He was the only house husband Rebecca had ever known. The two of them seemed to thrive on the arrangement, though.




  Vernon went on, saying, “Max saw her at the complex swimming pool a few days ago, but he’s not sure exactly when. Robyn told him to ask around and let her know.”




  “Thank you. I know it’s silly, but it means a lot to me.”




  “I know, dear. That’s why I called. Now, please stop worrying. I know everything will be fine. Max will probably call back before the day is over telling us where Mindy is. If not, she’ll probably turn up soon with one of her usual excuses for being out of town.”




  “I hope you’re right.” She took a deep breath. “And I won’t worry.” What a lie.




  After Vernon hung up, Rebecca picked up the phone again and dialed Mindy’s number. She let it ring until the answering machine picked up.




  “Mindy, it’s Rebecca again. Are you there? If you are, please pick up.”




  When there was no action on the other end of the line, Rebecca went into the kitchen and said to Wilma, “I’m going to Mindy’s condo and see what I can find out.”




  A little after ten o’clock, Rebecca parked her BMW in front of her sister’s condominium and was somewhat relieved to see Mindy’s red sports car in her marked parking space.




  Maybe Vernon is right. I’m probably being silly about this. Wouldn’t be the first time Mindy has taken off without saying anything to me, but I believed her when she’d said she’d never do it again. Oh, I hope Vernon is right. Maybe she came home from somewhere this morning and was sleeping too deeply to hear the phone when I called.




  Rebecca debated whether or not to go inside. She didn’t want to disturb Mindy if she’d come home late and was now asleep. Yet she wouldn’t be satisfied unless she knew for sure her sister was home.




  “I’ve come this far,” she said aloud. “She can go back to sleep if I wake her up.”




  Automatically, Rebecca smoothed her hair. She had it pulled back and clipped with a gold and onyx clasp. She’d put on her makeup with care this morning, including the shadow and mascara that accented her blue-green eyes. She had on a Liz Claiborne knit dress with small yellow and red flowers on a black background. Her feet were in black leather thongs.




  Rebecca didn’t know why she was always so conscious of her appearance when she was with her sister. Maybe because no matter what Mindy wore, she always looked smashing. She had the physical beauty to get away with any kind of outfit. Whether she wore a dress from a famous designer or one off the rack at Wal-Mart, she always looked good.




  Rebecca, on the other hand, had to try twice as hard to be presentable. Once she finished primping and reached the door, she rang the bell.




  No answer.




  She rang again. Still no answer.




  If she can’t hear the phone, she won’t hear the bell. Tired of waiting, Rebecca took the key Mindy had given her from her purse and turned it in the lock.




  “Mindy,” she called when she stepped inside.




  Silence greeted her.




  “Mindy,” she called a little louder. “Are you home?”




  When her sister didn’t answer, Rebecca closed the door behind her and glanced into the living room. Other than the clutter always in Mindy’s house, she didn’t see anything to indicate whether or not her sister was home.




  She went into the kitchen. Some dirty dishes sat in the sink, and a pot of cold tomato soup sat on the stove. The film on top of it made Rebecca wrinkle her nose, although she couldn’t help smiling. No matter how grown up and sophisticated Mindy might be, she still loved her Campbell’s Tomato Soup.




  On the other side of the kitchen, three cabinet doors stood open. The dishwasher door was also ajar. Rebecca tried the back door. It was locked.




  She made her way to her sister’s bedroom. “Mindy, are you in here? I’m coming in.”




  The bed was rumpled and unmade, but Mindy wasn’t there. The light on the answering machine on the nightstand flashed, indicating her sister had received four incoming calls.




  Feeling somewhat like a snoop, Rebecca reached over and punched the play button.




  “Hi, Mindy. It’s Rebecca. I left you a message yesterday, so this is number two. I’m concerned because I haven’t heard from you, and I need to talk with you. Please call me as soon as you can. Thanks. Love you.”




  Rebecca bit her lip. That was the second call I left on your recorder, Mindy. What happened to the first one? Did you just ignore it?




  A man’s voice came over the recorder. “Ms. Davidson, this is Rex at CVS. I promised to let you know your pictures are back. You can pick them up anytime.”




  The machine clicked over to the third call.




  “Mindy, this is Vernon. Rebecca is concerned about you. Please call her as soon as you get home. I don’t like for her to worry. Don’t forget.”




  Rebecca smiled. Vernon wanted to take care of her. He might have told her there was nothing to worry about concerning Mindy’s absence, but she could tell by the sharpness in his voice that he was concerned, too.




  A click signaled the fourth call was about to play. It was the one Rebecca had made this morning.




  She looked around the room once it finished and said aloud, “So you haven’t been here since yesterday, Mindy. Or if you have, you’re ignoring your calls.”




  Rebecca moved to the closet. It was so jumbled she couldn’t tell if any clothes were missing. Moving to the bathroom, she found towels hung over the shower door and makeup scattered about the dressing table. Mindy’s robe was flung across the commode. On impulse, Rebecca felt the towels. They were dry.




  Rebecca turned to leave the room, looking around as she went. Mindy’s purse hung on the knob behind the bedroom door. A Dooney & Burke bag Rebecca had admired the last time she’d been with her sister. Taking it off the doorknob, she pulled open the snap and looked inside.




  A sinking feeling came over her. Mindy’s wallet, car and house keys, makeup, checkbook, and the small, embroidered drawstring bag their mother had made for her were all inside amidst a clutter of paper, gum, and other debris. Rebecca took out the drawstring bag and looked inside. It contained a picture of their parents in a small gold frame.




  “This proves it,” she said to herself. “If Mindy’s missing, she didn’t leave of her own accord. She’d never leave this behind. I don’t care how silly Vernon says I am. I’m calling the police as soon as I get home.”




  Chapter 5




  After her call to the police, Rebecca still wasn’t satisfied. They were nice enough and promised to look into her sister’s disappearance, but when she told them Mindy had left before without telling anyone, they sounded skeptical. She didn’t think they would take the matter seriously.




  “Okay, if they’re going to drag their feet,” she muttered, staring at the phone, “I’m going to look for help elsewhere.”




  She picked up the telephone book and looked in the yellow pages for private detectives. She zeroed in on the Quimbley Detective Agency and wondered if it was the company Nick Quimbley owned. She’d heard somewhere he was a private detective and did quite well with it.




  Rebecca smiled. Of course, one would expect the captain of the high school football team to do well in his chosen profession. And remembering Nick Quimbley, I believe that being a private detective is just the right profession for him.




  She dialed the number.




  * * * *




  Nick Quimbley looked up when Gordon Jones paused in front of his desk.




  “You about through with the Martin case?” Gordon asked.




  Nick nodded. “Just got to finish the report. What’s up?”




  “I’m not sure. I just accepted a case for the firm and told the client you’d call her. I know you’re busy, but as you know, I’m knocking off early today. Tammy and I want to get to the beach before dark.”




  “And you want me to take over for you?”




  “If you don’t mind.”




  “What’s the case?”




  “A woman named Rebecca Davidson Armfield called a while ago. She’s having a hard time finding her sister. Hasn’t been able to get in touch with her for a couple of days.”




  Nick’s stomach quickened at the mention of Rebecca’s name, but he tried not to let Gordon pick up on it. “Did she file a missing persons report?”




  “Yes, but she thinks the police have put it on the shelf and thought we might be able to help. She seemed concerned, but also said her sister’s done this sort of thing before. Seems she’ll disappear for several days or even a week or two, then show up as if nothing happened. Sometimes she’s been on a little vacation, and at other times, she’s been visiting friends. She likes the excitement of nobody knowing where she is. Only thing is that after the last time, she promised not to do it again. The Armfield woman believed her.”




  “What makes you think we ought to check on the sister’s absence?”




  “Mrs. Armfield says she has a bad feeling about her disappearance this time.”




  “Okay, Gordon.” Nick looked at his friend. “Tell me what you really have on your mind. It’s not like you to go on someone else’s feelings.”




  “I’d check it out myself,” Gordon said, ignoring Nick’s statement, “but like I said, I’m taking off early. If I show up late, Tammy will have a fit.”




  Having known Gordon for years, Nick could always tell when the man wasn’t telling him everything, so he prodded him again. “What are you not telling me, Gordon?”




  “I’ve been late several times this month, and Tammy gave me hell.”




  “You know I’m not talking about you and Tammy. You’re hiding something, Gordon. What connection do you have with this missing person?”




  “Okay.” Gordon lowered his voice. “Just between you and me?”




  “Just between us,” Nick assured him.




  “The missing sister is Mindy Davidson, one of the Davidson Industries clan. I’ve met her a few times. I don’t think she’d pull a stunt like this now.”




  “If she’s done it before, why not now?”




  “She told me she used to slip out of town without telling anyone because sometimes she did things with people she didn’t want her sister to know about. Later, she told me she couldn’t do it anymore because she’d promised her sister she wouldn’t. Said her sister got real sick one time when she disappeared. I don’t know what was wrong with her.”




  “The Armfield woman?” Nick avoided Gordon’s eyes and hoped his friend didn’t notice his wince. He wondered why it bothered him that Rebecca Davidson had been sick. After all, he hadn’t had any contact with her in years.




  “Yeah,” Gordon said. He hadn’t seemed to notice Nick’s reaction.




  “Just how well do you know Mindy Davidson?” Nick asked once he’d regained complete control of himself.




  “Not very well. I’ve seen her a few times when I’d go with the guys for a beer. She’s usually with someone. Sometimes other women, and sometimes a man.” Gordon took a deep breath. “There are rumors she likes to pick up men at bars, but I don’t know that for sure.”




  Nick nodded.




  Gordon lowered his voice even further. “I admit I would’ve liked to have known Mindy better. She’s a real looker. I didn’t pursue her, though. Tammy and I were getting serious about that time, and you know how jealous she is.”




  “I do know that.”




  Gordon looked at his watch. “I’ve got to run. You can put this aside until tomorrow if you like. I told her someone would get back to her soon. Like I said, I know you’re busy, but this might be an important case. I explained the terms to Mrs. Armfield, and she said she didn’t care how much it costs. She just wants her sister found. Said she’ll pay whatever retainer we ask and sign a contract.”




  Nick nodded. Gordon had told him all he was going to at the moment. His friend often told partial truths when it suited his needs, but Nick decided to drop it for now. “Okay, Gordon,” he said. “Leave the information. I’ll look into it. Enjoy the beach.”




  “Thanks, Nick. I owe you one.” He dropped the paper with his notes on Nick’s desk and headed for the door.




  As soon as Gordon was out of sight, Nick leaned back in his chair and thought of Rebecca Davidson. Though he hadn’t seen her in years, he’d seen her picture in the paper now and then. Often she was there in connection with some charity, and of course there had been a wedding picture. Though he’d noticed she’d put on a little weight, she was still a beautiful woman. Besides, he liked his women with a little meat on their bones. Nick wondered what kind of man Armfield was. He hoped her husband was nice, because he’d always liked Rebecca. When she’d been in his math class, she’d been popular yet a little reserved. She had been two years behind him in school, but she was so good in math they put her in more advanced classes. He’d wanted to ask her out on a date but never had. For one reason, he didn’t think she’d go out with him, and for another, his mother kept him from it.




  “How can I go to work on that assembly line at Davidson Industries knowing you’ve been out with the owner’s daughter, Nicky? They’re not our kind of people. They don’t want us on their fancy side of the town. It’s better if you stick with your own kind.”




  And he had. He’d married Rose Simmons, the daughter of the corner backyard mechanic shortly after he’d graduated from the police academy. Their marriage had lasted three years and had produced two sons. They divorced, then Rose remarried and moved out of state with her new husband. Nick hardly knew his boys.




  Two years after he and Rose split up, Nick married Phyllis Conroy. A year later, they had a daughter. Their marriage probably would have lasted, but one day after Phyllis picked up little Carrie from school to go visit her parents in Greensboro, a drunk driver ran a stop sign on old Highway 421 near Colfax, slamming into the driver’s side of their old Plymouth. Phyllis died instantly, and Carrie died a day later. That had been eight years ago.




  Nick had no intention of ever marrying again.




  “Well, Rebecca,” he said aloud as he ran his fingers through his hair. “I’ll check into Mindy’s disappearance right away.” Occasionally, he liked working on her fancy side of town. And it’ll be a pleasure to investigate something that doesn’t involve seeing if a husband or wife is fooling around.




  He didn’t want to admit, even to himself, that he had agreed to take this case and not assign it to someone else because he’d like to see Rebecca Davidson again.




  “Yeah, I don’t think I’ll wait until tomorrow,” he murmured. “I’ll call on you today, Mrs. Rebecca Davidson Armfield.”
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