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TEN LITTLE BRIDESMAIDS POEM

Dedicated to Dame Agatha

Ten Little Bridesmaids all stood in a line;
One drank herself silly, and then there were nine.
Nine Little Bridesmaids went searching for mates;
One took a wrong turn and then there were eight.
Eight Little Bridesmaids searched for signals from heaven;
One looked too long and now there are seven.
Seven Little Bridesmaids puffed on cigarette sticks;
One’s camp caught fire and now there are six.
Six Little Bridesmaids kicked a beehive;
One got stung and now there are five.
Five Little Bridesmaids went shopping at the store;
One bought some lipstick and now there are four.
Four Little Bridesmaids traveled across the sea;
One ate some cake and now there are three.
Three Little Bridesmaids went chasing kittens through the dew;
One never came back and then there were two.
Two Little Bridesmaids left to tally their sums;
One turned green with envy and then there was one.
One Little Bridesmaid left on her own;
This broke her heart, so then there were none.
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CHAPTER ONE

“I just don’t know what I could have done to offend you so badly,” my mother moaned into the phone. I wouldn’t call it wailing this time. It lacked a certain volume and intensity. No, today it was just every day, run of the mill guilt trip.
But, I wasn’t going to take the bait this time. I didn’t have time to take the bait. Things were never going to change between the two of us if I continued to take the bait she had a habit of dangling in front of me from her passive aggressive fishing pole.
“What are you talking about? I haven’t been offended. Why would you say that?” I thunked the side of my head with my palm. I’d just taken the bait. And speaking of bait, what was that smell emanating from the back room of my flower shop? I covered the bottom of the phone receiver with my hand.
“What is that?” I mouthed, as I tried to make eye contact with my younger sister, Allie through toxic-gas-induced tears.
She held her nose as she rushed to the back of the flower shop, presumably to prop open the door.
My mother continued, which was a good thing—in a way. It meant she hadn’t realized I’d momentarily stopped paying attention. “You’re going out of town and leaving your dog with a stranger. Why would you impose on someone you hardly know, when you have family right around the corner you could leave him with?”
“I…” I had to let out a sigh before I could go on. A twitch started above my left eyebrow. My mother’s timing was spot-on, as usual. She knew the worst possible moments to call and honed in on them with the precision of a surgeon.
“You get agitated every time I bring Jerome over.”
“Oh, I do not. You’re exaggerating. I just notice that he sheds occasionally. Is it so horrible that I want my house to be somewhat presentable? And besides, your father loves to see him.”
That was true. As for the shedding, I’m not going to deny that my Newfoundland, Jerome has very long, beautiful fur. He also slobbers. A lot. My mother has been known to greet us at the door with her best friend, Mr. Vacuum, in tow.
Jerome is terrified by the vacuum and coincidentally, the times we are greeted at the door by the horrible monster, are the very same times that Jerome has managed to get mud on his paws. He quickly distributes that mud all over my mother’s light colored carpet in the form of large paw prints as he runs to the furthest reaches of the house in order to get away from his nemesis.
So despite my mother’s feigned disappointment, I knew I’d made the right decision not to ask my parents to dog-sit while Alex and I went away for a weekend. And the weekend couldn’t start until I delivered flowers for an out-of-town wedding, where I would join my fiancé. But, the flower delivery might have to be delayed if the source of the smell turned out to be something nefarious, which could be a definite possibility in our old building.
I soldiered on with my mother, and decided to use some of her own techniques against her.
“Well you know that K.C. is more than just an employee. And Fred is still feeling traumatized over the injuries he received a few months ago…” Fred is married to my delivery driver, K.C. She was tapping her toes at the front of the shop, waiting for me to get off the phone so we could start on the long journey to deliver our wedding flowers.
“That happened months ago. He’s still not feeling well?” Ha! Now she was taking the bait from me.
“Physically, he’s fine. But…emotionally… It’s just best for him to have someone with him. And K.C. is coming with me, so Jerome will stay with Fred.”
“But I thought you were going somewhere with Alex. Staying overnight. In the same room.” Oh, crotchet. I wished we were still embroiled in the dog argument.
“We’re all going to the same place. K.C. is helping me deliver the flowers and then coming home. Alex is already there. I’ll come home with him.”
“Quincy, what are people going to think?”
I wasn’t taking this bait. “About the flowers? I hope they think they’re wonderful. Oh, you’ve got the van running, K.C.?” K.C. had gone outside and was sweeping the walk in front of the store, not even looking my way. “Okay, I’ll be right there. Sorry, Mom. K.C. is ready to leave. Say hi to Dad for me. I love you both.”
My very conservative Mormon mother had finally warmed up to my fiancé, but she did not approve of—well she didn’t approve of many things. Sex before marriage was one of those things.
Alex and I? We approved. As often as we could, which had dwindled down to not very often due to our work schedules. Mostly his. We hardly even saw each other, let alone saw each other.
He’s an officer with our state police. They patrol the highways, investigate crimes and protect the governor as bodyguards. In an attempt to move up in the ranks, Alex has had less free time to spend with me. Which I’m not complaining about, I’m very proud of him. It just made the prospect of going out of town with him even more exciting.
Unfortunately, there were strings attached to our romantic getaway. Very long and tangly strings as it turned out. And because I, Quincy McKay, might be the biggest push-over the world has ever known, I agreed to the entanglement without much question.
I mean, who in their right-mind agrees to be a bridesmaid at a wedding where they don’t know anyone? The bride and groom? I’d never met them. My fellow bridesmaids? No clue.
I’d been so thrilled to hear from Alex at the end of his night shift—and it was no small feat to speak coherently at that time of the morning—I’d agreed not only to be a bridesmaid to strangers, but I was also providing the wedding flowers. Well, some of them.
My shop is called Rosie’s Posies. I took over running it when my Aunt Rosie decided to travel the world. I didn’t ever think my duties as the florist would extend to being a bridesmaid, although florists are often called upon for many things that don’t really seem to have anything to do with flowers.
I barely knew the other florist. Yes, there were two of us. And did I mention the part about it being a themed wedding? I could quite possibly be dressed as the Wicked Witch of the West or Scarlett O’Hara for all I knew. With my luck though, I would probably be relegated to one of the flying monkeys.
And none of this would have happened if it wasn’t for me being a big, fat, push-over when it comes to one person.
My fiancé.
It wasn’t quite accurate when I said I wouldn’t know anyone in the wedding party. I knew just one very important person. And I would be willing to do just about anything he would ever ask of me, which is a pretty big deal given my past. But we’ve learned to trust each other and that’s very important to me. It also doesn’t hurt that he’s the hottest cop around and that he’s funny and charming and—well, I could blather on for days. The point is, that when he asked if I could do a favor to help out one of his old police academy buddies and himself, how could I say no? Why would I even want to say no?
I should have said no.
Every wedding, whether large or small gives me great anxiety right up until the final rice or flower petals or whatever the latest trendy thing is thrown. The ever-present need to have everything perfect for a wedding, and the stress that comes with it is multiplied according to the size of the flower order. And this particular wedding order was big. Being a stranger to the bride and groom notwithstanding, there were added complications which created another level of pressure to get things absolutely perfect.
Weddings require the florist to perform a complicated dance, deftly tiptoeing—or stomping—depending upon the need, ordering flowers from exotic locals only to find they’ve been waylaid somewhere like Cheyenne, of all places. And that’s just for the simple weddings in town that only require a few bouquets and boutonnieres. But this wedding would require I learn new dance steps altogether.
   
K.C. and I were finally on our way to the Harmony Lodge after Allie promised me she would call if there was any delay with the repairs to the sewer system. Before I could leave the shop, I had to get a hold of the landlady, who doesn’t carry a cell phone. She finally called back and said she would send someone soon.
Allie and Daphne would be without a toilet until the problem was fixed, but when our neighbors at the salon next door graciously offered to let them use their facilities, I felt like I could leave.
The Harmony Lodge is a mansion harkening back to the size and grandeur of lodges like those at Yosemite and Yellowstone, but designed with more romantic sensibilities, like an English manor house. The Harmony would be the perfect background for a most unconventional wedding. This wedding wasn’t like most, not just because of the theme, or that I was one of two florists, but I would also be one of ten bridesmaids.
As we got settled in the delivery van, K.C. turned to look at me from the passenger seat. The front lock of her hair style du jour obscured her eyes. Her blond page boy cut was very traditional compared to her usual look.
“Tell me again. What’s the deal with this other florist? And we’ve got a two hour drive ahead of us, so you can fill me in on the whole story. Spare no detail. And by the way, take a look at the gas gauge. I had to leave the old gal here running while you were dealing with the sewer phone calls. I didn’t dare turn off the A/C on account of the flowers.”
I took a look at the dash and groaned. “I guess we’re on our way to the gas station first.”
K.C. slapped her palms down on the dash. “You know what that means don’t ya?”
After I caught my breath and took my foot off the brake I replied, “Besides that we need fuel, I don’t know what that means.”
“It means we’ll pass by Bulgy Burger. I sure could use a Buckle Buster Breakfast Burrito. How about you?”
The burrito was aptly named. Yet completely irresistible. And this early in the morning, my arch enemy, the drive thru operator wasn’t likely to be there to judge my choice in vessels for caloric intake.
With Zombie Sue’s gas tank fed to full and Buckle Busters in hand, we finally drove out of Hillside.
“So,” K.C. said through a gob of hashbrown, bacon, egg, bell pepper and onion, “you were going to tell me about the other florist.”
After I finished chewing I told her, “The event florals at the Harmony Lodge are contracted out to a company called Ivy and Stone. I kind of know the owner, her name is London.”
“If London does all the flowers at this Lodge, why do we have a van full of wedding flowers?” K.C. had donned her cat-eye reading glasses to go over the delivery checklist one more time. Her eyes were magnified to about triple their actual size when she looked at me. I couldn’t help but smile, the frames of the glasses looked like a cat peering into a fish tank and I had the same view as the fish.
“Alex and the groom go way back. When Mike called Alex to ask him to be a groomsman, he found out Alex and I were engaged. They talked for a while and when he found out that I’m a florist, he insisted I do the flowers. Then he spoke to his fiancé, who said she would love to have me do the flowers, but that she’d already booked her dream wedding destination, the Harmony Lodge.” I paused to take a dramatic breath, just to tease K.C.
“Well? What happened next?” she said impatiently.
“I got a call from London. She said she would be happy to share the responsibilities for the wedding florals. We coordinated with the bride and all is well.”
"Phew, dodged a bullet there. Nothing would be worse than horning in on another florist's territory. But tell me why you're a bridesmaid."
"I have no good answer for that question. Alex is a groomsman, therefore I'm a bridesmaid. They wanted it evenly matched, I guess."
“You’ll make a lovely pair at this wedding. But you know whose wedding I’d really like to see?”
I felt an involuntary grimace distort my face. I knew what was coming.
“You’d make a beautiful bride, you know.”
“We’re engaged,” I said more defensively than I’d meant to.
“And…”
“We’ll set a date—soon—I’m sure. We just—haven’t been able to get our schedules to sync.” That seemed like a legitimate reason, didn’t it?
“Don’t let this one get away from you. He’s a keeper. From what you’ve told me, and from what I’ve seen, he’s nothing like your last one.”
She was right. But it was that last one that was keeping me from jumping right in to another marriage. I wanted to do it right this time.
“Ah well,” K.C. said, “I don’t mean to be a nag. I’m just happy for the two of you. And I love weddings. This one tonight sounds like it’s going to be a shindig to remember.”
I took the freeway exit into downtown Salt Lake City. We would go through Emigration Canyon and link to East Canyon on I-80 toward Park City.
"I've never heard of this place before. Where exactly are we headed?" K.C. asked.
"The Harmony Lodge. It’s in the middle of a lake, past East Canyon resort."
"How do you get to the building if it's in the middle of a lake?"
"Hang on." A semi-truck didn't want to merge politely so I had to maneuver on a dangerous curve to avoid us being squashed.
"Geez! The nerve of some people." K.C. lifted her middle finger just as I built enough speed to pass the semi, once we were back to two lanes.
"Um, K.C..."
"Yeah, Boss?"
"You do remember our phone number and shop name are painted all over on the outside of this van?"
"Ooh, boy. I'm sorry, I just have this temper when it comes to people like that. So what about the lodge?"
I decided to shrug off the emerging thoughts of annoyance after she lifted that finger. It was part of the new me. I wasn’t going to hold on to grudges anymore.
Of course, it wasn’t just her small action that had spurred this personal reassessment. Over the past couple of weeks, I’d done some deep soul-searching. Probably stemming from a tendency from me to feel a little bit jealous when it came to Alex, and his new trainee at work.
I was proud of myself for realizing I had nothing to worry about when it came to the pretty, twenty-something he was spending more time with than me every day. Nope, no more petty jealousies, no more anger. From now on, I was going to be nothing but Zen.
"There's a causeway that leads to the lodge,” I said. “But, at this time of year it’s under water. The only way to get there is by boat.”
“Well then how are the guests going to get there?”
“They’ll have small transport boats, like ferries."
K.C. rubbed her palms together. "This is going to be fun! I'm so excited for this wedding."
The flower part of it was exciting. The blind date bridesmaid gig—not so much. It still felt awkward and weird. But the groom was a friend of Alex, so I knew I didn't need to worry. We would all probably get along swimmingly.
"What do you think about the theme for this wedding?"
"You know that it’s a Gatsby inspired costume wedding.”
She nodded. “Mm-hmm.”
“I don't know a lot about it, but the research for the flower décor has been really interesting. Everything will match the theme. London has some items she wants us to incorporate into the personal flowers. That's why I left things without the finishing ribbons and such. We'll just add them in when we get there."
"I love that era. The design style, the music, and the clothing," K.C. put her hand to her chest in a dramatic gesture of awestruck. "In fact—"
Just then the infamous semi-truck cut in front of us again.
“That sonofagun!" K.C. yelled.
I slammed on the brakes, trying not to overdo it and roll the van. Good thing we were riding in Zombie Sue, the undead delivery van. She stayed on all four wheels.
“Land sakes, you’d think someone had it out for us,” K.C. said.
"I think we made him mad. Perhaps it was the one-fingered salute?"
K.C. grimaced. "You're probably right. Sorry, Boss."
I grinned to let her know I was kidding. The new me wouldn’t hold on to a grudge about something as petty as that.
Thankfully, we’d reached our exit at Lambs Canyon, where, in a few miles, we would hook up to the narrow paved road leading to the lake, and leave the uncourteous semi-driver behind. My stomach began to bubble. I was nervous to meet the bride, and I had my typical insecurities about the floral designs. Would the bride and groom like them? It was especially important because they were Alex's friends. And then there was part about working with another florist. I hoped our work would coordinate seamlessly with hers.
“Didn’t you say this old mansion was haunted?”
“I never said it was haunted.” I was surprised it had taken her this long to mention something about ghosts or haunting. She was convinced the old building housing our flower shop was haunted. She just hadn’t quite figured out who the many specters that apparently filled the shop were. Yet. When asked for reasons she knew we had ghosts, she was still a bit fuzzy on the details.
She looked out the window. “Okay…whatever you say. I guess I’ll have to see for myself. Now, let’s go over the plan one more time.”
“Right. Good idea. We’ll get there in about forty minutes. There’s supposed to be a call box at the parking lot. We’ll call them and wait until they come with a boat. I’ll have to leave the car running with the AC until they get to us.”
She clapped her hands gleefully. “Will there be a handsome young boat captain at the helm, just waiting to whisk us away to distant shores?”
“Um—I’m not sure who it will be, specifically.”
“One can always hope,” she said. “How ‘bout we call them now and order one ahead?”
“Very funny. That reminds me, Alex said the cell phone reception is terrible up here. They have land lines at the lodge, though.”
K.C. let out a sigh, sounding as if she’d taken a sip of warm cocoa. “Ahh, we’ll be roughing it then. It’s kind of nice to think about being untethered to a stupid phone for a few hours. I’ll call Fred from the land line when I’m ready to leave tonight.”
“You know, Christie—the bride—said you’re welcome to stay.”
“Yes, well, I brought a change of clothes appropriate for the wedding. And I brought my overnight bag just in case, but I feel funny butting in on a stranger’s wedding.”
“Given that I’m a bridesmaid and I’ve never met either the bride or groom in person, I don’t think you should give it a second thought.” And the fact that she never minded butting in on anything. “Besides, since when are you ever worried about—oh, wow.”
We’d been climbing up the mountain for miles and had just then reached the crest. The lake had come into full view all at once.
“Glorious,” K.C. said with a touch of reverence.
The water was such an intense turquoise-blue it didn’t seem real. We followed the steep, winding road, which led us through pine and quaking aspen, obscuring the lake from view again until we reached the bottom of the hill. The narrow road circled around not too far from the shore. We finally arrived at the parking lot, presumably at the end of the causeway.
K.C.’s sharp intake of breath said it all. “It’s not just a lodge, it’s a palace.”
She was right. Any wedding held here would be an absolute fairy tale. No matter its age, the building looked centuries old, and massive. As if it had been shipped from England, brick by brick.
Now, all we had to do was load everything into a boat, steered by a stranger with who-knows-how-much experience and make it all the way to the rocky shores without falling in. I hadn’t shared my three near-drowning experiences with K.C., or in fact, with anyone. And I planned to keep it that way.

“You must be Quincy.” A spritely woman with bouncy, blond curls greeted us at the back door. I’m London, from Ivy and Stone.”
After a ride across the lake on what was essentially a row boat on steroids, we’d made it to the dock and managed to unload without losing anyone or anything in the water. The kid who’d captained the boat liked to go fast. By the look on K.C.’s face when we arrived, I could tell she felt the same way I did about what seemed like our near-capsizing. Only, I don’t think she’d had to pry her fingernails out of the sides of the boat like I had.
My mother would’ve been hopeful, though. At least for a few minutes, I became religious again. With every bump and skip where the boat became airborne, I closed my eyes and uttered a prayer.
Once the flowers were safely loaded onto carts, K.C. and I took them inside and then K.C. went back to load up any hard goods like ribbon and tools. London showed me to the workroom, where we would place finishing touches and then leave all the personal flowers we had brought with us.
The bride’s bouquet was a lovely hand-tied arrangement of open-cut calla lilies. Strands of pearls, off-white feathers, and many different jewels were ready to be placed in all of the women’s personal flowers. London pointed out a collar made specifically to wrap around the stems of the bride’s bouquet, made of rhinestones and faux pearls. And true to the period, narrow ribbons with rose buds tied into them at intervals were inserted into the bouquet. They dripped all the way to the floor.
The wedding flowers and the rest of the decor were all about opulence, reflecting the Jazz Age. Art Deco was the main design influence, although modern touches were a big part of the overall theme. According to London, the wedding cake, decorated with fondant, had been patterned after many of the motifs found in the design of the Empire State Building. She took me on a tour of the mansion, pointing out all the different places where flowers were used.
“There will be an arrangement in your bedroom, too. This couple stuck to the theme in everything they did. You’re just going to die when you see the bride’s dress. It’s amazing. Simple, yet elegant, it’ll look like she walked out of the 1920’s,” London said.
“You’ve done an amazing job here,” I said. “K.C. will be so sad she missed the tour.” Just then a shadow passed across the opening to the room and the floor creaked in the hall. “Oh wait, that might be her.”
I went to the door to get her attention and show her where we were, but there was no one anywhere near.
“Huh, false alarm.”
“No problem, I’ll be happy to take her around when we finish the flowers.”
“Great, I’ll tag along for another tour. You always miss so much the first time around.” I couldn’t help standing there and gawking at the surroundings. “So, do you do most of your work out of this mansion?”
“Oh no, I wish.” She giggled and her voice sounded like musical chimes. “We only do a few events here every year. Some people say this place is haunted, which is just so silly. But some brides are superstitious about that kind of thing. The ghost tourism business has increased quite a bit though.” Her laugh filled the air again.
“What was that part about ghosts?” London and I both jumped. Another underwear check brought to us by our exuberant friend, K.C.
“London, this is K.C.,” I said.
K.C.’s arm shot out. “Pleased to meet you, London.” They shared a vigorous handshake thanks to K.C. “The flowers look just swell, really lovely.”
London giggled melodically again. “Why, thank you. The flowers you all brought were beautiful.”
“So, about the ghosts…”
“I wouldn’t worry about them, K.C. I’ve worked events here for a while now and have never seen any. Although, my former business partner was here in the house alone with a client once. And it’s a long story, but she says they were married by a man who couldn’t have been here at the time, because he was down in the parking lot with me at the very same moment.”
“Whoa. I’ll try to wrap my head around all of that in a minute.”
The fairy laugh sounded again. “It doesn’t make any sense. Everyone but my partner and the bride’s brother were down in the parking lot under a giant tent we’d set up for people waiting to be taken up to the lodge. It all worked out in the end. We had a fun reception outside under the tent and my partner got married to her own Prince Charming.”
I could almost see the gears working in K.C.’s head. She opened her mouth, presumably to ask another question when we heard voices from the front of the lodge.
“Sounds like they’re back from the hike,” London said.
My insides leapt around like I’d been eating Pop Rocks. Not only because I was nervous to meet the bride and groom, but because I would finally get to see Alex again. The latest stretch with his job had been longer than usual, and if it wasn’t his job that kept us apart, it was mine. Or my family, or his, or—insert any reason here—there always seemed to be something preventing us from spending time together.
On the bright side, it just made the reunions all the better. And since we’d both taken time off for this wedding, at least we’d be able to stay together in the mansion that evening after the wedding reception. I found my feet carrying me in the direction of the voices.





CHAPTER TWO

“Should we call an ambulance?”
“No, I’m fine. Really.”
My heart beat a little faster when I overheard the conversations coming from the front of the lodge. I recognized Alex’s voice reply after someone mentioned calling an ambulance.
At least twenty pairs of eyes greeted me once I reached the entry hall. I realized I'd been running. I must’ve looked very interesting with my green stained apron, hair fallen out of its fastener, and dark circles under my eyes from not sleeping the night before.
“Hi.” I looked from one pair of stranger’s eyes to the next. There wasn’t a hint of recognition in any of them. “Um, is Alex here?”
“Over here, Q.” A gaggle of gorgeous women parted to reveal Alex sitting in a chair next to the front door.
A couple of the women flinched away from me as I walked through the little gauntlet they’d created. I knew I was a stranger, but this seemed a little extreme.
Alex cracked a smile when I reached his chair, and there was a twinkle in his brown eyes. “Everything’s okay, babe. You can put the knife down.”
“Huh?” I looked down at the florist’s knife I’d been carrying the whole time. The knife is an extension of the florist’s hand. I don’t ever notice when I’m holding mine.
“Oh, geez,” I said, feeling my cheeks stoking. I shoved the knife into an apron pocket. My first meeting with the bride and groom—Alex’s friends—and I’m a knife wielding psychopath descending from the darkened hall to attack them all.
I had such a knack for first impressions.
A woman brushed past me and handed Alex a plastic sandwich bag full of ice. “Here you go.”
“What happened to you?” I kneeled down beside his chair to get a better view of the back of his head. I gasped when I saw blood on the hair protruding from under the ice bag he held.
“It’s not as bad as it looks,” he said.
“How do you know? You can’t see it.”
He laughed. “I guess you’ve got a point.” He held my hand with his unoccupied one. “Don’t worry, Q. I’m fine.”
“You must be Quincy.”
I looked up at the beautiful blond woman who had spoken.
“I’m Christie. We’ve talked on the phone.”
I stood to shake her hand. “It’s so good to finally meet you. Everything looks beautiful.”
“Thank you. I can’t believe the day has finally come. You know, you’ve got yourself quite the mountaineer here.”
“Oh, really?” I hadn’t meant to sound so surprised, it was just that Alex and I had been on hikes together, but he’d never performed any outstanding feats of mountaineering that I knew of. “I’ve been missing out. We’ll have to go hiking when we get home so you can…”
He hadn’t heard a word of what I said. Another attractive woman had managed to sneak in next to his other side. She stood over him while they talked. He looked so adorably vulnerable, peering up at her with his big, chocolate drop eyes, like an injured puppy, holding the ice pack to his owie. A man in obvious need of a woman’s care. He probably wasn’t even trying to do it. It just came naturally.
A sickening display.
“What happened to your head?” I asked, ignoring the sharp look his newfound caretaker shot at me.
“It was nothing, just barely grazed me.”
I tried to raise one eyebrow like he did to me when he didn’t believe everything I was saying. I managed to hitch my forehead up, which probably only made me look goofy. “It doesn’t look barely grazed. Here, let me look under the bag. You’re bleeding, you know.”
I reached out to lift the ice bag and peek under it but he dodged. “It’s nothing, really. The head always bleeds more than the rest of the body.”
“That’s far less than comforting,” I said. “What happened?”
The woman who had given me the stink-eye chimed in. “A big old statue fell off the top of the building as we were coming inside. If Alex had been standing two more inches to the right, blammo, he would have been a pancake.”
“What?”
A woman who looked almost exactly like the one who had just spoken stepped closer to me. Alex had gorgeous clones vying for his affections now. “My sister exaggerates, as usual. It wasn’t a giant statue, Megan.”
Megan gave her matching sister a withering stare. “Well then, what would you call it, Regan?”
Alex stood. “Thank you for the help, ladies. I’m going to head to my room and clean up. Christie, where’s Mike disappeared to? I want him to meet Quincy.”
“I’m sure he’s around here somewhere. Probably the kitchen, sneaking food meant for the reception tonight. C’mon, Quincy, let’s go find him.”
“Okay. I’ll catch up with you, I just need to talk to Alex real quick.”
“Sure,” she said.
I smiled as she walked over to a small group of people on the other side of the corridor. “A statue?” I said through my giant fake smile.
Alex smiled back at me. “A little piece of paw or claw fell off one of the gargoyles. It was nothing. Why are we smiling like this?” he said from behind clenched teeth. “My mouth hurts.”
“I seem to be off on the wrong foot with your admirers. So I need to be extra friendly. Besides, I’m just worried about you, that’s all, Mr. Mountaineer. I know all about head injuries due to unfortunate personal experience. Here, let me look into your eyes.”
The little wrinkles around his eyes gathered as he grinned. He stared down at me with his melty chocolate drops. He didn’t say anything, just stood there smiling.
“Stop it,” I said, playfully.
“What?”
“You know what. You’re doing the melty thing with your eyes.”
He blinked several times. “You mean, this?”
I made my best attempt at a straight face, unsuccessfully. I couldn’t help smiling at him, naturally this time.
“I love you, Q. Thanks for worrying about me, but I promise, I’m fine. Go meet everyone, and I’ll see you up at the room a little later.” He waggled his eyebrows seductively. Which made me laugh. We really needed the time together this weekend. He kissed my cheek, then climbed the steps of the grand staircase.
“Boss, I want you to meet Pam and Jill, here.” K.C. stood next to a woman who could only have been around five feet tall, but she had long, strawberry blond hair that reached all the way to her hips. Next to her was a woman not quite as short, who obviously didn’t eat at Bulgy Burger like I did—on occasion. Her shaggy hair had been colored a silky, almost blue-black. It reminded me of the velvet in the Elvis pictures hanging on the neighbor’s living room walls when I was growing up.
I glanced at the door to make sure it was latched, we wouldn’t want a breeze to come through and blow the woman’s skinny frame over. Her make-up had faded enough to let the dark circles under her eyes show through. Perhaps the rigors of the hike had worn it off.
“Hi, I’m Quincy.” I extended my hand and the dark haired woman reached out but there was a beer bottle in her right hand. She awkwardly switched it to her left.
“I’m Jill. I’m ambidex—oh hell. I use both hands equally. I just forgot which hand I use for beer. Usually it’s both.” She laughed at a K.C. volume, which seemed out of place, but I’d never met her before. Maybe she laughed like that all the time, poor thing.
K.C. glanced at me then soldiered on. “Sweet little Pam here, rescues cats. Isn’t that right, Pam?”
Pam shook my hand. “I do, yes. I just can’t seem to get enough of the little furballs.”
“You should meet K.C.’s cat,” I said. “He can talk.”
Jill squinted her eyes in disbelief.
“It’s true, I’ve witnessed it myself.”
“What’s his name?” Jill asked.
“Shim,” K.C. said.
“How interesting,” Pam said. “What does it mean?”
K.C. laughed. “It means, chickadee, that I couldn’t tell if it was a she or a him at first, so I called it Shim. And then the name stuck. He can say it himself.”
Jill moved on to another group who probably spoke about more interesting things than talking cats. “Don’t worry about her,” Pam said. “She won’t remember most of this conversation anyway. She’s in the process of falling off the wagon.”
“Sorry to hear that,” K.C. said.
Pam shrugged. “All of us are. It’s too bad. By the time the wedding gets here tonight, she may not even be conscious.”
I looked down and realized I still wore my dirty apron.
“Oh dear,” Pam said. “I don’t mean to keep you from anything. I—Quincy, I understand you did the flowers. They’re incredible. I’ve never seen anything like this.”
“I can’t take the credit.” I nodded my head toward London, who was talking to Christie. “London’s company, Ivy and Stone did everything you see here. K.C. and I only did the personal flowers.”
Pam’s eyes lit up. “You mean like the bridesmaids bouquets? I’m so excited. Can I see mine?”
I looked over at London, who turned to make her way back down the hall with Christie. “Let’s go check with Christie. I’m sure it will be fine.” We followed them down the hall.
“And you’re a bridesmaid too,” Pam stated more than asked.
“Yes, I am.”
“They better not put us next to each other in the photos,” she laughed. “Talk about awkward wedding photos. I barely come up to your elbow.”
“Hah! That’s true,” K.C. blurted. “I like you, Pam. You know how to tell it like it is.”
As soon as we entered the workroom, Pam’s oohs and aahs combined with Christie’s squeals of delight. Hearing those sounds is one of the perks of being a florist.
“It looks like there are eleven bridesmaid bouquets,” Pam said. “Are you a bridesmaid too, K.C.?” she made a sidelong glance at Christie.
“Oh, no, honey. I think one of those is the toss bouquet. Right, Quincy?”
“What’s that?” Pam asked.
“It’s a little bouquet we make so that Christie won’t have to throw her bouquet over her shoulder. She can toss this instead.”
Another of the women who had been in the front corridor came in to the design room. “Hi Eva,” Pam said. “Do you believe all these gorgeous flowers?”
“I know, right?” Eva rushed over to Christie and took her hands. “Everything is so pretty, Christie. Just like we wanted.”
Sweet Pam’s expression changed. She was obviously unhappy, but Christie didn’t react as if she minded Eva sharing the credit.
Eva turned toward us. “I just wanted to tell everyone that lunch will be served in fifteen minutes in the garden room.”
“Thanks, Eva. I’ll come with you.” Christie came over to where we were standing. “London, Quincy, I’m in love with all the flowers. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.”
“You’re so welcome,” London said.
“It’s my pleasure, and thank you for inviting me to be a bridesmaid.”
“Who was that bossy pants?” K.C. asked after Eva and Christie had left.
“Eva is a maid of honor,” Pam said.
“Do I detect a little something in your voice, there, Pam?” K.C. asked with a smirk.
“I shouldn’t be so catty—oops—” Pam covered her mouth with her fingertips.
“Catty! Good one, Pam.” K.C. loved herself a good pun. And a mediocre one. Really, any pun would make her laugh.
Pam’s cheeks flushed. “After Christie asked me to be the maid of honor, Eva found out. She’s one of Christie’s best friends too. We met her in college.”
“Sounds like you and Christie have known each other a long time,” I said.
“Since elementary school.”
“Wow, that’s a long time to have a pal. Good for you gals,” K.C. said.
“Yeah, well, Eva felt really bad she wasn’t asked to be maid of honor, so Christie asked me if I would mind if Eva and I could be co-maids of honor.”
London made her way over to a small desk and gathered some files into a large bag. I followed.
“You carry your life in a bag too, huh?”
“I would be lost without it.” Her laugh reminded me of the way Christmas tree lights twinkle. “It looks like you’ve got everything handled here on your end. I’m going to head down to the valley unless you need anything.”
“I think we’re good here. What should I do about cleanup?” I asked.
“Oh, don’t worry about that. I’ve got a cleanup crew coming on Monday for all the big stuff. I’ll have two helpers here in the morning, and they’ll place the centerpieces for breakfast then. If you need anything, call my cell from the landline. I’ll be working in my studio all day.”
“It was such a pleasure working with you, London.”
“I feel the same way! Let’s collaborate again, this was great.”
“Absolutely.” The fun part was coming to a close. Working with London and sharing in each other’s ideas and talents was so energizing. Now I faced being a bridesmaid to a bride I’d just met and hanging out with a bunch of strangers until morning. At least I had Alex. And really, it wasn’t so terrible was it? An elegant setting, a beautiful dress (I assumed) and certainly the food would be fantastic. What could be bad about any of that?

Pam led us to the room where lunch was being served. The guests still wore their hiking clothes, but the décor was anything but casual.
French doors topped with stained glass windows lined an entire wall. Chintz patterned fabric gave the furniture a comfortable, yet elegant look, beckoning you to sit down. The size of the room had obviously been designed to accommodate large groups, but it felt cozy due to the sofas, overstuffed chairs and tropical plants strategically placed throughout the room. Large pastoral paintings nearly covered the ornately papered walls.
Lunch had been set up on a long antique buffet decorated with gold and metered glass compote dishes filled with white carnations, cream colored Vendela roses and white hydrangea. Simple and understated, yet elegant.
Pam left us to go talk to another member of the wedding party and Christie came over with a tall, handsome man with black curly hair and dark eyes.
“Mike, this is Alex’s fiancé, Quincy. And this is K.C., she works with Quincy at her flower shop.”
“Hi, Quincy. It’s so cool you get to work with your sister.” He winked for effect.
“Well aren’t you a handsome liar?” K.C. said. “But flattery will get you—” she lowered her voice like Ursula the Sea Witch, “everywhere.”
I’m not sure if Mike’s hesitant laugh was from humor or fear.
“K.C., we’ve had such a good time meeting you. Do you think you might be able to stay for the reception?” Christie asked.
K.C. looked at me and I nodded encouragingly. “Well, I did bring a change of clothes just in case, but—”
“Don’t worry about the theme. Most of the other guests won’t be in costume. It was listed as optional on the invitations.”
“I wasn’t—”
“Oh, and before I forget…” She took a quick survey of the room. “I just wanted to say this before she comes back over here…”
“Who?” K.C. asked.
“Pam,” she continued. “It’s been so good of you both to let Pam tag along,” Christie said.
I stole a quick glance at K.C. who looked as surprised as I felt. If anything, Pam had been the most welcoming and friendly of all the wedding party.
“It’s kind of weird,” Mike said.
“What is?” I said.
Christie looked up at Mike before she spoke. “Well…Pam’s never tried to hide the fact she’s had a crush on Alex since she met him.”
“Oh.” I didn’t know what else to say.
“That’s not so unusual,” K.C. said. “I call Alex my future third husband for a reason. Hell, everyone has a crush on him. Speak of the devil and his crushees…”
Alex walked in escorted by a tall woman with gorgeous, flowing, auburn hair. Her clothes looked as if she’d gone to an upscale outdoor gear store, asked for the most expensive items they had, and wore them directly to the lodge. The creases in her trim hiking shorts were just as crisp as if they’d come right off the shelf.
“Hey, Coop,” Mike said.
K.C. subtly leaned in next to my ear, which must have taken extreme effort based on her usual lack of the ability to do anything with subtlety. She whispered, “Boy, I wasn’t kidding about everyone having a crush. Have you noticed the attention your guy has been getting today?”
“I’ve noticed,” I replied dryly, probably with less subtlety than K.C. had managed, given how the red head looked directly at me after I said it.
“Hi, I’m Quincy.”
“I’m Audra.” She cautiously accepted my offered handshake. “And you are…”
Alex stepped over so that he was standing by my side. “Quincy is my fiancé. And this is our friend, K.C.”
“Enchante,” K.C. said.
Audra did a once over assessment of me and K.C. “It’s a pleasure.” She didn’t sound very pleased. “If you’ll excuse me, Alex, I’ve got to talk to Ben.” She walked through the middle of our little circle and headed toward the buffet.
“Mee-ow,” K.C. said.
Mike and Alex did simultaneous nervous throat clearings, which was enough to make all of us laugh.
“I don’t know about you guys, but I’m starving,” Mike said. “Let’s go eat.”
“Best idea I’ve heard all day,” K.C. said.
Alex hung back and he tugged on my sleeve as I followed the others.
“Um, Q?”
“Yes, dear?” I batted my eyelashes at him.
“Have I ever told you how pretty you are?”
“Am I as pretty as Audra?”
“Not even close.”
I stepped back, stunned.
He held both hands up. “I meant…the competition isn’t even close. Not that there’s a competition…she…no one could compete…with you.”
I shook my head slowly. I knew what he‘d meant, I just thought I’d let the ladies’ man wriggle a little bit before I let him off the hook.
“Maybe that head injury was worse than you thought.”
“I think you’re right.” He put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me next to him. “What I meant to say, is that there is no comparison, no one even comes close to you.”
“Are you two going to eat or are you going to canoodle all day?” K.C. asked.
“It’s a tough decision,” Alex said.
“Not if you’ve tried these sandwiches. Oh, and look at the cute little flyers I found in a basket at the end of the table.”
She held up a piece of black and white card stock. The gold-foil lettering on the front, in a typeface from the 1920’s, listed common phrases from the era.
“If everything is ‘Jake’ here with you and the ‘Sheik’ I’m gonna grab a cup a ‘Joe’ and sit down,” K.C. said.
Alex perused the list. “Say, doll, why don’t we get a wiggle on and get over to that buffet before the food is gone?”
I grinned at him. “Now you’re on the trolley.”
“This is fun,” K.C. said, then found a spot on a couch.
“The thing is,” I said, “she doesn’t sound any different than usual.”
“Yeah,” Alex said with a little chuckle.
The tinkling of a glass being tapped by a knife got everyone’s attention.
Christie stood next to Mike, who was holding the glass. “Hey everyone,” she said, “we’re so glad you could all join us on this special day. Are you having a good time?”
Everyone whooped and woo-hooed.
“We have a surprise. As most of you know, we are mystery nuts. And not just because of Mike’s job.” Their goofy exchange of glances was just barely tolerable, and only because they were the bride and groom on their wedding day. “Okay, maybe it’s more me than him. Anyway, because you’re all our good friends, we’re letting you in on a little secret. Tonight, besides joining us on our special day, you are all going to be part of a mystery plot. Surprise!”
The room remained quiet as people exchanged uncertain and confused glances.
“Ah, c’mon. Isn’t everyone as excited as we are?” Mike said with glint in his eye. The couple looked at each other again. It was obvious they were holding back some piece of information.
Mike continued, “Okay, how about we sweeten the deal a little bit. We’ve teamed up with our great friends, Dan and Barb, owners of D and B Mystery Nights. They’ve planned the whole thing.” He raised his glass and nodded toward a couple sitting at a small table. “So, big thanks to them.”
“What? You didn’t have time to plan it yourselves without this wedding getting in the way?” one of the guys said.
“Exactly right,” Christie replied, laughing.
“As a most generous wedding gift, they have offered up a huge prize that we get to award the person who solves the mystery.” Mike paused and surveyed the room. The crowd had become much more animated. “Ah, so now you’re interested?”
Everyone laughed.
“Should we tell them what the prize is, babe?”
“Okay, he’s tortured you long enough. The prize is ten thousand dollars!”
“Get out of town,” K.C. blurted out, garnering laughter from everyone who heard. She ducked her head and began more subtlety, “I’ve never heard of such a thing. How can they afford a prize like that?” This time she spoke loud enough that only Alex and I could hear.
“Apparently they do mystery parties all the time. They go all over the place, like on yachts or they rent out ski lodges. Mike and Christie are really into it,” Alex said. “Mike told me they use this company exclusively now. He introduced me to the owners earlier today.”
Christie waited to speak until everyone had a chance to react to the announcement. “We love you guys all so much, and we thank you again for sharing this special day with us. That’s all for now. Enjoy your lunch everyone.”
The two of them hurriedly left the room amidst confused glances and murmurs. Another glass chimed out as it was tapped. Pam stood in the same spot Mike and Christie had just vacated.
“Wow, what a surprise, huh? I had no idea they were going to do something like this. I just wanted to remind everyone that you’ll find your costumes hanging in the closets of your guest rooms if you haven’t already. And our lovely friend, Megan has arranged for a few of her friends to do hair and makeup for both the ladies and the gents.”
One of the groomsmen asked, “Do I have to get my makeup done?”
“Strictly optional, but I’m sure she’s got some pomade for your hair,” Pam replied. “Finger waves will take some time, so for anyone interested, you can talk to Megan. And don’t forget, rehearsal is at four-thirty in the music room, casual attire, unless you’ve already changed.”
“This thing is turning into quite the production,” Alex said. His face seemed a couple of shades lighter than its usual tan. “This isn’t what all weddings are like, is it?”
“Oh yeah, this pales in comparison to what I’ve got in mind,” I teased. Actually, it was just the opposite of what I envisioned for myself and Alex. But I figured I’d have a little fun with Mr. Flirty Pants since he’d been hanging out with the ladies at just about every turn since I’d arrived. And since it was the new me who’d come to the Harmony Lodge, I wasn’t going to hold on to any anger or jealousy about that—I was just going to have a little fun.
“I wonder what they’re going to have for music at the reception. I recently did the flowers for a family who hired a band from L.A. to fly in and play at their wedding up at one of the ski resorts.”
“Is…that…what you want to do?” he said, his voice wavering like he was going through puberty.
“Oh, no.” I paused, waiting for him to relax. Once he lowered his shoulders and his brows weren’t gathered together in a worrisome grimace, I continued. “I’m looking for something more classical. Like a full orchestra.”
His eyes closed and his Adam’s apple moved up and down as he swallowed.
I realized I was no good at teasing. Stressing him out, whether it was a joke or not, just made me feel bad. It gave me no pleasure.
“It might take a while to save up enough to pay for a wedding like this,” he said. “We’ll have to push back our date.”
I frowned. “We don’t have a date picked out.”
“Oh yeah. Well, we’ll have to delay choosing a date too.”
I grinned at him, trying to lighten the mood. “Now who’s the one resisting getting married?” I teased. I’d told him no the first time he proposed to me. His mother would never let him forget it, either. She, along with everyone else in the world, it seemed, had been there with us for the proposal.
“Oh, I’m not resisting. I’ll marry you right now,” he said.
I looked up at him, waiting for the inevitable wink or smile that would let me know he was kidding too.
It never came.
I suddenly felt light and airy and a flutter passed through my chest. Our eyes were locked into each other. It felt like I was on fire inside. I was ready without any of the hesitation I’d felt when he first proposed. I opened my mouth to say “Let’s do it,” but he put a finger to my lips.
His eyes were so warm and loving. It felt like I could just dive in and stay forever. There was no one else in the room at the moment. Were we even in a room? It felt like we were suspended in air, in the middle of a cloud or something. I had to tell him, I love you so much. Let’s get married, right now.
He gently pressed his finger down, reminding me it was still there. “Before you say anything, remember who your mother is. And then, remember mine. They would kill us both if we eloped.”
The cloud and the magical mist and anything else that felt warm and cozy disappeared. We were still sitting on a couch in the middle of lunch with a bunch of strangers. The weight of the truth of what he’d just said changed that stomach flutter to a stomach full of heavy rocks. I wrinkled my nose and sighed, then looked down at the list of 1920’s lingo.
“And how.”





CHAPTER THREE

I sat on the floor in a large suite, while Megan sat behind me on a window seat, styling my hair. I’d learned that all the bridesmaids were hosting a mini bachelorette party when I arrived at the room. Apparently it was mostly for my benefit, since I wasn’t able to attend the “real” one they’d had the week before. After hearing about the first party with the never ending bottles of wine, naughty gifts and the male dancers who’d arrived dressed as cops, I felt a sense of relief when the only party favors they brought out were fancifully decorated cookies, sparkling water and portable mani/pedi kits.
Megan gave me a hand mirror and pulled me up from the floor so we could go look in the bathroom mirror. “What do you think?” she asked.
“This is gorgeous!” In the reflection of the hand mirror I could see the back of my head. Megan had pinned and curled my long hair underneath itself so that I had a wavy, shoulder-length bob. She’d sculpted the bangs into gentle finger waves and then placed a gold headband of three strands of metal filigree on top of my head.
“Oh, Quincy!” Pam had followed us to the bathroom. “You’re going to look like a goddess in your dress.”
“Really? I haven’t seen it yet.”
We shuffled out into the main seating area.
“You haven’t seen your bridesmaid dress?” Megan said.
“No, we did everything online. I sent my measurements to Christie by email and she said my dress would be waiting for me. I haven’t even been to my room yet. I hope it’s there.”
“There’s no way I would wear a dress like that in public without trying it on first,” Jill said.
Kourtnee came over and sat down. “I haven’t tried mine on either. What do I care how it looks? I hate wearing a dress period. I’m only doing it for Christie.”
Jill didn’t make any attempt to stifle her obvious annoyance with Kourtnee.
“Where’s your friend?” asked one of the girls—Eva maybe?
“You mean, K.C.?” I said.
She nodded.
“She came and borrowed a comb,” Megan said. “She said she wanted to do her hair for the party tonight.”
“Oh good,” said the blonde bombshell friend. Candee—maybe? “That means she’s staying. She’s so funny.”
That’s the great thing about K.C. She’s the life of the party wherever she goes.
“Too bad she’s missing the bachelorette party,” Candee said.
“Some party,” Regan snarked. “Because of Jill we can’t have any more champagne, and all there is to eat are these little cookies.” She shoved a chocolate-dipped coconut macaroon into her mouth.
“Those bridesmaid gowns are very unforgiving,” Megan said matter-of-factly. “Are you sure you want to exacerbate the situation even more, dear sister?” She pointed the tip of her parting comb in the direction of Regan’s thighs.
Regan gave her a searing look. “You’re one to talk. Dan saw you naked one time and that’s all it took.”
I looked over at Pam and felt my mouth drying out as it hung open. I couldn’t help but wonder if we would be breaking up a fist-fight. She leaned over and said, “Don’t worry, that’s just how they talk to each other. They’re fine.”
“Oh.” I nodded and tried to pretend it wasn’t disturbing.
“Speaking of naked bodies,” Jill pulled out a silver flask and poured some liquid into her sparkling water flute, “where are the men? I’ve got some dollar bills burning a hole in these yoga pants. I wanna’ see some flesh,” she said loud enough for the whole lodge to hear.
“I’ve got you covered, girl, don’t you worry,” a voice said from the hallway.
I tried to make my search for an alternative exit as inconspicuous as possible.
“What is it I agreed to do?” a very recognizable voice said from the hall.
“Woo! Now we’re talking,” Jill said as Alex appeared in the doorway.
“What’s going on in here?” Alex asked innocently.
“Nothing, until you got here,” Candee said.
Stripper music began to play from somewhere. Don’t ask me how I knew it was stripper music. Somehow, it’s just one of things you know as soon as you hear it.
“Take it off,” Regan shouted.
“Take it all off,” Jill said.
His face turned a shade of crimson, but he still wore a grin a mile wide. “I think there’s been some kind of a misunderstanding.”
“How cute. Is the innocent, naïve thing part of your routine?” Audra said.
“Look, Christie,” Regan said, “This is your last day of freedom, better take advantage of the moment.”
Alex’s eyes scanned the room, a look of fear passing over his face, until he saw me.
“Uh, Quincy, could I talk to you about something? Outside?”
“Absolutely.” I practically ran out of there.
“What room from hell is this?” he asked.
“It’s the bridal suite. We’re having a bachelorette party,” I said in a voice that ensured he knew how much I didn’t miss it. “Apparently you were supposed to be the entertainment.”
“I was talking to that guy, Monte in the hallway, when the golfer chick came by and asked what we were doing. Monte disappeared. Anyway, I told her I was on the way to change my clothes and she asked me to come with her to do a favor.”
“Quite a favor you were willing to do,” I said.
“Who said anything about willing?”
I looked at him doubtfully. “When are you ever unwilling to do a favor? Especially one for a pretty girl?”
“Okay, so I didn’t say no. But that was because I didn’t know what she wanted me to do. She just said she needed my help in a room down the hall.”
I shook my head at his uncharacteristic naiveté. And instead of making a sarcastic joke by pointing out the obvious innuendo, I decided to let that topic be. We had a short time to stay here and I didn’t want to waste it by arguing.
“You’ve been the unlucky innocent bystander a lot on this trip. How’s your gargoyle injury?”
“You can’t even see it. It really looked much worse than it was. And besides, how many people even get to say they have a gargoyle injury?”
I laughed. “You’re a member of an exclusive club now. Such a weird thing to happen, though. It’s not like this building is ancient. I think it’s me jinxing things for you. Whenever I’m around, stuff seems to go wrong.”
His mouth wrinkled into a frown. “Everything is right when you’re around me. Hey, your hair looks nice.” He pulled me toward him so we were facing each other. “What do you say we go mess it up?” He bounced his eyebrows up and down suggestively.
I felt my face flush and my auto-grin kicked in. It did that whenever he was irresistibly charming.
“I need your help in a room down the hall.” He brushed his hands up the outsides of my arms, then leaned in.
As I lifted my chin to kiss him, I could swear a cold breeze blew past, causing me to shiver.
“Did you feel that?” I asked.
“You mean the shivering? I have that effect on women.” The left side of his mouth hitched up in a grin just before he kissed me.
“Get out!”
I jerked my head over my shoulder to see who had whispered in my ear.
“What is it?” Alex asked.
“Didn’t you hear that?” I said.
“What are you talking about?”
I looked from side to side and behind where Alex stood.
“I could swear someone just whispered in my ear.”
“You mean like this?” Alex cupped his hands next to my ear and whispered, “Q, come to bed with me.”
His breath tickled my ear and gave me a different kind of shivers. “No, she said—”
“Now it’s a she?”
“This isn’t funny.”
“You’re right,” he said. “We’re wasting precious time.” He scooped me up and carried me down the hall. “All this talking instead of undressing is not a laughing matter.” He jogged us toward our room.





CHAPTER FOUR

“J ust a little higher,” I said.
Alex moved his hand a fraction of an inch. “Here?”
“Ahh, that’s the perfect spot.”
“What in the holy heck are you two doing out here in public?” K.C.’s voice echoed down the hall.
“What does it look like we’re doing?” Alex asked while still facing the wall.
His voice had a bit of an edge to it, due to the fact we still weren’t in our room doing what he had planned when he dashed me down the hall in his arms.
Unfortunately, as we had joyfully rounded the corner, my foot caught the edge of a silk flower arrangement. I hadn’t even felt it.
Neither of us saw the carnage left behind, we just heard the crash and then looked back. Luckily nothing shattered, except maybe Alex’s plan for adventurous bedroom escapades. What little time we would have had for his plans was spent rearranging an entire wall display after figuring out how to re-hang the shelf.
“It’s certainly not what I thought it would be from what I overheard,” K.C. said.
I tugged at Alex’s sleeve, having caught the full view of the “change of clothes” K.C. had spoken of earlier.
Alex made a startled gasping noise. “I—wow, is that a—”
“Flapper costume?” I interrupted, before he made an innocent, but possibly painful slip of the tongue.
“It sure is. I’ve been trying to tell someone this whole time that I brought this costume for my change of clothes because I knew the theme.”
She sparkled from head to toe in ruby red beads and crystals. Her large bosoms were partially covered in a gravity defying, bustier-topped dress, with a dropped waist and a skirt made from fabric strips and strands of beads. Her hair had been sculpted into perfect rolling waves, encircled by a red, sequined head band accented with a rosette made with a crescent of feathers and sparkly jewels.
“Wow,” Alex said.
I turned and gave him a look. He seemed at a loss for anything to say.
“I like your hair,” he finally managed.
“When did you have time to do those waves? It takes hours, doesn’t it?” I asked.
“I’ll let you two in on a little secret. And mum’s the word or else it’s curtains, see?”
We agreed and she continued.
“It’s a wig.” This was no secret. She had wigs in every style and color imaginable. “I have several, but this one is my flapper girl. What do you think?” She patted the bottom of her dark golden bob.
“It’s spectacular,” I said. And I meant it in every possible way.
“Well, you two had better get ready, the rehearsal’s going to start in less than an hour.”
“Where did you get ready? Did you get your own room?” I asked.
“Oh, no. Pam let me change in her room while you gals were at the bachelorette party. I’m sorry I missed the entertainment. I had a few dollars to tuck under a belt,” she opened the clip on an ornately jeweled coin purse and pulled out some green bills, “but I missed the boat. How was it? Any hot bodies I’ll regret missing?”
A sickly groan came from over my shoulder.
“He was very handsome.”
“Really?” she said wistfully.
“And what a body.” Alex gave my shoulders a squeeze and then cleared his throat.
“Damn. Sounds like I missed a good one.”
“You did. Too bad you can’t tell him yourself,” I said as I looked over my shoulder and winked.
There was no mistaking the look that he gave me. I wouldn’t push my luck by revealing his secret.
The three of us went to our room. K.C. wanted to leave her things there until after the party.
“Oh, look. It’s your dress,” she said.
Buttery satin flowed into a dropped waist that continued on to a three-quarter length skirt. The front was delicately embroidered in an ornate pattern with metallic gold thread. With a bridesmaid’s dress this intricate, I could only imagine what the bride’s dress looked like.
"Isn't that lovely?" K.C. said. She rushed over to the dress, which hung on the door to the closet. "I'd be afraid to eat anything in this dress, Boss."
"You’re right, I'm afraid to move in that dress." Given my knack for little accidents, it wasn't too far-fetched to think I might find an easy way to ruin it. "Oh well, I needed to lose a few pounds anyway," I joked.
"No you don't," Alex said. "You're perfect just as you are."
"Aww." K.C. pretended to wipe a tear from her eye. "I'm touched, I really am touched by your admiration for each other."
Alex blushed. "I need to get dressed. Mind if I use the bathroom first?"
"Oh don't mind me. I won't get in the way. Go ahead and do what you would do if I weren't here. A lot of people just change their clothes right in the middle of their room." She looked at me and winked.
"Very funny. Should I be flattered or scared?" he said.
"You never know, darling. Probably a little of both," K.C. said as she wiggled her tented fingertips like an evil genius.
I knew she was kidding. I think.
Alex grabbed his suit and dashed into the bathroom.
I pulled the dress down from where it hung. "This fabric is so silky. What's-her-name wasn't kidding when she said it would show every flaw. I'm afraid every single freckle will jut out of this fabric."
"Don't be silly, Boss. You're going to knock 'em dead in that dress. It was practically made for someone with your slim figure. If you had any bosoms to speak of it would look awkward, really."
Aside from the fact that K.C. has a knack for stating the obvious with no reservation, she was right, I didn't have bosoms to speak of. At least, no one I knew ever spoke of them, probably because they weren't that easy to detect with the naked human eye.
I turned the dress over to look at how it fastened, and when I turned it back around, I noticed three ugly yellow stains right in the spot which would rest upon one of my non-descript bosoms. They looked like cigarette burns.
"Oh no! How did I do this? I’ve hardly even breathed on this dress and I've already stained it.”
“Lemmee see.”
I handed it over to K.C.
"Looks like cigarette burns. The way it hung on the door, the fabric must've been folded over. They're plenty obvious now. Those are right in front."
"What am I going to do? I don't even know these people, and half of them probably don’t like me that much. Should I find Christie?" I grabbed a tissue a tried to dab at the stain, hoping it wasn't what we thought it was.
"No use doing that, those are definitely burn marks," K.C. said.
I looked at her, hoping that my desperation would somehow force a miracle solution to magically appear. "What am I going to do?”
“I don’t know, but time’s ticking. Just put it on and we’ll figure something out.”
I stepped behind the closet door and changed into the lacey undergarments that came with the dress, then carefully slid into the dress itself. I was inspecting the burn marks in the mirror as Alex came out of the bathroom.
Dapper was one word that came to mind. Along with handsome, heart-stopping, and others. The light wheat color of his suit, with high lapels and flap pockets reminded me of Robert Redford in The Natural. He hadn’t yet buttoned the matching vest on top of a cream colored shirt with gold pin stripes. The gold bowtie dangled untied on either side of his white collar.
“Hubba, hubba!” K.C. said.
“Wow,” Alex said as he looked at me.
K.C. clasped her gloved hands together, “Aren’t you two adorable?”
He opened one of the two large boxes which sat upon the dresser and pulled out a pair of oxford shoes in brown and white. He wrinkled his nose. “What’s this?” He pulled a jewelry box topped with a glittery bow from the larger container.
“What’s the matter?” I asked.
“Nothing—I guess. Is it weird to get jewelry as a gift from another man?”
“Oh, it’s never weird to receive jewelry from anyone,” K.C. said. “What is it?”
He flipped open the lid to reveal a pair of mother of pearl cufflinks.
“Those are gorgeous!” I said.
“This is all a bit too much, isn’t it?” Alex said.
“You’re asking the wrong bridesmaid, I still don’t know why I’m here.”
“Well, how about we quit looking this gift horse in the mouth and get down to the rehearsal?” K.C. said.
I looked in the mirror one more time. “I can’t go like this.”
“What’s wrong with this? You look fantastic,” Alex said.
“Aww, you two again. I’m gonna lose my lunch. You can’t tell me you didn’t notice those cigarette burns over her mini-mound.”
“Real nice, K.C.”
“I didn’t notice,” he said.
“Oh, come on, you’re a heterosexual male, of course you noticed,” K.C. said.
“I didn’t notice the dress. It’s not the outer layer I’m thinking about.”
Could I just die please?
“As K.C. so elegantly pointed out, I’ve got a huge stain on the front of my dress. I can’t mingle with people all night having them look right there.”
“Right wh—oh. There. No, you can’t have people looking there all night. That’s my job.”
“Couldn’t I just shirk my duties as a bridesmaid? I’m quite sure nine bridesmaids are sufficient to carry out any duties that bridesmaids perform. I’m only there as a human bookend for the pictures anyway.”
“If you’re not there, there’s no point in me being there. And I think Mike would be pretty upset if I didn’t show.”
“We’ve got to think of some way to fix the dress, kiddo. What if we undo your hair?”
“That’s an idea,” I said.
“Why don’t you make one of those Corsica thingies?” Alex said.
K.C. and I exchanged confused glances.
“You know, the flower things you wear on your dress.” He waggled his fingers while pointing to his shoulder.
“Oh, you mean a corsage?” I said.
“Yeah, whatever they’re called.”
“He’s a genius,” K.C. said.
We finished getting ready then rushed down to the workroom to make a corsage, hoping there were enough leftover flowers I could borrow a blossom here and there. It turned out there was an extra box of three gardenia blooms in the little cooler.
I’d done some studying of the period and discovered the popularity of corsages in the Jazz Age. Some of the pictures I’d found in my research showed corsages climbing all the way from the waistline to up and over the shoulder. Mine wouldn’t be quite so elaborate, but it would be enough of a distraction to keep the eyes away from the burn marks.
K.C. had already gone to the ceremony room to let them know we were on our way. I made the corsage in record time. Alex suggested I pin it on rather than him to save time. I would have to teach him some day.
“Okay, let’s go,” I said as I tucked the last pin. “There’s no mirror, so you have to tell me how it looks.”
“You look perfect.”
He took my hand and we walked to the door, but then he paused and turned to me. He put my hand on his chest, over his heart. Then he took the nape of my neck in his hand, carefully as to not mess my hair, and he bent down and kissed me. His lips were soft but the rock hard body under my palm made a dizzyingly delightful contrast in sensations. I wanted to lock the door and stay right where we were. By the way our kiss seemed to last and last, I think Alex felt the same way.
I slid my other hand around his waist, but he moved back a step and grinned down at me. “We have to go.”
“You started it.”
“I know. And I want to finish it, too. But we just spent all this time getting into these clown suits. It seems a shame to take them off already.”
I laughed hard enough to snort, which helped to end the magic and move us along.
“I know I’m charming and funny, but why are you laughing so hard?”
After a few more uncontrollable giggles, I composed myself just enough to tell him, “It’s just that, red really is not your color.”
“Huh?”
I pulled a tissue out of my beaded purse and dabbed at his mouth. All the bridesmaids had been given the same shade of Carmine red lipstick, which I had applied in our room. I usually didn’t wear lipstick, so we hadn’t run into this problem before.
We rushed out of the flower room and joined the others at the rehearsal.
There wasn't time to talk to anyone about my last minute addition to the uniform. I saw some glances from other bridesmaids that told me it hadn't gone unnoticed, but I much preferred having questions about the corsage than the cigarette burns on my dress.
I wasn't a smoker and neither was Alex or K.C., so it suggested that someone had damaged the dress beforehand—maybe when it was being hung in the room. But that didn't make sense, it was a no smoking facility and I couldn't imagine someone taking the risk of smoking while they placed the dresses. I made a mental note to ask someone later about who had delivered all the costumes to the rooms.
As far as I knew, the men's suits were rentals, but the women's dresses had been made for each one of us. I’d sent my measurements to Christie by email, so that it could be custom-made. And that again made me think that if my dress had been burned before it arrived at the Harmony Lodge, something would have been said.
The bride and groom had paid a lot of money for this wedding and that included the custom-made dresses. I couldn't imagine no one making a fuss. Even if it was too late to have it fixed, what little I knew of Christie or her co-maids of honor, told me that one of them would have said something before letting me just find the burn marks hours before the ceremony.
Which led to the last conclusion. Someone had been in our room and done it intentionally before we arrived. I didn't remember smelling the remains of cigarette smoke in the room, and as a person with a super-advanced sense of smell, I would have noticed if someone had been smoking in or around our room that day. We had joined the party late, so maybe someone with access to the rooms on the day before we arrived would have done it.
Maybe, I thought, it had something to do with the voice I’d heard in the hallway. I wasn't one to believe in ghosts or hauntings, that was more in K.C.'s realm. But it was becoming more obvious that someone or something did not want me there. And I intended to find out who or what they were.





CHAPTER FIVE

There wasn't much time between the rehearsal and the wedding ceremony itself. We spent the spare moments looking around the gallery, not only at the works of local artists, but at all the facets of the wedding décor. Alex kept an estimated tally of what the costs must have been, and with each new accoutrement, he seemed to lose another shade of his usual coloring, like repeated washes of a pair of dark blue jeans.
“We don’t need all of this to get married,” I said. “Just you and me…and our mothers.”
“How about the rest of our families?”
“Of course. And Jerome. He’ll be our ring bearer.”
He pulled me next to him as we studied a large watercolor painting. “Your mom will love that,” he said sarcastically. “What about flowers?”
“I think we’ll skip them,” I said, keeping my eyes on the painting.
He let out a small laugh. “You can’t have a florist’s wedding without flowers.” He put his hands on my waist and turned me to face him. “I know what you’re trying to do. But I want you to have the wedding of your dreams this time.”
Well how was I supposed to keep my makeup from running when he said something like that?
He bent his head and touched his forehead to mine. “That wasn’t supposed to make you sad.”
Of course, they weren’t tears of sadness. I put my hands on either side of his face. “The wedding of my dreams—”
“Let’s have everyone in the wedding party wait in the garden room please,” Eva announced. “The guests are arriving and are ready to be seated.”
Alex and I paused for just a moment, looking into each other’s eyes. Our discussion would be continued later.
   
The ceremony was long. Probably in no small part due to the ten pairs of people who had to precede the bride, not counting cute little flower girls who refused to throw the petals Christie was so worried we might forget to provide. Nevertheless, the vows that were eventually spoken after the long-winded priest finished his many, many comparisons of marriage to scripture and metaphor, were special, almost magical. Mike and Christie beamed at each other, as they repeated them.
K.C. bawled from the audience, making her the center of attention, just in case anyone missed her crimson flapper dress with enough support built in to the bustier, it could have held up the Chrysler building.
I couldn’t help glancing at Alex about every two seconds, partly because he stood directly across from me. There were so many of us, we formed a great parabola of wedding bliss.
After the ceremony and many handshakes and introductions, I managed to wade through the throng of guests in the foyer to find Alex talking to Pam and K.C.
"Wow, this really did turn out to be something beautiful," Pam said. "I was crying my eyes out, how about all of you?"
K.C. was still sniffling. "I just can't seem not to cry at weddings. I don't know what it is."
Pam turned to Alex. "How about you? Tell us you didn't shed a tear."
"I was crying on the inside," he said.
“Nice corsage,” one of the bridesmaids said. I think it was Candee, but I still hadn’t memorized what name went with each face.
“Thank you, I—”
“How come the rest of us didn’t get one?”
Did I detect a tone of upset? Wasn’t it enough that all of our stay here had been paid for, not to mention the dresses, the excursions and all kinds of gifts? I resisted the urge to tell her it was for camouflaging the cigarette burns. No one had been eliminated as a suspect.
“Oh, well, it’s a florist tradition. The florist always wears a corsage to special events. It’s in our handbook,” I said.
“Wow, I didn’t realize you guys had rules. Cross that off my list of careers. I’d hate to have to wear one of those everywhere I went.”
Yeah, I thought, wouldn’t that be a real deal-breaker? And hadn’t she started the conversation by complaining she didn’t have one? At least the corsage had done its job, she hadn’t noticed the ugly marks just below the flowers.
After we extended our congratulations to the bride and groom, Alex pulled me aside. “I don’t know if my duties as a groomsman have been fulfilled or not, but I vote yes. What do you say we go upstairs and you can get out of that dress?”
“I didn’t bring another dress to change into, all I have are casual clothes,” I said.
He smiled at me and slightly shook his head while he laughed. “You won’t be needing a dress with what I have planned.”
“Ohhh.” I felt myself blushing. “Don’t you remember from rehearsal? We have photos now, and then the reception starts.”
“Oh, man. Really? I was too busy looking at pretty girls during the rehearsal to hear anything they said.”
“Oh yeah? Just exactly which pretty girls were you looking at?”
”Just the one that’s frowning at me right now.” There was a twinkle in his eye. “You shouldn’t frown like that. It ruins your pretty face.”
I rolled my eyes at him. “Is that better?”
He just laughed. “So there’s like three more hours of this?”
“Yeah, isn’t it great?”
“I don’t remember signing up for all of this.”
“You did when you said you’d be a groomsman.”
“I know. I’m just whining.” He bent down and kissed my cheek. Then whispered in my ear what might happen in three hours. My face got hot, along with the rest of me and I thought my knees might buckle. I had to fan myself so my makeup job didn’t melt.
He just grinned at me while his brown eyes smoldered. “You look like you could use a drink. I’ll be right back.”
“Hey, Quincy. Oops!” Pam appeared out of nowhere and before I knew what had happened, there was red wine dripping from the front of my dress. Right about the level where shorter Pam had been holding her glass. “I am so sorry. Someone must have run in to me.”
“It’s totally fine,” I said, although I was sick to my stomach. The red stain was front and center on my beautiful gown. Right in time to get my picture taken.
“Oh, great, and just before we get our pictures taken.” She snapped her head over her shoulder. “Okay, I’ll be right there. Quincy, I am so sorry about your dress. I’ve got to go help Christie set up for pictures.” She turned and left without another word.
“Holy Samolies, what happened to you? It looks like you got shot,” K.C. announced loudly, just in case anyone on the shores of the lake didn’t know. Every head in the room seemed to turn and look at the great red stain which in turn set my cheeks ablaze so that I was sure they matched the color of the wine. “I thought you didn’t drink, Boss.”
“I don’t,” I hissed through my teeth. “Someone bumped Pam’s elbow and it spilled all over me. They’re gathering everyone for pictures right now.” I sighed and massaged the spot above my eye that had started to twitch.
“Have no fear, K.C. is here. First of all,” she grabbed the crook of my elbow and dragged me over to the temporary bar that had been set up, “let’s blot this as well as we can.” She grabbed some napkins and blotted at my stomach. If I didn’t feel awkward before, this would certainly take me there. “Barkeep, some of your finest club soda, on the rocks.”
The bartender laughed at her and did as he was bid. She grabbed the glass and dipped another napkin in the liquid then started the pat down unrivaled by even the TSA. “Now, fine sir, I need a whiskey. Straight.”
I crooked my eyebrow at that. I’d never heard of using whiskey for a stain.
She picked up that glass and took a sip. She coughed and sputtered then said, “Smooth,” while she gasped for air.
After a few more minutes of blotting with new napkins dipped in ice-cold, club soda, the stain actually looked much better.
“Now, just remember to hold that beautiful bouquet in front of it as much as you can. No one will be the wiser.”
Except that she had announced to the entire wedding party I had something wrong with the front of my dress. But she’d also saved the day. “I owe you one,” I told her.
“Not at all. Us Janes gotta stick together.”
I hurried over to the group, where I found Alex being talked into a corner by a couple of the bridesmaids, one of them being Pam. I got Alex’s attention and a look of relief passed over his face.
“Oh my gosh, how did you get rid of that stain?” Pam asked, sounding truly astonished.
“K.C. worked some magic, I think. At least enough that I can cover what I need to with my bouquet.”
“There’s always Photoshop,” said one of the bridesmaids. I hadn’t learned her name yet, either.
“I didn’t even think of that,” I thought I heard Pam say. She rushed over to hold Christie’s bouquet while the photographer repositioned the shot. She looked like a running back breaking through the line the way she bumped her co-maid of honor out of the way.
“What happened here?” Alex pointed to my dress.
“Pam accidentally,” I made air quotes, “spilled red-wine on the front of my dress.”
“See? All the more reason to get you out of it.” He winked at me saucily. “You don’t think it was accidental?”
“I think she’s trying to get me out of the picture.”
“You mean these pictures?” He pointed his thumb over his shoulder at the photographer.
“No, I mean out of thee picture. More specifically out of your picture.”
His mouth transformed into a smile that looked rather dismissive. I cut him off before I heard any familiar phrases.
“I know. You think I’m being jealous or paranoid. But I’m not. I know about her crush on you. And I’m fine with it. I just think she took it a little too far with the wine. There was no one even near her when she came up to me.”
“Well if it’s true, it’s pretty creepy. I’m sorry I didn’t know about her crush.”
His ego did not need any more boosting today, but I decided it best not to tell him that. “Maybe I’m wrong, but I’ll just try to be cautious. She’s been very nice to me. She’s gone out of her way to be friendly to K.C. and me both. Maybe I am just being jealous.”
“Well, I can’t say I dislike being the source of your jealousy.” He flashed a knowing grin at me. “The stain doesn’t seem that bad.”
“Thanks to K.C., it’s not as bad as it could have been. But the dress is ruined. I’ll have to pay Christie for it.”
Pam and Eva beckoned that all the bridesmaids were up next.
“Quincy,” Alex said as I was leaving, “Christie’s not even going to notice. You look beautiful. You don’t need that worried look on your face in all the pictures. Just let it go.”
He was right.
After pictures, it was time for the big event. The ballroom had been closed off to anyone who wasn’t staff. The room was under wraps the same as if it were a bank vault. When the okay was given to open the doors, a rush of energy filled the corridor.
I hugged Alex close as we entered and walked under a canopy of strung lights twinkling like stars under a big top sky. Then there were the tables. At the center of each round table, a six foot tall candelabra of white ostrich plumes soared, while sparkling jewels hung at varying lengths from branches, cascading as bejeweled and feathery weeping willows. At the base of each table tree were clusters of white hydrangea, creamy Vendela roses, deliciously peach Juliette garden roses, the delicate cup-shaped white lisianthus and exotic blooms of Phalaenopsis orchids.
Each place setting came complete with a menu in black and white cardstock with gold lettering in Art Deco style.
“I keep seeing the monogram U.N. Owen everywhere. What does that stand for? I’m not getting Christie and Mike out of that no matter how I try to work it out,” I said.
“Mike’s real name is Ulysses. Ulysses Michael Owen,” Alex said.
“Wow,” K.C. said, “that’s a whopper of a name. Covers it all.”
“That doesn’t explain the “N.” Do you know Christie’s full name?” I asked. I’d only known her as Christie, the way she introduced herself, or Mike’s fiancé. I was getting paid for the flowers through Ivy and Stone, so I hadn’t signed the contract with Christie, where I would have seen her last name.
“I don’t know,” Alex said. “Ask Pam, I’m sure she knows.”
I was sure she did too. She seemed to know everything about the bride and groom.
After an exquisite four-course meal, the dance floor was opened up. Alex and I danced a few of the slow songs together. With my heels on, I couldn’t lay my head against his chest, but I learned the real meaning of dancing cheek to cheek, and it felt so perfect, so comfortable. I thought about our future together and reminisced about the short few months before, when we’d first met. It felt like we could stay out there holding each other forever.
After we danced, we enjoyed watching K.C. Red beads flying, limbs akimbo, and lots of things shimmying and shaking. She put on a show to remember.
“I think I’m going to head upstairs,” I told Alex. The strong, sweet, scent of my gardenia corsage was getting to me. And I’d been up since four that morning. I was barely awake, which didn’t bode well for the romantic evening we’d both anticipated.
I looked for Christie and Mike to give them my thanks and well wishes for their travels but couldn’t locate them. I did see Pam at the dessert buffet and assumed she would know where to look.
“Hey, Pam, I guess I’m going to head upstairs. It’s been an incredible day. So beautiful.”
“Oh you can’t go!”
“Um, why?”
“You can’t miss the cake cutting.”
“I…”
“There’s a special ceremony for the bridesmaids.”
What next? I’d heard of a lot of different wedding traditions, but it seemed this co-maid of honor had tried to cram every tradition ever invented into this one wedding.
I agreed to meet back with Pam and the other bridesmaids in twenty minutes. Until then, I would go upstairs to the room and try to find some painkillers. I had a headache and my feet ached. I never wore heels, generally speaking. My arches throbbed and my Achilles tendons were on fire.
I heard the swish of dangling beads clicking against each other as I entered the hall outside the reception room. "Where ya headed to, Boss?"
"Just running upstairs for some pain pills."
"Mind if I join you? I've got a hole in my fishnets. Must’ve happened when I rolled them down under my knee caps. Ha! I've got another pair of stockings in my bag upstairs."
"Sure, let's go. To tell you the truth, I'd really rather just stay up there and put my feet up, but Pam says there's some kind of bridesmaid ceremony we've got to do. I didn't realize there were so many traditions for weddings."
"Oh, I know. But I was talking to Eva and this one actually sounds kind of fun. The cake decorator has placed little charms like you would get on a charm bracelet, inside the cake. They're attached to a ribbon. Each bridesmaid pulls on a ribbon all at the same time as the other girls, and the charm she pulls out is for good luck. It's a gift from the bride to the bridesmaids, generally, but Eva tells me that she delegated the task of finding the charms to Pam. Christie had delegated the job to Eva, but she felt bad when Pam acted as if she was being shut out."
"You seem to know a lot about the people here. Are you sure you didn't know anyone before you came?"
"Only you and my future third husband. I just seem to have a knack."
"A knack for what, exactly?" I said.
"For being a trusted friend. I just tell people, ‘Tell your good pal, K.C. all about it. That's right, just let it all out. There, there,’ and for some reason they do." She looked down demurely.
"Of course, I would never tell anyone's secrets…"
"What secrets could you possibly know about this group? We've only been here a few hours."
"Oh, you'd be surprised, chickadee. I'd barely but stepped into this place when I found out that...well,” she swept her head to the side dramatically, “you probably don't want to hear the gossip."
I really didn't.
"I mean, it's not as if you would care that Sydnee killed someone."
She stared at me, her penciled-in eyebrows arching expectantly.
I looked back at her trying to feign disinterest.
“I know you want to know,” she said in singsong voice.
I made a show of searching through my bag for my pills. I couldn’t find any.
“Please tell me they’re here,” I said, more to myself than her.
“What are you looking for, kid?”
“Something for my feet. They’re killing me.”
She jabbed her pointer finger up. “Hold on, I’ve got something for that.” She went over to her bag, which had been stashed in a dark corner.
“Thank you,” I said as she handed me a pill. I took a swig from my water bottle and swallowed it. I looked up and her eyes still glistened expectantly.
“Thanks for the pain pill, it’ll really help.” I swished around a few more swallows of water for good measure. She had the same expression locked in. Impressive. Normally, she would have broken and told me anyway by now.
I blew out a long breath. “All right. I give. Tell me everything,” I said with the enthusiasm of a deflated balloon.
“I’m so glad you asked,” she said. “You know our friend, Sydnee?”
I thought for a moment, then looked back at her with a blank stare.
“You know, the skinny one.”
“Doesn’t help.”
“She has black hair…”
I shrugged. “I got nothin’.”
“Oh for Pete’s sake,” she said, her voice thick with impatience.
“I’m sorry, I don’t know which one is which. I know Jill, and Eva—is it? Beyond that, they all seem the same to me. They all look and act alike.”
“You just haven’t gotten to know them like I have, Boss.”
“You’re probably right.”
“Hey, we’d better get back downstairs. I’ll tell you on the way down.”
I thought perhaps that was a bad idea. Sometimes, K.C.’s inside voice was the same as her outside voice.
I put my hand on her forearm. “No, tell me now, I’m dying to hear.” I could take one for the team.
She looked at me suspiciously. “Well, you didn’t hear this from me…”
I kept the eye rolling internal.
“Sydnee is a golfer. Anyhoo, one day a car happened to be traveling down the road past a certain golf course. All of a sudden, something came crashing into the windshield of the car. The driver, having been startled by the blow to his windshield, swerved into the path of an oncoming car and kablooie, there was a horrible accident.
“Turns out, a golf ball had left the course and flown into the path of the moving car. It landed right in front of the driver on the windshield. The golf ball wasn’t marked. So, when the police asked around the course and showed the ball to the people working there, no one could identify the person who had hit the ball.”
“So, assuming it was golfer girl—”
“Sydnee.”
“Sydnee who hit the ball,” I said, “what you’re telling me is that she didn’t confess to hitting it?”
“Right-o.”
“Well then, how does anyone know it was her?”
“Apparently she got a little loose one night and told someone,” K.C. said as she tipped her open hand toward her mouth, pantomiming drinking. “She must have had a guilty conscience.”
“Was anyone killed?”
“I don’t know. It’s possible.”
I felt a frown twisting the corners of my mouth. “Who would tell you such a thing, and why?”
“Jill told me. People do that all the time.”
“They do what all the time? Kill people with golf balls?”
Her fists went to her hips. “Hardy-har-har.” The beads on her fascinator tinkled as her head bobbed. “People confide their innermost secrets to me.”
”Remind me never to confide anything to Jill,” I muttered under my breath.
A loud knock sounded on the door. I jumped and K.C. yelped. I opened the door to Pam, who seemed so close to where the door had been before I opened it, her nose must have been squished up against the wood. Or perhaps her ear?
“Oh, Quincy,” she said a little too loudly. “I was just checking to see if you two were okay.”
“So nice of you to ask, dear,” K.C. said.
“We’re all fine. I just came up to take something for pain. I’m not used to wearing heels all night. My feet are aching,” I said.
“It’s time for the bridesmaid’s ceremony, are you coming?”
“On our way,” I said sweetly.
Even K.C. had slowed her pace as we walked down the hall toward the staircase. It had to be getting late. I don’t mind admitting, I’m not a night owl.
We came to the entrance of the ballroom and K.C. took a deep breath then threw open the large doors, making a grand entrance. I followed quietly behind. People were still dancing and mingling. I surveyed the room, looking for Alex. And I found him. Slow dancing with red-headed bridesmaid. It wasn’t a slow dance where both people hold each other at a respectful distance. It looked more like a lover’s embrace that kept on going minute after painful minute.
I felt frozen to the spot. My mouth must have hung open because it felt completely dry inside. I could hardly swallow over the lump in my throat. Before I could think of what to do, someone—probably Pam—yanked on my arm and led me to the cake table.
All the bridesmaids gathered around the wedding cake. Layer stacked upon layer of cake towered into the air. The sides were intricately adorned with lacy frosting. Lengths of ribbon came out from between the two bottom layers of the cake, the ends of each ribbon dangling gracefully over the edge of the very bottom layer onto the table.
The end of each ribbon was finished with a little name tag, one for each bridesmaid. My fellow bridesmaids chirped with excitement. At the count of three, we pulled on our respective ribbons and teased out a silver charm from inside the cake.
The small crowd of guests applauded then dispersed. Alex came over to me sans the new arm candy.
“Hey, you’ve lost weight,” I said.
He gave me a puzzled look.
“Since I last saw you on the dance floor, you’ve lost about a hundred and twenty pounds.”
I saw the understanding of my meaning wash over his face. He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “What? You mean back there?”
I nodded, and unfortunately I was too tired to play along very well. The knowing smile I’d planned to give him turned crooked and then, without any say so from me, my jaw trembled and I found myself trying very hard not to cry.
“Q, hey, come here.” He led me to an empty table and we sat down.
“I’m sorry, I’m being—”
He squeezed my hand. “No, no. That probably didn’t look very noble of me. In my defense, I was holding her up.”
I looked up at him. “What do you mean?”
“I was dancing with Christie, warning her about what a dufus she’d just married,” he winked, “and Audra came by with Jill. They were arguing. All of a sudden, Audra trips or something and lands on me and Christie. I kind of caught her and was holding her up. That’s probably when you came in with K.C.”
“Did Jill push Audra?” I asked.
“Audra claimed that she did. Jill denied it. They both sounded pretty hammered.”
I wiped away the last of my ridiculous tears and sniffled. “What were they arguing about?”
Pam came over and sat at our table. “How are your feet, Quincy? Did those pain killers set in yet?”
Just then a vision came to me. It was the school librarian in elementary school. She had these long fingernails, and when you would go to her to ask for help finding a book, she’d walk over to a giant set of drawers with what seemed like thousands of metal pull tabs, one on each smaller drawer. You’d ask her to find a book about dragons, and she’d deftly pull open one of those drawers and her fingernails would click, click, click on the index cards inside until only moments later, she’d found the card with the precise book you’d been looking for.
Pam reminded me a lot of that librarian and her card catalogue. Except the index cards in this case were details about people. Pam seemed to keep a card on every possible thing about a person and those cards and drawers were all inside of her head.
“They’re okay. I’ll definitely be barefoot for the rest of the evening.”
“How’d you like your charm?” Pam asked.
“I love it. I’ll have to find Christie and thank her.”
“Can I tell you a secret?” Pam looked at me conspiratorially.
“Sure.” I shrugged.
“I actually picked them out. I mean, not to take the credit or anything, but Christie was soooo busy, I told her not to worry, that I knew everyone so well, I could get a charm to represent each bridesmaid.”
“Let’s take a closer look at it,” Alex said.
I held the charm up and Alex leaned in to look at the tiny golden heart. Pam had conveniently seated herself on Alex’s other side, so she had to lean across his body in order to see the charm in my hand. I moved the charm so that she didn’t have to reach so far to see it, but she remained pressed up against him.
“Look at that, it’s a heart,” Alex said while shifting in his seat, trying to rid himself of his new barnacle.
“This is so sweet, Pam. Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me, thank Christie. The charms were totally her idea. I just helped her pick them up from the jewelers.”
An unexpected yawn took overtook me, reminding me I was wrenched with fatigue. “Excuse me. I think my body is trying to tell me something. I’m gonna head upstairs for the night.”
“Oh no, you can’t. We haven’t had the sparkler send-off.”
“The what?” Alex asked.
“It’s a wedding tradition,” Pam said.
“For the love of—” Alex gently grabbed my arm before I could finish.
“Wow, I never knew there were so many wedding traditions,” he said. “We’ve got a lot of planning to do, Q.”
The mention of our future wedding seemed to dislodge Pam and her décolletage from Alex’s body.
“Let me know if you need any help.” She batted her eyelashes at Alex then stood. “Well, I’m needed outside. I’ll leave you two alone.”
Alex turned to me. “Did you notice she contradicted herself about these charms?”
“No, but I’ve found myself tuning out when she talks. She seems to know so much about me, and I hardly know her. It’s unsettling.”
“I know what you mean. Oh, and I’ve seen those sparklers she was talking about. They’re like the ones we ran around with on the Fourth of July as kids, only they’re like, four feet long.”
“So the happy couple can receive third degree burns just in time for their honeymoon. Brilliant. All of these traditions remind me of the wedding flowers people see in magazines. They look great for a magazine shoot, but what people don’t see is how those flowers are drooping over within a few minutes after the shoot. Or how those flowers were picked out of someone’s garden or off the side of the road and aren’t available for use in a flower shop.”
I realized I was ranting and chalked it up to fatigue.
“Would it be terrible if I skipped the gauntlet of fiery pain and went upstairs?” I asked.
“Of course not. Do you mind if I come up later, though? I told the other guys I would help load a few things they’re going to float over to the shore tonight.”
“I’ll probably be asleep when you get up there.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll be snoring along with you soon.”
“I don’t snore! Do I?”
He laughed. “Not all the time.”
That held little comfort.
He stood and then gave me a lift up. The room began to sway. Or was it me?
“Whoa, Quincy. You’ve had too much to drink. You feeling okay?” He pulled me into him and I rested my head on his shoulder. He kissed the top of my head.
“Very funny. You know I don’t drink. Maybe someone spiked my punch. Is this what it feels like to be drunk?” My tongue felt thick and sticky and my head felt heavier with every passing minute.
“Where are you two lovebirds going?” K.C. said from behind us. We stopped and her beads swished and tinkled as she came around in front of us. “Ohhh…wait, you’re headed up to the room. Say no more. Just chuck my things outside the door, will you? I know you’ll not want to be disturbed.” Her face distorted into a painful looking set of wrinkles as she made an over enthusiastic wink at us.
Alex chuckled under his breath. “I don’t think you need to worry about that, K.C. It looks like Q is all partied out. I’m just dropping her off at the room.”
“Oh, isn’t that cute. You’re a swell fella, you know that? You’ve caught yourself quite an outstanding fish there, Boss.”
I smiled and looked at my fiancé. She was right. I felt so warm and fuzzy and all the sparkles from the chandeliers were swimming in slow motion all over the room. I did a little headshake.
“K.C., are you sure you gave me a pain pill back at the room?”
“I think so. I didn’t bring all of my pill bottles on account of me not staying overnight. I just brought my junk drawer bottle.”
“Your what?” Alex said.
“I just put all my pills in one old medicine bottle that I put in my purse. What color was it?” she asked.
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I just took it because you said it was a pain pill.”
She bit her bottom lip then cringed. “I might…have had a couple of…sleeping pills in that bottle.”
“K.C.!” Alex said. I could feel his arm tense up around my waist.
“I know, I know. I’m awful sorry.” She was about to wring the life out of her beautiful beaded purse.
“It’s okay,” I said. “I needed to sleep tonight. And now I will for sure.”
“Are they prescription?” he asked.
“Oh, no. Just over-the-counter. I think they’re mainly just Benadryl.”
“Good,” I said. “Now my allergies won’t keep me from sleeping either. I’ll just go upstairs. You guys stay and enjoy the rest of the many wedding traditions yet to come.”
“I’m going with you,” Alex said.
“Okayyy,” I said, then pet the side of his cheek as if he were a purring cat. “Your skin is so soft.” I put my mouth against his ear. “Like a baby. I just want to pinch your cheeks like a baby.” I think I might have gotten in a mighty pinch at that point.
“Wow,” he said, pulling my hand down and keeping hold of it.
“Boss, I really am sorry.”
“Iss fine. This is what I’ve wanted to do all night, anyway. Now I have an es-cuse.”
“You really need to go to bed,” Alex said.
And that’s the last thing I remember from the wedding night.





CHAPTER SIX

The next morning, I started the process of waking up, having slept through the night, but not able to snap into the present moment without a little coaxing of my brain. This was fairly usual for me, but my reluctance to leave the sleep world seemed even more enhanced whenever I took any kind of medication like the “mickey” K.C. had slipped me the night before.
Those types of medications also messed with my dreams, turning vivid colorful scenes into dark nightmares where my loved ones turned against me. One particular dream stood out enough that when I woke, I was so angry at Alex, even though I knew it was just a dream, that I had to continue to wipe away my tears for the next few minutes. I couldn’t shake the images of us, on our wedding day. Me walking down the aisle, escorted by my father, Alex standing at the altar, waiting for me. My family sat on one side, his on the other. K.C. stood next to the officiant. Jerome the dog, wearing a circlet of rosebuds with a little pillow tied to the top, sat patiently next to K.C. Our rings sparkled from the center of the velvety pillow.
When I reached the end of the aisle, I handed my gorgeous, trailing cascade bouquet to K.C., and then turned to face Alex. But something was wrong. I could see it in his eyes. I asked him what was wrong. He very callously told me that he had changed his mind about marrying me, and that he was leaving right at that moment with his new girlfriend, Kourtnee. Or was it Candee? Or Sydnee? It was one of the ‘ees.’ And if that wasn’t devastating enough, his family and mine acted like it was no big deal. In fact, they all went up and congratulated him and ‘ee, edging me out of the picture. I called to Jerome, who remained my one loyal friend, and we escaped through the side door and hid in the stairwell. He tried to lick my tears away and I buried my face in his fur, as I felt incapable of believing my wonderful, sweet, Alex could betray me so coldly and publicly.
As I woke, the beginnings of reality trickled into my consciousness, but the dream was still so raw and fresh. I felt almost inconsolable, and I wanted to reach out, and cuddle with Alex just to prove to myself it had indeed been only a dream.
The bedroom was still dark. The only light came from the glow of the alarm clock on my side of the bed, which read five in the morning. I heard Alex snoring away next to me, which was unusual for him, unless he had worked extremely long hours or done hard physical labor. This wedding counted for at least one of the two, so I was sure he couldn’t help but snore. Not wanting to wake him, I decided to wait to cuddle, but reached back and found his hand and gave it the lightest squeeze. He rewarded me by draping his arm over me. I fell back asleep, comforted in the knowledge I had only had a nightmare and that he was still by my side.
Later that morning, I woke to the sounds of someone stirring around in the room. A sliver of yellow light emanated from the gap left from the open bathroom door. I caught a view of the back of Alex’s t-shirt, which he filled out oh, so well, as he quietly snuck into the bathroom.
A feeling of contentment washed over me and I closed my eyes and snuggled in to Alex’s warm embrace.
Wait a minute…
My eyes flew open and I flipped over on my other side. I was face to face with K.C. and her sleeping mask. I shrieked loudly, and so did she. We sat up simultaneously, her mask still firmly in place over her eyes, both of us still yelling.
Alex rushed in from the bathroom with nothing but a towel hurriedly cinched around his waist, the ends of it haphazardly clamped together in his fist.
He’d flicked the light switch, yet K.C.’s arms continued to flail as she groped her way through the dark caused by her mask.
“What’s wrong?” Alex said.
“Who’s there?” K.C. shouted. “Stay back, dirtbag! I know Karate.”
“Take off your mask,” I said quietly, in an attempt to calm things down.
“Are you okay?” Alex asked.
I saw K.C. lift the corner of her mask in my peripheral vision. She must have seen Alex in his towel because she let the mask drop back in place and continued groping in a wider swath.
“Nice try, K.C.,” I said.
She propped the mask on her forehead and shrugged innocently.
“I’m sorry for the scare,” I said. I looked at Alex. “The last thing I remember was dancing with you…on the stairs?”
Alex shook his head and tried not to laugh.
“No?” I said.
“No. I’m going to go finish in the bathroom. K.C., you wanna fill her in?”
“I’d rather you stay here and do it,” she said.
“What would my buddy Fred say?” he asked.
“Oh, alright. Spoilsport.” She did a full-face wink and waved him out of the room then turned toward me. “You might be wondering why I’m still here.”
I gave her a look as if to say, understatement of the year.
“First of all—don’t panic.”
Who doesn’t panic when they hear that as the lead sentence?
“Wh…y?” I held my breath trying to prepare for the blow. It had to be bad. Why else would they be talking this way?
“Last night after you conked out... oh, it was so cute how Alex carried you up the stairs and put you down ever so gently on the bed.”
“I thought we were dancing on the steps—anyway, back to the bad news.”
K.C. laughed. “Oh, no you silly girl. Your beau was practically dragging you up the stairs you were so knackered with that pill I gave you—sorry again for that. He just lifted you up as if it were nothin’ and took you to the room. After he tucked you in we went downstairs and cut a rug.”
“K.C., why are you still here?” It came out a little too loudly. “Not that I mind! I just need to know what’s wrong.”
“Listen to me rattle on. Sorry, kid, the van is kaput.”
“What?”
“I took one of the last boats out, and Alex, ever the gentleman went with me. He’s quite a dancer, maybe he doesn’t know all the steps, but—”
“Um, K.C.,” my froggy morning voice rattled out, “the van?”
“Oh, my goodness. Yes, I guess I’m hungover on a good time. I went to start her and she was dead as my aunt Zelda’s cat. Didn’t even turn over.”
“Zombie Sue,” I whispered. “Does Fred know you’re here?”
“Oh yes. I used the phone in the kitchen to call out and let him know I was stuck. It was so late, anyway. Probably best I wasn’t on the roads. I partied too hardy. I sure appreciate Alex giving up his comfortable spot.” She rolled out of bed and put on a guest robe from the closet. “Oh, and Jerome says hello and that he’s having a wonderful time getting all the treats he wants from Uncle Fred and that you’re not to come home yet.”
“Are you sure Fred doesn’t mind?”
“Absolutely. He’s having a great time and Shim the cat loves your little guy too. He purrs and rubs against his legs and walks underneath of him to the other side.”
Alex came out of the bathroom all dressed and handsome as ever. He hadn’t shaved and the day old look definitely suited him. But what look didn’t?
“Good morning, sunshine. You too, Q,” he said, then winked. “Are you back in the land of the living?” He sat down next to me on the bed and kissed my cheek. He wasn’t much for public displays of affection, even though he knew K.C. very well.
“Aww. Now aren’t you two the sweetest thing around? If you don’t mind, I’ll head on into the bathroom and shower and put my face on.”
Alex and I exchanged pointed glances and tried not to laugh as she passed us. Her make-up from the night before had streaked down her cheeks and around her eyes. She looked like an evil clown.
“I heard you and K.C. danced the night away,” I said.
“I like to boogie down,” he said, straight-faced.
“Oh my lord in heaven!” K.C. shrieked from the bathroom.
Alex’s chin quivered as he tried to hold in his laugh.
“She must have looked in the mirror,” I said, then cringed. I shielded my face with my hands.
He took my hands away. “You look beautiful as always.” He tipped his head and kissed me and I immediately worried about repulsive morning breath, but that thought melted away as he continued to kiss me and I kissed him back. He leaned in and I lay back on the bed underneath of him. His gentle weight melted into me. It was something I had looked forward to for so long. And something I would have to continue to wait for, considering K.C. could come out any minute depending how long it took to apply her face after the shower.
I stopped kissing him for a second and he paused to look at me. His eyes took on an otherworldly depth. I couldn’t help myself. I pulled him back into me and met his mouth with mine. I heard the shower stop but K.C. continued to sing at the top of her lungs.
“She’s going to come out here any minute,” I said.
“What’s that? Did someone say something? I didn’t think so.” His hands had found their way under my t-shirt.
“Since when have I been wearing this shirt?”
“Huh?”
“I don’t remember putting this on.”
“You didn’t.” He rolled onto his side and propped himself up with his elbow and gave me a look. “Killjoy.”
I smiled. “This is the t-shirt you gave me.”
“I know,” he said.
“You didn’t…”
“Didn’t what?” He looked so devilish when he gave me his innocent look.
“K.C. said you both came upstairs with me last night.”
“And?”
“And you just undressed me, saw my fancy underwear and all that?”
One side of his mouth curled into a salacious grin. “Oh, yeah. I sure did. Do you have a problem with that?”
I knew he could see the look of apprehension on my face. “It’s just that—”
“I’ve seen you in a lot less,” he said as he trailed a finger down the front of my shirt.
“The thought of K.C. being here too is just…”
“That would be weird,” he said. “She just made sure you were okay and then left. I had you all to myself.”
“Oh good. Wait a minute. I was unconscious. What else did you do?”
He laughed. “I was a perfect gentleman as always. I thought of a few things to do when you woke up, though.” He lowered his mouth to my ear. “Would you like me to show you what I thought of?” he said in a deep whisper that vibrated at my earlobe and traveled throughout the rest of my body.
I swallowed slowly.
The phone next to the bed rang, startling us both. Alex groaned and reached across my body to pick it up.
“Yes, Pam she’s right here.” He rolled away from me. The look of exasperation on his face echoed my sentiments. “Okay, yeah, we’ll be right down.”
“She didn’t want to talk to me?” I said.
“No, she just wanted to know if you were still here.”
“She was going to come upstairs and ravish you, but I got in the way, I take it.”
“Something like that,” he said.
“You don’t look too disturbed by her intrusion.”
He shrugged. “A guy likes to be noticed.”
“What? I thought I was giving you plenty of notice just before she called.” I knew he was just joking, but there was a little, tiny, part of the old me who didn’t think it was very funny.
“Oh c’mon, Q. I was just joking. Come over here. Let me—”
“No.” I looked at him and his eyes flashed. A line of electricity sparked between the two of us that made it suddenly hard to breathe. I slowly got up on my knees on the bed. Every noise and every sensation became hyper-intense. He swayed a fraction of an inch toward me and I let out a little shriek. I don’t know why, it just came out. I grabbed the nearest pillow.
My heart pounded. “Don’t you come any closer,” I said through a smile. I wanted the opposite, of course, but if he were to get anywhere near me it would be game over. We’d both have to remove all of our clothes and do some very indecent things, no matter who was in the bathroom, ready to walk in on us.
He reached toward me, like he was going to crawl across the bed and grab me. I tossed the pillow in his direction.
“Holy cats! What’s happened, you two? One day together and you’re already fighting?”
Saved by K.C. But, this hadn’t turned out as the romantic getaway we’d planned, and if we didn’t get out of here soon, one of us was going to blow.
“I’m going to head downstairs and see about calling Fred and then wrangling up some grub,” K.C. said.
Alex placed the pillow back on the bed. “Pam just called. They’ve got breakfast downstairs for everyone.”
“Why don’t you two go down there while I get dressed?” I said.
“Just throw something on, we’ll all go down together,” Alex said.
“Oh no. Haven’t you noticed the competition around here? I’m down in the count. I’ve got to make up some ground.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Q. What competition?”
K.C. jammed her fists on her hips. “I cannot stand to have you two at each other like this. I’m going downstairs and you two can stay here and make up. Take all the time you need, I’ll make sure they save some breakfast for you.”
Alex shook his head as she left. “What is she talking about? We’re not fighting.”
“I know. She gets some funny ideas sometimes.” I rubbed my face with the back of my hand. “If this stubble burn is any indication, it’s certainly not fighting we were just doing.”
“Oh, yeah, where were we?”
I held up my hand and kept him at arm’s length. “I was just about to get ready. Seriously, go downstairs and eat. I’ll be there—relatively soon.”
He took my hand from his chest and took my other hand too. He held them in his between us. “Babe, I’m serious. What do you mean by competition?”
The old me wanted to let the flood gates open, but the new me thought the old me was probably going to say things she would end up regretting.
“Never-mind.”
“Oh-ho, no. When a woman says never-mind, that’s code for something’s pissing her off and she’s going to stew about until she takes my head off.”
“You’ve got a lot of experience with pissing women off?” The new me put the closed sign on the front door and took off for the day.
“Maybe. He sighed and gave me a long look. “Say what you really want to say, Quincy.”
“You act so gullible. All these women have been throwing themselves at you. And do they have to all be so gorgeous? It’s like I’m at the house of the models in a reality show, but I’m the ghoulish hired hand they all feel sorry for.”
“Take it down a notch, Quasimodo. If they really are throwing themselves at me, then I’m the innocent victim here, aren’t I?”
Suddenly, the air had become very still. I may have heard crickets. Was that a tumbleweed rolling by?
“Okay…” he closed his eyes for a moment. “Sorry. That sounded ridiculous.”
Maybe so, but he was mostly right. Damn him.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“Me too. Listen. The wedding is over, we can try to enjoy this weekend before we have to go home. And before we have to go back to work. Let’s be together for the rest of our time here. Okay?”
I nodded, then gave him a hug. “Okay.”
   
I sent Alex downstairs after his stomach grumbled loud enough to hear it back home. I assured him I would be right downstairs. Just as soon as I figured out what to wear.
Everything I owned could’ve been featured in a magazine fashion shoot. For the next farm-supply catalogue.
I finally settled on some dark, well-fitting jeans that my sister, Allie helped me pick out, and a linen blouse my best friend Danny brought back for me from a trip to Italy. No one at this party had to know I couldn’t have picked these things out in a million years.
I made one last check that my engagement ring was still on my finger and intact—a habit I repeated several times a day after the scare I’d recently had when I thought my dog had eaten it—and grabbed the key card for the door when the room phone rang.
I begrudgingly decided to pick it up after a few rings in case it was Alex.
“Alex, are you coming?” I didn’t recognize the female voice on the other line. It was met by a heavy sigh by me, and then the sound of the receiver being slammed down on the phone. I wouldn’t be taking a message.





CHAPTER SEVEN

“Why didn’t you go on the hike with the other guys?” I heard one of the girls ask Alex as I sat next to him in the garden room. The buffet had been set up with breakfast foods, including giant, buttery croissants and jams made from locally sourced wild blackberries. We’d signed up for the meal ahead of time, knowing we were staying the weekend.
“Yes? Why didn’t you go on the hike?” I asked.
“And miss out on being the only fish in a sea full of beautiful sharks?” K.C. quipped. The others laughed and she winked at Alex.
I leaned in and said quietly, “Really, though, how come you didn’t go?”
“We came to spend the weekend together. I’m doing what I want to do.” He flashed a smile that stabbed me right in the heart.
I’d just spent what little time we had alone worrying about who he’d been flirting with, while he was skipping out on a good time with the guys. All for my benefit.
I really needed to find the phone number for the new me.
“I’m so sorry—” I began.
“No more sorrys.” He picked up a strawberry and held it up to see if I was interested.
“Thank you,” I said as I took it, trying to explain with my eyes that I wasn’t just grateful for the strawberry.
“Are you sure you’ve got enough for me to join in?” K.C. asked.
“Not a problem at all,” Pam said. “As you can see, our numbers are low this morning. Probably has something to do with everyone going to bed only a few hours ago.”
The doors to the garden room were flung open. “I don’t care what the reason is,” Audra said to Eva as they walked to the buffet. “She knows she has a problem and she’s a big girl. She can do what she wants to her body, but I’m not bailing her out again. I’m done with her.”
Pam perked up. I could almost see her ears straining toward the voices, as if she were an animal in the wild.
The two women approached the buffet. “Well you can eat up,” Eva said. “It’s not likely Jill will be joining us for breakfast. I think she’ll be down and out for a long time.”
“Oh you’d like that wouldn’t you?” Audra said, not too kindly.
“For Jill not to come to breakfast?” Eva shrugged. “Sure. Whatever.”
“No, you’d like for me to pig out and gain a few pounds. It’s not enough you’re so skinny, you want the rest of us fatter in comparison.”
Eva looked at the young woman on the catering staff who was overseeing the meal and jerked her head toward Audra. “Someone needs a Bloody Mary.” She looked back at Audra. “That’s not what I meant at all. Calm down.”
K.C. leaned in and whispered, “Some of us got up on the wrong side of the bed today.”
The large French doors at the back of the garden room had been opened onto the patio. After we ate, K.C., Alex and I followed the patio steps to the decks of the swimming pool.
“I think I’m going to take a dip,” K.C. said.
“Did you bring a suit?” I asked.
“But of course. I never travel without it. I’ll be back in five.”
“Seems like she packed pretty thoroughly for just in case,” I said. “But she is someone who likes to take advantage of every adventure that comes her way. One needs to be prepared.”
“Her whole life is an adventure,” Alex said. “I’d say I’m jealous, but sometimes her idea of an adventure is a lot different than mine.”
“What, you mean like solving crimes?”
He gave me a solemn stare. “I wouldn’t call what you two have done solving crimes.”
“Oh really?”
He held his hands up defensively. “That may have come out the wrong way. I just remember something about the two of you, driving around in her convertible, without any clothes on…”
I rolled my eyes. “We both had underwear on.”
“Ah, well in that case,” he said sarcastically, as if he were in agreement. “How’s about we change the subject?”
Alex led me to a sitting area at the end of the deck, which seemed to jut out over the very edge of the rocky foundation of the island. We sat and took in the scenery in pleasant silence for a while.
“We should really try out that swimming pool,” he said casually.
“Mmhmm,” I replied, rather noncommittally.
“You don’t sound too enthused.”
“I’m not—not enthused.” I looked up at him with a goofy smile.
“That wasn’t a real answer.” He put his arm over my shoulders and leaned in. “What do you say, we suit up and I’ll stare at your hot bod’ as we walk downstairs and then jump in the pool?”
I felt my cheeks burning and it wasn’t from a sunburn—yet.
“And if it’s too cold we’ll sit in the hot tub together. And then we’ll make out like teenagers.”
I had to admit, that sounded like fun. What I didn’t look forward to was the applying of gallons of sunscreen to my near-transparent pasty skin, thanks to my father’s Scottish genes. And oh yeah, if I’d been intimated by the competition before, I could just imagine what it would be like standing next to those super models in a bathing suit. And then there was the whole, almost drowning three times, thing.
He stood, and then pulled me up from the couch. “C’mon let’s go change.” He patted my behind as we walked toward the garden room.
I turned back to look at him. “What’s gotten into you?” I said, playfully.
“I don’t know. It must be the mountain ai…”
I followed the direction of his gaze to see what had caused his eyes to become the size of dinner plates. And I’m sure mine had done the same, because we were about to be surrounded by mountains. Mountains of flesh in this case, which bulged out the sides of tiny, taut triangles of fabric, held together by strings that must have been made from the same material as the suspension cables from the Golden Gate Bridge for all the load the tiny strands were supporting.
The “Ees,” had all donned bikinis and not much of anything else. Except sunglasses, even though they were indoors. Two of them had picked at the breakfast spread and placed a couple of bites of fruit on their plates.
“Holy cow!” K.C. shouted from the entrance to the room. Her Hawaiian print Mumu flowed all around her as she ambled over to the buffet and stood next to the Ees. “Good thing my fella’s not here or I’d have to give you ladies what for. But I don’t mind saying you gals look as hot as firecrackers on the 4th of July. If you got it, flaunt it, or in my case even if you don’t. Ha!” She pretended to pat at her hair, which was covered by a swimming cap rimmed in silk floral rosettes.
I glanced at Alex, who pretended to look in the opposite direction as the flesh-fest.
“It’s okay, you don’t have to pretend,” I said. I lowered my voice. “I can’t expect you to be super-human. Although I think a large percentage of their bodies might not actually be human anymore.”
Another bikini clad babe came bouncing into the room.
“Kourtnee, what’s wrong?” Pam asked.
Kourtnee took a moment to catch her breath. “I can’t wake Jill up.”
“What do you mean?” Audra asked.
“I went into her room to ask if she had any cigarettes—”
“I thought you quit,” Megan asked just before Pam snorted a laugh.
Kourtnee cut her look that should have killed her. “Is that what’s important right now?”
Megan shrugged and slunk into the background.
“I’ll go check on her,” Pam said. “Alex, you should probably come too.”
I was in agreement with Pam, this time. He was trained to deal with emergency situations.
“I have to go with you,” Kourtnee said. “Her room is locked. You’ll have to go through mine.” She held her key card up in front of her.
The three of them left and the rest of us looked around uncomfortably, not knowing just what to do next.
“I don’t understand, one of the other Ees said. “Jill drank a lot yesterday, but she drinks a lot every day. Especially at a party. Why would this time be any different?”
"Poor Jill!" someone said.
Audra coughed out a laugh. "Poor Jill, please. She deserves everything she gets." She left the room and K.C. and I stared at each other for a moment.
"Well, well, well. I wonder what that was all about," K.C. said.
Megan came over and glanced around conspiratorially. "You know what Jill did to Audra’s father don't you?"
K.C.’s sails filled with the wind of gossip that propels her forward. "No. Do tell. I think it could help us understand what' going on so much better. It will help us to help that poor girl. Don't you think, Quincy?"
I was doubtful it would help anything. I barely knew who Jill was. I knew she was the one who didn't hang all over my fiancé as much as the rest of them did. Although she had demanded to see him naked at the bachelorette party.
"What happened?" I asked, much to K.C.'s glee, I was sure.
"Well, when she was in high school, she had a job helping out at her friend’s dad's office. He was a dentist. Apparently, she stole a prescription pad or two after she’d been working there awhile. Our Jill was quite the little entrepreneur, even then. Anyway, she was dealing pills to her friends. Now, here's the interesting part, the thing that makes her so smart. She was afraid he was suspicious about the prescription pads, so she started flirting with him…"
"Uh-oh, I don't like where this is going," K.C. said. "But continue."
"So Jill got him to stay late in the office a few times, if you know what I mean."
"This girl was in high school," I said. "What was he thinking?"
Megan shrugged. "She was actually done with all of her classes because she was so smart. And she was like sixteen. It's a good thing she wasn't over eighteen. Her records were sealed."
"What records?"
"I'm getting ahead of myself. She got him to admit that he knew about the prescription pads and told him that she would go to his wife if he ever pressed charges. She started to blackmail him. Which was how she made money for a while, because she'd overused the prescription pads and needed to lay low.
“She went on like that for a long time, but eventually she started drinking. She was in college. She had scholarships and everything and she was one of the youngest students. But her drinking got out of control and she started slipping up."
"Working at the dentist's office, going to school full-time and keeping up with the seedy relationship? I know I'd be worn out. I think I would be drinking too," K.C. said.
Megan half-laughed and half-coughed simultaneously.
"She wasn't working at the office any more. But she was meeting up with him there. That was the beginning of the downfall. The wife caught them there. She’d gone to surprise him because things hadn't been going so well for them, so when she punched in the alarm code and walked in with her long coat hanging open with nothing underneath—she was pretty alarmed."
"Hah. Alarmed—good one," K.C. said.
"How do you know all the sordid details?" I asked.
"It was Audra’s mom and dad. She was Jill's best friend."
"Until this happened, I imagine."
"Actually, no." Megan grabbed both of our wrists. "That's what makes it all the weirder! They stayed friends. Audra hated her parents. Her mom confided in her all the details, all the time. That's part of why she hated it. She never felt like a kid. Her parents treated her like an adult from the time she was little. She and Jill got into a lot of trouble. But Jill's the only one who drank like that."
“Are you close to Audra?” I asked.
Megan shrugged. “No, but Regan is.”
I suppressed the urge to ask her how close she was to her sister, since it seemed to me they didn’t like each other very much.
"What about the record you talked about?" K.C. asked.
"Audra’s dad would have lost his license to practice if he took the blame for the prescription fraud. So he turned on Jill. She was still a minor when she stole the prescription pads, so she was charged as a juvenile. Her records were sealed. But she had to drop out of school and do a bunch of volunteer work and pay a lot of fines."
I felt sicker inside with every word that she spoke. “What about his wife?” It had to have been awful for everyone involved.
"She left him, took all of his money in the divorce. Audra wouldn't talk to her for a long time. I think she blamed her parents for everything that happened. I'm sure Jill made it sound like she was coerced by Audra’s father. But let me tell you, Jill doesn't get coerced by anyone. Everything she does is calculated down to the last detail."
"Such a sad story," K.C. said. "I wonder how it's going up there.”
Megan excused herself to go sit in the pool.
"Boss, I really think we should check on things, don't you?"
"You mean go up and stick our noses in?"
She sucked in a sharp breath, as if she’d been deeply injured. "I can't believe you would think such a thing. I merely have concerns for Jill, and for Pam and Alex, frankly. What if they need our help?"
“I’m sure if Alex needs our help, he’ll ask for it. Besides, he’s already mentioned our crime solving activities since we’ve been here. And not in an encouraging way. I’m not going to give him any reason to complain about me butting in where I don’t belong.”
“Oh, alright.” She put on her pouty face and flung the end of her beach towel around her neck like a scarf. “I’ll just go sit outside by the pool…alone.” She took a few steps past the buffet then stopped. “Just as soon as I finish one of these lovely chocolate-filled croissants.”
Those were a new item at the buffet and I decided I couldn’t live without having one myself. I joined K.C. at the table.
“You know, Boss, something just isn’t quite right here.”
“You mean with these?” I held up a croissant. “They look perfect to me.”
“Oh no, these little buns are sheer perfection, bite into that one and see. No, I’m talking about Jill and the ghosts and—”
“What ghosts?”
“Oh you poor, naïve, thing. It’s my fault, really. I haven’t told you of all the sightings I’ve had since we’ve been here.”
“You think the ghosts have put Jill in a coma?”
She turned toward me and propped her daisy-ringed sunglasses up on her forehead. “I’m not that crazy. Ghosts don’t put people into comas. Everyone knows that. No—it’s the timing of things…”
She gazed at the ceiling as if deep in thought. Or maybe she was having another ghost sighting.
I was growing worried about Jill. It seems like we should have heard from someone by now. I couldn’t tell if the other women even cared about their friend. I could hear the chatter of their animated conversations, but there weren’t any hushed tones or furrowed brows of concern in the room as far as I could tell.
Maybe I would go to our room and put on a bathing suit. And perhaps on the way there, I might just happen to pass by a certain room and see if Alex needed anything.
“Well, I’ll be snookered,” K.C. shouted.
My heart dropped to my kidneys, she’d only been standing a foot away from me. The chatter in the room stopped, probably as the rest of the people in the room tried to recover from the shock of her outburst.
“You know what’s happening here, don’t you?” K.C. looked at me, but she spoke loud enough for everyone in the large room to hear her clearly.
I shook my head.
“It’s the mystery.”
I looked at the others to see if maybe one of them showed some small sign of comprehension. All of us wore blank stares.
K.C. made a little spurting sound. “Don’t you all remember? We were promised a mystery by Christie and Mike yesterday at the luncheon. I bet this is it.”





CHAPTER EIGHT

“It’s got to be. Don’t you think?”
K.C. may as well have been speaking to a room full of zombies. It was all blank expressions and dead behind the eyes reflecting back at her.
She made a spurting sound with her lips. “I’m calling a team meeting. Everyone, gather ‘round.”
A crowd of bikini babes encircled the flower bedecked woman with the giant, daisy-rimmed sunglasses. It was like an Esther Williams movie gone bad.
“Gang,” K.C. said, “Mike and Christie promised us a mystery, and now that they’re long gone…” she swept her hand up and into the air, “Voila. The mystery has arrived.”
Audra stepped into the circle, her dramatic exit having been short-lived. “You mean Jill—”
“Phht. Jill being Jill is a mystery? What’s to solve? It’s not like it’s that hard,” Regan said.
Audra crooked her eyebrow at Regan. Knowing her past with Jill and the harsh comments she’d made just before she “fell” into Alex’s arms the night before, I was proud of Audra for showing a glimmer of concern for her old friend.
“What?” Regan replied defensively. “Now that she’s really done it to herself, you guys are going to act surprised?”
“What do you mean, Regan?” Eva asked.
“She took a bunch of pills after she drank all day and night. Not that hard to figure out. Mystery solved.”
I stole a glance at Regan’s sister. Megan’s eyes were fixed on Regan at an angle that seemed to show a very precise disdain, probably perfected after much repetition.
“Who said anything about pills?” Audra said.
“Yeah,” Pam said the loudest of everyone else. She’d snuck in unnoticed.
Regan jammed her hands on her hips. “What? Am I a suspect now? I heard Kourtnee say something about it to the hottie out in the hall. Gawd.” She gave us all the stink-eye, grabbed a chocolate-filled croissant, and left the room.
“Okay then,” Candee said. Her double Ds were probably the most exposed out of all the bathing beauties. I truly wondered how the thin strings stayed intact against the strain of their disproportionately large cargo.
“Well, ladies, as they say,” K.C. hitched up her mumu, “I think the game is afoot.” She kicked one of her feet behind her and wiggled her toes. Her bejeweled flip-flop went flying into a potted fern on the other side of the room.
“Do you really think Jill is okay?” Megan asked after the others dispersed.
“Yes, I do.” K.C. jerked her head to look at me. “We’ll have to wait until we see Alex— whenever that might be—instead of just going up to see what’s what.”
I looked at her innocently.
“But I think this is all part of the game,” she said.
Pam hadn’t rejoined the group completely unnoticed earlier. I had noticed her quiet return. And now she stood nearby. “Maybe Pam can tell us something.”
“Goodness gracious, yes. What was I thinking? Oh, Pam, dear, tell us what’s happening upstairs.” K.C. wrung her hands enough to break the bones in her fingers.
“There isn’t that much to tell. I got up there and…”
“Well?” K.C. said expectantly.
“I couldn’t look. Kourtnee let us into her room, which shares a bathroom with Jill’s. But before I could walk through the bathroom, I started to feel nauseous. I’ve never seen anyone unconscious or…you know.”
“Dead?” K.C. blurted out.
“K.C.!” I said. “She’s not dead.” I wasn’t so sure, but I was hanging on the hope that the mystery game theory was correct. “Did Alex say anything?”
“He told me not to worry, that he would take care of everything, and then he gave me a huge hug.”
I gave K.C. a look. She made a gagging motion just out of Pam’s line of sight.
“I told him I couldn’t take it if Jill was really—you know—and anyway, he had me wait just outside the bathroom door.” Pam put her hand on my forearm and squeezed a little too tightly. “He’s such a gentleman. Anyway, he called out to me that Jill was going to be okay.”
“Oh, what a relief.” K.C. clapped her hands. “Did you hear that ladies? Jill’s going to be fine. I told you it was all part of the game.”
Eva suggested everyone go outside by the pool to relax and celebrate the good news. “The guys should be back in an hour or so, and then we can talk about solving the mystery. And…we have another surprise activity to do after they get back,” she said.
I rolled my eyes at K.C.
“Pam—Eva—could I talk to you two for just a teensy moment?” K.C. asked as she gathered them together with outstretched arms.
“We have had such fun with all these…traditions. I’m just kind of wondering, what will the next activity be?”
“We kinda wanted to keep it a surprise,” Pam said.
K.C.’s mouth pursed into something between a grin and a sneer. “How fun. But you see, I don’t know if I brought the right equipment or attire.” She raised her sunglasses to the top of her head and winked at me, as if Eva or Pam couldn’t see her.
Eva smiled. “We’re just doing some team races, no special equipment needed. Guys and girls names will be drawn out of a hat, and they’ll be partnered up. I went to a party once where we did this and it was really fun.”
“I see, just games. ‘Cause I didn’t bring any outdoor gear like my rock climbing shoes—or my harness.”
“You’re so funny, K.C., I never know when you’re serious or just kidding around. I almost thought you really had rock climbing shoes,” Pam said.
“Oh, she really does,” I said quietly.
“No, just little party games. We thought we’d do it here for all the people who stuck around,” Eva said.
“Oh. Well, in that case, I think it sounds loads of fun. Thanks for explaining.”
Pam and Eva left.
“K.C.!” I said through clenched teeth. “Why did you encourage them by saying it would be fun?”
“Because I think it will be. It’s not the same as the traditions. This one has everyone participating. Don’t be such a stick-in-the-mud. Just go with the flow.”
“Fine. Why don’t you go hang out at the pool with the others. I’ll go upstairs and change.”
“You’ll come right back to the pool?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“What about Alex?”
“Maybe he’s changing right now. If I see him I’ll tell him to come and swim.”
She dropped her eyelids, squinting in a serious, I’m-watching-you kind of look. “I want a full accounting of what’s really going on.” She moved her arm across her body and put her upright hand next to her mouth as she spoke an aside, “Especially if you see him while he’s changing. Ha! But really, you’ve got to clue me in.”
“What do you mean? We’re playing a mystery game. I’m just going with the flow.”
“Very funny. That does it, I’m coming with you.” She flipped her sunglasses down onto her nose like a visor on a helmet.
“If you do that, it will make everyone suspicious. If this really is a game, I want to win it. You and I can split the prize. Frankly, I don’t know why they aren’t more interested.” I nodded my head toward the pool.
“Maybe they don’t need the money. No one has complained about traveling out here or paying for their rooms. To hear some of them talk, I wonder if I shouldn’t be borrowing money from them instead of a bank.”
She held both of her hands up. “Ooh, except one of them.” She made a familiar grin, and did her signature pause. She had some juicy gossip to share.
I gave a tiny shrug and studied a nearby floral arrangement on the food table.
“It’s sad, really. A girl with that much money having to declare bankruptcy.” Her head leaned forward, and I imagined her eyebrows were elevated and expectant, but I couldn’t see them as they were blocked by the inch-wide daisies encircling her sunglasses.
I made a move to grab an orange from a bowl on the table. “I think I’ll take this up to Alex. He didn’t eat any breakfast.”
“I bet you can’t guess who it is. And don’t think I didn’t catch that little fib you just made.”
“Wh…hat are you talking about?”
“Alex ate breakfast, I saw him.”
“I—meant he didn’t eat enough for breakfast.”
“I know my onions. You’re just trying to go up there and get an edge on the investigation.”
I pointed at her over the top of the orange. “There is no investigation. A game, maybe, but we are not investigators. I don’t want to get in any more trouble with my fiancé.”
“Oh, alright. But we’d better keep an eye out for the competition.” She looked left, then right. “I know someone that would do just about anything to get that prize money.”
I decided to give in. The longer I resisted listening to her gossip, the longer it would take me to get upstairs and find out what was really going on. Not to investigate mind you, but just to get a lay of the land.
“Who is it we need to look out for?” I said, resigned.
“Candee.”
“Which one is Candee?”
Her fists flew to her hips. “Oh, for Pete’s sake! You don’t know by now?”
I looked at her with palms up. “They all look similar to me.”
“You know, that’s your problem. Maybe you wouldn’t feel so threatened by all of these girls if you just got to know them—noticed their individual differences.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She must have been mistaken.
“Candee is the lovely blonde who wears the flashy jewelry with her jogging outfit.”
Maybe K.C. had misheard her gossip. Candee didn’t look like she was wanting for money. And the things I’d overheard her saying made it sound like she was loaded.
“The word is, she’s bankrupt—it’s true. She’s been married twice, she’s got another fiancé at home—”
“He didn’t come with her?”
“Nope.” She made a resounding pop with her lips at the end of the word.
“Who was the guy she spent all that time with yesterday? He looked like a close friend,” I said. “They talked pretty close to each other. And danced closely too. In fact, anytime I saw them together they were right up next to each other.”
“The word is, he’s got plenty of money. Her fiancé, I mean.”
“Hmm.” I was itching to get upstairs.
“Probably this guy has money too. And her previous husbands did, until they all mysteriously died.” She slid her sunglasses down her nose and cast a long glance over the top of them. “She of course, inherited all the money from each of them.” She propped her glasses back on her nose. “Well, toodaloo, there’s a swimming pool with my name on it outside.”
At that, she turned and bee-lined it toward the massive French doors.
“Oh, and Boss, I’ll be ready any time for an update on the sitch upstairs,” she said, with her hand on the door handle. She turned back toward the pool and then once again turned back to look at me. “Oh, one more thing…”
“Yes…?”
“What about Alex?”
“What do you mean?”
“Are you working with him or me?”
“Both of you.”
“I don’t mean to be crass, but…what about the money?”
“We’ll split it equally.”
She nodded. “Okay.” She turned toward the doors and then immediately turned right back. “Listen to me. What am I talking about—money? I’m lucky to be here, having fun. I don’t need any money. But I do want to win. Very badly,” she said with the intensity of a Bond supervillain.
She must have noticed the nervous look on my face. She shrugged. “It’s who I am.”





CHAPTER NINE

I stood at the top of the stairs in the grand foyer at the front of the lodge realizing I didn’t know where Jill’s room was. It didn’t feel right to go around listening in at each door. But it felt just about criminal to go around trying doors to see if they were locked. I opted for listening in. On the way to my room, of course.
I put my ear to every door leading to the room I shared with Alex and K.C. with no results. At one of the rooms, it sounded like there was a conversation going on, but after more careful listening, I determined it to be a talk show. Someone had left their TV on.
I gave up and went toward my room. In the middle of the hallway, just in front of my door, a cold blast of air passed over me. I looked up at the ceiling for the air conditioning vent, but there wasn’t one. I rubbed my arms up and down to combat the full body shivers to no effect.
As I turned the knob, a voice whispered in my ear.
“Leave.”
My heart pounded in my chest and I fumbled with the knob. Finally it turned. I slid through the opening, slammed the door shut and locked the deadbolt.
I leaned back against the door to catch my breath. Alex sat on the bed with a guilty expression. His hand was just retreating from the phone receiver on the night stand.
“Hey, babe,” he said a little too sweetly. “Everything okay?”
I took a deep breath and blew it out.
“Is the boogie man out in the hall?”
I looked back at the door. I hadn’t really heard someone telling me to leave, had I? It must have been someone’s TV.
“It was…no. I just…got spooked. Anyway, you just made me very happy.”
His fake smile turned suspicious. “Why is that?”
“By the guilty look on your face, I think you aren’t so good at being undercover. What if I’d been a drug lord walking in on you?”
“This makes you happy?”
“It means you won’t be gone for months at a time if you’re no good at it, right?”
“Ah. I see. Too bad your logic is flawed. I’m great under the covers.” He stood up and grabbed my hand. “Come on, I’ll show you.” He pulled me toward him and we landed on the bed.
“I said cover, not covers.”
“I must have misunderstood. But now that we’re here…”
“What about Jill? How are you thinking about sex at a time like this?”
“I’m thinking about it at any time. Especially one like this, when we’re both here, alone in our hotel room, while we’re supposed to be on vacation…”
“Mmm, sorry. I have to know what’s happening with Jill.”
Alex was great at his job and he took tragedies very seriously. Obviously he wouldn’t be like this if Jill were in a coma or needing an ambulance. I wouldn’t have found him in our room, as he would have been taking care of her and connecting with the proper authorities.
“Alright. But I’m not going to tell you.”
I frowned at him.
“I’ll show you.”
He led me by the hand, out of our room and down the hall in the opposite direction from which I had come. It was probably a strange time to feel cozy and affectionate, but it felt so sweet to have him holding my hand to take me anywhere.
We turned a corner and went to the furthest room, at the end of a different hallway than we had used before. Once in front of the room, I could see a narrow set of stairs to the right, just past an ice machine, leading downstairs.
“This is a long way away from our room. This place just gets bigger and bigger.”
Alex pulled a key from his back pocket and opened the door. He made a sweeping gesture with his hand and said, “You first, milady.”
I looked back at him like he was crazy. “We’re just going to walk in on her?”
He nodded casually.
“But…”
He gave my back a gentle nudge, so I went in. Game or not, I was suddenly very nervous, maybe even spooked. The invasion of privacy, the supposed sleeping woman and the overall mysterious attitude from Alex gave me the willies.
I turned around and put my face into his chest. “I changed my mind. I don’t want to know anything. Let’s just go back to the room.”
He shrugged. “I’m not in the mood anymore.” His smile was so big, it must have been painful the way his face had to stretch to accommodate it.
I sighed. “You’re going to make me go in there?”
He lifted his eyebrows.
My shoulders slumped and I reluctantly turned around.
My legs were weak. It took superhuman strength for every step. Okay, so I exaggerate, but for some reason, I was really spooked. It felt like I was in the lobby of a haunted house, just at the moment when it’s finally your turn to go inside, when you want to chicken out, except that you’ve paid a fortune to have the spaghetti scared out of you.
I reached down and grabbed the waistband of my pants.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m pulling up my big-girl panties.”
“Oh brother. As long as they aren’t granny panties.”
“Why do you care? You’re not in the mood. Remember?”
“A man has his limits.”
“Well, the elastic in these soft, cotton-blend, full-coverage comfort-fits don’t.”
“Why do you torture me?”
I walked into the bedroom area fully expecting to see a sleeping Jill. What I did not expect to see was an empty bed. A made, empty bed. The room was almost pristine, as if no one had even stayed there.
“Where is she?” I looked around, checking the bathroom and the closet.
“Your guess is as good as mine.”
“She wasn’t here when you came up with Kourtnee?”
“Nope.”
“I don’t believe this. I mean I believed the others, I guess, but I didn’t expect this.”
“What about the others? Who?”
“K.C. at first, and then everyone else downstairs.”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s the mystery that Mike and Christie were talking about at the luncheon yesterday. I wasn’t completely sure, but K.C. convinced us Jill’s overdose or whatever it was, is all part of the mystery.”
“Hmm.” He didn’t sound convinced or unconvinced.
“I’ve seen this before,” I said, as I reached out and stepped toward a silver flask on the nightstand.
“Uh-uh-uh. No touching. Fingerprints.”
“Oh yeah.” I withdrew my hand and felt my cheeks heat up with embarrassment. Such a rookie maneuver. I should know better. “I saw Jill with this flask yesterday. Multiple times. And what are these pills?”
I crouched down in front of the nightstand, making sure not to touch anything. I was at eye level with the pill bottle.
“This prescription is for Kourtnee.” I looked back at Alex. He held his hand out to help me stand.
“Did Kourtnee see this?” I asked.
“Yeah…”
“What did she have to say?”
“She says she didn’t give them to her.”
“Do you believe her?”
He gave a noncommittal shrug. “She brought me up here and unlocked the door. As soon as she walked in, she freaked out. She said there was no way Jill could have left in the state she was in.”
“Which was—?”
“Unconscious,” a woman’s voice said.
I startled and turned to see who the new voice had come from. Kourtnee stood near the door opening, wearing a large backpack.
“Kourtnee, how are you feeling? You doing okay?” I asked. Hopefully, she wasn’t feeling angry that I’d just insinuated she might be a liar.
“I’m freaked out.” She looked at the bed and then at Alex. “I swear she was there, in the bed, passed out. She couldn’t have got up and made the bed, taken all of her stuff and left, all in the time it took me to come and tell you guys.” She looked as stunned as if it had just happened.
Alex walked over to the nightstand. He pointed to the bottle of pills. “You’re sure you didn’t give her these?”
She took off the large pack and set it on the floor. The contents clinked around noisily.
“Yeah, but…” She went to pick up the bottle, but Alex held his hand up to stop her.
“We’re just going to leave them here for now,” he said.
Kourtnee ran her hands over her eyes and then through her hair as if trying to wring the stress out through the back of her head. “I don’t understand,” she muttered.
"It's okay, Kourtnee," I said, placing a hand on her shoulder.
She let out a heavy sigh. "No one's going to believe me."
"Did you see anyone else nearby when you left this room?" Alex asked.
"No," Kourtnee said, her voice weary.
Alex darted a quick glance at me. I wasn't sure if it was significant or if he just happened to look up.
"I was in the bathroom getting ready, and I thought I would check and see if Jill wanted to come downstairs with me. I hadn't heard her at all this morning, and it was late enough I thought she would be awake."
"Did you go to bed at the same time as her last night?" Alex asked.
"I don't know. I was so tired and probably more wasted than I thought. Once I fell asleep, I was out like the dead." She paused and her eyes grew wide. "I shouldn't talk like that, I mean, I don't think she's dead or anything, but—to tell you the truth, I was a little worried she might be when I found her."
"Did you touch or move anything once you saw that she was unconscious?" I asked.
"No, like I told him," she said with an annoyed edge to her voice, "I came downstairs and told you guys."
Alex cleared his throat. "Well, I think we should go down and tell everyone what we've found. I'll call the Sheriff and tell them what's been going on."
"Why would you do that?" I asked.
Alex looked at me strangely. He started speaking slowly, like people do to someone who speaks a foreign language.
"Because...there's a missing...person—"
"No, you don't understand. This is all part of the game."
"What game?" Kourtnee said.
"The mystery. Remember? Mike and Christie promised a mystery with a $10,000 prize. This has got to be it. Why else would someone who had obviously passed out just disappear into thin air? And with a made bed, no less. I think she was faking it, she had her stuff packed up and hidden in the closet, and once she knew that someone had seen her, her work was done. She probably made the bed out of habit, and took off down those back stairs I just saw."
"Wow. That's a great explanation," Alex said.
I was surprised.
"It's not very likely, but it's creative."
That stung just a bit.
"I don't know,” Kourtnee said. “Jill's a slob. I can't imagine her making her bed. She hasn't the whole time she's been here.” She sighed, “I don't even care. I just need to get out of this place. I'm taking my stuff outside, and I'm going to find out how to leave this island."
"I'm sure this is all part of the game." I glanced at Alex. "Despite what my fiancé thinks. And even if it isn’t, she’s an adult—she can leave whenever she wants to."
"Okay, I'll play along for now," Alex said. "Let's say this is part of the mystery. Why would Jill give up on the chance for $10,000 for one thing? And where did she disappear to?"
"Jill does need the money," Kourtnee said. "She wouldn't miss out on a chance to win it. Plus she's competitive."
"Well, maybe they paid her to play the victim," I said hopefully.
"This mystery game seems mighty spendy for Mike and Christie, or their friends," Alex said.
“Christie's Dad is loaded, he's got the money," Kourtnee said.
"See, that's probably it. Jill is in on it," I said.
"Okay, then," Alex held his hands out, "where did she go?"
"She's probably hiding somewhere in this house," I said.
Alex hitched one side of his face. "She's going to hide all weekend?"
"Well…no," I stammered. "She probably left already."
"Did she swim?" Alex asked.
I gave him an exasperated look. "She took a boat, of course."
"Let's go down and look. There were only so many boats docked here last night when I came back from trying to drop K.C. off, and we were the last in. The guys took two boats this morning, and there was one boat left. All we have to do is go down and see that there are no boats docked and we'll have proof that you're right, Quincy."
He was sounding very smug at that particular moment.
"In fact, I think we should make a little wager."
"Okay," I said, "a wager is fine by me."
Kourtnee grabbed her backpack. "If you guys don't mind, I'm going to go."
"But if my lovely fiancé is correct, there won't be any boats for you to leave in," Alex said.
"I'm just going to set up outside. I hate living inside, to tell you the truth. If I could have my way, I’d sleep outside all the time."
I eyed her backpack. "Is that a tent in there?"
"Yeah. I'm gonna go set up in that little wooded area outside. That’s my element. I'll come get my other stuff once I get set up."
"Are you sure you want to stay outside?" Alex asked.
"Believe me, I'm sure. If I didn't have to hold down a job, I would literally live in the mountains full-time. That’s why I work for an outdoor equipment company. I get to test everything before we can sell it. Anyway, I'll see you guys. Good luck with your bet. My money's on...hell, I don't know. I'm just getting out, it’s too heavy in here for me."
She hoisted the pack onto her back and left.
I blew out a deep breath.
Alex glanced at the door she had just gone through, then went to check and make sure it was closed. He led me to the far corner of the room.
In a quiet voice he said, "Did you notice the discrepancies in her story?"
"No, I wasn't here for the original interview."
"Well, there were a couple of things that changed from what she told me the first time. But maybe I'll think about it some more before I get too concerned." He paused. "Now, about that wager..."
"Oh yeah." The competitive spirit stoked inside of me. "What are we betting on, and what do I get when I win?"
"Oh-ho, feeling confident are we?"
"Very," I said.
"You think there won't be any boats outside."
I nodded.
"And I think there will be at least one, unless those guys have come back and then there will be three. But I know which two they took, so that won't be a problem."
"Except that there will be no boats, so it will be a problem for you."
He grinned, making the dimples appear on both sides of his mouth and his eyes crinkled. He looked very cute when his eyes crinkled like that.
"So what do I win when we find that there are no boats?" I stared at him diabolically.
He took my hands in his and gazed down into my eyes. "Hmm, if I'm right, and we find at least one boat downstairs...we will set a wedding date on the spot, right down there on the beach." He nodded toward a window.
"That's not so bad. Even if I thought I was wrong—which I don't—I'm ready to set a date. So the stakes aren’t really that high."
"Well, if that's the case, what's the date?"
"Let's just finish the task at hand. What if I'm right?"
He waggled his finger at me. "I wasn't finished, my dear."
I folded my arms and tapped my toe.
"Once the date is set, you will arrange to go shopping—"
"No!"
"—with my mother, for wedding stuff."
I gave him a good, long, calculating stare. "Good thing I'm right. Now, what is your consequence of being oh, so wrong?”
He looked down at his fingernails and gave them a shine on his shirt front. "I never entertained that possibility."
"Aren't you the confident one?”
"I am." He smirked.
"Since you are so confident—you won't worry at all about going shopping for wedding stuff with my mom…annnd my sisters!" I watched with glee as his face contorted into a pained mask.
"Not that."
"Oh, yes. That." I laughed wickedly. "Feeling a little worried, yet?"
“Who me? Nah. I’m feeling…” He gathered me in his arms and pulled me close. "You really want to set a date?"
"I do." I smiled, and a wave of relief washed over me from head to toe. Finally, setting a date for our wedding felt perfectly right. I suddenly felt so happy.
Most of the decisions in my life up until then had been made because of concern about how others felt or what others thought I should be doing. This decision was all mine and had been made for the right reasons.
"Let's get a calendar and check on all the high school dance dates, and cross off any holidays and the weddings I’ve got booked. Oh, and we should talk to everyone in our families and see if there are any major events so we don't conflict with those."
"Whatever you say, my love." He smiled and then kissed me gently. He began to speak while our lips still touched. "You do have my mom’s phone number, don’t you?"
I craned my neck and leaned my head back to look at him. "Yes. Why?"
He turned us around and pointed out the window. "Look right there. That's the boat in question, still docked."
"No fair! You knew it was there the whole time!"
He didn't say anything. He almost seemed to fight the grin that took over his mouth. Almost.
“Seriously, though. If she didn’t sail back to land, and she’s not passed out in her bed, what do you think is going on?” I asked.
“Honestly, I don’t know what to think. I don’t see any evidence of harm or foul play. Jill didn’t complain to anyone of anything. It’s possible she just wanted to go home. Kourtnee claims she came right downstairs and told everyone, but what if she didn’t? Maybe she finished getting ready and just thought she’d let Jill sleep it off? Kourtnee’s told me two different versions of the story.”
“I just remembered—Regan said she overheard Kourtnee say something about pills when she came out to talk to you in the hall. Is that true?”
He squinted as if trying to retrieve the memory. “I don’t remember seeing Regan. She could have been within earshot and I just didn’t see her.”
“And Jill could have left at any time this morning.”
“Yeah. Or even last night with one of the boat loads of guests, if Kourtnee didn’t really see Jill. I’m wondering if anyone saw the guys leave this morning. We should ask around and see if anyone saw Jill get on one of those two boats and just failed to mention it.”
A thought hit me when Alex said Jill could have left the night before. I went over to the night stand. “I know we need to worry about fingerprints, but—”
“It’s water. I carefully dipped my finger in and then smelled it and tasted it.”
“What if it was poisoned?”
“I guess we’ll find out.”
I gave my best effort at sighing so that he knew how much I didn’t like that type of logic.
“You’re so cute when you try to pretend to be mad at me.”
I gave him a little tap to the shoulder with my fist.
“Ow! Okay, I had my suspicions before I tested it. There were a couple of times I got close enough to Jill yesterday, that if she’d been drinking as much as she pretended to be, she would have smelled like a brewery. She didn’t smell like booze at all.”
“That close, huh?”
“Close enough. Those pills are for heartburn, by the way, and the bottle looks pretty full.” He cast his eyes downward. “Listen, I think you’re right about this being part of the whole pretend mystery game.” He held his hands up defensively. “Now don’t celebrate too hard. You might hurt yourself.” He winked at me and then backed off so I couldn’t reach him.
“I’m celebrating on the inside. And, by the way, since Jill is probably gone, there is a high likelihood she left on some kind of a boat—so, I didn’t lose the bet—but someone in this room did. Enjoy shopping with my mom and my sisters. You’ll want to wear comfortable shoes. They like to make a whole day of their shopping trips.”
I laughed mockingly as I walked toward him. He looked as if he were suffering physical pain. I reached out and slid my arms around him. “I’m sure we could reach a compromise,” I said.
“How’s about we go to our own room, and then you can put me in a compromising position,” he said.
I smiled up at him and felt a shiver run through me to all the right places. “That’s not what I said.”
“No? I distinctly remember you saying something about compromising me.” He blinked at me innocently.
“There’s no time. We’re supposed to have been changing into our swimsuits. They’ll be waiting for us downstairs.”
“We’ll see about that.” He grabbed my hand and tugged me toward the door. I followed him into the hall willingly.
We reached the door to our room. “Are you really wearing that underwear you described?” he asked.
“Wouldn’t you like to know?”
He unlocked the door, rushed us inside and then turned the deadbolt. His eyes sparkled when he turned and looked at me. A devilish grin curled into his lips as he pulled me into him.
“I’m about to find out.”





CHAPTER TEN

A lex and I finally made it out to the pool deck, walking hand in hand. We’d eventually changed into our swimsuits. There hadn’t been any more talk of the mystery game or winning our bets. Actually, there hadn’t been much talk at all.
“Well, look who finally showed up,” K.C. blurted out from the middle of the pool.
Pam marched over to where we stood. “Took you a while to change. K.C. said you’d be right back.”
My cheeks had so much heat coming off of them, I probably wouldn’t need any sun to look burned. I took a look at Alex. He wore a killer grin. Oh well, I thought. So what if people knew what we were doing? That’s what I tried to convince myself of, anyway. Call it religious guilt or maternal guilt, whatever the source, there always seemed to be a lot of guilt.
“How is Jill?” more than one person said.
I looked at Alex and he squeezed my hand. “She’ll be up and at ‘em in no time. I think it was a false alarm.”
“Where’s Kourtnee?” Regan asked.
“Um, she decided to go on a hike. She might set up her tent outside.” I realized Kourtnee might find a way to leave the island, and if she did, she wouldn’t be around to tell the truth about Jill.
“We’ll probably never see her again, then,” Megan said.
I glanced at Alex, who—credit to his undercover skills—managed not to react.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“She goes on these long hikes. Sometimes she doesn’t come back for days.”
“Oh.” I tried not to let my voice betray the relief I felt from hearing that information.
“Let’s get in,” Alex said. He pulled his shirt off and all of his muscles rippled from biceps to six-pack. His golden skin glowed in the sun. I couldn’t help but notice all the appreciative looks he received.
He dove, head-first into the deep end. He didn’t seem to have noticed all of the female adoration, which I appreciated, although I was very adoring of the sight of him diving myself.
He burst out of the water and called for me to jump in. Before I could even think about it, my body froze and a sick feeling came over me. I knew there was nothing to be afraid of. I knew how to dive, and Alex was right there if anything were to go wrong, but all I could do was flash back to one of the times I almost drowned.
I’d gone to the new waterslide park with my sisters and cousins. After being shot out the wrong side of the tube and landing in front of the return water pipe, I quickly felt my body being drawn into the opening. There was no safety grate. I grabbed the lip of the pipe. My nine-year-old hands were barely big enough to grasp the edge.
My legs were being sucked up into the tube. I tried calling out, but my voice wouldn’t work. I waved one hand to get the attention of the teenage girl who was the lifeguard, standing only a few feet away, talking to a cute boy. When I let go to wave, I was sucked further into the tube.
I couldn’t hold on much longer.
After what seemed like forever, someone yanked on my arm. My Aunt Rosie held on with both hands, but still my legs were being sucked into the tube. Rosie yelled to the lifeguard girl to help. The girl held out the rescue pole she’d been holding, which accomplished nothing. My mother appeared next to Rosie and between the two of them they were able to pull me out against the crushing power of the moving water.
Now, as an adult, I stood there on the deck of the pool, unable to talk, panic still rising in my chest, causing me to feel like I was suffocating. Remembering that it was one of the only days in my life when I’d ever heard my mother curse made me laugh and brought me back to the present moment.
I realized Alex was there in the pool waiting for me.
“I—missed a spot with my sunscreen, I’ll be right in.”
He nodded and swam over to K.C., and I reapplied some SPF 50 to my nose. It probably wouldn’t hurt to add more anyway.
I walked to the shallow end of the pool and carefully stepped down, into the water, using the hand rail, slowly getting used to the feel of the water on my body. I began to relax once I felt in control. Then I began to feel ridiculous—a grown woman being so scared of walking into a swimming pool—the water wasn’t even up to my waist yet.
Audra held court in the hot tub with some of the ladies, while the rest of them sun-bathed on deck chairs. I joined Alex and K.C.
“Okay, you two. I know it didn’t take that long to change into your suits. I want a detailed accounting of what went on up there while you were gone.”
Alex looked like he was going to say something but he paused, his mouth just kind of hanging open. “K.C., I consider you to be family, but there are some things that even family doesn’t need to know.”
K.C. replied in a quiet voice, so I knew she was serious. “Quincy, you promised me details. We had an agreement.”
Alex looked at me, horrified.
“I mean, I thought it was unfair that I couldn’t participate, but for you not to even tell me—” she continued.
“K.C., I think—” I said.
“Is it about the money?” she said.
Alex looked at us as if we had lost our minds. “K.C., I don’t know what to say.”
“I think you guys are talking about two completely different things,” I finally managed to get in.
They looked at each other.
“What were you talking about?” Alex asked.
“Our friend Jill. The possible crime scene. What did you think I was talking about?”
“Not that,” Alex said.
“Well what else would I have been talking about? You were up there long enough to— oh my sweet pickles—you were up there barneymugging, weren’t you?”
“Maybe?” Alex said. “I have no idea what that means.”
“It means what you think I thought you were up to.”
Alex looked thoroughly confused.
K.C. inhaled sharply, “And you thought I would ask such a thing?”
“Oh look there’s Pam.” I never thought I would be this grateful for one of Pam’s intrusions. She came sharking over to my boyfriend as he floated there like a baby seal.
"Is Jill really okay?" Pam asked. She was up to her neck in the water, likely standing flat-footed, where the rest of us had to crouch down in order to cover our shoulders with the water. It added to her shark image—just a small portion of her showing above the water, just like a dorsal fin.
Alex sighed. I could tell he was calculating what to tell her. "Listen, I want to talk to everyone about Jill. Aren't we meeting for lunch soon?"
"We're about to start the games. I made an executive decision and decided not to wait for the other men to come back. We're sick of waiting on them, and besides, we want you all to ourselves." At that she moved in close like she was hugging him. His eyes suddenly opened wide, in surprise. “Just kidding,” she said, almost imperceptibly.
"Whoa, I don't know...I'm a little too outnumbered, I think," he said as he extricated himself.
"Oh, don’t worry, you’ll be fine." She made a clicking sound in her cheek and winked. "I'll go tell Eva to get started and you can tell us what we need to know then, Officer Cooper."
He nodded, wearing a wan smile.
After her head floated away, Alex blew out a breath. "Geez, what do they call those things that attack you under the water—a barracuda?”
"Our little Pam isn't quite the gentle kitten I thought she was," K.C. said. "More like a tiger it seems." She checked over each shoulder and motioned for us to come close. "Now listen,” she near-whispered, “I assume we are all on the same page now when I talk about the results of your investigation. What went on up there?"
"Jill is gone," I said. "Her flask is full of water, and she probably wasn’t drunk last night. And there aren't any large quantities of pills missing from the heartburn medication that was on her bedside table. Her stuff is all gone too."
"Well I'll be snookered. Where did she go?"
"We're not sure," Alex said. "We thought we might go take a look around after we're done with these games."
"What about Kourtnee? Where is she?"
"She literally went into those woods over there to pitch a tent and stay alone until she can find a way off the island," I said.
"That seems a bit odd, doesn't it?" K.C. said.
"I don't know, a lot of things are odd to me this weekend."
"You said it, sister. Hey, you know what? She did get little hiking boots when she pulled her charm out of the cake. I guess she's just a real outdoor adventurer. A lot like our boy here, I heard."
"Huh?" he said.
"You know, when we first arrived, I overheard someone saying what a mountaineer you are," K.C. said.
"Oh, that. She was exaggerating. We were out hiking around in those woods and I told them to watch out for some poison ivy that I saw. They made a big deal about it. It was kind of a joke, really."
"Ah, I see. Well, I want to talk to you two about this prize money. I think the three of us together would make a great team. All of us have experience at crime scenes."
I watched Alex's face to see if he cringed or smirked, but he remained neutral, a testament to either his patience or his poker face.
"If we end up solving this thing, that'll be ten thousand smackeroos! And I've decided I don't want a share of it. I want the two of you to use it for your honeymoon. Go somewhere that tickles the twines of your hearts’ desire."
"K.C., that's so thoughtful, but you should get a share," I said.
"That really is a generous gesture, K.C., but we haven't won anything…yet," Alex said.
“Oh-ho, so the gentleman is game, too? I’m so pleased.”
"Attention everyone!" Eva called out.
"We're about to start our own little Olympics. We were going to wait for the guys to get back from their hike, but obviously they've run a little long. Lunch will be ready soon and we don't want to wait any longer."
As we all filed over to the open area on the pool deck, Alex muttered, "How long do we have to do this?"
"I don't know…but as soon as we can get out of it, let's go. I'm all for that."
Someone had sent Sydnee to fetch the people on the catering staff to make up for some of the missing groomsmen. The kid that drove the boat when K.C. and I arrived and the two young women who I had seen helping with catering showed up. They had another young man with them I hadn't seen before. The two guys looked like they’d won the lottery when they saw all the girls in bikinis.
"Okay, this is a really fun game that will help us all to become close friends," Eva said. She had us line up across from each other in two parallel lines. She handed an orange to the first person in each line. I stood next to Alex and, wouldn't you know, Pam stood on his other side.
"Now, the first person puts the orange in the crook of their neck, like so." She bent her head so that she could hold the orange in between her chin and her shoulder. "Then, you pass it to the next person in line," her voice came out muffled since her voice box was smashed up against an orange. "They take the orange from you," she demonstrated with Candee, who was next to her, "with their own neck, like we just did. The team who passes the orange to the last person in the line first, wins. If it drops, you have to start over. And one more thing—except for picking it up off the ground—no hands allowed!"
Someone shouted go, and the orange was passed. It was quite comical watching the short and tall people trying to contort their bodies in order to pass the orange without dropping it. It meant that people had to get chest-to-chest, or in the case of most of the women, breast-to-breast.
K.C. had stood in line across from me. She had to pass her orange to Regan, which wasn't too difficult as they were similar in height. The orange finally came to me, after it was dropped a few times and the person had to start over. Alex and I fit together quite well—we were used to getting close to each other that way. Then, he had to pass the fruit to Pam.
Pam took full advantage of the situation, and if I didn't know any better, I would think she was the most uncoordinated person in the universe. But I did know better. She had a full-on tumble under the sheets with my fiancé, except they were standing up. Finally, someone down the line yelled at Pam to hurry up and pass it, because our line was losing so badly.
As soon as the game was finished, I made up an excuse to go use the restroom, and grabbed the stuff I had brought down to the pool. To my relief, Alex followed.
Once inside, we looked at each other and shook our heads.
"I know I'm pretty naive, when it comes to certain things," I said, "but why didn't I see that coming?”
“I feel like I've been assaulted," Alex said. "This whole time, I've just been trying to be nice to Pam. I didn't want to make a big deal out of it when you all told me about her crush. I admit it’s flattering to hear that someone has a thing for you. But that was ridiculous. Seriously, it got scary out there.”
"I should have thought of it when we all lined up. And it wasn’t just Pam. All of those tiny bikinis. They're all...buxom and bursting at the seams, and I'm—not. It’s embarrassing."
"Hey—" he gently grabbed my arms. "You've got nothing to be embarrassed about. It’s not a competition. If it were, you’d win, hands down.” He flashed a smile at me that made my toes tingle. “I'm the one that should be embarrassed. I've been pretending not to be bothered by Pam, which has only led to her trying harder."
"Pam does seem a little crazy, but I think she's just jealous of me. Who wouldn't be? I don't know how I lucked out with you."
"Stop it." He looked at the ground. The tips of his ears turned red. "What do you say we go look around? I want to see how Jill disappeared. And, I want to go stand on a beach with you. Granted, it's a beach on a lake, but it'll be pretty. Like you." He winked at me and I felt something fluttering inside.
We walked past the kitchen on the way to the back entrance. The phone that hung on the kitchen wall rang. We continued on but it kept ringing.
“I don’t think anyone else is here,” I said. “Do you think we should answer that?”
“Sure, it’s probably just an automated sales call anyway.” We went in and Alex picked it up.
As soon as he answered, his brow furrowed and his voice took on a serious tone. “How many of you are sick? Do you think…what did everyone eat? Okay man, glad we walked by the phone. Oh, hey, by chance, did Jill happen to go out on the boats with you guys? Okay, I’ll check back with you when we get home.” He hung up and paused for a moment. His face was serious and he looked as if he were calculating something in his mind.
“What? Who? What’s happened?”
“That was Sid.”
I had a blank stare for him too. Was I just that unobservant? Or was something wrong with my memory? I gave him a palms-up shrug. “Who is Sid?”
“He’s Christie’s brother, one of the groomsmen.”
“I’m not placing him.”
“He had a green sweatshirt on yesterday…walked up the aisle with Megan?”
All I could do was shake my head. “Okay, but what’s wrong? Why was he calling? You looked concerned.”
“He’s been calling for the last half-hour trying to get someone to answer. Everyone’s cell phones are turned off because of the poor reception. All but two of the guys got sick with food poisoning, they think. Or maybe the flu got passed around while they were here. They’re at the hospital. He called from there.”
“Oh, my gosh, how horrible. Is Jill with them?”
“No. He’s going to figure out what to do with the boats and make sure everyone has a way home from the hospital. He wants us to tell the girls that everyone will be okay, but they got violently ill in the middle of their hike.”
“I feel so bad for them. Glad we were here. Should we go tell the others now?”
“No, it’s not going to change anything. We’ll let them have a good time with their games. Let’s go exploring.”





CHAPTER ELEVEN

I hadn’t realized how large the island was when K.C. and I came on the boat. I was too busy imagining all the awful ways I could die in the water before I reached the shore. Most of the beachfront was rocky, almost lined with low cliffs, but as Alex and I strolled around the perimeter of the lodge, we found an area toward the opposite side of the building that trailed down to a rough sand beach. The waters were fairly calm, but gently lapped in a soothing rhythm at the shores.
Finally we had a break from the rest of the group, with time all to ourselves. We sat for a while and talked about our future together. It seemed surreal to me that only a few months before I was feeling overwhelmed and alone, barely with my head above water. Now, I was sitting with the love of my life, talking about our future wedding.
We didn’t find any sign of Jill, or Kourtnee as we explored. We didn’t go too far into the woods, though. We wanted Kourtnee to have some time away from everyone too, since she had seemed so upset by seeing Jill the way she was and then having her disappear. I’m sure it probably messed with her mind, unless she was in on the secret of the mystery. And then she had messed with our minds.
We headed back to the lodge and I couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed at having to return to the crowd, but my stomach was rumbling. It had to be lunchtime.
We came back the same way we had left and found that the back door was locked. It was mid-day and there didn't seem to be any reason for the door to be locked, but maybe someone had made a mistake.
We walked around the entire perimeter, not finding an open door. As we finally came to the pool side of the lodge, we heard happy island music and laughing voices. The gate to the security fence was also locked, and it took a lot of yelling before someone heard us and came over to let us in.
We managed to catch the attention of Chad, who was the young man that had captained the boat when K.C. and I arrived at the island. I’d finally broken down and asked him his name so I didn’t have to keep referring to him as "the guy that drove the boat." He said they had been playing games on the deck since we'd left.
We continued in to find K.C. doing the limbo under a pole set across some tiki torches.
“I never would have guessed she’d be that flexible,” Alex said with a bit of wonderment.
She spotted us after she came up from her dip and shimmied over to where we stood. "Where did you two get off to?"
"We went for a walk and looked around. No sign of Jill," Alex said.
"Or Kourtnee," I added.
"We couldn't tell where you'd gotten to, but that's okay, without you here to show me up, I've been crowned the Limbo Champ of the Lodge."
"Congratulations,” Alex said.
She did a dramatic curtsy.
“It took us a while to get back," I said. "The doors were all locked."
"Which doors?" K.C. said.
"All of them," Alex replied.
"The entire house has had every single door locked. We had to yell until Chad heard us and let us in," I said.
"Is someone else working in the house?" K.C. asked. "Because no one left the party as far as I know. I wonder who could have locked all the doors?"
"Why would they need to lock all of them anyway?" I asked.
I went and got Eva.
"Is there anyone else working in the house that you know of?" Alex asked.
"No, everyone is out here with us."
Who would want to lock us out of the house and why? I didn't say anything until Eva left. “Well we know it wasn't Pam."
"How do we know that?" K.C. asked.
"She would never lock him out." I jerked my thumb toward Alex.
K.C. laughed. "Too true. Oh now, that was a good one, Alex. It's okay, you can laugh. It's funny."
He cracked a little smile and gave us a sarcastic laugh. "Maybe one of these kids did it, not realizing we weren't all in the house."
"I don't think so, Alex. I was out here with everyone the whole time," K.C. said.
"Maybe it was the ghosts," I said.
K.C. looked at me, astonished. “I thought you weren't a believer."
"I'm not, really. I've just heard a few spooky things and—I don't know—just gotten some weird chills."
"Sorry about that," Alex said. "I have that effect on women." He winked and then we both rolled our eyes at him.
"Well, I happen to know this house is haunted," K.C. said.
Neither Alex nor I said anything.
"It's true! I saw a little history of this property and the family who originally lived on these grounds. They were basically kicked off in order to build this big thing. The family was down to only one relative who lived in a rickety old shack, but it was her shack. She's rallied the family to come back and haunt this place."
"How again, did you find this out?" Alex said.
"There were some photos and newspaper articles posted in the hallway near the display shelf you two obliterated. I read while you put it all back together."
"It seems weird that the owner of this lodge would post that kind of information—it doesn't shed them in a very good light."
K.C. shrugged. "Maybe they feel guilty."
The sound of a woman yelling came from the pool gate where we had been let in. We hustled over to the gate.
"Finally! What the hell? I don't stay in the house, so I'm not allowed back in?" Kourtnee said.
"We had the same problem," I told her.
"I came back to eat lunch. I figured everyone would be inside already."
"They're running a bit late," K.C. explained. "We needed extra bodies to pass the oranges, to account for the missing ones, so our cooks were out here playing with us. I think they're just about ready though."
Kourtnee looked justifiably baffled, but she seemed to work it out in her head or decide it wasn’t worth pursuing. “Who is missing? I mean—besides Jill?” Kourtnee asked.
“The men,” K.C. said. “They’re not back yet.”
“Really?” Kourtnee seemed truly surprised.
Alex gave me a knowing look, but didn’t say anything.
We walked over and joined the group. On the way, I asked Kourtnee about Jill. "You didn't see any signs of anyone else out there, did you?"
"What do you mean?"
"I don't know…a path to the beach where there might be another dock? Or a little shack in the woods where someone could hide?" It was a reach, but who knows?
"I didn't really go that far in. I didn't see anything like that and there aren’t any trailheads. I just had to get out of the confines of that house. Too crowded."
I had to laugh at that. My little house would fit into the lodge about six or more times.
"Lunch is served,” Pam said.
"Why don't we go and change clothes before we sit down to eat?" Alex said.
"Good idea. I can show you the photos and newspaper clippings that I saw in the hallway while we're there."
We went upstairs and K.C. showed us the place in the hall.
Alex scratched his head. "I don't remember seeing anything like that when we were up here."
"You were probably too busy fooling around," K.C. said.
"We weren't fooling around!" I said.
Alex kind of laughed. "No. We wanted to be, but my plans were derailed."
"Oh, you alley cat. Now look, they're right over here."
She pointed to some framed photographs on the wall, a few feet from the shelf we'd knocked down.
"I love it when businesses display photos from their history. I should do that at the flower shop."
"I'd probably avoid the part about how the builders forced the people off the land," Alex said.
I took a look at the photographs. A black and white family photo with a family of nine children and a mother and father, lined up from tallest to shortest, reminded me of one of my great-grandparents’ photos. They stood in front of a log cabin style home, and it looked to be from the late 1800’s. The people in the photo looked thin and wiry, but healthy. And they were all frowning. But, as I had learned, people weren’t actually frowning in old photographs—they just weren’t smiling.
Each photo took so long to take that people had to freeze in place with no movement. It would be difficult to hold on to a smile for as long as the photography process took without their jaws growing tired of smiling, causing them to move, thus ruining the photo.
“K.C., this news clipping doesn’t say anything about the family being run off the property,” Alex said. “In fact, it sounds like the opposite. Like they were happy to sell their land to the developers.”
“That can’t be!” K.C. moved in closer to get a better look.
“You might want to take off your sunglasses,” I said.
“Oh, right.” She took them off and handed them to me. They must have weighed at least three pounds with all the embellishments.
“This is not what I read yesterday,” she said.
Alex leaned in for a closer look. “What do you mean?”
“The story I told you downstairs is the story that I read, right here, in this framed newspaper article. I swear it on my Uncle Albert’s grave.” She held her palm up and crossed her heart with her other hand.
“You’re sure?” Alex said.
“Positive.”
“Hmm. It’s another mystery,” he said.
It seemed to me like a good time to change the subject. “I’m so hungry. How about you guys?”
“I’m famished,” Alex said. “How about you, K.C.? Did you work up an appetite out at that pool?”
“Yeah, sure…” her voice trailed off. She followed us to the room but remained uncharacteristically quiet.
I had to take another peek down the hall, where Jill’s room was located, before making the turn toward our room. “Hey, what’s that?”
I went down the hall and found a pack of cigarettes on the floor. “This is Kourtnee’s brand.”
“She must have dropped them when she took her pack outside,” Alex said.
“No. She didn’t. We walked down this hall after her, and I know they weren’t on the floor.” I was confident I would have seen them, had they been there before.
K.C. inhaled dramatically. “Ooh, do you think she came back in after you left?”
“She probably just came in to get some more stuff when we were in our room—uh, changing into our swimsuits,” Alex said.
“You mean barneymugging,” K.C. said.
“She didn’t drop them then if she did. I checked down this hallway after we came out of our room. Don’t you remember?”
“No, I guess I had my mind on other things,” he said.
“I bet you did,” K.C. quipped.
“Kourtnee just told me, after we let her in the pool gate, that she’s been setting up her camp since she left. She’d worked up an appetite, she said.” I knew something was up.
“Let’s keep a hold of those and see what we hear when we go downstairs,” Alex said. “Don’t tip your hand to anyone—they don’t need to know about this.”
“Right. We’ll keep it on the DL,” K.C. said.
“Is that on the list of 1920’s slang too?” I asked.
“No, of course not,” she said. “I’m going to keep it on the down-low.”
“Yeah, the DL,” Alex teased, as if I should have known.
On the way back down our hallway K.C. said, “Hey, Boss, while you’re holding those, why don’t you butt me.”
I looked over at Alex. He shrugged like he didn’t know what she was talking about either.
“Huh?”
“You know, the cigarettes. Butt me.”
“You don’t smoke,” I said.
“I know. I’m just trying to use all the lingo on the little guide they gave us before we leave tomorrow.”
Alex laughed and shook his head.
Thank goodness for K.C.





CHAPTER TWELVE

A  shriek pierced the air as we descended the grand staircase. Loud enough, it seemed, to shake the giant chandelier hanging from a medallion in the middle of the ceiling. The three of us glanced at each other for a brief moment in startled reaction and then rushed in the direction of the noise.
Before we reached the room where the wedding reception had been held, a cacophony of women’s voices shouting over the top of each other echoed throughout the halls.
Megan was screaming at Regan and Regan was screaming right back at her. As soon as we crossed the threshold, an object flew through the air right at nose level. Apparently we were caught in the crossfire.
"You wore that on purpose, you spiteful bitch!" Megan yelled at her sister. Candee stood in front of Megan, doing her best to calm Megan down or at least contain her. It wasn't working very well.
Regan went over to one of the giant floral columns and yanked out a stem of lilies, then threw it in the direction of her sister.
"Not the flowers!" K.C. yelled.
"What was that?" Regan re-directed her attention to K.C.
"Do you know how much work those are?"
"Who gives a crap about the stupid flowers?" Regan ripped out another handful and threw them at K.C.
Audra, who had stood near Regan as her sister yelled at her, made a half-hearted effort at grabbing Regan's arm to keep her from throwing more.
Everything after that seemed to unfold in slow motion.
I put my hands on K.C.’s shoulder and she shook me off as if I had the weight of a mosquito. Then, she flung Alex off her other side. In his defense, he’d stepped toward Megan, and had to backtrack to try to grab K.C.'s arm.
I was stunned—and entertained, if I'm honest—watching as K.C. charged at Regan like a Brahma bull at a rodeo clown.
"You're my twin sister, Regan! What's wrong with you? How could you be so evil?"
"You're just a sore loser," Regan said. "You’re a loser and you can't get over the fact that I'm the better twin."
K.C. tapped Regan on the shoulder. "You stop this right now."
Regan spun around. She stood with arms folded leaning her head back as if she were looking down her nose at K.C. "Who the hell are you to talk to me like that, old lady?"
"Oh no," I said.
“Uh oh,” Alex said at the same time.
"You know what?” K.C. said. “A comment like that deserves a swift kick in the rump."
Regan laughed arrogantly. "Oh, good one," she said, with full-on sarcasm.
"That's it." K.C.’s arm shot out as if it were spring loaded. She grabbed Regan, spun her around, and before the younger woman even seemed to know what was happening, K.C. kicked her right in the behind.
"You can be grateful I wore my old lady shoes today, missy. I almost wore my cowboy boots. Now, the both of you, stop behaving like two year olds and work this out. You're sisters for criminy sakes."
Regan’s eyes were as round as the moon. The haughty attitude was gone and now she looked more like a reprimanded child than the diva I’d become accustomed to. I think I even saw her bottom lip begin to quiver.
K.C. wasn’t finished. "You're right, Miss Regan, I am older than you, and that makes me smarter and craftier than most sweet young things like yourself. AND right now, I'm getting hungry, AND when I get hungry I get cranky. Trust me when I say you do not want to see Karma Clackerton get cranky.”
Alex looked at me. “No one wants to see that,” he whispered.
“And if I catch you or anyone else acting like springtime jackasses for the rest of this weekend, and especially if I see anyone tearing apart these beautiful floral arrangements, there'll be a lot more than a kick in the fanny to worry about. Is that understood?"
All the women including Candee and Audra nodded, their attention laser-focused on K.C.
"Good. Now, for crying out loud, could we eat lunch already?"
"Wow," Alex said.
   
The catering staff scurried in and out of the room as they set up for lunch. The linens and centerpieces from the reception the night before remained at each table. The floral centerpieces would have been difficult and time-consuming to move, and they were so magnificent, I was glad it had been decided to leave them out. Those arrangements deserved to be viewed for as long as possible.
The scent of gardenias—heavenly, sweet, and thick—lingered throughout the room. The fragrance was one I hadn’t gone nose-blind to. Generally I didn’t notice the scent of flowers anymore, because of working with them all day, every day, but gardenias are an exception.
K.C. and I sat with Alex at one table while waiting for our turn at the buffet.
“You showed some pretty advanced evasive moves in the other room, K.C.,” Alex said. “Where did you learn to do that?”
“Ah, shucks,” she said as she gave a dismissive wave. “I’ve picked a few things up over the years. When you spend a year with a Ninja master, you can’t help it if things happen to rub off on you.”
Alex had been holding my hand under the table. He gave it a little squeeze and I looked up at him. He nodded almost imperceptibly and glanced at the entrance. Candee had just slipped in. Her steps were measured, almost prancing. I looked back at Alex to see if he noticed too. I realized she was trying to tiptoe, so as not to draw any attention. Since that portion of the room was carpeted, there was no point to her sneaky walk and she just ended up looking like a character in a Bugs Bunny cartoon. She hadn’t changed out of her swimsuit yet and she wore a gauzy shirt for a cover-up. It didn’t really cover anything. And, something about it looked not quite right.
“Well, well, well, what mischief has our sweet Candee been up to?” K.C. intoned. “Someone really should tell her that the back of her bikini isn’t fastened.”
Candee hurriedly sat down next to Audra, who still looked stunning. She wore a mini skirt and an un-buttoned, button-down shirt over her bikini top. Candee must have asked for help, the two of them quietly sorted out Candee’s problem.
The rest of the group were divided with Eva and Regan at one table, and Kourtnee, Megan and Pam at another.
A pasta and grilled chicken luncheon had been set out on a long table at the front of the room, and each of us filled our plates before returning to sit with our own factions. There were many downcast eyes at that buffet table—except for K.C. She hummed a happy tune and went along as if nothing strange had ever happened in the other room, just a few minutes before.
"This pasta is delicious! I bet this is better than what they have in Italy,” K.C. said.
I whispered to Alex, “I think you should talk to everyone about Jill soon."
After we’d finished eating, Alex went to the front and called for everyone's attention. He was so good at commanding the room. I caught myself feeling a little glow of pride seeing him up there leading the group.
"I wanted to—I don’t want to yell, can everyone come sit here at this table?” He waited while everyone slowly migrated to an area near the front. Slitty-eyed death rays were exchanged by a few of them, but they managed to sit within a fairly close radius without attacking each other.
"So, I assume most of you heard Kourtnee this morning,” he said. “I wanted to tell you what I found when we went upstairs. I strongly suspect that Jill is the subject of our mystery plot. I'm not sure exactly what part of the mystery is to be solved. I'm hoping more will be revealed to us soon."
"So how is Jill involved?" Megan asked.
"Besides that she's missing?" her sister asked in a condescending, know-it-all voice.
"Ahem," K.C. said. Regan relaxed her aggressive posture and took the sneer off her face.
"I don't really know," Alex said. "All I do know is that there are certain things that make me believe she’s not in any physical harm. Since you are all privy to the prize money, I will share with you what Kourtnee and I have found so far. Okay Kourtnee?"
"Whatever. I don't really care. I'm not trying to win anything. I'll just be here for the meals that I paid for, and then I'll be sleeping outside in my tent."
"Okay. Jill is not upstairs. In fact, I don't know where she is," he continued. "Does anyone here know where Jill is?"
His question was met with silence.
"So, I'm guessing we need to discover what happened to Jill. Maybe the person or people who figure that out win the money. I really don't know, so that's what I'm going with. Since we all deserve a fair shot we need to stick together as much as possible. If anyone finds evidence, I suppose they don't have to share it, but they shouldn't tamper with it. Let everyone have the same chance to solve it. Does everyone agree? Show of hands—who agrees to let the clues lie where they are?" Slowly, everyone but Kourtnee and Audra raised their hands.
"If we don't all agree, it's not fair," Eva said. "We may as well not do it at all."
She fixed her gaze upon Audra.
"I just don't want to participate," Audra said. She recoiled as all eyes turned to her. "What? I don't need the money." She seemed strangely defensive.
"Well neither do I," Candee replied immediately. I thought it was interesting that she piped up so quickly given what I'd heard from K.C. "But we might as well participate while we're here. And even if you're not going to participate, you can leave the clues alone for those who do want to try."
"Yeah, whatever, I'll leave them alone," Audra said without much emotion.
"Kourtnee?" Alex said.
"Yeah, I won't be here for much, anyway. I won't mess with anything."
"Okay, great. So here's what I know. Jill is gone, her stuff is gone, her flask is full of water, and I don't think any pills were consumed. There is one boat outside which was there before she left. And she didn't leave with the other guys this morning for the hike. Oh—” he snapped his fingers and grimaced, “that reminds me. We happened to pass by the kitchen earlier and caught the phone ringing. Sid was calling to say that the guys won't be coming back. Some of them got sick on the hike. They don't know if it's food poisoning or the flu, but apparently some of them were really sick."
I heard a few worried sighs.
"He told me to tell everyone not to worry, that they were at the hospital and despite a couple of guys being sicker than the others, they are going to be okay. Once we get home I can find out more details and I will let you all know."
"Oh my gosh, what about Steve?" Candee asked.
"I didn't find out who was sick and who wasn't—sorry," Alex said
I leaned over to K.C. and whispered, “Who is Steve?”
She gave me her exasperated look and held her finger up to her lips.
I looked at her cross-eyed and stuck my tongue out at her.
"Well, what should we do now?" Pam asked.
"Are there anymore activities planned for this afternoon?” I said.
"No," Eva said. "It's free time."
Thank goodness. The sanity gods were finally paying attention.
"Why don't we all meet in the parlor about a half hour before dinner," K.C. said. "We can sit around and chat and get to know each other in this beautiful setting before we go into dinner."
"Sounds good," Pam said.
"You guys, where is Sydnee?" Candee asked.
"I thought she was with you, Audra," Eva said.
"No, she went with Regan while we were all at the pool."
"No she didn't," Regan said. "I was going to go upstairs to grab my catalog, but I decided not to."
At the mention of the catalog, Megan made a growling, almost primal noise deep in her throat.
"Well, one of us should go find her and tell her she’s about to miss lunch completely," Eva said. "I can't believe none of us thought to do that earlier."
"I'll go," Regan said. It would probably do her well to get away from everyone for a few minutes, I thought.
Most everyone dispersed. Some hadn't changed out of their swimwear yet and said they were going to change and some said they would take a nap. Eva asked Alex if she could speak to him for a moment, and as everyone shuffled out, K.C. tapped Pam on the shoulder.
"Pam, my friend. Could I ask you something?"
"Sure."
"Now, I'm only asking this out of concern. I had to break up a nasty fight just a few moments ago."
"Yeah, I heard. I wish I'd seen it. Regan had it coming."
"Nevertheless," K.C. beamed with pride, although she did make an attempt—albeit unsuccessful—to stifle it, "I only did what had to be done. But, I'm just curious, what in the world would have made Megan scream like she did? She said something about ‘How could you?’ to Regan, and I just wondered what that meant. Do you have any inside info?"
"Well," she sighed and looked around, "I hate to gossip—"
"Oh, I know dear, and believe me, this isn't gossip. I just want to prevent more cat fights from happening."
We sat at a nearby table.
"Regan is a jewelry designer and she's become kind of a big deal. She can't even tell us who most of her clients are because they are so famous. But it was Megan who first got into designing jewelry. Regan kind of picked it up after Megan. She’s done that their whole lives."
"Ah, sibling rivalry to the max," K.C. said.
"That necklace that Regan is wearing is what put her on the map in the design world. The problem is, according to Megan, she stole the design outright. Megan had shown it to her before she was going to submit it to some big company that would have made the jewelry, and then when Megan took her design in the company accused her of stealing it. Regan had taken the same design to the same company. She just beat Megan to the punch."
"Oh, that’s awful. Downright underhanded and mean. That girl deserves more than a kick in the pants."
"It's worse because Regan stole Megan's boyfriend, too."
"How can you just steal a boyfriend?" I don't think K.C. asked because she didn't know all the many ways that it could be done, I was pretty sure she was just reaching for more gossip.
"She did all the things a girl does to attract a man…" I noticed Pam's eyes traveling toward my fiancé as she spoke, and then they landed on me. "She slept with him." She said that bit with a note of disgust, and her eyes grew very serious, as they seemed to bore right through me. “And then she slept with him again, and here we are.”
K.C. continued on, seemingly oblivious to the way Pam had visually dissected me. “Is that the man that Regan was paired with at the wedding?”
"Dan? Is that his name?” I asked.
"Yes," Pam said.
K.C. looked at me with surprise.
"Well, I've got to go. I told the caterers I would look in on their helpers and see if they needed anything.” Pam got up and left abruptly.
“You can't remember the name of the girls you spent all day with, but you can remember Regan's boyfriend's name?” K.C. said.
"Yeah, go figure,” I said. “I heard them arguing about him at the bachelorette party. I guess it left an impression."
"I guess so. Well, no wonder they’re at each other all the time. If I were Megan I would feel justifiably angry with my sister—and a twin sister at that. I'll have to keep my eye on that Regan."
I would have to keep my eye on that Pam. I didn't like getting those looks from her, or having her act so possessive of Alex. I hadn't "stolen" him away from her like Regan did to her sister.
“I think it’s interesting that Regan didn’t act the least bit concerned when Alex said the guys had gotten sick. You’d think she’d be at least somewhat interested that her boyfriend might have had food poisoning and ended up in the hospital,” I said.
“Maybe that’s why she acted so ornery and snapped at her sister even after I kicked her patootie. Maybe she’s one of those people who don’t show their emotions in the same way as the rest of us.”
“Maybe so,” I said. “What do you say we take a look around this house now that we have the time?” I laughed casually. "Maybe we'll find Jill while we're at it."
“Sure. Let's grab Alex and go on an adventure.” We made our way back to the front of the room as everyone passed us going the opposite direction.
Alex was still speaking with Eva, so we waited out of earshot near the buffet table.
“I might as well have another breadstick and keep it from going to waste,” K.C. said. “Want one?”
“Sure,” I said. Who doesn’t need more bread in their life?
“Well, I’ll be snookered.” She bent down, looking closely at something on the table.
“What is it?” I asked her.
“It’s one of those little charms for the bridesmaids.”
“What does it look like?”
“It’s a little martini glass with an olive. I think its Jill’s.”





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

K .C.’s eyes flashed as she inhaled sharply. "This is a clue."
"Don’t you think someone just dropped it?" I asked.
"I don't know. It's right here in front of this bowl. She must have dropped it last night, during the reception."
"You’d think someone would have found it before now," I said. Everyone who had gone by the buffet table the night before would have passed right next to it. “It seems obvious now, but it’s very small, and the lights were turned down last night."
"The lights sure aren't dimmed today. I can see every wrinkle and dimple on this old hide," she said while looking up at the chandeliers, then down at her arms.
"If this is a clue, what do you think it’s telling us?"
"It seems that Jill truly is the one who was supposed to disappear first. Maybe. Let's go ask Alex. Hopefully he and Eva are gonna wrap it up soon." She spiraled her finger in the air as she spoke.
Good to know I wasn't the only one growing impatient while my fiancé chatted away with one of my fellow bridesmaids.
We busied ourselves walking around and examining some of the flower arrangements in more detail now that the lights were up.
"I really want to go exploring, but we've got to have time to dress for dinner," K.C. said.
I made a not-so-involuntary groan. It’s not as if I wanted to wear my pajamas to dinner, but comfortable clothes were what I had in mind. Especially after the long hours in a form-fitting dress and heels the night before. Not to mention all the strange things that happened that all seemed to be related to those formal clothes and the wedding itself—the cigarette burn, the accidental wine stain and the weird voice I heard after I’d gotten my hair done. And oh yeah, the almost male dancer show at the bachelorette party starring Alex.
"Oh, c'mon now. There's no room for wet blankets here. Take advantage of the setting. You're out on a weekend getaway with your guy. Live it up a little," K.C. said.
"I originally thought I was here with Alex, but every time I turn around, it seems he’s occupied with someone else."
We both looked over at my fiancé and Eva, who wasn’t just a bridesmaid, but one of the co-maids of honor. Alex smiled at her as he spoke, flexing his killer dimples. And then he said something that elicited a rosy glow from her cheeks. Was it something funny or charming or…I reminded myself to calm down. Maybe she just had the same auto-blush-on-overdrive problem that I had.
"I'm tired of waiting, let's go get him," K.C. said. She marched over to where Alex and Eva stood and I followed behind, happy to let her take charge. That way it wasn't just me looking like the jealous girlfriend.
"Hey, you two," K.C. said. "I’m sorry to insert myself into your conversation—but the boss and me wanted to go exploring. Alex, you wanna tag along?"
Alex and Eva exchanged hesitant glances, as if we had interrupted something important.
"There's a little problem with—I mean—not a problem—Alex…?”
“Eva needs to show me something,” Alex said abruptly. He wore his serious cop expression that I’d only seen on rare occasions. One that said don’t ask for details. Every time I’d seen it before, it had been for his job. This wasn’t work related, but I knew to leave it alone. It wasn’t my business.
"Okee dokee, we'll go out on our own then," K.C. said. She gave me a shove toward the door and we left.
"Was he acting funny?" I said.
"They both were. But we don't have time to worry about it. Let's get a move on. Where to first?"
"Do you think there's a basement?" I said.
K.C. looked at me, bewildered, but then shrugged. "I don't know, but we're exploring, so let's just go and find out.” She walked a few steps then stopped and turned back. “But if you don’t mind my asking, why the basement?"
“I just had this weird idea. I’m wondering how Jill left the lodge without anyone noticing. I mean, maybe she could have just slipped out, but it seems like people were everywhere at that time of the day. So an image of our shop popped into my mind. There’s a door in our basement leading outside, but the exit is in a completely different place than you would ever expect.”
“Interesting theory,” she said. “You know what we should do is go up to Jill’s room and go down that other staircase—see where it leads.”
I nodded in agreement and we went. We climbed up the stairs of the grand staircase in the large main foyer of the lodge, and then went down the hallway where Jill and Kourtnee’s rooms were located. Then we went down the stairs that seemed to be tucked into the corner and hidden from view.
We found a sort of closet door on the back side of the lodge, just around the corner from the hallway we would go down to find the kitchen.
"I should have expected to find the stairwell in the broom closet," K.C. said sarcastically.
"Now that I think about it, it's unlikely a building built in the middle of a lake would have a basement," I said. "It seems the water-table would be too high."
"Well, this is a large island. I guess they wouldn't have dug it if they shouldn't."
"I'm sure you're right," I said, just as I came to the bottom step. "We just need to find some light down here. Can you find a switch anywhere?" I groped along the wall around the corner. Nothing. I shuffled to my left, swinging my arm out in a wide swath in front of me, hoping to feel a pull-chain.
"Oh, maybe this is it," K.C. said from behind my left shoulder.
"Ow!" I’d bumped my forehead on a low hanging beam just as the lights came on.
"What was that noise? Oh, Boss. Are you alright?"
I couldn't reply for a few moments. I had to wait for that special rage you only get after hitting your head, to dissipate before I could talk.
"I guess the basement isn't very deep," I said after my powers of speech returned.
"Would you look at all of this stuff," K.C. said. “It’s like we’re Ali Baba and we’ve found the cave full of treasure. I just hope there aren’t forty thieves to worry about.”
She went into a partitioned area where I couldn’t see her.
"Ooh, come look over here. It's a spinning wheel, and a butter churn. Oh, and this pie safe. Have you ever seen such a beautiful thing?"
"What's a pie safe?"
"It's a piece of furniture, like a cabinet or book case, but you can see the doors have these tin fronts with pin pricks in them. And I bet…" she slid between the safe and a stack of banquet chairs, "yep, it's got a cut-out on the back, and on the side here too, with the same holes for ventilation. My grandmother had one of these—her mother brought it across the plains when they settled here. My aunt Margene inherited it and now I have no idea where it's got to."
"It's beautiful. I wonder why they have all these antiques down here and not on display upstairs."
K.C. looked at me, her face alight with curiosity. "What do you think is inside of it? Probably not any pies." She did a full face wink and then reached for the latch that folded over the knobs to keep the doors shut. At the same moment, I shivered and rubbed my arms.
"It's cold in here," I said under my breath.
"Well it is a basement," she said over her shoulder. She pulled on the knob of one of the doors, but it didn't open immediately. "It's stuck."
Of course, something like that would never stop K.C. She set her jaw and pushed against the cabinet with one hand and yanked on the door with the other.
"Get out."
I grabbed K.C. She looked up at me, her eyes huge and her mouth open like she was about to scream.
Neither of us said anything. I turned and ran with K.C. pushing at my back. I looked back to make sure she was still following just as the back of my head met up with the other side of the beam, but I was too scared to pay attention to how much it hurt.
We ran up the stairs, into the hall, and out the back door where we had delivered the flowers the day before.
After a few moments where I crouched down and held my aching head, I said through gulps of breath, "That just happened, right?"
K.C. was bent over, hands on her knees. She held up her index finger as she breathed in and out in hard, rapid, bursts.
"What...was...it?" she finally managed to say.
"The voice," I said, relieved than someone else knew about the voice I'd been hearing almost since we'd arrived.
"Well I don't know about a voice, but you scared the bejeebers out of me." She stood up and looked around. "They sure could do with a taco truck out here or one of those concessions trailers they have at the ballpark. I'm thirsty as a jackrabbit in a windstorm."
"Wait, you didn't hear it?"
"I didn't hear anything. You grabbed me and I assumed you saw something creepy-crawly, so I burned rubber and got out of there. Sorry about your noggin,' by the way. I heard that crack like a thunder bolt.”
"There was a voice telling us to leave. I've heard it more than once since we've been here."
"Get outta town," she yelled, more than said. "Just because I didn't hear it, doesn't mean I don't believe it. I'm telling you, this place is haunted."
"Do you think it could be some kind of trick?"
"No way. I saw those newspaper clippings—the real story—not what you and Alex saw later on. I thought they were trying to tell us their story so we would tell the world. But now they're telling us to get out. These ghosts need to get their stories straight."
"I wonder if...never mind, it sounds so stupid," I said.
"It's okay, spill it. I won't judge. I'm open to all ideas in this big old world of ours. Who is to say what is and what isn't? Not me."
I took a deep breath. This was going to sound crazy, but the thought had popped into my head after the second time I heard the voice. “Do you think...?”
“Out with it, girlie.”
“When we first got here and Alex had been hit on the head with part of the statue—do you think it could have been—”
“A SNaP?” she said, her eyes sparkling with barely contained excitement.
“A what?”
“Supernatural phenomenon,” she said matter-of-factly. “It’s possible, sure. But I’m not getting an object throwing vibe from these ghosts.”
“You’re getting specific vibes?”
“Of course. This isn’t my first haunted house. I was a member of P.I.S. before we moved up here.”
“I’m sorry, I thought you said—”
“That’s how everyone reacts at first, that’s why I don’t usually bring it up. People have such vulgar minds.”
I gave her a look.
She made a sharp, stabbing sigh. “It stands for Paranormal Investigators Society. Perhaps they could have thought through the name a little more before they kept it. Anyway, I think these are friendly spirits.”
I felt really silly having a conversation about ghosts as if they were a real thing, especially with an ability to cause actual physical harm. Maybe I was making up the voices. I’d been so stressed lately, with work and pressure from Alex’s family and mine. Maybe my subconscious had been creating the voices to protect me from getting upset. After all, this weekend certainly hadn’t turned out how I had thought it would.
“Maybe it wasn’t ghosts. Maybe it was a person who dropped the piece of the statue on Alex.”
“Who would do such a thing?” K.C. asked me.
“I don’t know for sure. I have a couple of ideas, though.”
“Hey, no one ever showed us the chunk of whatever hit him. Did you see it?”
“No, I didn’t really think of that, I was just worried about him,” I said.
“Of course you were, dear. I’m just wondering if it might still be out in front. Why don’t we go take a look while you tell me about your list of suspects.”
“There’s not really a list…”
K.C. grimaced as she looked toward the path we would take. “It’s a long way around to the front of the building and I’m worn out from running up those stairs.”
“We can go back inside,” I said.
“Or…we can drive.” She pointed as she walked toward the parking area for the golf carts we’d seen the staff using to transport things between the dock and the building. She sat down in one of the two carts. “Should we see if we can start her up?”
Was there really any question as to whether or not she would give it a try?
“I wonder where the other golf cart is,” K.C. shouted over the whir of the motor of the cart as she drove. I held on tight to the bar attached to the dash board with one hand, and to the frame supporting the roof with the other.
I don’t know what the top speed for a golf cart is, but I’m sure we hit it. We drove on the sidewalk encircling the building and it only took a few seconds to arrive at the steps leading to the front door.
“Now look up,” K.C. said. “Can you see a missing toe on one of these gargoyles?”
I craned my neck and squinted to try and see anything. The sun was in the worst spot. “I can’t see anything, the sun’s right there.”
“Maybe we should look on the ground, underneath each statue.”
There were six gargoyles evenly spaced across the top of the lodge. We went in opposite directions and started at the corners of the building, working our way to the center.
The concrete of the walk extended all the way to the front of the building, joining up with the foundation. Squares were cut out of the concrete at the same interval as each gargoyle, with juniper bushes planted within each square. Anything that wasn’t concrete or juniper would have stood out. I walked carefully, looking all around the area, but didn’t find anything.
“Eureka!” K.C. called out.
She held something up in the air. I rushed over to take a look.
“That doesn’t look like a gargoyle claw or toe,” I said.
“I don’t think it’s even the same material as those gargoyles. It’s a different color.”
She turned the object over.
“Is that blood?” I asked.
“I think so.” She walked over to the golf cart.
“Where are you going?”
“I think I know where this came from. Get in.”





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

We parked near the beach where Alex and I had walked earlier and immediately heard shouting. Chad stood across the beach at the main boat dock. He was facing the lake.
“Is he yelling at the water?” K.C. asked.
“No, step over here and you can see.”
From my angle, a boat was in view, headed toward the mainland.
“Is that…oh, it’s those girls that are working here at the house.”
“We should go see if something’s wrong,” I said.
“Okay, but just let me look at something…aha! See down there in that rocky area, next to where the woods start? I think that’s where our bloody rock came from.”
“It’s definitely not a piece of statue,” I said.
“Those ghosts are serious. Flinging rocks all the way from the waterfront to the front of the house.”
I laughed as I walked back to the cart.
“What?”
“The ghost has quite an arm, and x-ray vision. The rock would have had to arch over the top of the lodge and land on Alex while he stood directly under the gargoyle. Otherwise, people wouldn’t have blamed it on the falling statue.”
“Ghosts can do things we can’t. Plus, they can travel through time and space. But I don’t think it was them, simply for the fact that Alex is a nice guy. Why would they pick on him out of all those people?”
I thought I’d play along with her delusion. “Maybe they missed the person they were really aiming for and hit Alex by mistake.”
“Ghosts wouldn’t miss. They would know exactly where it would land. No, this time, I think it was a person who threw it.”
I realized how out of touch with reality this discussion had become, but I tried very hard to resist expressing that to K.C. It seemed more times than not, I was always the killjoy to her fantastical ideas. “Maybe it was Pam.”
“Why would she hurt Alex? That doesn’t make any sense.”
“Unless…she’s got that disorder where people do things to make their loved ones sick, so that the loved ones need the person who is hurting them to take care of them. It’s all a vicious cycle. Pam threw the rock when no one was looking and then rushed to take care of him.”
“You’re making fun of me right now, aren’t you?”
“Who, me?” I said in mock innocence.
“You might not be too far off, actually. We should ask Alex where everyone was as they returned from the hike.”
We drove up near the back entrance of the main building just as Chad was coming up from the dock. His face was red and he looked upset.
“Hey there, big guy,” K.C. said. “What’s all the hubbub?”
Chad looked at K.C. as if he couldn’t understand what she was saying.
“Is something wrong?” I asked, translating.
“Ashlyn and Brecklyn just left.”
“Are they picking up more supplies?” K.C. asked.
“No, they like, left, left.”
“You mean—they’re not coming back,” I said.
He threw his hands in the air. “Probably not. Ashlyn is mad at me.”
We waited a couple of beats for him to say something more but he didn’t.
“Why is she mad at you, Chad?” K.C. said impatiently.
“Wuhl, it’s not like we’re engaged or anything—”
“Oh, Chad,” K.C. said in a very disappointed grandmother type voice, “was Ashlyn your girlfriend?”
He shrugged which I interpreted to mean yes, in the young adult male vernacular. “I guess…I don’t know.”
“She thought you were an item,” I suggested.
He did another shrug and made a sort of grunt in the affirmative.
“So why did they leave? It must have been pretty bad for her to actually take a boat off of the island to get away,” I said.
“It wouldn’t have anything to do with Miss Candee, now would it?” K.C. said.
His face and neck changed to a deeper scarlet. “Maybe.”
K.C. turned to me. “That explains somebody’s tardiness to lunch.”
“I guess Brecklyn saw me and Candee…”
“Hugging?” K.C. said, her suggestion preventing us from having to hear the actual gory details.
“Yeah, mostly. We didn’t actually—it’s not even my fault,” he said defiantly.
“I imagine she was pretty hard to resist, but it was definitely your fault as much as it was Candee’s, young man,” K.C. said, sounding just like a high school principal.
“Love sucks,” Chad said.
“Yeah, sometimes it does. Hang in there, kid. And just a little advice, I’d stay away from Candee if I were you.”
“But I don’t have a girlfriend now, so I’m free to be with any babe I want to.”
Just like that, Chad wasn’t so lovelorn after all.
“You sure are. See you around the ranch,” K.C. said.
He looked at her strangely again before going inside.
“That heartache was short-lived,” I said. “You know those girls took the last boat, don’t you?”
“Ooh, that is a problem. We’ll have to talk to the others about this. How are we supposed to get home when our murder mystery weekend is over?”
“I’m hoping they planned for that as much as they planned everything else. Whoever they are.”
“That poor girl, though,” K.C. said. “I’m sure her heart is broken. I bet Chad was her first boyfriend. And what a loyal girl Brecklyn is to go with her friend in solidarity.”
“I think they might be twins.”
“Well there’s one set of twins from this island that have it right. They could have shared some lessons with the older twins who are at each other’s throats most the time.”
“We should go inside and tell Alex about the boat. He’ll know who to call. Or maybe we should talk to Eva or Pam since they’re co-maids of honor and they’ve planned our weekend,” I said.
K.C. rummaged around in the front pocket of her mumu. “We should show him this rock, too. Oh, damn.”
“What is it?”
“I found Jill’s charm in my pocket. I didn’t mean to take it. Force of habit to put things away, I guess. We’re not supposed to move the clues. I’ll put it back after we go inside.”
   
“Well now, look what we have here,” K.C. whispered as we came into the main foyer from the back of the lodge. She nodded toward the large ballroom where we’d had lunch. Candee was leaving the room and apparently she hadn’t seen us. She made sure to close the door very carefully, so as not to make any noise as she crept out.
“She’s changed her clothes, so we can’t tell if she’s met up with Chad again,” I whispered.
K.C. looked at me. “I don’t get it…wait…no bikini. I get it now. Seems kind of mean coming from you, but true. I kind of like seeing your meaner side, kid.”
I took that as my signal to knock it off. It was none of my business what Candee did or who she did it with.
We walked toward the grand staircase. “Oh my goodness. I almost forgot to put the charm back where I found it. Do you mind coming with me as a witness?”
“Sure, why not?” I said.
We went through the same door Candee had just left.
“Back for more, huh? I didn’t know I was so irresistible,” an awkward male voice said from just behind the door.
K.C. looked at me with uncertainty before we stepped into the room.
“Hi there—Johnny isn’t it?” K.C. replied.
Johnny was so startled he dropped the tray of dishes he was holding. He was Chad’s buddy who had come out to play the orange passing game with us.
“I…thought you were—”
“Candee?” K.C. said as she went over to help him pick up the mess.
He clamped down his lips and gave them a subconscious swipe with the back of his hand. After he cleared his throat, he said a shaky, “Yeah, I think that’s her name.”
“Sorry, I’m not Candee. Too bad, if I weren’t already spoken for, I’d fill in for her.”
Johnny looked at me as if trying to ascertain whether or not K.C. was serious. I just grinned politely and shrugged. I don’t know if I imagined it, but it looked like a green pallor took over his complexion.
“Don’t fret, we’re not here to bother you. I just needed to look and see if I left something here,” K.C. said.
I wondered why she didn’t just tell him the truth, but I kept quiet about it.
“Oh. I just started cleaning everything up here in the back of the room. It’s going to take me a while, though. What did you leave? I can keep my eyes open for it.”
“You’re a good egg, Johnny. It’s an earring. I’ll go look and I’ll let you know if I don’t find it.”
The egg comment elicited a blank stare from Johnny. I’m guessing he hadn’t heard that expression before.
“So, you know Candee, then?” K.C. asked as if she were just having a random chit-chat.
“Um…yeah?” Johnny replied hesitatingly. I’m sure he wasn’t contemplating the depth of what knowing someone truly meant as he hesitated to answer. I think he was just worried about getting into trouble depending upon how he answered.
“Do you happen to know where she was going? I need to ask her something.”
You could see the relief on his face and the drop in his shoulders when he realized he wasn’t in trouble. “She said she had to make a phone call. I don’t know where she went.”
“Okay, thanks.”
We went to the front of the room, where K.C. had found the charm earlier.
“Found it!” she called out. Johnny gave her a thumbs up.
“Why did you ask where Candee was going?” I asked quietly.
“I’m going to give her a piece of my mind, that’s why. She’s broken poor Ashlyn’s heart—”
“We assume,” I interrupted, but she carried on as if I hadn’t.
“And Chad and Johnny are best friends who are more than likely going to come to blows because of her two-timing. Not to mention her fiancé.”
I shuddered. “That is gross. She really gets around. I wonder if there are any diseases to worry about.”
“Maybe we can catch her on the phone. If she’s talking to the poor shlub, I’ll grab it away from her and warn him she’s a black widow.”
“She’s a spider?”
“She’s a woman who kills her mate after they—you know—mate. Just like the spider, once she’s gotten what she’s looking for, she moves on to the next.”
“I think we need to be careful about making certain accusations…” I said.
“Maybe so, but I still want to talk to her about messing with these kids. It’s just not right.”
In the time I’d known K.C. there was one thing I’d come to understand—she had strong opinions. Especially about what’s right and wrong. And she would always stick up for the little guy, the underdog and the wronged.
She moved to leave.
“Aren’t you going to put the charm back where you found it?” I asked.
“No. Johnny is cleaning up this room. If I leave it, it might get thrown away by accident—it’s so small. I’ll just have to tell everyone at dinner. Now let’s go find that Minnie the Moocher.”
We went toward the kitchen, since we knew there was a phone there. As we came around the corner from behind the grand staircase, Kourtnee stood in the main entry hall.
“Ah, there’s our nature girl,” K.C. said. Kourtnee actually smiled, so I guess she liked the nickname. “You didn’t happen to see Candee, did you?”
“Maybe a minute ago? I passed her as I came out of the garden room. She said she was going outside to try and find a spot where her phone would work.”
“Out the front door?” I asked.
“Yeah, I think so.”
“Thank you, dear,” K.C. said. “Will we see you before dinner tonight at our little get together?”
“I’m definitely planning on it.”
Kourtnee went on her way and I followed K.C. to the large front doors. Just as we went to open them, they opened on their own. Regan and Audra were coming through.
“Well hello, ladies. Getting some sun?” K.C. said.
“We were going to putt around some golf-balls with Sydnee but she didn’t show,” Audra said.
“You spoke with Sydnee then?” I asked.
“Yeah,” Regan said as if it were a dumb question.
“It’s just that everyone was looking for her earlier,” I explained. “I’m glad you found her. Did she ever get something to eat?”
“I’m sure she did,” Audra said. She gave Regan a funny look. “We didn’t actually talk to her, but Eva said that she’d heard someone say Sydnee was going to be putting golf balls on the green.”
It all sounded very suspicious. And made up. I would have to ask Eva about Sydnee the next time I saw her.
“Say, did either of you gals happen to see Candee out there?”
“No,” Audra said, shrugging as she looked at Regan who shook her head.
“Oh well, thanks anyway.”
I asked K.C. if she wanted to keep looking for Candee once Audra and Regan left.
“That fire has flamed-out a little. But I haven’t forgotten. I’ll just have to have a word with her in private. After dinner maybe.”
We walked up the grand staircase. “Boy, howdy!” K.C. fanned her hand back and forth in front of her nose. “I’m just about ready to pass out from my own fumes, I must smell terrible.”
I chuckled, “I hadn’t noticed. I imagine I’ll need to shower too, before I change for dinner.”
“By the way, Boss, I talked to Kourtnee about me staying in her room tonight, since she’s going to be sleeping au naturelle.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “I think you mean something else,” I said, as we arrived at our room. “That means she’ll be sleeping in the nude.”
“Oh my stars! I meant she’ll be sleeping outside, in nature, so it’ll be okay to use her room here in the lodge. But—she probably does the other thing, too.”
We both laughed as I opened the door to my room.
“That way, you and Alex can have some alone time to do whatever kind of funny business—Oh!”
Eva stood next to my bed, which was draped with the clothes Alex had just been wearing.
“Quincy! Hi. I was just…This looks really bad, doesn’t it?”
“I…”
“It sure does, sister,” K.C. said for me.
“It’s not what it looks—”
The bathroom door opened and Alex walked out wearing only a towel wrapped around his lower half, tucked at the waist.
“Eva—” He fixed on her for a moment then looked at me. “Quincy?” he said as he looked back and forth between the two of us.
“Don’t forget about me, cowboy,” K.C. said as she did a little finger wave.
He opened his mouth as if to speak, looked between the three of us again, and then ducked back into the bathroom and shut the door very quickly.
“Coward,” K.C. said.
“Oh, Quincy, this really looks terrible,” Eva said.
I surprised myself when I said out loud, “You’ve got that right.”
“He dropped his room key—downstairs—I didn’t realize he was in the room when I came up.”
“You could have shoved it under the door,” K.C. said. I could tell by the tone of her voice, she was really enjoying this.
“I was afraid he wouldn’t see it—I am so sorry. I think I’d better just leave before it gets worse. I’m really sorry.” She was pale before, when we’d met her, but now she was the color of those gardenias downstairs.
“Let’s just put this one to bed,” I said.
“Thank you,” Eva said as she passed us on her way to the door.
“Interesting choice of words,” K.C. said. “Putting the issue to bed—a bit ironic.” She laughed at her little joke, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel any humor in the situation.
“Aw, c’mon, kid.” K.C. gave me a light elbow to the ribs. “You don’t think anything was really going on, do you?”
“Of course not,” I whispered. “What I don’t like is that she thought it was okay just to come into our room like that. She knew Alex wasn’t with us. Something’s up.”
K.C. gathered her things as we spoke. “I don’t blame you for feeling upset. But maybe there’s a real explanation besides that weak, room-key excuse. But that’s for you to worry about. I’m going to leave you to it. You and Alex can talk it out. I’m going over to Kourtnee’s room. See you downstairs.”
I tapped on the bathroom door. It slowly opened and a white towel appeared from behind, being waved back and forth.
“I come in peace,” I said, “for now.”
His head peeked around the door. “Is she gone?”
“Mm-hmm,” I replied, arms folded and face not smiling. It probably wasn’t directly his fault that Eva had been in our room, but indirectly, he’d caused her to feel comfortable enough to come in uninvited.
“So…any idea what’s going on?” he said.
“I was sure you were going to tell me.”
“All I know is that I walked out of the bathroom to get all spruced up and try and impress my beautiful fiancé tonight, when I found three women in my room.” He chuckled nervously. “That sounds kind of funny if you think about it. Wasn’t there a funny movie called Three Women in My Hotel Room, or something like that?”
I gave him a stare and tried really hard not to smile. He looked so cute peeking around the door.
He flipped the towel up and down again. “I’m waving the white flag, you can’t attack. Well, unless you’re attacking me because I’m waving the towel I was wearing and you realize I’m not wearing anything, now.” He produced an expectant smile.
“Seriously?”
“It was worth a try. C’mon Quince, I truly have no idea what she was doing in the room, or even how she got in. I’ll go out there and tell her off right now, if you want.” He dropped the towel on the floor and stepped out from behind the door. He wasn’t wearing another towel.
He took a step toward me and I felt my heart racing. Then he turned and stepped past me toward our hotel room door giving me a spectacular view. But also making me sick to my stomach, thinking he really might go through with it.
“Okay, I give in,” I said, just as he put his hand on the knob.
He paused, then looked back at me and grinned.
“That’s the same grin you showed to Eva today while you talked in the ballroom. What is it exactly that she needed to show you?”
“I thought we were moving on from Eva,” he said as he came over and put his hands on my shoulders.
“I’m just having a hard time believing her excuse to be in my hotel room, next to the bed, with my naked fiancé only mere steps away.”
“When you put it like that it sounds much different than what it was.”
I stepped back, just out of arms’ length. “It was something, then?” Suddenly my eyes felt wet and there was a pit in my stomach.
“No! No, not like that. Hang on a second…” He went to the closet and put on a robe, then came back over to me and gently placed his hands on my face. “I was just trying to be funny. I have no idea what she was doing here. Did she say anything to you?”
“She said you dropped your key and that she was just returning it.” I looked over at where she’d been standing when K.C. and I had walked in. “How could you have gotten into the room if you’d dropped your key?” I pulled his hands away from my face. “Tell me what’s really going on, Alex.”





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“Y ou don’t want to know,” he said.
The dread that came when I heard those words come out of his mouth overtook my spirit and seemed to leak through my entire body like a crude oil spill.
“I think I’m going to be sick,” I said, glancing at the bathroom, visually measuring how many steps it would take to get to the toilet in case I had to bolt.
“Why, what do you mean?”
“Eva? I guess you knew her from before. She’s the opposite of me—”
“Quincy, what are you talking about?” His voice was stern, but compassionate. “You think there’s something going on between me and Eva?” I looked into his eyes which showed enough alarm, I could breathe a little easier. “I would never do something like that to you. I don’t know why Eva thought it would be a good idea to come in here. I didn’t know she was going to.”
I sat down on the bed, next to Alex’s clothes. He sat next to me and held my hands, which I had to pull away in order to wipe the tears off of my face. He put his arm around me and pulled me in close.
“I really screwed this up,” he said quietly.
I looked up at him. “What did you screw up?”
“It’s not as bad as I made it sound, and I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to tell you that the landlines are down. We don’t have any way of communicating with anyone outside of the island. Which wouldn’t be that bad, but we have this whole mystery thing going on, and who knows how they’re going to keep going with it. I just didn’t want you to panic.”
“Why would I panic about the phones? I’m not alone out here. I’ve got you.” He sat up straighter and smiled at me. “But what does this have to do with Eva?” I asked.
“That’s what we were talking about after lunch today. She wants me to go take a look and see if I can find anything wrong with the lines. I did try to look at all the obvious places after she left, but I didn’t see anything. She said she was going to give me the key to the maintenance room, which is always locked, but she didn’t have it with her in the ballroom. I’m guessing she was dropping it off when you came in.”
He reached over me and lifted his shirt sleeve off of the bed and produced a key card.
“Why wouldn’t she just tell me that? Instead she made up some stupid story about your room key,” I said.
“Sounds like she just panicked.”
“I guess…”
“It must have felt awkward for her when she came in the room,” he said.
Poor Eva, I thought to myself. The cool thing about having conversations with yourself in your head is that you can be as sarcastic as you want and nobody else knows.
“I’m guessing she thought I went to find you and K.C. after we talked and had no idea I had come back to the room until she heard the shower going.” He looked at me to see if I was buying it. “Maybe?”
“Maybe that’s what happened,” I said.
He leaned forward so that I would have to look at him, and then he gave me “the eyes.”
“Can I ask you a favor?”
“Of course,” he said. “Ask me anything.”
“Please don’t ever start an answer with ‘You don’t want to know.’”
He made a sad laugh and wiped a last tear from my cheek as he gazed at me with his deep brown eyes. “I’m so sorry I hurt you. I never want to do that. I love you.” His lips felt so soft and full and comforting as he pressed them to mine.
I pushed my hand under his robe and ran my palm over his chest.
He deepened our kiss and pulled my legs on top of his lap. We fell back on to the bed.
“Alex,” I said in between kisses.
“Hmm?”
“I need to tell you something.”
I felt his smile against my skin. He leaned over on top of me so we were face to face. “Are you trying to get back at me?” he said playfully before he bent his head and kissed my neck.
“No, but I don’t want you to panic.”
He stopped everything and pushed up on his arms. “Panic? About what?”
“Maybe I don’t mean panic, just worry.”
“About?” He sat up completely. Why couldn’t I have waited to tell him? It wouldn’t change anything, we were still on the island whether he knew we were stuck or not.
“The last boat is gone.”
He smiled hesitantly. “What?”
“The girls who were helping with catering. They took the boat that was docked—the one we saw earlier? They were mad at Chad because he cheated on one of them with Candee. And now we’re stuck on this island without any phones. I was going to tell you about it as soon as I saw you, but you were in a towel with Eva when I first saw you next and then,” I took a deep breath, “you took my breath away and I kind of forgot. Until now.”
   
We’d agreed to play it cool when we came downstairs. Alex would check out the maintenance room and see if he could figure out the phones. If so, he could call one of the guys who had not stayed in the hospital with food poisoning and figure out what to do with the boats. If all else failed, maybe Candee had found a spot where her cell phone would work.
I had asked him if Eva knew more about the mystery game than the rest of us, since she seemed to be in charge of the lodge for the weekend, but he said he didn’t know. He hadn’t known she was in charge of the keys for the lodge until she approached him.
I thought it was kind of weird that the employees like Chad and Johnny and the girls weren’t in charge of such things, but what did I know? And really, why should I care? Unless it was related to us solving the mystery, and then I should care about every detail I could get a hold of.
I hadn’t minded getting dressed up for dinner as much as I thought I would. Alex wore dress slacks and cornflower-blue shirt without a tie. The blue color complimented the golden tone of his skin and the blond highlights in his light brown hair. He was sure to get some attention at dinner but I had prepared myself for that.
I wore an actual dress I had brought out of my own closet. It felt like years since I’d worn a dress for anything other than a wedding or a funeral. I felt like a feminine match to Alex’s handsome look. Of course, I didn’t wear high heels, my feet wouldn’t have allowed that. I opted instead for a simple ballet flat that didn’t increase my height.
I held Alex’s hand with my right hand as we came down the stairs and made one final check of the engagement ring on my left hand. It was an heirloom from Alex’s grandmother. I’d thought I had lost it after he first gave it to me and never wanted to go through that horrible experience again. Especially the part where I would have to explain to his mother how I had lost it.
Piano music drifted throughout the foyer. We followed the sound to the parlor, where we found K.C. cranking out ragtime music as she tickled the ivories. She’d donned her flapper costume again only she didn’t wear the wig this time. Her powder blue, glitter eye shadow extended out to her temples, and she’d lined her lids with black, liquid eyeliner.
She sang and played “Hello Ma Baby,” and “The Maple Leaf Rag,” while the other women in the parlor clapped along.
When she finished playing, everyone applauded and there were some whistles and even cat-calls. She took it all in, obviously relishing the attention.
“Hello, you two,” K.C. called out from behind the piano. “Any requests from the audience?”
“Oh my gosh, you guys, look at this!” Megan said.
“I don’t think I know that one, dear,” K.C. replied.
“No, look at this,” she held up a letter sized piece of black cardstock. The design resembled the list of 1920’s slang we picked up on the first day. “I found it over here, next to this old-fashioned turn table.” She motioned toward a gramophone, with an ornately carved cone where the sound came out.
“What does it say?” Eva said.
“It looks like a poem,” Megan said.
“Read it to us,” Audra said.
Megan cleared her throat and took a deep breath.
“Te—”
The door flung open and Chad came in, red-faced and trying to catch his breath.
“Rude,” Regan mumbled.
“You guys, there’s a girl down by the water and a golf cart and it’s wrecked and I—”
Suddenly Alex was next to Chad in the doorway instead of standing next to me. “Show me,” Alex said as he ushered Chad out of the room.
The rest of us followed along, but soon got left behind in our fancy dresses and shoes. The two men had almost escaped our view once we exited the front entrance of the lodge. They ran toward the rocky area next to the woods.
“I’ve got to stop,” K.C. said. “I’m outta gas.” The tinkling of the bead garlands on her skirt slowed then stopped.
Eva continued on down the hill but she had to take her heels off. Once she was barefoot, she had to tiptoe gingerly to avoid the sharp pieces of gravel on the asphalt path. The other women stopped near me and K.C.
“There’s no point in all of us going down there,” Audra said. “I’m sure Alex knows what to do.”
I didn’t agree with Audra about there being no point. Maybe he would need assistance. But, I didn’t dare leave K.C. in the state she was in.
Pam came up to K.C.’s other side. “Are you okay, K.C.?” she said.
“Oh, I’m fine, dear. I just need to catch my breath. I’ve already reached my exercise quota for the day.”
“I know. You’ve really been around today, haven’t you?” Pam said.
Something about the way Pam replied to K.C. stuck in the back of my mind and it bothered me. Kind of like a piece of celery stuck between the molars in the back of your mouth.
“Eva’s coming back,” Megan said.
She walked slowly up the slope, her shoes dangling from one of her hands. When she reached us, I could feel the energy surrounding her, it was dark and bode bad news without her having to say a word.
Eva cleared her throat, then her quiet voice came trickling out. “I think we have the second victim for our mystery.”
“That’s…a good thing, right?” Audra said. “It means no one is really hurt?”
“I guess so,” Eva said, her voice not reassuring at all.
“What’s going on, you guys?”
I recognized Kourtnee because the smelly trait of her smoking habit had preceded her. She’d seemingly appeared from nowhere.
“I came up to the house for dinner and no one was there,” she said.
“Where have you been?” Regan asked. “You’ve missed out on everything.”
“I was just…” Her focus shifted to Chad and Alex, who were coming up the path. Her expression changed and then lingered as she kept her gaze on Chad.
“Unbelievable,” I muttered.
“What was that?” K.C. asked.
“I’ll tell you later.”
“Sydnee’s gone,” Eva said.
“What do you mean, gone?” Regan asked.
Alex had just reached the group. “She’s not there.”
And just then a ball of fear rolled through my insides. The steely way Alex’s voice had told us she was gone, I knew something had to be terribly wrong.
“Why don’t we all go inside,” K.C. said. And this time, her suggestion was perfect for the situation. It felt comforting to have a grandma figure like that telling us what was best.
I hung back as the others made their way up the asphalt path and across the lawn. Alex knew I was waiting for him. I didn’t ask him what he saw, I would find out soon enough. He put his hand on the small of my back at first, and then it slid around my waist. But not like he was making a move. By the time we reached the front doors of the lodge, it practically felt as if he were leaning on me, although I didn’t feel any actual physical weight.
I glanced up at him as he reached for the door and he must have caught me looking. He made a quick fake smile and I just looked at him questioningly.
He glanced back at me quickly, his brown eyes dark and troubled. He didn’t look as if he wanted to talk.
“Hey gang, let’s all go back to the parlor and talk things over,” K.C. said up ahead of us.
I let go of Alex’s hand and moved toward K.C.’s voice, trying to give Alex some space. I was learning to do that with him whenever he had that brooding look. He would eventually talk when he was ready, but it didn’t work to try and push him before then. I was trying very hard to be more comfortable in the silence, since my first instinct is to babble when it’s too quiet.
Eva hung back and I passed her. She and Alex spoke quietly, about eight feet behind me. As we came to the parlor, I thought I overheard Alex say, “This isn’t how it was supposed to work.”





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

“So what just happened?” Audra said.
“I swear she was down there,” Chad blurted out. “I’d just come off the trail from the tent,” all eyes shifted to look at Kourtnee, who tried, very unsuccessfully, to appear un-phased.
I glanced at K.C. who raised her eyebrows and nodded in acknowledgement of the comment I’d made when we were outside and Kourtnee showed up. Chad continued, “I saw the golf cart down at the bottom of the rocks, by the edge of the water. I went to check it out and then I saw a foot with painted toenails, sticking out. There was a girl there, the one who wears the visor all the time.”
“So we’re sure it’s Sydnee?” Megan asked.
Chad almost looked as if he were going to throw up. “She looked dead. I didn’t know what to do so I came up here for help.”
“Well, where is she?” Regan said.
“We don’t know,” said Alex, who had slipped to the back of the room.
“Are you sure that’s who you saw?” Pam asked Chad.
“Yeah, I’m sure.”
“What do you think happened to her?” Megan asked no one in particular.
Regan let out a heavy sigh. “We’ve been looking for her all afternoon. She could’ve been down there all day waiting for someone to see her.”
Chad stood up straighter and his face looked as if he were having a light bulb moment. “I saw you two down there a while ago. You were in a golf cart, too.” He looked directly at me then at K.C.
“We didn’t go all the way down to the water’s edge,” K.C. said. “I was trying to show Quincy where the rock came from that was thr—” She paused and looked at me. I pleaded to her with my eyes, not to talk about rock-flinging ghosts. Thank goodness she seemed to catch on. “Well, there were some interesting rocks and I thought they came from down in that same area. We glanced in that direction, but then we saw you and wondered what you were doing, yelling at the water.”
Chad tucked his bottom lip and shrunk back down.
“What’s she talking about?” Regan said.
“Our last boat. That’s what. It’s gone,” K.C. said.
It seemed everyone in the room began talking all at the same time.
The sound of a whistle sliced through the room, silencing everyone. It had come from Alex, who stood on top of a footstool. “One at a time, everyone.”
“Obviously this is part of the mystery,” Audra said. “Sydnee wouldn’t just disappear after Chad saw her. It must have been her turn to be the victim.”
Everyone gave their opinion of what Audra had said at one time. K.C. walked over to the piano and slammed her hand down on several keys. That got everyone’s attention.
She surveyed the room waiting for all eyes to focus on her. “Have any of you ever participated in one of Mike and Christie’s other mystery games?”
“I have,” Pam said.
“Me too,” Regan and Megan said at the same time.
Audra and Eva both raised their hands.
“Okay, so is this time like the ones you’ve already participated in?”
Megan replied, “It’s different each time. When we were on the yacht, we were all in the same room. We’d dressed up as a character they’d assigned us ahead of time.”
“And they gave you your back-story when you got there,” Regan finished for Megan, but Megan didn’t seem to be annoyed at that. It seemed finishing each other’s sentences was a twin thing they were used to.
“The one I went to was in a zoo, after hours,” Audra said. “It was kind of like a scavenger hunt for clues. They had little posters at the place where you found your next clue, so you knew you were in the right place.”
“Phew!” K.C. made a sweeping gesture of wiping her brow. “Then this is definitely part of the mystery game, I would say.”
Pam moved over to stand next to K.C. “I have an idea. What if the last person standing wins the money?”
K.C. knit her eyebrows. “I can see where you’re going with it but I need a little more.”
“I think that if a person figured out who the next person to be murdered,” she made air quotes, “is before they disappear, the person who guessed it wins the money.”
“Oh, hang on a second.” Megan rushed over to the sideboard. “Remember this poem? It’s full of clues.”
“Go on and read it, dear,” K.C. said.
Megan held the document in front of her and waiting for everyone to stop talking before reading:
“Ten Little Bridesmaids all stood in a line;
One drank herself silly, and then there were nine.
Nine Little Bridesmaids went searching for mates;
One took a wrong turn and then there were eight.
Eight Little Bridesmaids searched for signals from heaven;
One looked too long and now there are seven.
Seven Little Bridesmaids puffed on cigarette sticks;
One’s camp caught fire and now there are six.
Six Little Bridesmaids kicked a beehive;
One got stung and now there are five.
Five Little Bridesmaids went shopping at the store;
One bought some lipstick and now there are four.
Four Little Bridesmaids traveled across the sea;
One ate some cake and now there are three.
Three Little Bridesmaids chased kittens through the dew;
One never came back and then there were two.
Two Little Bridesmaids left to tally their sums;
One turned green with envy and then there was one.
One Little Bridesmaid left on her own;
This broke her heart, and so then there were none.”
U.N. Owen

Chills raised the skin on the back of my neck. I didn’t know what charms most of the other bridesmaids had pulled out of the cake. But I knew I’d gotten a heart. What kind of a game would it be if I knew I was the last one left? The game mustn’t have been based on who was left if that were the case.
“Now we know that Jill was meant to go first,” Regan said.
“And Sydnee—oh my God…” Audra covered her mouth with her hand, “Regan and I must be the mates she was looking for—to hit some balls with her.”
“Remember gang,” K.C. added, “these aren’t real murders. It’s all a game. Don’t tear yourself up, Audra.”
“I took it more to mean searching for a soul mate, like a boyfriend,” Megan said.
“Whatever it meant, she’s gone now,” Eva said.
“What was the next line in the poem?” asked Pam.
Megan read, “Eight Little Bridesmaids searched for signals from heaven. One looked too long and now there are seven.”
“Who is the religious one here?” Kourtnee asked.
Pam said, “I don’t know that one of us is more than the other. All of us look to heaven at different points in our lives.”
“Right you are, Pam.” K.C. held her pointer finger up and opened her mouth, looking as if she meant to say something profound. Just then her stomach growled loud enough for me to hear a few feet away from her. Several giggles erupted and she shook her head. “Let me just be the first one to say that I am hungrier than a bishop on fasting Sunday.”
“Me too,” Megan and Regan said in unison once again.
Pam clapped her hands together. “Small problem. There is no dinner.”
“What?” seemed to be the common outburst from everyone.
Pam glanced over her shoulder at Chad, who appeared to be trying very hard to shrink into the wallpaper. “Our catering help has taken off in our last boat. There are steaks marinating in the refrigerator, but they haven’t been cooked.”
Alex stepped forward, rubbing his palms together. “I think I can help with that. I saw those beautiful grills out next to the pool, and I was actually wishing I could try them out. If I can get them started, I’ll get our dinner cooked in no time. Chad, you want to help me out?”
“Sure,” his posture improved at this chance of redemption.
“If you ladies want to hang out here, we’ll fire those babies up, then come and get you when they’re ready.”
“Wahoo,” K.C. said.
“Play us something on the piano, K.C.” someone said.
She seemed happy to oblige and sat in front of the keys.
I decided to help out in the kitchen and see if there was anything else we could eat with the steaks.
On the way to the kitchen, finally alone with my thoughts, I came to the realization that the winner of this game wasn’t going to be the last one standing. It was going to be the one who figured out who was the murderer among us.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Y es. That had to be it. The murderer was one of us. It made me queasy to think one of my fellow bridesmaids—or my fiancé—was a murderer. And yes, I knew that it was only a game. Even so, I’d had more than enough experience with actual murderers to be comfortable in the same room or even the same bed with someone holding that nefarious title.
So, I would think of the person we were searching for as the culprit. Besides my unease at having a culprit among us, there was something else bothering me about this weekend. Actually, there were many, many things bothering me about the stay at the Harmony Lodge, one of them being the prize of ten thousand dollars. Not that I’d mind keeping such a large sum just for winning a game. That much money could be put to a lot of good uses, especially paying for a wedding. A policeman and a florist’s incomes combined didn’t allow for much extra after the basic expenses were covered.
But—this mystery game seemed disjointed and not all that mysterious. And everything that had happened so far had been very dark. Too dark for a little game.
Perhaps I was just feeling over-sensitive. After all, it was just a game. And games are meant to be fun, aren’t they? Maybe something big was about to happen, to really make us earn that prize money and feel like there was a true mystery to be solved.
Alex and Chad were taking the steaks out of the stainless steel, industrial-sized refrigerators when I reached the kitchen.
“Hey, babe,” Alex called out when he saw me. He’d become a lot more chipper than when he’d left the parlor only a few minutes before.
“Man, there’s a lot of meat on these trays,” Chad said. “Enough to feed like, twenty more people.”
“I think they’d planned on more people still being here at this point,” I said.
Alex lifted the plastic wrap covering one of the trays of steaks. “I wonder if they put any seasoning on these. I hope not.”
Chad looked surprised. “How come?”
Alex suddenly stood like he was posing for a camera on his own cooking show. “Because, I have the world’s best, most top-secret, rub recipe ever concocted.”
“Top-secret, huh?” Chad replied. It was obvious he liked Alex. He didn’t have the same reactive, teenagery, defensiveness to his voice that he’d used with K.C. and some of the others.
“Well, if I can find some of the ingredients in these cupboards, maybe I’ll let you see what I use. But no one else. Not even you, babe. Sorry.”
I gave him a little laugh. “No problem. I’m happy to let you make more of your top secret recipes at home. It means I’ll do less cooking.” Actually, Alex often cooked when we were together. I think mainly because he didn’t want mac and cheese for every meal, which is what he would get if it were always up to me to do the cooking. I walked over and stood next to him. “Do you think there was anything else prepared to go with these?”
“Yeah,” Chad said. “There’s like, potato salad and some kind of green salad and pasta in there.”
“Great. I guess the only one who has to work tonight then, is the chef here.” I patted Alex on the chest as I grinned up at him. He quickly reached around me with one arm, drew me in and kissed me like a sailor about to go out to sea. I was so surprised, my mouth froze and didn’t quite take his lead. He finished the kiss, tipped his head back up, and smiled at me. All I could do was stare at him, stunned. I loved kissing Alex, but he’d never kissed me like that in front of anyone before.
Chad cleared his throat. “Um, want me to get the dishes and stuff out?”
“Sure, that’d be great,” Alex said to him.
“What the heck?” I whispered.
His mouth hitched up in a sly curl. “What?” he said in a too-cute voice. “Can’t I kiss my fiancé?”
I squinted and then rubbed my eyes.
“What’s wrong?”
“Who are you? And what have you done with Alex?”
He rolled his eyes at me.
Chad pushed a cart laden with dishes and utensils into the hallway.
“You’re usually not into PDAs,” I said.
“I was just providing a good example.”
“Of what?”
He cringed guiltily. “Maybe I was a bit over-zealous. I thought about it too much. I should’ve just let it happen naturally.”
“You thought about what too much?”
He looked toward the door to make sure we were alone. “Chad has kind of opened up to me. And I don’t think he knows much about how to treat women. I wanted to show him that relationships can still be hot—Chad’s word, not mine—even when you’re only with one person. So, I tried to show him…”
I couldn’t help but smile. He’d obviously had good intentions; it was just the execution of them that needed a lot of work. He still held me against him and I squeezed him in a hug. He leaned back and seductively trailed a finger down my cheek and then my neck while he gazed into my eyes. Then he yanked it back abruptly. “But, if you’re feeling like there’s too much physical affection in our relationship…”
“Ha, ha.” I pulled him into me this time and gave him a kiss to remember. Only, without the audience.
“Now, that’s what I want to see,” K.C. said.
Or so I thought.
I looked over and saw her standing in the doorway with a smile on her face.
Alex gasped and stepped away from me. “I’m so embarrassed! Quincy, I didn’t know you were such an exhibitionist.”
“Very funny, Mr. Prude.”
“What’s up, K.C.?” Alex said as he walked behind me toward a bank of upper cabinets. I managed a gentle swat to his behind as he passed.
“I just thought I’d offer my services in the kitchen. But, I don’t want to interrupt anything.”
“You came just in time,” Alex said. “Quincy was trying to take advantage of me.”
“Well it’s a good thing she got to you first. What kind of services do you think I was offering?” Her deep laugh echoed off of the high ceilings and appliances, and the beads on her skirt tinkled with their own laughter-like sounds.
Alex managed to gather most of the ingredients for his “super-secret” recipe. I think the only reason the recipe was secret was because it didn’t really exist as a proper recipe. It was probably different every time he made it, depending upon what happened to be in the cupboard on any given day. K.C. and I helped distribute the rub on the meat and then he took it out to the grill. We stayed behind to take the salads out of the fridge and get them ready to serve.
“What’s the word out there with the other bridesmaids?” I asked.
“Regarding?”
“I don’t know,” I shrugged. “What did you guys talk about when we left?”
“It started with people wondering where Sydnee went once Chad saw her. And wanting to know how she knew it was her turn to go.”
“I’ve been wondering that myself,” I said.
“The girls started questioning each other, figuring that someone amongst us has to be telling the next victim it’s their turn. Then they started arguing. And then they moved on to other things not really related, like Megan’s pretty nail color and how they’ll hate going back to work and things like that.”
I went to the doorway and took a look down either side of the hall. I closed the door and returned to the counter. “They started off on the right track, when they questioned each other, I think.” She paused and looked off pensively. “You know, I decided something on my walk over to this kitchen…”
“The murderer is one of us,” we both said simultaneously, then looked at each other and laughed.
“It has to be,” K.C. said.
“Did anyone talk about the poem?”
“Someone asked who wrote it, and of course, each person denied it was them. It was signed by U.N. Owen.”
“The monogram on all of Mike and Christie’s wedding stuff. So, we know it’s part of the game.” I looked through the lower cupboards in search of trashcan liners. “You know what’s interesting?”
K.C. held up a platter of something unidentifiable—probably vegetables. “You mean besides these?”
I took a closer look at whatever was on the tray, then recoiled. “What is that?”
“Beats me. Probably some fancy new super food you can only find in the forests of Asia—or snooty restaurants in L.A. But back to what you were saying. What isn’t interesting around here?”
“There are way too many interesting things about this case, for sure. I mean game, not case. This is just a game.”
“Right,” K.C. agreed.
“The poster with the poem on it was in the parlor. Not in the main ballroom, or the garden room, which are places we usually eat. You suggested everyone meet in the parlor earlier on.”
“So…”
“So we know that the mur—” I had to stop saying that word. “The culprit is one of us for sure. We would have seen the poem in the ballroom when you went to return the charm. That is, if they had set it up ahead of time as part of the whole plot, because that’s where we were scheduled to eat dinner.”
“Hmm. Maybe the other boy that we talked to set it up after we left.” She snapped her fingers. “Johnny, that’s his name. Maybe there’s one in every room.”
“A Johnny in every room?” I paused to think about that until I caught her meaning. “Ohh, a poster. Could be. We should go take a look once we drop off the food. Speaking of food, we should probably get this out there.” I pulled a rolling cart from the back of the room, next to a door with a sign on it saying it was connected to an alarm.
“Hey, what about the other charms you gals pulled from that cake?”
“What do you mean?”
“I need to take another look at that poem. The charms and the poem are linked, I’m sure of it.” She placed bowls of salad on the cart. “Here’s something else—the poem only mentioned the bridesmaids. Does that mean that all along, you all were the intended victims?”
“You mean—”
“I mean, Boss, the men on the hike, Chad and what’s-his-name, the twins who left, and moi—we’re not mentioned in the poem. None of us got little charms.”
“Alex,” I said.
“What about him, dear?”
“You left out Alex.”
“Oh, right you are. Of course, he was supposed to go with the other men on that hike, wasn’t he?”
“Yes,” I affirmed. “He decided to stay and spend time with me.”
K.C. clasped her hands together and looked at the ceiling. “So romantic, that boy is. If I didn’t have my Freddie, I might just be a little jealous. You’re one lucky girl, you know that?”
I did know.
“Boss?”
“Huh?” I’d just floated into the memory of the kiss Alex and I had just shared. Embarrassing as it was to do it in front of someone, it had still felt pretty great.
“Thinking about the canoodling you two were up to when I came in the kitchen, are you? Don’t deny it. Your face just glowed like Rudolph’s nose. And, I don’t blame you. But, back to the point I was making earlier. A mystery game with a prize of ten thousand big ones shouldn’t exclude half of the guests involved. Doesn’t it seem strange that they would get rid of the men like that? Who is really in charge of this game? That’s what I’d like to know.”
“Oh there you are!”
The familiar voice sent a disturbing, fingernails-on-chalkboard type of chill through my body.
“Hiya, Pam,” K.C. said flatly.
“I’ve been sent to see if you’re bringing the food to the pool deck. We were getting kind of worried. Usually wherever Alex is, Quincy is right there with him,” she said, as if I was some kind of parasite he’d picked up from drinking lake water. Then she laughed in a way that said, “Please, punch me in the face.” At least, that’s how I interpreted it.
K.C. took a step to her left, partially blocking the path between me and Pam. “Oh, Pam. You’ve got such a…way about you. A real, je ne sais quoi.”
Pam paused for a moment. “Was that French? I always wished I had learned it. I’ll take it as a compliment.”
“Oh, as it was meant, my dear. It means there’s just no-one-way to describe you. You’re a multi-faceted personality.”
“Wow, thanks.” Pam seemed genuinely touched by K.C.’s words. But then, her expression changed as if a switch had been turned off. “Wh…at made you say that? I mean, about my personalities.”
“What was that, dear?”
Just like that, the switch was turned back on. “I…” She shook her head rather vigorously, and then giggled. “I think I just misheard you. Thanks for the compliment.” She hugged K.C. abruptly.
As she turned to me, I braced myself for impact. I’m not exactly a “huggy” person. “Oh, I almost forgot,” she said. “Alex wanted me to ask you to get his jacket from your room.” She held out a key card. “He sent this along in case you don’t have yours.”
“Okay,” I said. “Would you mind taking this food cart outside, then?”
“Sure.” She commandeered the cart and pushed it through the doorway, then turned back to look at us. “I’ll tell them you’re coming, then?”
“We’re right behind you,” I said, warmly.
She hesitated, but then left.
“Poor, strange, little Pam,” K.C. muttered.
I blew out an exasperated breath.
“I don’t know what she overheard,” K.C. said cautiously.
“I need to be more careful. Although, I’m sure I closed the door. How did she open it so quietly?”
“I don’t know, but I need to be more careful too. That girl’s like a ninja.” She made some martial arts looking swipes with her arms and her skirt beads tinkled against each other. “She’s a sneaky one. And I’ve come to a realization. These other girls are probably just as interested in the prize money as we are, no matter what they would have us believe. They just don’t want to do the work of figuring out the murderer. I think their plan is to listen in on everyone else to do their sleuthing. From some of the stories I’ve heard, this bunch is anything but loyal to each other.
“Remember, Boss, loose lips sink ships, especially if you let ‘em loose in front of the wrong people. From now on, we have to be extra sure no one is listening. Especially not this lot. That’s the most important thing I learned in that parlor.”





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“Something is bothering me,” I said as we walked down the hall toward the main staircase.
“You mean someone—like Pam?”
That wasn’t what I was thinking of at the moment, but now that she had mentioned it... “Not this time, I was actually—”
“That’s right, I’d forgotten. It’s Alex and what’s her name. Getting a little too close, aren’t they?”
“Which what’s her name do you mean?” I couldn’t let my jealous nature get the better of me. “Never mind. It’s just that it feels—”
“Creepy! I know. I think the ghosts are on our side, but…”
I don’t remember the rest of what she said, I was too busy worrying about the paranormal activity we’d maybe or maybe not encountered. “Do you think the others have had the same experience with ghosts that we have?”
“I don’t know but I think they’re on our side.”
“Our side of what?”
She waved her hand in a casual gesture. “The game, of course.” She stopped walking. “I’m sorry, Boss. You started to tell me how Alex’s head injury is bothering you.”
“That’s not what I was trying to—”
“But you know, that happened before they even announced the game had started.”
“Yeah, all of that, but…” Why did she have to bring that up? It didn’t even look like Alex had a mark on him at all, despite the profuse amount of blood that seemed to be there when I first saw it. And actually, I never did really see the wound. He wouldn’t let me. I’d just assumed it was him being a stubborn man. But maybe it had never been real. Why would he make up such a thing? Especially if it wasn’t even part of the game? I couldn’t think about that right then. I had enough concerns even before K.C. made sure to lengthen my “things to be concerned with” checklist.
“What I was going to say, was how did Eva get into my room if she was leaving the maintenance room key with Alex?”
“Huh?”
“She claimed to be giving Alex a key to the maintenance room. If so, how did she get into our room if she didn’t have a room key to get in while Alex was in the shower?”
“Maybe the same way that someone got in and burned your dress?”
“We never did decide how that happened, did we?” I said.
“Well, what did Alex have to say about it?”
“Just what I told you.”
“Well, there’s one more mystery to add to the mix.” We came to the foot of the stairs in the main foyer where K.C. grasped the newel post and then rested her head on top. “Tell you what, kid. I’m already pooped, and the prospect of climbing these stairs again is as attractive to me as watching people squeeze their own pimples.” Her head snapped up and she looked at me intensely. “Did you know they have videos of such things on the Internet?” She shook her head. “Disgusting.”
“I’ll try not to think about that,” I said with a shudder. “I’ll meet you on the pool deck, then.”
“Okee dokee. Oh, and I want to get another look at that poem. I’ll go snatch it out of the parlor and we can take a closer gander after we eat.”
I continued upstairs, mulling over the possibilities of how Eva had let herself into my room and why she couldn’t have just handed the key to Alex some other time, or just slid it under the door. I couldn’t bother with the burn on my dress, the wedding was over, and there were so many other things to worry about if I wanted to win that money.
This time, when I walked into my room, there were no surprises. I couldn’t imagine why Alex would need a jacket, as warm as it felt inside, but the breeze kicked up off of the lake each evening, so I grabbed a jacket for him and for me. I draped them over my arm and left the room.
Suddenly, the air became cold, and chills raised the skin on my arms.
“Soda outside.”
“What?” I said to no one that I could see. I didn’t stick around for the answer. I ran down the hall and barely took the time to touch my feet on each step. I pushed off of the last one, trying to cover as much ground as possible, as quickly as possible. I launched and slammed into what felt like a brick wall.





CHAPTER NINETEEN

The air was filled with a number of sounds, including groans of pain and the tinkling of hundreds of beads from K.C.’s skirt bouncing off the tiled floor.
“Oof!”
I looked up from my seated position to see the source of the exclamation. Megan lay there on top of K.C.
“I’m so sorry! Are you guys okay?” I said, trying not to melt from extreme mortification.
“You came out of nowhere, like a rocket blast,” K.C. said.
Megan struggled to stand up without pushing off of K.C. in the wrong places. Once she stood, she extended a hand to me, helping me up and then we each took one of K.C.’s arms and helped her to stand.
“Quincy, are you feeling alright?” Megan asked. She let out a little laugh. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
I darted a glance at K.C., who stood just behind Megan. I could see K.C.’s eyes pop open and she clapped her hand over her gaping mouth.
“I…tripped on the step…clear up there,” I pointed to the landing at the top of the stairs. “And I wind-milled my arms and tried not to fall down the stairs the whole way down. I was moving so fast, I didn’t even see you two.”
“Luckily, I’ve got built-in pillows to land on,” K.C. quipped as she patted her backside.
The three of us went toward the garden room and the French doors leading to the pool deck. Just before we entered, Megan stopped us.
“Before we go out there—I found something and I don’t know if I should show everyone.”
K.C. and I exchanged glances.
“What have you found, dear?” K.C. asked.
Megan’s eyes covered the room before she cautiously continued. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small piece of metal. “It looks like a charm,” she said.
“Oh, let’s see.” K.C. held it out at arm’s length. “I don’t have my glasses on, what is that?”
“It looks like a…cell phone,” I said.
“Is that one of the charms from the cake?” K.C. asked.
“I guess so,” Megan said. “But I don’t know who got this one.”
“I sure wish we had that poem to look at,” K.C. said.
Which is exactly what she had gone to do when I went upstairs. “I thought you were—”
“It’s gone,” Megan said.
K.C. nodded her head in agreement.
“I found this charm, and I didn’t remember who got it, so I went to find the poem and see what it said. That’s when I ran into K.C. Not like you just ran into us,” she teased good-naturedly, “I just wish I’d paid more attention when I was reading it.”
“I think all of us wish we had,” K.C. said.
“There they are,” Pam’s voice, combined with loud music, blasted out from the patio as she flung open the French doors.
Megan discreetly tucked the charm back into her pocket before we went outside.
“Finally we can eat,” Regan grumbled loudly. “I’m so hungry, I could eat a large animal.”
“Looks like you already did,” her twin sister said.
Apparently the sisterly love had run its course for the evening.
“What took you guys so long?” Kourtnee asked. She looked at Pam. “I thought you said they were on their way.”
“I ran to get a jacket for Alex…” I took his over and handed it to him.
He took the jacket from me, a raised eyebrow telling me he wasn’t sure why I’d brought it. “Um, thanks, babe?”
I turned back to the group and continued. “And as I was coming back downstairs, I tripped and these two caught my fall, I’m afraid.”
“How am I not surprised?” Audra said.
I convinced a smile to appear for her. “What do you mean?” I said, trying to keep my voice light, so it didn’t sound like I had taken offense, even though I had.
“I’ve been hearing a little bit about you, that’s all. You must have a great insurance plan at your little flower shop.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” K.C. said.
“Steaks are ready!” Alex shouted. “Get ‘em while they’re hot.” He set the steaming platters of meat on the table that had been set up, then came over and ushered me away from the group. Audra flashed a condescending smile as she passed, just before Alex reached me.
I started to ask him if he knew what Audra had been talking about, but he kissed me on the forehead first. “Thanks for bringing me the jacket. I don’t know if I’ll need it, though.”
“I wondered why you asked for it, but I figured if you needed one, I would bring mine too.”
“I didn’t ask.”
“But Pam said…” The pained look on his face at the mention of her name told me all I needed to know.
He sighed. “I asked her if she wanted to see if you guys needed any help. I hated to sic her on you, but I had to distract her somehow.”
I put my arm around him and leaned into his side. “She told us you had asked for a jacket. I guess she was just concerned for your welfare.”
He let out a chuckle which was probably ninety percent frustration mixed with varying percentages of other emotions that did not include happiness. “She’s way too concerned about me and my welfare. It’s still almost ninety degrees out here. I’m pretty sure I won’t need a jacket.”
Alex had invited Chad to eat with the group and we lined up behind him in the food line. While the two of them chatted about barbeque grills, I let my mind wander. As I looked at the group, I tried to imagine who the next victim would be.
Eva stepped out of line and got my attention with a wave. She came over to where we stood. “Quincy, can I talk to you for a minute?” She nodded at Alex, and then took a few steps away from the line and I followed.
“Don’t worry about Audra. I think she’s had a couple of Long Island iced teas on an empty stomach. And you know what’s in those so…” I didn’t know. I just nodded and laughed, mostly just appreciating Eva’s attempt at being nice to me.
“I don’t know what Audra was talking about, but I took her comments to mean she thinks I’m clumsy. I don’t know where she would get that idea, she doesn’t know anything about me.” I looked off into the distance to avoid shooting dagger-glances at Audra as I spoke.
“I think somebody, maybe Audra or someone else, was asking about you when we were all together at the getting to know you thing in the parlor.”
I didn’t like the sound of that. “Why would anyone be interested in me? And who was there that even knows me?”
“Well, most of us know each other in some way, and that includes Alex. You and K.C. are the only ones here that we don’t really know. Like I said, someone, I don’t remember who, was asking questions about you. And K.C. was there—”
That was all I needed to know. “Ah, say no more. If K.C. was there, I know who was doing the telling.” Goodness knows what stories she had told about me or the both of us. She did have the tendency to add dramatic flair to a story. Maybe I would ask her about it later. I assumed it was Pam who’d done the asking, but I didn’t want to bring that up and have it turning into me tearing her down in front of Eva.
I touched Eva on the shoulder. “Thanks for coming over to me. It was thoughtful of you.”
“I just know what it feels like to be in Audra’s focus. She’s jealous of your relationship with Alex. Believe me, I got plenty of experience with her and her jealousy. I’ve tried not to lash out at her, especially when she puts on such a front. If she comes after you again, just remember, she’s not as high and mighty as she’d like everyone to think. In fact, I’ll let you in on a little secret. There is no bar tender here, but it’s not a problem for her. How do you think she got those iced teas?”
Since I didn’t know what they were made of, I just shrugged and played dumb.
“She tends bar at nights in a bowling alley lounge. And not that there’s anything wrong with that job, but the way she acts, she would have you believe it’s beneath her.”
“Babe, are you coming?”
I looked up and noticed Chad and Alex had finished dishing their food and were standing at the far end of the food table. Eva and I stood there, an island unto ourselves. I felt my cheeks flare up, hoping no one had been able to hear us, since I’d been oblivious to our surroundings. Was I that desperate for some friendly attention from these women?
“Thanks, Eva,” I said. “That was really nice of you.”
“No problem, I’ve just been on the other end of her tormenting and wanted you to know you aren’t alone.”
We got our food and sat at one of the highboy tables on the pool deck. Chad and Alex had waited for us, and then followed us to the table despite invitations from others.
“You guys, Candee isn’t here,” Kourtnee said.
“We haven’t seen her since she went out to find a cell signal, have we?” K.C. said.
There were blank stares all around.
“So…are we assuming she’s the next victim?” Audra said.
It seemed everyone hesitated, but then finally nodded.
K.C. stood, cleared her throat and moved to the edge of the pool, where each person could see her from their respective table.
“Kourtnee here has proposed a wonderful idea. We would like to have a bonfire on the beach.”
“Of course she wants to light a fire,” Audra pretended to say to herself, but actually said it loud enough to hear her on the mainland. Or maybe it was those iced teas doing the talking.
Kourtnee responded with giving Audra the look of death.
K.C. shot a dirty look of her own at Audra, but continued talking without missing a beat. “We will meet in half an hour on the sandy side of the island. Bring whatever beverages you may want, there are a bunch of different things to choose from in the kitchen and I assume the various bar cabinets throughout the lodge.” Regan and Audra called out some “woohoos” for that. K.C. rolled her eyes while she waited for them to finish. “We’ll look for Candee or any clues to her whereabouts or her part in the mystery on our way. How does that sound?”
It sounded like most everyone said they would meet her there.
“How about you, Alex?” Eva said. “Think you guys will join us down there?”
He looked at me. “I don’t know about Quincy, but I think I’ll help Chad clean up the dishes and then call it a night.”
Eva looked at me. “Quincy, how about you?”
“I think I’ll help in the kitchen too. Have fun though.”
Eva finished eating and left to talk to others in the group.
“I’m gonna try and find Johnny so he can help us like he’s supposed to,” Chad said.
“Should we save some dinner for him?” I asked.
“I don’t know. He had to do some maintenance stuff at the pump house today, but he should be back by now. Yeah, maybe you should save a steak for him. If he doesn’t want it, I’ll eat it.”
Chad left Alex and me alone at the table. It felt delightfully unusual not to have anyone else there with us.
“What’s a Long Island Iced Tea?” I asked, nonchalantly.
He paused a moment and blinked a few times before responding. “Honey, if you’re thinking of taking up drinking, I would not start with one of those. Why do you ask?”
“No reason.”
“Sounds kind of specific for no reason.”
“I just wondered if a couple of those would be a good excuse for being extremely rude.”
“Ah, I think you’re talking about someone specific. I think someone who is inclined to be rude would definitely have that behavior enhanced by one of those. I don’t know what exactly goes into one, but there’s like three or four different types of liquor in one glass, along with some other stuff.”
“Wow.”
“Have you been holding out on me?” he asked. “Have you got a flask tucked away somewhere?”
“Funny.”
As people went inside the lodge, the group outside diminished to just me and Alex, Megan, Regan and Audra.
“Should we go in and tackle the kitchen?” Alex suggested.
“Sure.” K.C. volunteered to help with the clean up before heading out to the beach, but we told her not to worry about it. There wasn’t that much to do anyway, mostly just covering leftovers and putting them in the fridge.
Those of us remaining stood to leave and Regan let out a bellering “ouch” at the same time as a chair fell over. It happened behind me, so I didn’t see anything. It would have been in Alex’s field of vision if he’d been watching. It didn’t seem like he’d paid much attention, so I wondered how painful it had truly been. If I went by the volume of her cry, it would seem she’d broken her leg.
“What happened?” Megan said.
“I tripped on the stupid chair,” Regan said, her voice over-loud and full of venom.
“At least you didn’t knock your sister over. That would have been twice within the hour.” Audra’s snotty comment was made loud enough, it was sure to reach my ears. For some reason, we had suddenly been transported back to junior high school. And what made me the most furious, was that I felt like I was back in those halls slouching so that my ridiculous, early growth spurt wouldn’t make me stand out as a target for all the Audras who prowled the lunch line looking for people to pick on. I shouldn’t have been bothered by her, but I was. I tried to muster every ounce of power from within not to let my cheeks get red or to show even a glimmer of having been affected.
The trio walked past where Alex and I stood.
“Sure we can’t convince you to join us?” Audra said in a sultry voice, aiming her gorgeous eyes at Alex.
“Thanks, but I’ve got other, much more appealing things to do.”
Audra’s jaw dropped, and those beautiful eyes looked to be aiming laser beams right at his heart. “Like wh—?”
He stepped toward me and repeated the same kiss he’d given me in the kitchen.
I grasped at his back with both hands and maybe—okay—probably, all but one finger curled into his shirt. That middle one just wanted to make sure Audra had the send off she deserved.





CHAPTER TWENTY

This was my chance. I had Alex all to myself in the kitchen while Chad was off looking for Johnny and the rest of the women were getting ready for their bonfire at the beach.
“Finally,” I said. “We’re alone.”
Alex’s eyes seemed ablaze and he flashed a smile that could send anyone to the bank to empty their accounts for him. “I know. What are you thinking we should do about it?”
“We should talk while there aren’t any listening ears around.”
The fire in his eyes extinguished faster than a match dipped in water. “Oh. Talking…yeah, that’s...what I was thinking, too.” He held up a serving spoon that he’d just washed. I was the dryer, he was the washer.
“I have a lot of questions, and I think you know most of the answers,” I said.
“What type of questions are we talking about?”
“All of them.”
His shoulders hunched over and he sighed. “All…of them?”
“C’mon, it won’t be so bad. You want to win the prize money, don’t you?”
“It is a lot of money. We’d pay a lot of it out in taxes, though.”
“Hello, buzz kill,” I said. “There would still be some left over. We could maybe go on a honeymoon, somewhere nice.”
“Okay. You’re right. Go ahead and ask. I’ll tell you if I know the answer.”
“You promise?”
He clutched at his chest, but then looked at his hand dripping water all over his shirt and dropped it. “You wound me. Of course I will.”
“Okay. Did you give Pam your room key so I could go get your jacket?”
“What does that have to do with the mystery?”
“It doesn’t yet. Humor me.”
His eyebrows almost met in the middle of his forehead. “She really had my key?” He lifted his dripping hands out of the sink and went to reach into his pockets but then stopped. I handed him the towel I had been drying with.
“I don’t believe this,” he said once he checked his pockets.
I held up the key Pam had given me. “I had my key already, but she handed me yours. I wasn’t about to tell her I didn’t need it so that she could keep it for later use.”
“What later use could there possibly be?”
I gasped at the audacity of his question. “The question should probably be what couldn’t she want to use it for. There are probably a lot less things on that list.”
“My key was right here in this pocket,” he said with a trace of alarm.
“Seems our Pam has many skills, including pick-pocketing.”
His sigh of frustration was forceful enough to rattle the cupboard doors in the kitchen. “So, next question. Give it to me, I’m ready.”
“Okay, Eva.”
“What about—”
“Hey, Alex, we’re done with the grills, we can take over in here.” Chad had found Johnny earlier, and they’d taken care of cleaning up the pool deck and barbeque grills. Now they stood in the doorway.
Alex started to say something—probably telling Chad and Johnny not to worry about it. But then he stopped, glanced at me and said, “That would be great. We’ve got something to do right away.”
The two younger men happily came into the kitchen and I followed Alex out without a clue as to what he had in mind. Once in the hallway, he grabbed my hand and said, “C’mon,” with a grin on his face and an excited twinkle in his eye.
“Where are we going?”
“Upstairs, to our room. I don’t want to say anything else out loud until we get into our room where there’s no chance someone will overhear and ruin our plans by showing up.”
I didn’t have anywhere else to be, so I followed him. Once inside our room, he went into the bathroom, then came back out holding our swimsuits, which had been hanging up to dry.
“Here, put this on. We’ve got the hot tub all to ourselves. The guys will be in their cabin and—”
“Cabin? They have cabins here too? How big is this island?”
“It’s just a little shack,” Alex said as if he’d made regular visits. I looked at him questioningly. “I’…ve heard,” he said.
“Did you ever watch Fantasy Island as a kid?”
“No, my parents didn’t want us to, plus I thought it was dumb. I’d rather have played baseball outside with the neighborhood kids.”
“We weren’t allowed to watch either, which is why I would sneak and watch it at Aunt Rosie’s place. My point is that this island is starting to sound a lot like the one on TV. It seems to have never ending boundaries.”
“Speaking of boundaries, the people who are always crossing ours are on the beach having a bonfire. Let’s hurry.”
He was right. We changed in record time and ran downstairs. Only, instead of putting on the suit I’d worn earlier, I pulled a special bikini I’d purchased just for the trip out of my luggage. I used the same cover-up as before, so that there was no chance of anyone but Alex seeing me in a two-piece bathing suit. And I figured he’d like the surprise once we got to the pool.
We crossed through the garden room, where Alex turned on a lamp in the opposite corner of the room from the French doors, then we went outside.
“How come you turned on the lamp?” I asked.
“Because I don’t want to have the lights around the hot tub broadcast to everyone that we’re here. If the light is on in there, they’re less likely to see us out here.”
“So smart,” I said.
On the pool deck, I found the switch that turned the bubbles on and set our towels on nearby deck chairs. I heard a scraping noise and turned to see Alex dragging another deck chair and placing it in front of the French doors.
He ambled over with a proud look on his face. “Extra deterrent, just in case.”
“Wow, very serious,” I said.
“I’m serious about having this hot tub to ourselves.” Alex walked straight down the steps into the deepest part of the hot tub and gestured for me to join him.
“How do you do that?”
“What?”
“Just step into the water like that, like it’s a barely-warm bath.” I stuck my toe in and gasped.
“I guess I’m just hot blooded.” He winked at me and smiled.
That’s when I took off the cover-up and tossed it onto the deck chair. I guess K.C. wasn’t the only one on the island with a flair for the dramatic.
“Whoa, babe. Talk about hot-blooded. I think I might pass out.”
I think I probably blushed then, but to be honest, my entire body had a rosy glow due to the boiling cauldron I was trying to grow accustomed to.
“Come over here.” He moved both hands to my waist and gently pulled me toward him. He hooked a finger under the strap of fabric on my hip. “Wow, how come you didn’t wear this earlier?”
“I…”
“’Cause if you had, the other women would have felt so intimidated, they would have left and we would have had the pool all to ourselves.”
“I think someone is trying to sweet-talk me.”
He flicked his eyebrows up seductively. “Absolutely. How am I doing?”
I sat down next to him and leaned back against his outstretched arm.
“I’m not sure yet. You’ll have to keep going.”
He laughed. “Okay. I could tell you how pretty and sexy you are all day long, no problem.”
I rewarded him with a kiss. “I love you.”
“I love you too, Q.”
I leaned back again and let myself relax. I released a sigh that seemed to go on forever. Alex laughed. “Feel better?” he said.
“I guess I didn’t realize how much stress I was holding in.”
“We can’t have you stressed out, that was the whole point of having a weekend together. Here, turn away from me.” I obliged and he began to massage my shoulders. “I’m sorry this trip hasn’t been very fun,” he said quietly.
I turned back to look at him but he directed my shoulders forward and kept massaging. “This weekend has been fun—there have just been some—interesting things going on.”
I could hear his low, quick, laugh next to my ear. “And by interesting you mean—”
“Unusual, I guess. But we’re here together now, so we should enjoy the moment.”
“I agree,” he replied in a soft voice, just before he kissed a spot right below my ear. It sent shivers from the top of my loosely clasped hair to the tips of my toenails.
“I enjoyed that,” I heard myself say.
His hands traveled down my arms and then to other places. Somehow I found myself sitting across his lap and we indulged in some nuzzling and kissing until I felt the back of my bikini top come untied.
“Alex!”
“What?” he said with angelic eyes and a devilish smile.
“What if someone sees me?”
He smiled again, this time even wider. “That’s the whole point, my dear.” He looked down at the small gap between us. My top floated on the surface of the water, even though the straps were still looped over my shoulders.
“You sound like the grandmother in Little Red Riding Hood—the one that had fur—not the real one. We can’t just go topless here.”
“Why not? I am.”
“Very funny. But I don’t think it’s allowed.”
He made a show of looking around the perimeter. “I don’t see any signs that say no going topless. As long as we don’t run or bring food or drink into the pool, and notice that there is no lifeguard on duty, I think we’re good.”
I wasn’t winning this battle, and I probably wasn’t helping my case by wavering in my objections. I mean, I was with my fiancé, in a beautiful setting, with no one around and my head was the only part of me above the water anyway. Why not let loose a little? At that moment I imagined how appalled my religious mother would be just to know I had even entertained the idea of going topless. And just the fact that I, an adult woman was so programmed to feel guilty at a moment like this annoyed me so much, that it sealed the deal. Topless it would be.
I took a step back into the middle of the hot tub and ducked down until my shoulders were under the water.
“Where are you going?”
I grinned at Alex while sliding the straps off of my shoulders.
“What are you up to?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” I said, letting go of the bikini top.
“I’m gonna find out,” he said as he lunged forward. I shrieked and turned away. And he pursued, which of course, was only about three feet, us being in a hot tub and all. It was all very silly, but fun. And isn’t that what get away vacations are all about?
Alex grabbed me and lifted me up. “Well, hello Ms. Riding Hood. It seems you’ve lost your cape.”
We returned to the seating ledge and Alex slowly and carefully ran kisses down my neck. I closed my eyes and reached for the nape of his neck to run my fingers through his hair, but stopped when I heard a sound.
I couldn’t help but gasp when I saw movement on the other side of the French doors.
“You like that?” Alex cooed.
“No it’s—”
Alex stopped what he was doing and looked up at me. “Sorry, I thought you liked—”
“No. Look!” I said.
My eyes came into focus just as a loud knock sounded, caused by the door slamming into the deck chair Alex had used to block the entrance.
Oh no. I crossed my arms over my chest. “My top, where is it?”
I did a hurried visual search around the hot tub, hoping that by some miracle it would just be floating there on the surface. It wasn’t.
I looked up. “Alex, a little help here.” I couldn’t get his attention. I grabbed his shoulders. “Alex!” That seemed to jolt him out of whatever he was fixated on.
“What?”
“My swimsuit! Do you see it anywhere?”
He looked at me with glazed over eyes, as if he’d been in a trance and I’d just snapped my fingers to wake him up.
“Oh, um…” he blinked a couple of times. “I…don’t think…you’ll need it.”
What? I was all for being playful together, but no way was I going to be seen like this by anyone else.
Suddenly there was a chorus of shrieks. I looked up to see a banshee horde breach the last bastion to our private oasis of solitude and come marauding across the pool deck. There was nary a swimsuit to be seen, top or bottom.
I saw things bounce and sway that I will never be able to unsee.
If there was any relief, it was in seeing some of the bridesmaids jump into the pool. The relief was short-lived. Audra swooped in from the side, followed by Regan.
“Hey Alex, I’ve got something to show you,” Audra said as she towered at the lip of the hot tub, all of her features daring anyone to look away.
“We found Candee’s phone,” Regan said while posing statuesquely next to Audra.
“Here, take a look,” Audra said, extending her hand, which did actually hold a cell phone, and bending over so that her large, very visible breasts were likely to tip her over into my lap.
I still sat on Alex’s lap with my back to his chest. I felt him slip an arm around the front of me and my hair being released from its clip. He buried his face in my hair and proceeded to kiss the nape of my neck.
“We’re kind of busy here, do you mind?” he said.
I smiled triumphantly and shrugged. If you’re busy, you’re busy, right?
The two bathing beauties retreated and joined the others.
I turned my head and spoke over my shoulder. “I love you so much, you know. And they’re gone.”
He pulled me around to face him. “I love you too. And while I feel that I have exhibited super-human strength, I can’t avert my eyes any longer. I’ve got to get out of here.”
I touched my forehead to his and smiled. “You go first. Wait.”
“What now?” he said wearily.
I reached down and patted him on the leg. “Oh good, you still have your suit on. You can leave.”
“Nice one. I might remember to toss you a towel before you get out of the pool.”
Despite the cavorting nymphs who were behind my back in the main pool, I took the time to kiss my sweet fiancé one last time.
I placed my hands on either side of his face, the long day’s stubble scraping delightfully under my palms. And as I gently touched my lips to his, there was a new noise, and it came from inside the house.
At first, I thought it was another of my “ghostly” encounters, but the voices I had been hearing were of the eerie, whispery, kind, not the “woooo-ey” kind that you hear in cartoons or spook-alleys. This was more human, and as it grew closer and louder, it became more familiar.
I braced my hands on either side of Alex’s face, and looked at him, our noses almost touching. His back was to the house, and although I hadn’t seen anything yet, I was pretty sure I knew what was about to happen.
“Q, why don’t we continue this upstairs in our room? You know, where we can deadbolt the door?”
“Don’t move,” I told him. “Remember the movie where everyone had to close their eyes when they opened the Lost Ark?”
“Yes…?”
The sound grew louder and took on the quality of a disturbed animal. “What is going on back there?” He tried to turn his head but I held firm. “Babe,” I said, feeling desperation creeping into my voice, “remember what happened to the Nazi at the end?” My words spat out rapid fire with the intensity of the sun’s rays.
His eyes crinkled around the edges and he grinned. “The one wh—?”
“Whose face melted off. Yeah. Close your eyes, and whatever you do, don’t open them. Or the same thing will happen to you.”
He laughed and closed his eyes just as the fiend revealed herself at the doorway. She stood, arms raised, proclaiming her arrival. She took off and her footsteps pounded on the concrete of the pool deck as she passed by, every bare inch of her. My eyes followed, unable to look away from the spectacle.
A chorus of bacchanalian screams let loose from the pool.
It all happened so slowly then. The naked bridesmaids scattered to the perimeter of the pool, clearing a landing spot in the middle of the water.
She climbed onto the diving board and started the beginning of an eternity of flesh-flopping bounces on the flexible fiberglass, each descent from the apex of her jump leaving the voluminous pair of feminine parts of her body suspended in air, reaching above her head for a gravity-defying split second. And then, they made their logic-defying, missile-like plunge toward the pool with each ensuing upward spring her feet made off of the board. Her body seesawed this way time, after time, after time.
“Oh…my…God…” Alex’s voice uttered next to my ear, just as K.C. shot herself over the water, folded into a ball and yelled, “Naked cannonball!”
The ensuing splash seemed to empty a quarter of the water onto the pool deck. We took that moment of supreme distraction to beat it out of there. I paused only long enough to grab my cover-up and towel. There was no time to put the cover-up on, I just clutched it to my chest and ran into the building.
We didn’t stop until we reached our room.
“Please tell me you have a room key,” I said.
He pulled the keycard from a pocket in his trunks. He couldn’t get the key in fast enough. Finally, we got in and he switched the deadbolt shut then leaned his back against the door. With his eyes closed and his chest rising and falling, he looked like someone who’d just barely escaped the ax-wielding psychopath in a horror flick.
Still clutching my towel and cover-up to my chest, I waited for him to open his eyes. Once he did we looked at each other and broke into uproarious laughter. My sides hurt and tears ran down my face. I went to him and he encircled me with his arms.
“Did we really just see that?” I asked.
He opened his mouth to speak, but it took an awful long time before anything came out. I think he was truly in shock. “I don’t believe I’m saying this, but—whatever happens the rest of this night—can we do it with our shirts on?”





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The Promenade at the Pool had done well to dissolve any ideas I might have had regarding sexy-time antics…kind of like dropping chlorine tablets into a bubbling hot tub. I felt foolish for having lost my swim top and putting myself in a vulnerable position. Of course, if I were someone else, I would have jumped out of the Jacuzzi and joined in on the party. But that just wasn’t me.
I don’t know what Alex would have done in a similar situation if I weren’t there. I pondered this as I blew my hair dry while he took a shower. I imagined him in some undercover operation with a bunch of drug dealers, somewhere like L.A., at a lavish pool party. My anger grew as I imagined him, coolly taking a beer from some topless woman and pretending to have no problem at all being there—
“Babe!”
“Huh?” I looked up and realized I had been off in my own tortured world.
“You look upset.”
I was upset. With him. I was stuck in a day-dream haze. I shut off the hair-dryer and did a light shake of my head, trying to clear the fog. How could I be so angry with him for a fake scenario of my own creation? I stood up from the bed, wrapped my arms around him, and held him tight.
“What’s the matter?” His tone, sweet and empathetic, made me feel even worse.
“I’m just glad you’re here and not there.”
He laughed. “Where is there?”
“At the pool.”
He shuddered. “I need to get that out of my head. Hurry, say the first thing that comes to mind that isn’t at all related to what happened there.”
I thought for a moment. “How about…global warming.”
He looked up and away in thought. “Mm, no good. The warmer it gets, the less clothing people will wear.”
We shared a mutual grimace and then laughed.
"Why don't we go for a walk?" he suggested.
"Great idea, do you think we'll need jackets?"
"I don't know, why don't you ask Pam?" he joked.
We used the back stairway near Kourtnee’s—now K.C.’s—room. I stopped and put my ear to the door, wondering if she might be inside. I didn’t hear anything. Heaven forbid they were all still at the pool.
Once outside, we walked toward the woodsy area where Kourtnee allegedly kept her camp site. The sun had already set and the last bits of light had given way to a soft, gentle twilight. We skirted the outer edge and made our way down toward the rocky beach where Chad had found Sydnee's body.
"Isn't this near where Chad found Sydnee?" I asked.
"Hmm? Oh, yeah." Alex replied after a pause.
"Which one do you remember most?"
"Which what?"
"Which girl at the pool?" I nudged him with my elbow. "I know you're thinking about it."
He slid his arm around my waist as we continued walking toward the shore. "This one. I'm remembering her in the hot tub."
"Oh, how you lie.”
He laughed quietly. “I’m not lying,”
“Well, you’re definitely smart to say so, anyway," I teased.
"I am smart. I proposed to you, didn't I? I think I'm the smartest, luckiest guy on the planet."
He could have picked any woman—he was just that handsome and smart and amazing. Sometimes I still wondered why it had been me. I leaned into him. "I think I'm the one who lucked out."
"Aren't you two the sweetest things ever?" a voice said, not more than a few feet ahead of us.
I sucked in a breath and froze. Alex stepped forward and in front of me. So very gallant.
I peered from behind Alex’s arm and squinted, trying to adjust in the dim light. “Kourtnee! We didn’t see you,” I said, trying to steady my voice despite my racing heartbeat.
She sat on a flat-topped boulder wearing a black hoodie that had helped her blend in to the surrounding dark rocks, which lined the path down to the water. A quiet chuckle escaped her lips, which were now pursed around an unlit cigarette. “Obviously.”
“Wait, weren’t you just at the…” I thought back to the pool scene. Given my distraction at the time, I wasn’t surprised I couldn’t remember whether or not I had seen Kourtnee there.
“You got to see that too, huh?” The cigarette bounced on her lips as she spoke. She lit it with a lighter then blew the smoke out the side of her mouth, directing it away from me and Alex without turning her head. “Were you there, Alex? Guess you lucked out if you were.”
“Uh…maybe not the words I would use,” he said uneasily.
She shifted uncomfortably on the rock and made a quick grabbing motion at something behind her back.
“I got to see the show here.” She made a little jerk of her head toward the sand beach. “They wanted me to come with them, but I’ve got other plans.”
Not wanting to pry—well, let’s be honest—I knew I shouldn’t pry, so I didn’t, but I truly wanted to know what her other plans were.
“Were you there when they found Candee’s phone?” I asked. This immediately brought an image of Audra and Regan with their contrasting light and dark skin, standing behind the cell phone they displayed along with all the rest of their exposed bodies, at the hot tub’s edge.
“Yeah, I actually found it right around here. I was on my way from my campsite to the beach to meet the others.”
“No other signs of Candee?” I asked.
“Just the phone. I guess she’s probably the next victim,” she said while making air quotes, her cigarette propped between two fingers. She took a nervous drag, her lips making a kind of popping sound as she sucked in. “Not that I care. I’m not interested in the stupid game.”
“Oh my gosh,” I said out loud, without meaning to. Megan had found a charm shaped like a cell phone earlier.
“What?” Kourtnee asked.
I wished I hadn’t said anything. I was terrible at making things up on the fly, and I didn’t want to share that little tidbit of info with Kourtnee, even if she claimed she wasn’t playing the game.
“Do you smell smoke?” Alex asked.
“Sorry,” Kourtnee said as she held her cigarette down near the base of the large rock.
“Oh, no, I didn’t mean that. I can smell wood smoke. Like there’s a fire.”
“Don’t look at me this time,” Kourtnee said rather defensively.
“I’m gonna go check it out,” Alex said.
“We’ll see you around,” I said to Kourtnee, which sounded stupid and awkward. To compound my embarrassment, I found myself giving a little wave with my fingers. Rough and tumble girls, like Kourtnee, had always intimidated me. Talking to her took me back to school day memories where I felt like the wimpy kid asking to hang out with the athletes at the playground. She, and others like her, had an edge—an attitude that implied they had earned their merit badges for being cool—while I was just a sheltered girl from small-town Utah with no clue how you even found one of those badges.
I turned and followed Alex, whose pace was just short of running, toward the sandy part of the island.
The source of the smell became obvious as we approached the beach. This was the site of the bonfire which, thankfully, had been built near the water. It wasn't the kind of bonfire one might see on Guy Fawkes Day, but it was a fire that had been left unattended.
I had a guess that alcohol must have been involved in encouraging the mob to strip off their clothes and leave a burning fire, but who knew what other motivations there could have been.
I joined Alex in scooping up wet sand to put out the fire.
All of the stripped-off clothing littered the beach in rumpled piles of color. I noticed a reflection of the flames from one of the piles—it was K.C.'s red dress. Once the fire was out, I picked it up and gave it a little shake, then placed it on top of an outstretched towel. I would take it with me when we went back inside. I couldn't imagine why she would have left such an obviously expensive, custom-made dress in a pile near a fire.
"What were they thinking?" I wondered out loud.
"I have no idea. I've seen some crazy things on the job, but this was..."
At his mention of his job, I thought again of things he must have encountered, most of which he wasn't allowed to tell me. And most of those things, I imagined, put him in great danger. I knew that he loved the undercover part of his job, and I supported him in it, but I hated that part of his career. I felt a little tug at my heart, followed by an overwhelming blast of anxiety that wouldn’t leave.
I rushed over to Alex and hugged him again.
"What's up, Q?"
"I miss you."
The vibration of his laugh, rumbling in his chest, felt warm and comforting.
"What are you talking about? I'm right here."
"I was thinking about how much I miss you when you're gone. I don't know why it came out that way."
"Well then, I miss you too." It was dark by then and his handsome face took on an almost otherworldly glow, with the moonlight washing everything in silvery blue. "When I’m gone it kills me to be away from you, where I can't feel you next to me like this." He hugged me back and we stood there like that for a long while.
His hand found the back of my neck and he threaded his fingers through my hair. The evening stubble on his chin left a scratchy, but pleasurable, sting as he traced my jawline with his lips until they met mine.
His kiss was soft and slow. I wound my hands behind his neck, and he scooped me up and carried me to the grassy area just above the beach. We continued to kiss as he laid me down and covered my body with his.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

We lay there on our backs, holding hands and looking at the stars. It seemed like magic the way all those billions of shiny stars popped into the sky, where only fifty miles away, in the city, it would be considered lucky to see any.
Crickets chirped and a gentle breeze ruffled the leaves of Box Elder trees and the needles of Ponderosa pines. “What were you about to tell Kourtnee when I smelled the fire?” Alex asked.
I paused to think for a moment. “Oh. I was trying to think of something to tell her, because I didn’t want to tell her what had popped into my mind when she said she found Candee’s cell phone.”
“Wait a second…Okay, now I’m following. What popped into your mind?”
I shifted onto my side and propped my head up on my hand. “Candee’s charm.”
He turned to face me and propped his head up, too. “You think Candee’s charming?” he said.
I giggled with uncharacteristic vigor. It probably had something to do with the late hour. “No, the charm she pulled from the wedding cake.” Still feeling overly-giddy I leaned forward and brushed my lips against his, giggling all the while.
He chuckled and I felt his smile spread across my mouth.
A yawn overtook me and I lay on my back, snuggled up against his solid chest.
He tapped my nose with his finger. “We should go upstairs, it’s late.”
“No,” I protested. “I don’t want to go back where everyone else will be. Let’s just stay here a while longer.”
“Whatever you say, my love.” He slid down onto his side and crossed his arm over my body. I felt like I could melt right in to him.
After a few moments of quiet cuddling I asked, “Do you think Kourtnee is the murderer?”
“This makes you think about murder? I’m going to have to watch myself.”
“I would never,” I teased. “But we need to think about who the murderer is. We’re all going home tomorrow.”
After a long pause he answered. “What makes you think it’s Kourtnee?”
“She sits back, watching everyone. She’s made sure to let it be known she’s not interested in playing the game.”
“That makes her suspicious?”
“It’s kind of like, ‘The lady doth protest too much,’ you know?”
“Maybe,” he said after another long pause. “You could be on to something.”
“Do you know what she meant when she said she wasn’t responsible this time? I think she was talking about the fire.”
He quietly sighed. “I’ve never talked to her about it personally, so I don’t feel like I should spread rumors…but I think she’s aware that all of us know something happened.”
“What was it?”
“They say she started a forest fire.”
“On purpose?”
“I don’t think so.”
I sat up. “Really?”
“I don’t know any details. I’ve never asked.”
My noble fiancé. I wish I could say that I was the same way when it came to gossip.
“Where did it happen? Was anyone hurt?”
“I don’t really know.”
“Did she serve time?”
“All I know is that she was gone for a while. I wasn’t really close to the group at that time—I was working by then.”
“I wonder if she had to—” A yawn overtook me in the middle of my own sentence.
“Let’s go back inside, Quince.”
“I’ve always wondered what happens to people who start big fires. Like if she had to pay any restitution.”
“I really don’t know. I heard Audra was involved somehow, but those were just rumors.”
“Audra? What would she have to do with it?”
He groaned as if he were being tortured.
“I’m just curious. I’m spending a lot of time in close proximity to complete strangers. It would be nice to know if they were convicted criminals or escaped circus performers.”
“What?” He eventually laughed at my dumb joke. “Audra knows people. She probably hooked Kourtnee up with some friend of her father’s—a lawyer or politician, I assume.”
“Were they close?”
“Who, the lawyer and Audra? Hard to say.”
I rewarded his teasing with a little love tap on the arm. “No, I meant Audra and Kourtnee, of course.”
“I don’t really know them that well.”
“Apparently Audra thinks she knows me well enough to be critical.”
“That’s just Audra. She treated Eva like that when we were together.”
I took a gulp of air and froze.
I managed a laugh, which helped me to expel the breath I’d been holding. “You’re going to think this is funny. I completely misunderstood you. I thought you said that you and Eva used to date.”
“We did,” he said as if it was common knowledge.
I leaned away from him. “What?”
“You knew,” he said matter-of-factly.
“Well, now I know why she was so comfortable parading through our room while you were naked only a few feet away,” I said as I stood.
“Quincy, you’re overreacting.”
“Really?” I turned in the direction of the lodge and started walking.
“Come back—I didn’t realize you didn’t know.”
If I could swim, I just might have considered jumping into the lake at that very moment and returning to the mainland. Of course I couldn’t, and the lake was massive, but I wasn’t feeling too rational at the time.
After covering a few yards, I stopped and collected myself, then returned. I’d made a commitment to Alex and I needed to stick with him—even when things felt tough. And this definitely felt that way.
“Hey, nothing happened when Eva was in our room.”
“I know. You told me that. And I…believe you. But you never told me you and Eva had a thing together.”
“It wasn’t a big deal. Everyone has lots of girlfriends or boyfriends at that age. Admit it, you’ve had boyfriends that I don’t know about.”
“Well, no, actually. I just had the one.” I’d gotten under the spell of a boy in high school and made the mistake so many girls do. I dropped just about everything else in life, got married and moved away with him. Thankfully, somehow, I’d had enough sense to finish high school. I finally found a way to escape his physical and emotional abuse, and made my way home.
It wasn’t until I met Alex that I trusted myself enough to date anyone again. And here that trust had been knocked a serious blow.
“C’mon. You had to have dated other guys.”
“No, Alex. When I told you there was no one else, I meant it. I didn’t realize that your version of telling me about everyone from your past meant only the ones you were okay with me knowing about. For some reason, you didn’t want to tell me about Eva—even after I found her in our room, for no good reason, while you were taking a shower.”
“Yeah, well I was just as surprised to have your ex-husband show up on my doorstep. Oh, except he wasn’t your ex, you were still married. You are still married.”
I sucked in a giant breath. He’d actually taken things that far.
“That was different! And the paperwork is done—I’m almost divorced.”
“But you’re not.”
That was it. I looked up at him and though there was barely enough moonlight, I could see the hard set of his jaw. I wondered if he could see the hurt in my eyes.
“Well, thanks for your accuracy. You’re very literally correct. I guess since I’m still not quite divorced, we shouldn’t be here at all.”
“Quincy—”
“I’m a married woman. I shouldn’t be here with a man who isn’t my husband. Being a bridesmaid to his friends and appearing in their pictures. It’s scandalous. I should go.”
I started back toward the lodge once again.
“Quincy, it can’t be okay for you to omit things, but not me.”
I stopped and put my hands on my hips. My breathing was heavy and harsh. It wasn’t from the climb.
I turned back around. Alex stood at the bottom of the incline.
“I didn’t realize I was still married. You know that. And you and I weren’t even close to being engaged when that happened.”
He held out his arms and let out a frustrated groan. “I know. I’m sorry.” He ran his hands through his hair and sighed. “Can we go inside and talk?”
I stepped toward him and then walked past. “We do need to talk, but I can’t right now.” I could hardly breathe, it felt like I was wearing a corset and the laces were being pulled tighter and tighter. I grabbed K.C.’s dress. “I’m going inside.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

I trudged to the back entrance of the lodge. A motion detector light came on, illuminating the doorway and startling me at the same time. I’m sure it had worked, as Alex and I passed it on our way outside, but I was probably focused on him at the time and didn’t notice. I pushed on the handle to the door only to find it locked. “This again,” I grumbled.
I leaned against the back of the building and gazed out in the direction of the lake, only able to clearly distinguish anything inside the yellow perimeter cast by the security light. I still seethed over what had just happened with Alex and tears leaked out of the corners of my eyes.
Standing there alone, I felt vulnerable and exposed. It was dark and late in an unfamiliar place. Who knew what or who roamed around out there at night? A fast moving shadow swooped in near my head, startling my heart into my throat. I plastered myself against the building like a chameleon, trying to blend into the background. I was embarrassed and relieved when I realized it had been a bat, dining on the insects that swarmed under the light above my head. I’d let myself entertain the vision of gargoyles falling from the sky.
Feeling silly and overly dramatic, I closed my eyes and tried to think rationally instead of letting my anger and fear dictate my actions. Alex and I did need to talk. And I was behaving like a child. I went back the way I had come. All I wanted to do was grab him and hold him and apologize.
It took a while for my eyes to adjust to the darkness again. Once I could see, I jogged back to the bottom of the hill of grass.
“Alex,” I called.
The only response I got was from a mosquito buzzing next to my ear. I walked farther down near the bonfire. Maybe Alex had taken a time-out to sit at the lake’s edge and listen to the water. That’s what I would have done. But that was the problem—I was only thinking about what I wanted and how I felt—I hadn’t thought very much about his feelings.
He said it wasn’t a big thing between him and Eva. But, had it been hard for him to come here, surrounded by his old life? What if I’d returned to a wedding in my ex-husband’s town? How awful would that be?
I had really screwed this up.
I hoped he and I had just returned to the lodge using different routes. Maybe he was back at the room already. A bird called in the distance, a strange sound I hadn’t heard before. Also strange that it called at night. It sounded large and mean. Just more motivation to go inside. I went back to the lodge.
The back door was probably still locked and the pool side of the building was less than attractive as an option in the case of naked stragglers or the probability that even if the outer gate to the pool was unlocked, I wouldn’t be so lucky with the French doors leading to the garden room. I would try the opposite side of the building, and if none of those doors were open, I could make my way to the front entrance. Surely it would still be open. This was a sort of hotel, after all. Didn’t they need to leave the front door open?
The sides of the building were more fully landscaped with bushes and plants than the façade of the building. This made things even scarier, because things could hide in those bushes.
I heard a swishing sound ahead of me, near the side of the building. I froze in place. My mind flashed to a documentary where I had seen jaguars in the Amazon jungle who could swim great distances, like from the shore to an island. Could cougars swim?
I needed to pull myself together. It was probably nothing. Or…
“Alex?” I whispered.
No reply.
The sound happened again. Only this time it was louder. What other animals could be on this island? Suddenly, Jurassic Park came to mind. I tore out of there and zigzagged while I was doing it just in case it was a T-Rex.
I backtracked and tried the rear door once again with the same result as the last time. I would have to go all the way around the other side of the building, past the pool.
Another motion-activated light came on as I hurried past. I looked up and noticed another door. It was plain, with very little hardware. The lock was flush with the door and there was no handle or knob. I pushed against it out of desperation, expecting it to be immovable. It bounced back under my hand and opened a crack. I wedged my fingers into the small gap and pulled the door open. It was the back door to the kitchen. The one with the emergency exit only sign that said an alarm would go off if it was opened. I didn’t hear any alarm.
An under-cabinet recessed light illuminated a small pool of counter space against the wall. It was enough light to find my way around one of the large islands in the center of the room without running into an appliance. But it wasn’t enough to identify any creatures or people waiting in the dark.
I knew my imagination was out of control. But there is something automatically scary about walking around in a quiet, dark room, no matter where it is. Once you've reached a certain time of night, a place of comfort and happiness like the kitchen—I mean we're talking about food here—becomes the Terror Castle at the amusement park, where you just know a living mannequin dressed up in ragged clothing, wearing a ratty wig, lurks around the corner behind the fridge.
It didn’t help that my emotions were frazzled. I felt terrible about the way I’d left things with Alex. I just wanted to find him, apologize and go home as soon as possible. It felt like weeks had passed since I’d last seen my family, including my dog, Jerome. I couldn’t believe I was actually missing my mother’s nagging phone calls and my older sister’s sometimes superior attitude. I decided that I was a wreck.
Alex had probably made it inside the lodge by now and he was likely in our room. I would go upstairs and face the music. We could talk things out and go to sleep. Everything would improve with a little bit of sleep.
The main hallway was well lit, which improved my mood dramatically. I could hear something going on in one of the larger rooms behind the staircase, but I wasn’t going to stop and find out what they were up to. After what seemed like an endless number of stairs, I finally stood outside our room. I reached into my pocket only to find—nothing. There was no key. I checked and rechecked all the pockets of my jeans with no success.
I knocked on the door, hoping that Alex had beat me back into the lodge. He either wasn't inside or didn't want to talk to me, which I could understand, but this was an extenuating circumstance. I needed to get inside—the mannequin people were out there. I thought I heard the rustling of ragged clothing around the corner. It’s a very distinct sound.
I tried to think back to what had happened since I’d gotten dressed and intentionally held the key up to look at it before putting it in my pants pocket. The more I thought about it, I remembered some—eh—messing around that I had done on the grass with Alex. My key had probably fallen out then. My tired brain couldn't comprehend going all the way back out to the beach to find it. I needed another way.
Suddenly, a full-on spine-wracking shiver overtook me. The air around my body became cold, as if I’d just walked into my flower cooler. With arms covered in goosebumps, I knew I was about to hear a ghostly whisper…but it never came. The thing was, my mind cleared, and it was as if my eyes were closed, even though they weren’t. And an invisible pen wrote a word in fluorescent ink in the dark canvas in my mind.
Eva.
The fire I had felt, only a short while before, came right back when the irony hit me. The best chance I had of getting back into my room was Eva.
I knew Alex had been telling the truth about her visit to our room, and despite my frustration with him, I believed that he didn’t realize he hadn’t told me about his past relationship with her. But still, they’d been an item. Ick.
Eva was petite and pretty and toned. Her clothes had an understated elegance. And I could just imagine that Alex’s visit to this wedding had been on her mind since Mike and Christie had announced their engagement.
Maybe Alex had put their relationship behind him. But Eva? Maybe each time she was extra nice to me, like when she took me aside at the pool, she was really just mocking me in a backhanded way. Either that, or thinking that getting closer to me would be a way to get closer to him vicariously. Whatever her reasons, she knew how to get into my room, and that meant I would have to ask for her help.
I went downstairs hoping Eva might just be standing around, waiting for me to need that key instead of sitting in the middle of a room full of women who could overhear our conversation. It was the least she could do for me, right?
The volume of laughter and voices coming from behind the grand staircase grew louder with each step I took. I just hoped they all had clothes on.
As I walked down the hall, the noise from the others stopped. The only sound was that of my sneakers, squeaking on the marble-tiled floors. I continued on, annoyed at every single conspicuous squeak of my shoe, until I found a sliver of light escaping the barely ajar study door. I peeked in to see who was inside and if it was worth interrupting whatever was going on.
“Hi Quincy!”
I shrieked and probably peed a little.
“Eva,” I said on an exhale of the breath I’d been holding. She stood directly behind me.
“I’m sure you can just go on in,” she said.
“Oh…I wasn’t meaning to snoop, I just—” I could feel the fire spreading up my arms and my neck. My cheeks felt like the bottom of a furnace. Why did I say anything about snooping? I wasn’t—exactly.
The door flung open. “Everything okay out here?” Audra asked at the opening, sounding very lucid for someone who, only hours before, had been completely “blind and blotto,” as it said on the list of slang from the wedding party.
“Everything’s great,” I replied.
“Quincy, come in, you’re just in time,” Pam said from inside the study.
“Come in, come in, come in, Boss!”
I felt a pain in my jaw and realized I was clenching my teeth. I couldn’t confront Eva in front of everyone, and I knew K.C. well enough that it wouldn’t be a simple thing to say Eva and I needed to talk privately in the hallway. Also, Eva was halfway through the door already. I would have to cook up an excuse to talk to her once I found out what everyone was up to in the study.
The room looked just as I would have imagined. Shelves full with a multitude of different sized books, all with various colored spines, covering all of the walls. Overstuffed, brown leather couches faced a fireplace, and a large mahogany desk behind the couches anchored the room. The carpet was lush and thick in a subtle teal and rusty orange plaid pattern that tied all of the colors of the room together.
“Is something on your mind, Quincy?” Megan asked as I slowly made my way in.
Obviously I wasn’t going to tell them that my thoughts were occupied with the woman who stood behind me, who may have sparked the fight that may have just ruined my potential marriage.
“It’s just that…” I glanced at everyone trying to think of something clever. Nothing came, so I just pointed out the obvious. “Um…you’re all wearing clothes.”
The room erupted with the sound of their laughter.
“That’s right, I forgot you were there at the pool,” Regan said in her usual condescending, dismissive way. The light reflected off of her necklace—the one that she had been rumored to have stolen the design for, from her sister.
“I didn’t forget who you were with, though,” Audra said.
Everyone stopped talking and the room became painfully quiet except for the ticking of a clock on the mantle. I looked at her, keeping my face void of expression, trying with all my willpower not to ask her if she’d rolled any strikes or picked up any spares lately.
“So, what are we all up to, now?” I asked in a happy, light-hearted tone.
“Glad you asked,” K.C. replied. It was hard to miss the scarf she’d draped over her hair and tied at the nape of her neck. The fringe of her natural brown hair stuck out around the edges. She wore giant gold hoop earrings. No telling where she picked those up, but they did look suspiciously similar to shower curtain rings. “Take a seat—no, no, not that one—this one across from me.”
“Okay…K.C.”
“Tonight, it’s Madam Karma, purveyor of the future. Sit, and I vill tell your fortune.”
I sat across from her at the formidable desk.
She snapped her fingers and someone turned out the lights. I heard the click of the chain on the green shaded desk lamp. Her face was illuminated along with a small area on the desk.
“Now, cut zis deck of cards in half,” she instructed.
“Did you just say zis?”
“Work with me, kid,” she whispered.
She pointed to a colorful deck of tarot cards. I shrugged and played along. She laid out the cards in kind of a “T” shaped pattern, and then put four cards running down the side.
K.C. mumbled to herself as she looked over the cards. “Yes, that’s right. I expected that…oh,” she glanced up at me with a deadly serious look on her face. “That’s a shame,” she said, as she returned her attention to the cards and then tsked.
“Isn’t that the Death card?” Regan asked.
The others audibly sucked in their breath. “Maybe we know who’s next to go,” Audra said. “Not that I care, I’m not playing,” she reminded.
“That is not the meaning of the Death card…usually,” K.C. said.
I didn’t really believe in card reading and that kind of thing, but it did seem very interesting. And there was a picture on one of the cards of a man. He looked like a king. He also looked a lot like Alex.
“I see a lot of cups here, missy. A lot of cups.” K.C. still perused the cards, hemming and hawing to herself.
“Aww, look,” Pam said over my shoulder. “That one says The Lovers on it. That’s like you and Alex. What does it mean when it’s upside-down like that?”
K.C. looked up at Pam and me, opening her mouth as if to speak, but then looked like she thought better of saying what first came to mind. She glanced to the side and then looked back up, her eyes sparkling.
“It doesn’t really mean anything, dear. This card is, of course, for lovers. They are lucky, aren’t they?” I knew her well enough to know she was using her full of baloney tone of voice. “And, as Regan pointed out, we have the Death card here, meaning…well, it probably just means that Quincy is going through a big change.”
“What kind of change, Quincy?” Megan asked.
I shrugged. “Nothing as far as I know.”
“Well you’ve set a wedding date, haven’t you?” K.C. said. “That’s a new beginning, a significantly big change.”
“Oh, well…yes.” Errgh. My eyesight had adjusted enough to see all of the faces crowded around the desk. I heard coos of interest and even some congratulations. Pam had a particularly peculiar look on her face. Unfortunately, I had slipped in a moment of weakness and told K.C. about our new wedding date. I had only told her because she mentioned wanting to plan a trip with her husband and I didn’t want her to miss the wedding. She was supposed to keep the date a secret.
I didn’t know the rest of this group well enough to want to share that special news. Especially not with Alex’s ex-girlfriend.
I cast a look at K.C., but I could tell by the look on her face she realized she had spilled the beans.
“Now, this Tower card has me flummoxed,” K.C. almost shouted out. I think she was trying to distract the others from my news.
“What does it mean?” Eva asked.
“It could be nothing but—”
“People are falling off the top of a tall building on that card,” Regan said. “It can’t be a good card.”
“We never vant to be too literal when interpreting zee Tarot,” K.C. said, back in character.
“What else could it mean?” Regan persisted.
“Some kind of disaster…” K.C. hesitated to say. “Or—orrr, a big revelation. Something will be revealed to you, Quincy.”
“Maybe she’ll figure out how to solve the mystery,” Eva said. Very friendly, that Eva. Too friendly, the more I thought about it. Could she be feeling guilty, I wondered?
“That Tower card is right next to that King card.” Pam’s voice got shaky and quiet. “He looks a lot like Alex. Is Alex okay, Quincy? It doesn’t seem good that those two cards are together.”
There was no way in this world I would be talking about my fight with Alex right now, especially not with Pam. “He’s doing great. We were just walking out at the beach together.”
“Where is he now?” Pam asked.
“I’m going to think about this reading before I give you a final report, Boss.” K.C. had apparently read my face and intervened. She sat back and stretched her arms, a bent elbow on either side of her head, then she snapped her fingers for like before. “I think it’s time for this old cowgirl to go to bed. Gotta get that beauty sleep, right?” The lights came on in time to see her lightly jab her elbow into Audra’s side.
I helped her gather her cards, which she then put into a purple velvet pouch. It looked like something that would have dangled from the arm of a Victorian era woman.
Everyone else had left the general vicinity of the desk when K.C. leaned in and said, “I need a word with you,” her whispered words sounding serious.
"Okay," I said, as I looked over my shoulder. "But not here."
"Fine. I need to go get my dress. I lost my fool head and left it on the beach.” Leaving her dress on the beach was the foolish thing she’d done? I would’ve gone for the naked pool party if I were choosing.
“We can talk while we retrieve it," she said.
"I brought your—shoot. I brought your dress up from the beach after..." I paused not knowing how much I wanted to share about what had happened between me and Alex at the beach. "Anyway, I brought it with me on the way back to the house, but I must have dropped it."
"You dropped it? It's not like you just to drop something like that."
"No, I was scared by a noise and I took off. I can't believe I did that. I'm sorry, K.C."
"No, no, don't you worry. It's the thought that counts. Besides, I'm the one who left it out in the first place. But, since it did cost me a pretty penny, I'd better find it. I really do love that dress. Let's retrace your steps and see where you dropped it."
I thought back and tried to remember my route and where I may have left the dress. And it struck me just how scared I had been. Not so much at the sound I’d heard, but at the way I was so upset, that my mind had actually gone completely blank. This didn’t happen to me. I remembered everything. It was one of my better qualities that really helped me in running my business. Now, I couldn’t remember a single thing about dropping that dress. K.C. was right. It wasn’t like me to do something like that. I was rattled and that scared me the most.
"I'm sure I didn’t have it in my hands when I came in the house."
"See, now there's a start."
"It's outside. But it's really dark out there now."
"I've got a little flashlight on my keychain. We can go up to my room and get it."
We went up to her room and got the flashlight, passing Regan in the hallway on the way out.
"Are you done for the night, Miss Regan?" K.C. asked.
"Yeah, I think I'll go to bed."
"Goodnight," we told her.
We used the back staircase, which put us in the hall near the kitchen when we reached the bottom.
“I came through here,” I said, as we crossed into the kitchen. “The weird thing was, I was able to come through that door that says it will set off an alarm if you open it.”
“I didn’t hear any alarms.”
“Me either—well, it was slightly open anyway. I wasn’t sure how I was going to get back in, but this was open.”
K.C. gingerly pushed on the door. “It’s shut tight now. Did you close it when you came in?”
“I put it back just as I found it.”
“As everyone should. Good girl.”
“For some reason that door being left open creeps me out. And so does the fact that it’s closed now. Not that I wasn’t glad to be able to get in. I didn’t see anyone outside of the kitchen or wandering around in the halls when I came in, although Eva did follow me into the study.”
“Well that makes sense. She went to get some snacks. And this would be the place where those would most likely be found. She must have just missed you.”
Hmm. Maybe. I was growing more and more suspicious of Eva for…I wasn’t sure what yet, but I would figure it out.
“I did go upstairs first. In fact, I wouldn’t have come back down to the study if I hadn’t lost my key.”
I stopped talking before I said anything else. I didn’t need to go into the details of how I lost it.
K.C. fixed a knowing look on me.
“Had you been in the study very long before I got there?” I asked.
“No,” she answered. “We had all arrived not too long before you did. Pam went to do…something. I don’t remember what. Regan and Audra had been messing around in the hallway, laughing. So people were out and about. I’m sure Eva noticed this door being ajar and shut it while she was here. She’s kind of in charge, isn’t she?”
“I guess.”
“What we really need to talk about is what happened between you and Alex.”
“What do you mean?”
“Oh, now don’t try to BS a BSer, chickadee. You’ve been trying to keep a brave face, but I read your cards, you know.”
“I…why don’t we go outside first. I don’t want to talk in here.” I looked around suspiciously. “Too many possible ears listening in,” I whispered.
"You've got a point there," she said.
"So I guess we just open this alarmed door and assume it won't set something off?"
"It obviously doesn't work. I think they just put those stickers on the door at the manufacturer or something. Let's go! You've got lots to tell me."
My stomach immediately churned at the thought of the way Alex and I had parted ways. I might feel some relief if I talked about what had happened and, while K.C. wasn’t good at keeping secrets, she was a good listener. And she seemed to have more than one person's lifetime of experience to draw from when giving advice.
But I was so anxious, so worried about the damage that had been done to my relationship with Alex, I didn't want to say the words out loud. If I said things out loud, I might just prove to myself how I had ruined us.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Somehow the moon wasn’t as pearly, and the stars, while still there, seemed rather dull on this second venture outside. I felt the need to rub my arms up and down, like you do when you’re shivering, but it wasn’t cold.
K.C. clicked the button on the flashlight, illuminating a small circle-shaped area on the ground. "So, kiddo, the cards told me a lot, but I don't really even need those. Your downturned mouth and your red eyes told me that either you got into a fight with Alex, or you found yourself on the wrong end of a can of pepper spray. Either way, something tells me this was a rough one. What happened?"
We followed the concrete walkway around to the side of the building.
"We were having such a great time,” I told her. “It was so beautiful out here. And then we started talking about Kourtnee, and that led to talking about Audra, and that led to Eva. Anyway, now here I am and I have no idea where he is. I have a bad feeling. I think I drove him away.” A lump quickly formed in my throat and my breath hitched as I tried to talk. “I really don't think he would just disappear like this if he wasn't done with me." At that, the flood gates in my eyes opened once again.
“Hey, now.” She gave me a quick sideways hug and squeezed my arm repeatedly. “Buck up, girl. We all go through those growing pains in a new relationship. You probably think Fred and I get along all the time just hunky-dory for days on end. Of course, we do have such a good time together, but there are those days when I'm ready to send him packing. And I'm sure he feels the same about me at times. That's what real marriage—heck—real life is all about. Getting through the rough patches."
"Maybe so," I managed to say, my mouth trembling and hardly any air in my lungs.
"I just wish they would teach about that kind of stuff in those high school classes. I've heard of them carrying around a sack of flour or an egg, or even a fancy doll to learn about the responsibilities of caring for a baby. But they sure don't teach about caring for your partner in those classes. Oh well, I'm just going on. I guess I've got the baby thing on my mind because one of my granddaughters had that class in school not too long ago."
“Do you think I should go look for him and apologize?”
"Give him some time to himself. I’m sure he feels just as miserable as you do—oh, look. I think that's my dress." She fixed the beam from the flashlight a few feet ahead of us. The pile that lay in the middle of the sidewalk sparkled and dazzled as K.C. hustled up toward it.
"I'm so sorry, K.C. It's just not like me to leave your expensive dress just laying around like that.”
“Hey, don’t sweat it. I’m the one who left it at the beach. I’m just glad to find it.”
“It’s not okay. I just got really scared when I heard something in the bushes up there.”
As if on cue, the same rustling of the bushes happened that had spooked me in the first place.
“Whoa. What the heck was that?” K.C. didn’t hesitate for a second. She charged over to the bushes and ducked in behind them, next to the house.
“Holy cats!” she shouted.
I followed with trepidation. As I got closer, a moaning sound grew louder.
“What is it?” I asked. I climbed behind the large Pfitzer bush, having to slide my back against the building to avoid getting scratched by the foliage. I squeezed in next to K.C. who held the flashlight so that it illuminated Kourtnee’s face.
Kourtnee moaned and slowly blinked her eyes. It looked like she was trying to fall asleep. She mumbled something unintelligible.
“Kourtnee!” both of us shouted at her. I didn’t dare shake her because I had no idea how she’d gotten into the bushes and didn’t know if she was injured.
She finally came around—barely. “Wh…at are you guys doing here?”
“What are you talking about, girl? What are you doing here?” K.C. asked.
“This is my tent. There’s no room for you in here. Go away,” Kourtnee slurred.
K.C. swung her flashlight into my face. “Wh…what the…Did you hear that?”
I covered my hand over hers to push the light out of my eyes.
“Kourtnee, come on, wake up.” I gently flicked her cheek bone with my middle finger.
“Heyyyy,” Kourtnee moved her hand to her face. “Why did you do that?” she said with the drawl of someone still in the fog of deep sleep.
“Kourtnee dear, you are not in your tent,” K.C. said sternly, but also gently as if speaking to a grandchild. “You are in the middle of a bush.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

I decided Kourtnee couldn’t be too seriously injured, after she flailed her arms and legs around and kicked me in the gut, knocking the air out of me.
Finally, she woke out of her stupor enough to agree to come out of her “tent.” After much coaxing and heavy lifting, Kourtnee was out of the bushes and on the ground.
“We need to get her inside,” K.C. said. “If she stays out here, who knows what she’ll fall into. The lake isn’t that far away.”
I agreed and braced myself, having a strong hunch that Kourtnee’s legs weren’t going to hold her weight enough to make it to the front of the lodge, despite being able to kick like a Clydesdale.
My hunch proved to be correct. K.C. and I stood on either side of Kourtnee with one of her arms around each of our shoulders. We struggled, inch by inch, to move her dead weight all the way around to the front of the lodge.
“What in the world kind of cuckoo-grass did this girl smoke?” K.C. wondered out loud, between heavy pants of breath.
“I don’t know, ungh,” I grunted as Kourtnee looked at me and laughed, and leaned her weight over to my side. “I’m gonna have to take a break before we try to get her up the front steps.”
“How do you suppose she got into those bushes?” K.C. asked. “Oh, come on, Kourtnee, help us out here.” Kourtnee had dug her feet into the ground and stopped our forward progress. “I could use a breather myself. I’m too damned old for this.”
We scrambled to the foot of the steps at the main entrance of the house. Once we sat Kourtnee down, we sat down ourselves. Kourtnee flopped her arms onto me and leaned her head on my shoulder. “I love you, man,” she probably thought she whispered, into my ear. The accompanying spittle was a surprising and disgusting bonus.
“I know this is going to sound crazy, but hear me out,” K.C. said. The light cast from underneath the portico was strong enough at the foot of the steps that I could see her face. She leaned forward to check on Kourtnee, who had begun to snore as she lay against me.
“I worry about her overhearing,” K.C. said cautiously. “The power of suggestion, you know.”
“What suggestion?”
“I think she fell,” K.C. whispered and pointed up to the sky.
“What, like an angel from heaven?” I said on a laugh.
“No, I’m serious. The way she was entangled in that shrub, I don’t think it would look like that if she just fell in sideways from a standing position. Or even if she leapt on to it. That bush is really large, and she was on top of it—and kind of—within it.”
I wanted to roll my eyes, but I used restraint even though she probably wouldn’t have been able to see it anyway. “How would she not be dead?”
“She fell into the right kind of bush. Any of these other dogwoods or boxwoods and she’d be a goner. She’s just darn lucky she didn’t fall off of this front side.”
We were very familiar with this part of the landscaping after our previous search for the “smoking gun,” also known as the bloody rock.
“How do you even get on the roof from here? You would have to have a ladder, and I don’t see one anywhere. And besides, Alex and I saw her sitting down on the rocks near where they found Sydnee’s body.”
“Well she’s over here now, isn’t she?”
“So…?”
“Did you see her before or after the two of you did the dirty on the lawn?”
I sucked in my breath. “K.C.!”
“You thought I wasn’t paying attention, didn’t you? I caught that juicy little detail. There’s nothing to be ashamed of, dear. It’s kind of inspiring, really. A rollick and tumble on the lawn at the water’s edge.”
“First of all, eww. And we didn’t do…that. We just made out. And anyway, that’s not the point. What is the point? I forgot what you asked.”
“When did you see Smoky the Bandit, here? Before or after—you know,” she said suggestively.
I sighed and decided it best just to move the conversation along. “We saw her before.”
“Well, unless you two are doing it wrong, she should have had plenty of time to get over here and on to that roof.”
“We didn’t do—oh, forget it.”
“Now, we just need to figure out how to get on the roof…”
Kourtnee stirred and mumbled quietly on my shoulder.
“She’s getting heavy, it’s time to wake her up and get moving.”
“What was she doing when you saw her?”
I thought back to the happier portion of my walk with Alex. “Um…she said she didn’t go skinny dipping at the pool because she had other plans.”
“That’s it?”
“Yep.”
“He pushed me,” Kourtnee said in a distant, sad voice.
“What?” I looked down at her head on my shoulder and it seemed like she was still asleep.
“What did she say?” K.C. asked.
I shrugged my shoulders just enough to rouse her. “Who pushed you?”
“He pushed me,” Kourtnee said again, in a whiny, cry-baby whisper.
“Well, I’ll be double-dipped,” K.C. said.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

We couldn’t get anything else out of Kourtnee. Whatever she was on had her behaving incredibly sleepy, yet I wasn’t letting my guard down, I knew she could kick out at any minute.
It turned out the front door was unlocked. Instead of dragging Kourtnee up the steps ourselves, I had gone inside to find help. The first person I saw was Pam. She was coming up the hallway from the direction of the kitchen.
Of course, when I saw her, I figured she wouldn’t be a ton of help, given her small stature. But she amazed both me and K.C. when she put one of Kourtnee’s knees over each of her shoulders and hefted Kourtnee’s limp lower body up the stairs with us. It made it possible to get her up the grand staircase and down the halls and all the way into Jill’s bed.
"We should stay here with her and make sure she keeps breathing," I said.
"That shouldn't be a problem, I'm staying in the adjoining room,” K.C. said. “I'll get ready for bed if you'll stay here with her for that long, and then I'll come in and watch her for a while."
"Do you need me to stay?" Pam asked. "I'd be more than happy to."
"Only if you'd like," K.C. said. "But if you had other plans, I'm just fine on my own."
A massive yawn overtook me. "What time is it?"
"I'm not sure, but it's got to be after midnight, I would guess," K.C. said.
"You should go to bed, Quincy. You look tired," Pam said in her annoying, stating the obvious, kind of way. "I'll stay here while K.C. gets ready for bed, and then she and I can keep each other company. That way you can go to bed with Alex. Isn't he already in your room?"
Did she know something I didn’t? Whatever the answer, I wouldn’t be giving her the satisfaction of indicating I wasn’t sure. "Yeah, I’ll go and join him if you don't mind, K.C." I glanced at her and she winked at me before Pam turned to stare at her.
The next problem was that I was going to have to go and find Eva unless...I hoped more than anything I had ever hoped for, that Alex had returned to our room. I rushed down the hall, turned the corner and went down the next. My heart pounded, mostly from the anticipation, and probably somewhat from lack of sleep and fatigue. I would usually have been asleep for two or three hours by now.
I stood in front of the door to our room, and reached out to knock, but stopped myself. I didn't know if I could bear the results if I knocked and Alex didn't answer.
I took a deep breath and poised my wrist and my knuckles.
A frantic scream pierced the quiet in the halls.
I ran toward the sound and found Megan in her sister's room.
"Megan, what is it?"
"It's Regan...she's...I think she could be dead.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Regan’s room could have been used as the set of a disaster movie. The sheets and comforter had been peeled from the bed and lay strewn to the side. Clothes hung off open drawers and dotted the floor in piles. Who packs that much stuff for a weekend stay? Apparently, Regan did.
"What’s happened, Megan?" I asked.
The color had drained from her face. Her eyes, red-rimmed, blinked away tears. "I found a bee," she said in a quiet voice.
"What is it? What's wrong?" K.C. asked as she charged into the room, out of breath and clutching the front panels of her bathrobe to keep them closed.
"It's Regan, she's not here and I found a bee." Megan’s words came faster and louder now.
"Slow down there, cowgirl. Take us from the beginning," K.C. said.
Megan closed her eyes and took a slow, deep breath. "I got a feeling I should check on her. I don't know why, it just came to me. When I got here, the door was already open. She had it propped just like it is now."
I glanced toward the door just as Pam walked in.
"Okay," K.C. said, "and then what?"
"She was looking for her EpiPen. She said she'd seen a bee in the room."
"Is she allergic to them?" Pam asked.
K.C. whipped around to see who the new voice belonged to.
"Yes," Megan said, with uncharacteristic harshness. "Everyone who knows her knows that. She freaks out anytime she sees one."
"So, did she find the peppy pen?" K.C. asked.
Megan didn’t flinch at the K.C.ism. "No. We looked through all of her stuff but we couldn't find it."
That explained the state of the room.
"So then what happened?" K.C. asked Megan.
"I asked her if she had been stung, and she said no. So I wasn't too worried, but I told her I would go get the EpiPen from the bag in my room."
"Are you allergic too?" Pam asked.
"No, but I carry an extra one for her. She's so allergic, she'll stop breathing right away if she gets stung. I've always carried an extra for her."
"But if you're identical twins, why aren't you allergic?" Pam persisted in asking.
"I—"
K.C. interrupted. "Let's stick to Regan for right now. So, Megan, you got your EpiPen and then came back here?"
"Yes, and she was gone."
"That fast?" I said.
"Yes!" Megan said.
"Honey, it sounds like she's the next victim in the mystery game," K.C. said.
"Megan, when I came into the room, you said you thought she was dead. Why did you say that?" I asked.
"I didn't think about the mystery. At first, I just thought she'd run into the bathroom or something. But I looked everywhere. I looked back into the hallway, but she couldn't have disappeared that quickly, I'm right across the hall, and I knew right where to find her extra pen. I even looked for her under the bed and in the closet."
"Why did that make you say she was dead?" Pam asked.
What a strange way to ask that question. Pam's tone wasn't sympathetic at all. In fact, it seemed fairly aggressive, almost accusatory.
"I found this."
She stood in front of the dresser and on top of it was a box.
"That's her necklace box," Pam said.
It was a black box with a velvety interior, imprinted in exactly the same shape as Regan's infamous necklace.
"I don't understand, dear," K.C. said. "Why would that box lead you to think your sister died? Is it because her necklace isn't there?"
"No, look." Megan lifted the box off of the dresser and moved it closer to the three of us. "See that?"
She pointed to a tiny, crumpled up, yellow ball.
"It's a bee," Pam said.
"Yes." Megan said pointedly.
"Ah, and it's dead…now I see," K.C. said.
"What do you see?" Pam asked.
"A honey bee loses its stinger when it stings someone, and then it dies. Since this one is dead, it might mean that it stung...someone," K.C. explained.
“I hate to say it like this,” I said carefully, “but, since your sister knows she’s allergic to bees, it doesn’t seem to make sense that she would leave without her…wait a minute.”
“What, what are you thinking, Boss?”
“Regan wouldn’t go off without telling you, if she knew you were looking for her life-saving medicine.”
“Maybe she went somewhere else to look for her Epipen,” Pam said. “I mean the one that she couldn’t find in here.” She pointed toward the drawers, in their disarray.
“She wouldn’t just leave without telling me,” Megan said.
K.C pointed at me. “Unless…she saw another bee, and ran out of the room to get away from it. In that case, she might have just gotten the heck out of Dodge. I know if I’d seen one killer, and then another one showed up, I would blow this Popsicle stand in less than a second.”
“I don’t know what to think,” Megan said.
“It will be okay, Megan. You know what I really think?” Pam said. “I think she was the next victim in the mystery game.”
“But how did she leave?” Megan asked. “Where did she go? I would have seen her going down the hall, at least I think I would.”
“How have any of the victims gotten the word that it was their turn next?” I wondered out loud.
“I don’t know,” Megan said, weariness evident in her voice.
“I think we all need some sleep,” K.C. said. “Megan, I’m sorry to say it, but I do think Regan is the next victim in the game. Maybe after a little bit of rest, we’ll all be able to think more clearly and figure everything out.”
“You’re probably right,” Megan said. “Thanks for your help, you guys. I think I’ll go to bed. I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep, but I’ll try.”
“Tell you what,” K.C. said. “You try to get some sleep, and we’ll meet up in the morning to wrangle up some breakfast, and talk through everything. Okay?”
“Okay, that sounds good. Thanks.”
We arranged a time and place, and waited until Megan went into her room and closed the door.
“Uh—Pam, dear,” K.C. said quietly. “Who is with Kourtnee?”
A wide-eyed, blank stare occupied Pam’s face. They both looked at each other for a frozen moment, then K.C. charged down the hall toward her room.
“I’m sorry, K.C., I thought you were still in the bathroom when I left,” Pam said.
“I had just gotten out, but it’s not your fault. I just came a runnin’ when I heard Megan scream. I didn’t think to let you know what I was doing.”
“I’m sure she’ll be just f—” Pam stopped talking as K.C. turned and held her hand out.
“You do have a key, don’t you?” K.C. said.
“No,” Pam said. “It’s not my room.”
K.C. reaffirmed the closure on the front of her robe and said, “Well, I don’t have any pockets in here. I didn’t think to pick up the key, I just—ran. What a mess.” She pounded on the door. “Kourtnee!” she yelled, and then Pam joined in.
After a few seconds of knocking and shouting for Kourtnee, it was obvious she wasn’t going to answer the door.
“What should we do?” K.C. asked.
“Eva has a master key to all the rooms,” Pam said, her voice coated with a thin layer of jealousy, just like the film that develops over a pot of pudding, bubbling on the stove.
“Okay,” K.C. said. “Since this was my fault, I will go track down Eva. Quincy, you come with me and you can ask her about…”
I threw a look in K.C.’s direction, which she happened to notice.
“About the thing, you wanted to ask her about.”
Pam looked up at me with an interested sparkle in, her eye.
“Pam, you stay here and see if you can get Kourtnee to let you in. We’ll come back as soon as we can.”
“What do you need to ask about, Quincy?” Pam asked.
“There’s no time,” K.C. said. “I’ve got to get back into that room in a jiffy. I’m going to be doing the hot coal dance if I can’t use the bathroom soon, if you catch my drift.”
Pam looked at K.C., bewildered.
“She has to go potty,” I whispered.
When I turned, K.C. was already five steps ahead of me.





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

"What do you think really happened to Regan?" I asked K.C., as we hurried down the hall.
"I think she's the next victim in what’s turning out to be an actual murder mystery game."
"But her bee allergy," I said. "I don't think Megan is lying about that, do you?"
"I think there is no way, that if Regan were stung by a bee, she would've gone anywhere."
"Okay, let's say she wasn't stung. Where did she go? Megan said she didn't see her in the hallway when she came out to look for her," I said.
We arrived at Eva's room, and K.C. whispered, "If she wasn't really stung, she could have left real quick—either run down the hall or hid in another room. Don't forget, someone in this place is in charge of the game. And, whoever it is, must have given Regan her marching orders."
The sound of a turning deadbolt stopped our conversation.
"Hi, guys." The voice that came from behind the door was familiar, but strange at the same time. The face that appeared wasn’t familiar at all—it was covered in green mud.
K.C. let out an “Oh!” and leaned away. After a slight hesitation, she got back to it. "We're in a bit of a pickle. Hoping you can help us out with something."
"Sure," Eva said without moving her lips. “Sorry,” she pointed at her face, “this mud is really tight.” Only it sounded like, sigh, dis mud ree chite. “What’s wrong?” Eva asked us.
I understood well enough. "It's nothing serious," I said.
K.C. made a show of drawing the flaps of her robe together. "It's just that I’m locked outside of my room. I was wondering if you might have a master key?"
It looked as if Eva was going to say no. Her head was already starting to shake that way, but then I looked at her with one of my mother’s patented interrogation specials. The kind of look that could elicit any confession, as it did on many occasions during my childhood. They should really hire my mother to work for the CIA.
Eva’s green expression became a lot more cooperative and her head shake turned into a nod. It’s funny how a person’s eyes can say so much about what they’re thinking. “I do. I'm not supposed to let people know, but in these circumstances I think it will be okay. Hang on, just a second, I'll get it for you." At least, that’s what I interpreted, what with the mud mask and all. She may have just rattled off her grocery list, but she disappeared behind the door without slamming it in our faces.
"She darn well better have a room key after all that nonsense with her coming into your room. Can you believe she hesitated at all?" K.C. said.
Eva returned quickly and handed the key to K.C.
"We'll bring that right back to you. We're ever so grateful you've got this master key. It sure has come in handy," K.C. said to her. "You enjoy the rest of this evening. Actually, I guess it's more like this morning probably, isn't it?" K.C. and I quickly made our way back to K.C.'s room.
"She's the one. She's got to be," I said.
"You mean the murderer? I don't know if you're interested in an alternate theory…"
I lifted my eyebrows. I still hadn’t mastered the dramatic, one eyebrow lift. "Sure, I'm open to any theory you have. I want to win the money and get out of here."
"Well, I think we have a suspect, she just presented herself to us."
"You mean Eva? I thought you said somebody new."
"No, think about it. Who told us the entire story, just now about Regan?"
I stared at her for a moment. "Oh. Megan."
"Now you’re on the trolley."
"Nice, sweet Megan?"
"Were there any other corroborating witnesses to her story?"
"Well…no."
“Do you think someone with allergies, like Regan, would misplace their life saving—nay—life-dependent medication?”
Nay? I rolled my eyes, but she was too entrenched in her speech to notice. “Especially in a small hotel room? I don't think so. I think maybe Megan could be the one pulling the strings."
"You could be right. On one hand, that's really exciting, but on the other, it's depressing," I said.
"Why?"
"Because it takes us back, almost to square one. Now I really don't know who the culprit is. I thought it was Eva for sure. And I don't know how it works, but I thought that once I figured it out, I would announce it in front of everyone, present my case, and that—I guess the murderer would have to fess up. Then a boat would magically appear.
“K.C., I need to get off this island by the end of this day. No. I will
be off of this island by the end of the day."
“I understand, kid. By the way, did you happen to notice that the bee still had a stinger?"
"No," I said. "I didn't even think to look. Didn’t you say something about the stinger being gone when we were in the room?"
“All part of the show,” she said.
Pam stood outside the room, arms folded, toe tapping, making sure it was known that she was unhappy about having to wait.
K.C. rushed to the door, slid the key in, and opened it. "Kourtnee!"
I followed K.C. into the room, across the bathroom and into Jill's former room. Kourtnee wasn't there.
"Check in the closet, and under the beds, and in the bathroom," K.C. said.
"She's not here," Pam said.
"Of course not." K.C. went back to her room, her voice trailing as she said, "Let me put some clothes on, and then we have to go outside and look for her."
"I'll stay here," Pam said. "Just in case she comes back."
K.C. and I went downstairs, looking for traces of Kourtnee along the way. We ended up in the big foyer, at the foot of the grand staircase.
"I think we should go back to where we found Kourtnee," K.C. said.
"Do we need a flashlight?" I asked.
"Why didn't I think of that?"
"I think I saw some in the kitchen when I was in there with Alex," I said. "I'll just get them, if you wait here."
"Oh, my good hell!" K.C. held a key card. "We forgot this too."
"She'll have to wait to get her master key back,” I said as I set out to the kitchen. “It'll keep her out of my bedroom."
"Good one, Boss."
Once at the kitchen, I flipped on the light, and opened the drawer where I had seen the flashlights in an earlier search for utensils. I thought to test the emergency door, just for fun, and found it ajar. Interesting.
K.C. waited for me near the front doors. At this point, it had to be around two or three in the morning. The tired burrowed around my eyes and into my joints.
I’m not good without sleep, logical thought checks out of my brain hotel after midnight. But here I was, wandering around a strange place in the wee hours of the morning, looking for a stranger who had gotten high, and put herself in danger. Why was I here again? Right, the wedding for Alex’s friends. I hoped my attempts to solve the mystery and to find Kourtnee would soften Alex’s anger with me.
We reached the area outside the building where we’d found Kourtnee in the bushes. "What is this?" K.C. said. She wiggled the center of her flashlight beam just underneath the bushes, where something metal reflected the light.
I bent down to pick up the object. "It's a charm."
"Look at that, it's a little pair of hiking boots."
I couldn’t remember who had pulled the hiking boots out of the cake, but it seemed to me that if anyone were to get hiking boots as a symbol of what they were like or what they did for work, it would be Kourtnee.
"Do you think that's Kourtnee's?" K.C. asked.
"That's what I’m thinking. Why would she have it…do you think she carried it around with her?"
"Beats me. You never know. Look over there." We both slid behind the bushes against the wall of the lodge, trying to avoid being scratched by the branches, to reach whatever it was K.C. had found with the flashlight.
“It’s the poster with the poem on it,” K.C. said.
"What's that doing back here?"
"Well, if we could find out what Kourtnee was doing, that would help us figure things out toot sweet.”
“You mean, tout de suite?” I asked.
“No, toot sweet. It means immediately. It’s French.”
“Oh.” Good thing it was dark, she couldn’t see me smiling.
“Anyways, like I was saying, if she was carrying this, it changes everything."
“How does it change things?”
“If she’s the one who removed it, she could be the murderer.”
“How do you figure that?” I asked.
“Because the people who said they were playing the game agreed not to move any clues. That poster was the biggest clue of all, and it must have been placed by the murderer. Maybe Kourtnee’s the one who placed it and the one who removed it.”
“Didn’t you find some evidence and then move it, right after we had said we wouldn’t?”
“Well…that’s different. My motives were pure.”
“I know they were. I just wonder how it would benefit Kourtnee to move that poem, especially if she wasn’t playing.”
“You’re right, she probably isn’t the murderer. She’s probably been playing the game the whole time—and cheating. Maybe the person who pushed her off of the roof was the murderer—but for real.”
A long silence passed between us. I wasn’t finished working out her logic, and I didn’t think either of us wanted to face the fact that if someone really had pushed Kourtnee off of the roof, they weren’t playing games.
"We’re going to have to keep looking for her," K.C. said.
We called her name as we walked down to the beach which brought back all too recent memories. All the emotions welled up inside again, and then, I stuffed them all down again. I was getting good at stuffing. Actually, I was already pretty good at stuffing, thanks to my bra size in junior high school, but that was a different kind of stuffing.
We went over to the rocks where Alex and I had seen Kourtnee sitting, and a picture flashed in my mind. When we saw her, she had shifted and adjusted something behind her back. Maybe she’d been sitting there, ready to meet someone and for some reason she had that poem with her and didn't want me or Alex to see it.
I didn't know how to piece it together, but Kourtnee had to be involved with the murder, whether she said so or not. If she wasn't playing the game to win, maybe she was playing a part in its production.
"I just don't think she's out here," K.C. said.
"I suppose we could try and find her campsite.”
“I'm not too sure I want to be rustling out in the bushes and this time of night with only these two flashlights. I’ve never seen her campsite before. Have you?”
“No.”
She pointed the beam of her flashlight toward the trees. “I suppose it’s over there. What if there's a giant trench to fall into, or snakes, or who knows what? I think we've done our due diligence here," K.C. said.
I agreed and we went back toward the lodge.





CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

I pushed open one of the massive front doors to the lodge and K.C. followed me in.
“You know, something else has been bothering me,” K.C. said.
“What’s that?”
"Kourtnee said, 'he pushed me,' when we asked her what had happened."
"So, you think that whoever pushed Kourtnee was a he?"
"Yes—" K.C. cringed as her voice echoed through the cavernous foyer. "Yes," she whispered, "I think it is a “he.” Why else would she say that?"
"I don't know that I trust anything she says. When we found her in the bushes, she thought we were trying to get into her tent, which she thought she was already in. But let's say that she was lucid for a moment, and that she saw who pushed her, allegedly, off the roof. Which he do you think she was talking about?"
I could tell K.C. was reluctant to reply.
"You think it's Alex?"
"Now, don't get your bloomers in a twist. It's just a thought. He did disappear—and Kourtnee must have fallen off of the roof around the same time. Maybe just around the time that you guys had your...spat."
I stared at her, unable to form the words to describe to her how shocked and hurt I felt, knowing that she could think such a thing. "Uh…we both know Alex well enough that we wouldn’t ever imagine him pushing someone off of a roof."
She thunked her forehead with the heel of her hand. "You're so right. What am I saying? I think I'm just a little bit loopy. It's been a long time since I danced the night away, so to speak." She touched my arm with her hand. "I'm awful sorry, Boss. That was a ridiculous thing for me to say.”
Of course, I knew all too well what the lack of sleep was doing to my brain. The both of us really needed to go to bed.
“There are other men on this island. If you want to call them that. I'd say they're more like boys."
"Yes, like Chad or Johnny," K.C. said, still trying to back-pedal.
"So, here's what I'm thinking. I don't want to create even the remotest possibility that I will run into Pam again tonight," I said.
"Okay…"
"I'll carry this poster, and I'll go up the back stairs. You go up the front stairs, and head Pam off in your room. You should get there before I do. You can get rid of her, and I'll wait around the corner until you come and get me. Is that okay?"
"Okey-doke."
We set out on our new routes. I knew I was probably being childish, but I didn't care. Pam was nosy. And I was grouchy, and tired. It was best that I not be there to hear her asking, yet again, where Alex was or what he was doing.
I trudged up the stairs, trying to keep myself from getting spooked. There wasn’t much light in this back staircase that no one ever used. It’s where my body would remain, after the ax-murderer got me, unnoticed, until the cleaning crew came by and wondered about “that strange smell.” That strange smell would be me.
Despite knowing the ax-murderer waited for me at the top of the stairs, I picked up the pace, just wanting to get it over with. I did slow down toward the end, anticipating the blow, but it never came. The ax-murderer was toying with me.
Maybe it was because of the ax-murderer—who needed a name, so he became Larry—because of Larry, I took an extra look around and saw a door I hadn't really noticed before. It was open just a few inches.
I peeked through the small opening, just in case Larry was hiding in there. The dim light coming from the hallway didn’t provide much to see by, but it looked like shelves stocked with bottles and other containers. Probably a supply closet.
I waited for K.C. a while longer, and wondered if perhaps in her drugged state Kourtnee could have wandered down the hall and into that closet. It was worth further looking into.
I slowly opened the door, ducked my head inside, and reached along the inner wall trying to find a light switch. Then I heard something.
“Donuts inside…”
A cold chill shot from the bottom of my feet, clear through my body, and shivered out of my skin. I turned to run and slammed into K.C. My elbow connected with her jaw.
"K.C.! I'm so, so, sorry."
She clutched at her jaw, moving it around like I had knocked it off its hinges. "What's the rush, Boss?"
"I thought I heard someone say something," I said.
"It was probably me. I was looking for you. I thought you’d be closer to the room."
"K.C.…" Pam's voice sounded from around the corner.
"No, not again. She's hot on Alex's trail. Hurry, go inside." She all but ran me over pushing me into the closet. It was dark, of course. And I couldn't say anything to her before the door shut behind us.
We stayed there in the darkness for what seemed like an eternity. It was probably closer to thirty seconds.
"I think she's gone," K.C. said in a whisper.
I was proud of K.C. in her attempt to whisper at appropriate times this weekend. In all the time I had known her, I’d never seen her exercise such self-control.
"Let's find a light switch," I said.
The light came on. "Pretty much looks like we're in a closet."
"I don't see Kourtnee in here, do you?" I said.
She gave me a funny look. "What, do you think she’s hiding behind that broom?"
“That didn’t come out like I had planned. I’m too tired to make sense.”
It was a small room, maybe about six by eight feet. Metal utility shelves abutted in one corner.
"Well, unless Kourtnee is as skinny as I wish I was, she ain't hiding in here. Heck, both of us barely fit. We might have to grease ourselves up with some of this polishing oil to move around."
"I wondered if she might be in here because I thought I heard a voice. Obviously it wasn’t Kourtnee or anyone else—"
"It could have been someone," K.C. said. The way she said the word someone meant that she thought it was some thing, like a ghost.
"I don't think so," I said.
"What, you don't believe in ghosts anymore?"
"No. Actually, I think I've just been making up these voices the whole time. It's been my subconscious telling me what to do."
"You should never deny what your inner voice tells you. That inner gal is your pal, no matter what. But I'm not saying there aren’t ghosts either. Are you sure it wasn't a ghost?"
"It's hard to say. I'm not sure about anything the last two days," I said. "But ghosts, no. I think I’d convinced myself I was hearing things because I was scared or angry—I don't know."
"The big changes in life are always scary, and they do funny things to us. I think setting a wedding date has been a bigger deal for you than you will admit to yourself. But don't discount the ghosts, I think they’re our friends. Who knows? They might save our lives someday. What did the voice say?"
I cleared my throat. “Um, it said…donuts…in…side.”
“No wonder we found ourselves in here,” she laughed. “Just where are those donuts? I don’t see any.”
“It doesn’t make sense. That’s especially why I think it’s just my mind making things up. I’m getting hungry and my subconscious wanted a donut.”
“My subconscious could use a donut, or twenty, right now. But since we’ve determined there aren’t any, let’s get out of here.” K.C. turned and stood in front of the door for a very long time. Then, she cursed, and I could hear the sound of the door handle being pushed over and over again.
"What's wrong?" I said, even though I knew the answer. I just couldn't admit it to myself.
"Jack-wagon! The door is locked."
"Wait…the key! You have a master key."
K.C. slowly turned to look at me, her mouth crooked, her teeth biting down on the corner of her lip. "About that…”
"What? What about it?"
"I was trying to be efficient. I went and shoved it under Eva's door before I came here. Besides, it looks like this door doesn't even use a key card. I think it uses a regular key. You know, like made of metal."
"So, we’re stuck in here," I said, with a not-so-kindly slant to my voice. I knew that it was fatigue talking, but I couldn't seem to stop myself. "That didn’t sound very nice, I'm so sorry, K.C.”
"No, I'm sorry, kid. I thought I left the door just barely ajar, but I must have leaned against it and shut it."
"You didn't push on it? To close it, I mean?"
"No, I closed it just to the jamb. But maybe when I turned, my tushie pushied it closed." She giggled at her joke and jabbed me with her elbow to make sure that I heard it.
"Yeah, that was a good one." It really wasn't her best work, but I had been mean to her, so I figured I owed her the laugh at least. "Do you think Pam shut us in here?" I said.
"Why would she do that?"
"I don't know. Maybe she knows where Alex is, and wants him to think that I don't want to find him."
"I think you're getting loopy. It's past your bedtime. I probably just leaned against the door and didn't realize it. Heaven knows my backside has been known to do a lot of things that I didn't know about. I remember one time, I unknowingly hip-checked a man on a bus in Seattle, right as the doors were about to close. We hit Kansas City before we realized he was gone. And he was our tour director."
Her made-up story made me smile. “Remind me to find out how to pick a lock when we get out of here,” I said.
“You could probably have Alex show you.”
“I’m sure he’d love to have me asking him how to break and enter. But he won’t be talking to me anyway, so I don’t need to worry about it.”
“Now, now. You exaggerate. You two are gonna be just fine.” She perused the shelves and picked up different bottles and spray cans, reading their labels out loud. "Would you look at that, there's a whole stack of extra pillows and linens. Not to mention toilet paper. Now, if we could only find some food, we could stay here for weeks. Are we sure there aren’t any donuts?”
After a few rounds of pounding on the door, we gave up trying to get someone’s attention. Pam had been nearby, and maybe she realized we ducked into a closet to get away from her. If that were the case, then she obviously wasn’t going to let us out. If we gave her the benefit of the doubt, we had to assume she had moved on to her own room and gone to bed. At this early hour, most people would be sound asleep and not able to hear us all the way down the hall.
During the door pounding, it occurred to me that the ghostly voice might have said “don’t go inside,” rather than “donuts inside.” Unfortunately, that little gem of knowledge didn’t drop until after we were already locked in the closet.
I also realized it must have been my subconscious trying to save me from doing something stupid. I guess K.C. had been right about my “inner gal.”
“Since we’ve got nowhere to go, let’s take a look at that poem again. We can go over the murder mystery, like it's supposed to be. But before that, let’s make ourselves comfy.” She pointed to the shelf full of linens and we busied ourselves covering the floor with pillows, blankets and towels. It felt so good to finally sit down, once we were finished.
"Here's what I want to know," K.C. said. "What does this poem say about the next victim after Candee?"
I held the poster board in front of me and read through it out loud.

Ten Little Bridesmaids all stood in a line;
One drank herself silly, and then there were nine.
“We know that one was Jill,” K.C. said.
Nine Little Bridesmaids went searching for mates;
One took a wrong turn and then there were eight.
“That’s Sydnee,” K.C. said. “She took a wrong turn with the golf cart.”
Eight Little Bridesmaids searched for signals from heaven;
One looked too long and now there are seven.
“That one was Candee. We know that she went outside to get a better cell phone signal. Either she knew beforehand when her time was up—”
“Or she was a lot smarter than we gave her credit for,” I said.
“How do you mean?”
“She was given notice—however that’s done—that she was the next victim, and she figured a way, on the fly, to match the poem.”
“But, if I’m remembering correctly, Candee wasn’t there when we read the poem aloud,” K.C. said.
“I know! Maybe they give each victim an instruction packet. A little ‘Thanks for Being Our Next Victim’ gift that includes the poem and maybe a gift certificate or something.”
“Maybe.” K.C. said.
“I was joking, really—”
“Oh, I know you were,” she said, “but it’s either something like that, or…”
“Or what?” I asked.
“I haven’t quite put my finger on it. Each victim so far has had some kind of gossip circulating about them. Things that aren’t so nice about them. It seems that their charms match that thing about them. Maybe. Let’s read some more.”
Seven Little Bridesmaids puffed on cigarette sticks;
One’s camp caught fire and now there are six.
“Now, that has to be Kourtnee, doesn’t it? Except the charm that we found was hiking boots, not a pack of cigs.”
“You’re right,” I said, “but Alex told me Kourtnee started a forest fire. And she’s the only one left who smokes. Plus, she might have been wearing hiking boots in the forest when she set it on fire.”
We looked at each other and laughed.
“I don’t know why that’s funny,” K.C. said.
“Me either. It’s not funny at all.” This made us laugh even harder. We sat and giggled like school girls for a good long time. For no reason. We had passed the point of no return when it came to logical reasoning. I got myself composed again and read some more.
Six Little Bridesmaids kicked a beehive;
One got stung and now there are five.
“That’s Regan, almost positively. And her charm didn’t match the poem either. I don’t remember which charm she got, but it wasn’t a beehive. I think I would have remembered that,” I said.
“Regan sure does seem like someone who likes to stir up trouble. She likes kicking at beehives. Or is it liked? Anyway, it doesn’t matter. But don't you agree?" K.C. asked.
"Most definitely.”
K.C. knit her brows and grimaced.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“There’s another problem regarding Kourtnee. If we’re going by the poem, she should have been gone before Regan. But she wasn’t—exactly.”
“True,” I said. “I just can’t make sense of her story and the place where we found her. If she really was pushed off the roof, there is no way she could have landed in the only exact spot where she wouldn’t have been seriously injured, unless she and the person who pushed her were trained stunt artists. I don’t know anything about Kourtnee, so maybe she is a stunt woman, but…ugh, I can’t think anymore, it hurts my brain.”
K.C. sighed. “There is an alternative theory, you know.”
“Another one? I’m afraid I don’t want to hear it.”
“I’m afraid, too. What I'm saying is maybe there's a real murderer amongst us. They pushed Kourtnee off of the roof before Regan disappeared, if I followed Megan’s timeline correctly. And that scares the bejeebers right out of me."
If K.C.’s theory were true, it scared me as well. But she couldn't be right, there was just no way. Otherwise, why would people be disappearing? If it were a real murderer, we would most likely be finding dead bodies, as awful as that would be. "K.C., I don't know what to say. I can't believe there's a real murderer. This is supposed to be a game, started by the bride and groom who love murder mystery games."
“I’m sure you’re probably right, but I just can’t shake what happened to Kourtnee. No one in their right mind would make pushing someone off of a roof part of a mystery game. Unless Kourtnee was lying to us, I just think it leaves the possibility on the table of a murderer here on the island.”
A shiver trilled up and down my arms, and it had nothing to do with the temperature in the closet. “Even if someone really did try and kill Kourtnee, maybe it didn’t have anything to do with the game. Maybe someone really hates her that much. Maybe she did something to someone, and they’re trying to even the score while they’re here. Maybe, that someone came onto the island, knowing she would be here, and has been hiding the whole time waiting for their chance to get her alone.”
“On the roof?”
“On the roof.”
"Well, Boss, you know the good news about that?"
I shook my head.
"It means that this closet is the safest place that we could be right now."
“I guess you’re right about that.”
“Maybe the ghosts pushed Kourtnee off the roof,” K.C. said, straight-faced.
“Like they chucked the rock at Alex?”
“Of course.”
I just nodded and continued reading the poem.
Five Little Bridesmaids went shopping at the store;
One bought some lipstick and now there are four.
“I have no idea who this will be. Everyone here wears lipstick, I imagine. At least we all did at the wedding and reception,” K.C. said.
“And no one can leave to go to a store—not that this poem can be taken literally.”
“What do you think of my theory that Megan is the murderer—the mystery game murderer—not the actual murderer that lurks among us?”
“You have such a way with words,” I said. My leg was falling asleep, so I stood up to stretch it out. “Well, like you said, it’s always the sweet, innocent ones that you don’t see coming.”
“Did I say that? Pretty good, if I did. But I think you said it.”
“I don’t remember,” I said as I sat down.
“Maybe we both said it,” she said at the same time that I said precisely the same thing.
“Jinx! Buy me a Coke,” K.C. said. We broke out into uncontrollable giggles once again. Tears ran down our faces. The lack of sleep had made us delirious.
And what I would have given to buy a Coke for K.C., and then one for myself, at that precise moment. I imagined the fresh click of the pop-top and the sigh of the can as I opened it and carefully poured the liquid ambrosia into a glass, filled with pebble ice. Not cubed, or partially crushed, but the perfect, frozen, little pebbles that would bring the drink to its optimum temperature as it wound its way down and caressed those delightful pieces of ice. I could almost feel the velvety, bubbly burn that would coat my throat as the dark brown elixir traveled to my stomach.
“Boss!” K.C. snapped her fingers. I heard the sound of the snaps before I could actually see her fingers in front of me, even though my eyes had been open the whole time.
“I was thinking about…something.”
“Seemed pretty engrossing. Having a steamy daydream, maybe?”
I felt my face flushing. And not for the reason she probably thought. More for the fact that I’d gone there just from the thought of a beverage.
“Anyway, what do you think about what I told you?”
“Sorry. Which thing that you told me?”
“About Megan and the Tarot cards. She was asking questions about the meaning of them earlier, but someone told me a while ago that she used to be a card reader. That’s what she had done for a living for some time. People would find her online, and she would read their cards for them. Apparently, she got paid a ton, and she had repeat customers.”
“Hmm, interesting.”
“Oh, now, c’mon, missy. Stay with me. If she was such a pro at reading them, why was she asking what the cards meant?”
I paused to think. “I thought I overheard Regan talking about her sister one time. I don’t remember where we were when I heard it. But she was complaining that Megan had this great job, something about gullible old rich ladies with money to throw around, and that she lost the job. But I thought Megan was a hairdresser and makeup artist. Regan might have been talking about salon clientele. Usually, they’re pretty loyal to the same stylist even as they continue to raise their prices.”
“You got that right, sister. Yet another reason to think Megan isn’t the innocent we thought she was. Which doesn’t necessarily mean she gets chosen to be the murderer of the game, but this poem makes it seem like whoever was in charge of setting everything up took care to match potentially unflattering traits or a history of each bridesmaid to the poem and the game. I guess we’ll see, won’t we?”
I yawned. “I suppose so.”
“Hand over that poster. I want to take another look.”
I passed it over to her and leaned back against the metal shelf. It wasn’t very comfortable. I found myself slinking down into a reclining position while K.C. read the poem from the beginning. The pillows were so soft. I would rest my eyes while I listened to her recite.





CHAPTER THIRTY

A  sharp pain in my hip pulled me out of the dream—actually more like nightmare—I had been stuck in.
How long have I been asleep? K.C. must have turned off the light, the closet was dark, and it was impossible to tell what time of day or night it was.
After several failed attempts, I finally managed to keep my eyelids open, although that didn’t do me much good. The only light in the room was a blue LED on the mini-hand vacuum plugged into a charger on the wall. Not enough to see by.
I was relieved to be awake, even if I was sitting silently in the dark. At least I’d woken from the horrific nightmare, where I repeatedly found a way onto the roof of the Harmony Lodge, and watched two mysterious arms pushing a woman off of the edge. The nightmare had been on a non-stop loop, repeating the push, over and over. And the whole time, through every repetition, I couldn’t tell if the woman being pushed was Kourtnee, or if it was me.
I shook my head to rattle away the nightmarish thoughts for good. Since I didn’t know what time it was, I didn’t want to wake K.C., especially if I’d only been asleep for ten minutes.
I stood up, being cautious not to whack any of my limbs against the shelves or knock anything down. As stiff as my joints were, it took several stages of unfolding myself before I was actually standing. After a few reaches toward the ceiling and some toe-touches, I was feeling better, refreshed, even. I might have actually slept for a couple of hours.
Standing alone in the dark became boring in no time at all. But, being the good friend that I am, I remained silent. Now seemed like the perfect time to try out meditation. I’d heard about the wonders of daily meditation from books, and seminars about business, and people on TV—even my little sister had recommended that I meditate.
Why not try it? I sat down again and after a good amount of coaxing, I twisted and folded my legs into the pretzel that I had seen before, making sure to get the bottoms of my bare feet pointing up. I was going to be meditating for a good long time, because there was no way I would be able to unfold myself right away.
I rested the backs of my hands on my knees, with the middle fingers and thumbs of each hand pinched together, pointing to the sky. I was sure I looked the picture of the perfect meditator. I opened my mouth to say om, but remembered K.C. was sleeping and stopped the sound just in time.
With my eyes closed, I sat and thought about—nothing. And then—everything.
I couldn’t help it. Memories of my fight with Alex flooded my mind. I tried to stuff them down like I had before, but my mind wasn’t having it. My chest heaved under the weight that was suddenly there, nausea boiled inside my gut, and tears dripped off of my nose before I even knew they’d come out of my eyes.
I had to stop to this. I wiped my eyes, and in an attempt to clear the darkness, I turned my head and found that little blue light and stared at it. I tried to unfold my legs, but they were stuck. Both of my feet had gone to sleep.
I took a few deep breaths and told myself to calm down, and I did manage to clear my mind for a second. Long enough to feel the urgency of nature’s call.
The need to go would be manageable for a few minutes, maybe. But I would have to turn on the light. And as horrible as it was, I would have to find a place to—you know—and hope that I didn’t wake K.C. while doing it. I made a hasty plan for clearing my impromptu bedding out of the way, flipping on the light, grabbing a container with a wide enough opening—yeesh—and contents that I could dump out without making a lot of noise, and then turning off the light and bending the laws of nature to tinkle without…tinkling.
It could all be done, as soon as I unfolded my dead legs.
My bladder was sending me ASAP messages, yet I remained seated in the downward pretzel position. I pried my legs apart with my hands, and tried to move them around to jump-start the circulation.
Slowly, the feeling came back on the tail end of painful burning, as the blood flowed back into the empty blood vessels. With hesitation, I tested my legs’ ability to support my full weight. I needed to locate the light switch, but of course, there was no light to see by, save the tiny light on the vacuum. I looked over at the light and it gave me an idea.
I reached for the vacuum that was plugged into the wall against which my feet had been crammed, while I slept. As I lifted it out of the holster, it made an incredibly loud click. I was sure had woken K.C.
I stood frozen, waiting to hear her stir. But there was no sound.
It also turned out there was no little blue light when I took the vacuum out of its holster.
My bladder started to sing to me and I knew I was in trouble. I reached for where I thought I’d seen a plastic caddy—the type you carry around as you clean the house. It probably wasn’t very deep, but it would do the job.
My hands fumbled along the shelves until they found what felt like the caddy. I reached inside, to find out if it was empty. I nearly lost the contents of my bladder when I felt lots of sharp, cold points. The caddy was full of metal screws. There was no time to find something else.
I grabbed one of the towels I’d used for a bed sheet, spread it out on the floor next to me, using my foot, and then reached for the caddy. It was too heavy to lift with one arm. I tucked the vacuum under my left armpit, lifted the caddy with both hands and then tried to carefully pour the contents onto the towel, making as little noise as possible.
As I crouched to pour out the caddy, my bladder took that as a signal that things were a go. I stood up rocket fast to close off the dam. As I did so, the vacuum squirted out from under my arm and clattered onto the floor.
I was so distracted by the sound, I dropped the caddy, which, judging by the sound of the metal deluge, had turned over sideways, spilling its contents all over the floor. I couldn’t have made more noise if I’d tried.
“I am so, very, sorry, K.C.”
She didn’t move, or reply. Or make a single noise.
Great! Just great! I yelled inside of my head. If that hadn’t woken her, the light wouldn’t either. I shuffled in what I thought was the direction of the door, keeping my knees squeezed together, my abdomen now feeling the shooting pains of my bladder pounding on my internal door.
I leaned forward, hoping my calculations were correct, so that the wall would catch me, and I wouldn’t step on K.C. I found the light switch and… an empty floor, where K.C. should have been sleeping. She was gone.
All other thoughts took a back seat. I dropped my jeans and underwear, grabbed the empty caddy and squatted just in time for two things.
First, a bottom of the ninth, last-second buzzer-beater save of epic proportions from the embarrassment I would have encountered had I not reached for the caddy in time.
And the second thing.
I squatted in front of the door just in time to have it swing open to an audience of Johnny, Chad and K.C.
Thank goodness for shirttails.





CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

“What the…” I shouted out from my crouched position.
K.C. pushed the two men aside and pulled the door shut. And while I did appreciate her efforts, more than I can express, I couldn’t erase the stunned look on her face, nor the strange expressions on the faces of Johnny and Chad.
It wasn’t only the compromising position I’d just been viewed in, like a gorilla in an up close and personal encounter at the zoo. Nor was it my inability to get out of said compromising position, which caused the most mortification. No, it was the silence on the other side of the door. I could only imagine the looks and whispers that were being exchanged. What had they actually seen? What had they imagined I was doing? Or—the horror—did they know exactly what they had seen me doing?
What a miserable way to start yet another day at this beautiful, but god-forsaken place. My engagement was over, and perhaps my career, after the word spread to the bride and groom. I wanted to sit there—well, not actually sit—there—in fact, I really did need to stand up, but I wanted to escape into some kind of coma, where I would have an excuse to be transported to some far away hospital, or home where I could sleep in privacy for a week.
At least a good number of the bridesmaids had been knocked off in the game, so they wouldn’t hear about this for a while. By then I would be back home, speaking only to my dog Jerome, my sisters, and my parents—and that would only be when absolutely necessary.
I realized right then that I should embrace my newly acquired spinsterhood. I was a spinster who squatted in the middle of the closet floor to pee. When I got home, I would have to sell my business—because who would want customers to interact with this crazy peeing lady?
I created a picture in my mind of how I would make myself and Jerome comfortable in our little house, and hopefully, I could rely on the charity of my sister, Allie to bring me meals once in a while, maybe do some shopping for me, and check to see that I wasn’t fermenting somewhere in my chair having died while watching reruns of Friends on TV.
I heard a quiet tapping on the door at the same time I was managing to stand up by pushing off the floor in front of me, with my hands. With every neuron I could fire, I made sure that no part of my body or clothing touched any centimeter of that caddy. Just the slightest bump, and a mess of catastrophic proportions would unfold.
I pulled up my underwear and jeans just before I heard the tapping again.
“Quincy,” K.C. said, “are you alright in there?”
I’d temporarily lost the power of speech with my embarrassment, which was a good thing. If I’d been able to speak, I would have been far too honest about my feelings and whether or not I was “alright.”
"Now, I'm not here to judge, just wondering if I can help," K.C. said.
"Oh, for heaven’s sake!" I opened the door a crack, and peered out with one eye. I tried to convey all of the wrath that I could with that one eye.
"Why don't you boys go back downstairs for now, and I'll come get you later to work on this lock," K.C. told Johnny and Chad.
They were all too eager to comply with K.C.'s request, judging by the speed in which they left the scene.
K.C. motioned as if she was coming toward me to open the door.
"Uh,uh,uh. Stay right there. We've got a hazmat situation in here."
"What can I do to help?"
"I'll need to get into your room, and I'll need you to make sure no one sees me."
"Gotcha. I'll make it so." K.C. saluted, turned on her heel, and left in the direction of her room.
Using a spare trash can liner, I bagged things up and left for K.C.’s room, walking as fast as possible, while keeping my precious cargo level—as if my life depended upon it. This was a situation in which I could be grateful for my experience in carrying vases and buckets full of water, while keeping the liquid from sloshing out of its container—or vessel—as the hoity-toity florists like to call them. I’m not sure what they would say about the vessel I was carrying now or its contents. My friend and competitor, Danny Barnes could lean in the hoity direction at times, and I would need to remember to tell K.C. that he was never to hear a word of this ridiculous portion of my journey.
Once in K.C.’s room, I took care of the problem and then disinfected everything within reach. Turns out that utility closet was stocked with all kinds of helpful things, like cleaning products—it just required the light to be on in order to see them.
“Okay, K.C., I think I’m ready to get in the shower. But before I do, you have to explain how you got out of that closet, and why those two were there with you when you came back.”
“I woke up needing to use the facilities. Without even thinking about the locked door, I stood up, found the handle, and what do you know? It just opened up, no problem. When I came back, you were still asleep and I couldn’t stand the thought of waking you, so I went back to my room and slept in my own bed for an hour.”
“So, you’re saying that if I had just opened the door instead of worrying about waking you up, I could have saved myself the embarrassment of peeing in a bucket in front of a couple of strangers?”
“Well, technically, they’re not strangers, are they?”
“So not helpful, right now,” I grumbled.
“Right. A bit off topic, isn’t it? The answer is maybe or maybe not. I didn’t want to leave the door open with you sleeping in there, because there’s no telling what might have happened.”
It was saving from myself that I had needed most. No door or lock seems to be able to fix that.
“I closed it, and then heard a click that I didn’t like. I tried to open the door again, and it wouldn’t budge. So then I panicked and thought maybe it wasn’t such a good thing for you to be locked in there, not knowing what was going on. So, I went and grabbed the two boys. They were going to get you out. But—it turned out they didn’t need to—didn’t it?” The last bit came out apologetically, and I realized how much she had been concerned for my welfare.
“Thank you for worrying about me. It was nice to sleep, at least a little bit, wasn’t it?”
“That’s for darned sure.”
“So, it wasn’t someone locking us in, it was just a bad lock on the door?”
“I suppose so…although, I’m getting a vibe about the whole thing.”
I felt a smirk overtaking my mouth and I clamped my lips down to stop it.
“Laugh all you want, but I had all kinds of crazy dreams last night.”
“Oh, I’m not laughing. I swear. And I had awful dreams too, about—I don’t want to recall them—we’ll leave it at awful.”
“No, my dreams weren’t bad. The ghosts came to visit me and they were trying to communicate with me. I was just getting the hang of their language and what they were about to tell me, when I had to get up to use the bathroom.”
“So…the…ghosts…locked us in?” I asked.
“Maybe. I think they were trying to protect us from something outside of the closet. Like I said last night, that closet might have been the safest place for us.”
“Maybe you’re right.” I needed to get the ghost talk and the closet talk behind me. “I guess I’ll take that shower now.”
“Okey-dokey. It’s about time for me to meet Megan—oh you will never guess what I heard about her, by the way.”
I was sure that I wouldn’t be able to guess.
K.C. didn’t wait for my reply, she just forged ahead. “Do you remember when I was reading the Tarot cards, and Megan asked the meaning of one of the cards?”
“Uh—no.”
“Well, anyway, she showed herself to be a fraud, by asking.”
“How?”
“I had previously talked to Audra—I don’t remember when. Anyway, we got to talking about people’s jobs and things, and Audra told me,” she leaned forward and pivoted her head from side to side, making sure no one was around to hear us, “that Megan used to be part of one of those online outfits where you log on to a website and someone reads your cards for you. When you sign up to work with one of those places, you’re hoping to develop a list of return customers.”
“So people just go online and get their fortune told by a complete stranger?”
“Apparently. She had some regulars from what I’m told.”
“Kind of like a hairdresser. Are you sure she wasn’t talking about that?”
“Well, Megan does that now. I’m sure Audra wouldn’t lead me astray,” K.C. said matter-of-factly.
I wasn’t so sure about Audra’s reliability where the truth was concerned. “I wonder if she’s losing money this weekend not being able to get online,” I said.
“Oh, she doesn’t do it anymore.” She said it with such certainty, as if she’d spoken directly to Megan herself. “Apparently, one time, the twins and Audra and Sydnee all went golfing together. And while Audra and Megan sat in the clubhouse, waiting for the other two women to finish golfing, Megan got a call. It was one of her high-frequency clients, someone who called her a few times a week at any hour, day or night. Megan actually told the client that she was reading her cards at that moment, while they sat there in the clubhouse cafe.”
“Wow, I don’t know what to say about that. If it’s true, it doesn’t sound very honest. I wonder how her company screens their employees?”
“Don’t know, but when you mess with mystical energy like that, you can get in a whole lot of trouble. Karma’s a real thing. Take it from someone named Karma.” She did a full face wink.
“Hey, aren’t you going to be late to meet with her? What time is it?”
“It’s almost nine-thirty.”
Maybe the ghosts from K.C.’s dreams were fooling around with us. It didn’t seem physically possible that only that many hours had passed. It felt like it should be around noon or later. Maybe it was just being here with all that had gone on—where minutes felt like hours. Or maybe I had been correct before when I mentioned being on an enchanted Fantasy Island. Only, this wasn’t part of any fantasy I had ever had.
Whatever the case, I had an appointment with a hot shower.





CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Showers have magical powers. I turned off the faucet only after I had maybe used up every last drop of hot water for the entire building. And for that, I was truly sorry to the other guests. Not really.
The shower and sauna were luxuriously appointed, with beautiful sand colored tiles and a bench where you could sit down right in the shower and have a steam bath. There were his and hers shower heads. As I stood in the cascade of one of the fancy shower heads, which felt like standing under a gentle, heated waterfall, I imagined how wonderful it would have been if Alex could have joined me in a shower like this while we were here at the Harmony Lodge.
Right then I decided that once I got dressed, I would go knock on the door to our room. If he didn’t let me in, I would assume he wasn’t there and go find him and apologize and ask him if he could ever forgive me. If I couldn’t find him—I would lose my mind and there was no telling what would happen next.
I opened the ceiling to floor glass door only a sliver. Just enough to reach the towel waiting for me on the warming rack. The towel was thick, and soft, and enveloped me in fabric that felt just as rich and wonderful as the taste of a perfect piece of pumpkin pie, topped with a spoonful of whipped cream.
I hated the thought of putting the same clothes back on my body that I had worn for the last fourteen or so hours, but at least I’d been able to wash the grime from my body. It would only be temporary—I would put on new ones once I got into my room.
I stepped onto the perfect bath rug, and dug my toes into the plush that massaged my feet. I turned to the bench where I had stacked all of my clothes and saw nothing but bare, luxurious, sand colored tile.
My mind had really been playing tricks on me this entire weekend. I must have left the clothes on the chair outside the bathroom door in K.C.’s room. The air in her room was a cold shock to the system compared to the sauna I had just stepped out of. My skin broke out in goose flesh as I looked to the spot where I must have left my clothes. They weren’t there.
After a search of the entire room, including looking through K.C.’s drawers and closet—I would have to apologize for that later—I found no trace of my clothes. I went back through the bathroom into Jill’s old room with the same result—nada.
K.C. must have taken them. I don’t know why, but what other explanation could there be? The ghosts? Whoever or whatever it was—it wasn’t funny. I went to K.C.’s closet again and looked for something I could wear temporarily, just long enough to go and find her. The bathrobe she’d worn the night before was gone. There was the red, sequined dress. The plunging neckline combined with the size would make it an impossible option. I might as well walk down the hall naked for as much as it would cover. The only thing left that would work was the giant floral-print Mumu. The neck line was higher, yet would still gape open. But the ruffle on the collar might fill the gap. The ruffle on the bottom reached the lower half of K.C.’s shins when she wore it, but on me, it hung just below my knees.
I pulled the garment from the closet. It was as heavy as it looked. I draped it over my body and averted my eyes from the full-length mirror on the wall. I was wearing my Aunt Rosie’s curtains from nineteen eighty-five, I didn’t need to see that kind of thing. Nobody did.
I had two options to choose from before I left K.C.’s room. The first was to go to my room, and carry out the plan with Alex. The second choice was to go downstairs, risking being seen by any number of people who were still around and being seen for certain by K.C. and Megan.
I chose to be a grown up and to face Alex—while wearing my Aunt Rosie’s floral curtains. Maybe it would help. He would take pity on me and it would soften the blow of his anger. I considered that maybe Alex wasn’t as mad as I thought he would be. It was just that, despite my weakness for feeling jealous all the time, I cared for him so much. And despite my frustrations about the way he handled some of those situations that caused me to feel jealous, I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him.
I was so worried I had blown it by walking away the night before. It still baffled me that our fight had only happened such a short time before. It seemed like days had passed. Maybe it was because I missed him that much.
The catch with leaving K.C.’s room was that I didn’t have a key. And I didn’t want to risk leaving the door open, even just a crack, with all the unknowns roaming around this island.
I took a deep breath, stepped out into the hall, and pulled the door closed behind me. I tried the knob and determined it was locked for certain.
The Mumu was so wide at the bottom, it swished and swirled around my knees as I hurriedly walked down the hall. It reminded me of a tide pool where the water swirls from all sides around your legs.
I stopped in front of the door to our room. This was it. I took a deep, cleansing breath, and exhaled it forcefully while shaking my limbs to loosen up. This caused the Mumu to slip over my shoulders and fall to the floor.
Panicked, I did a power squat, grabbed the thing, and hoisted it up to my ears. I thought I probably resembled an overstuffed ottoman with the worst floral print fabric ever chosen for furniture.
I gained my composure, stood up, and knocked on the door without any hesitation.
I waited. Not wanting to get too anxious, I counted to one hundred Mississippi before knocking again, only this time with more force, in case he hadn’t heard the first time.
I waited…and waited some more.
After enough time had passed that I knew he wasn’t going to answer, I avoided the urge to bite down on my lip when it began to quiver. I put my back against the door for support as I slid to the floor, folded my arms around my knees, bent my head into the tent created by the Mumu, and sobbed.





CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

A fter allowing myself a few minutes of self-pity at my hotel room door, I wiped my eyes—finding it super-convenient to have all that extra fabric at hand—and went downstairs to find K.C.
“There you are,” K.C. said. She stood outside the garden room, just opposite the grand staircase in the main foyer. I’d chosen to use the main set of stairs because I didn’t care who saw me anymore. I didn’t care about anything but finding out what had happened to Alex. Whether he wanted to see me or not, he couldn’t just disappear like that. Even if it was only behind the closed doors of our room, I needed to know he was okay. There were too many weird things going on around the lodge, besides the mystery game and the disappearing bridesmaids.
“You know, you’re welcome to wear my clothes any time, Quincy. But I don’t think my size is very flattering to your figure.”
I’d gotten so worked up and worried about Alex, I’d forgotten what I was wearing as I marched down the hall on my mission.
“You don’t think so, huh?”
“Kinda reminds me of the broomstick scarecrow out in the cornfield, wearing my grandma’s old housecoat.”
I explained why I was wearing her Mumu and that I wanted to know what had happened to my clothes.
“Boss, I didn’t take your clothes. Once you got in the shower, I left and came down here to meet Megan—who stood me up—by the way.”
“Really? I didn’t think she was the kind of person to stand someone up,” I told her.
“Me either. So what are we going to do about your clothes?”
I tugged the neckline up on the Mumu, which had slipped dangerously near one of my shoulders, again.
K.C. broke into boisterous laughter, bending over and slapping her knees. “I…ha…I’m sorry, Boss.” She sighed and continued to laugh. “But you look like the main tent pole holding up the big top.” She paused to wipe tears from her eyes. “No offense, you’ve got a great figure, it’s just my tent of a dress. It looks ridiculous on you.” She looked up at me and the joy cleared from her face. “I mean—you don’t look ridiculous—”
“I get what you’re saying. I know I look ridiculous. I’m going to find Eva and get that master key back from her. I’ve got to change clothes, and then I’ve got to find Alex.”
K.C. nodded, the expression on her face taking on the appearance of an empathetic, wise woman of the world. “Yes. It’s time you do. He’s had enough time to sort out his feelings. And so have you—I gather?”
I nodded. “Yes, I have. And if he’s still upset with me, it’s okay. But I’m getting worried. With Kourtnee being pushed off of the roof—maybe—and Pam chasing him around so—so—”
“Aggressively?”
“Yes, that. With all that’s been going on, I’m a little scared. What if something happened to him out there after I left?”
“I get where you’re coming from. Although, we did search around that same area last night or this morning—whenever it was. We didn’t see him then.”
“But it was dark. Anyway, I need to find Eva.”
“You’re in luck. I know where she is. Follow me.”
She headed down the hall toward the kitchen, but then stopped and turned to face me. “Listen, kid. Before we go in there, I need to tell you something.”
“Okay,” I said.
She took in an apprehensive breath before continuing. “I may, or may not,” she held her hands up, “have seen Eva leaving your room while you were showering this morning. Like I said, I’m not sure, I may have misunderstood.”
I paused while taking in the information. “Okay. Thank you for telling me.” She nodded at me as if to ask if I was alright, and I nodded back in the affirmative. I would try with all my might to pretend that K.C. was mistaken.
We continued on to the kitchen. As we got closer, I could hear voices echoing off the high ceilings and tile floors of the spacious room, and spilling out into the hallway.
We found Eva, Pam, and Audra rummaging around, looking through the cupboards and refrigerator.
“Hey, K.C. Hey, Qui—” Eva stopped abruptly when she got a view of what I was wearing. She didn’t even try to hide the head to toe appraising scan.
“Nice outfit,” Audra said, with absolutely no pretense of trying to say something nice.
I flashed a smile, combined with the squinty-eyed death stare my sisters and I had perfected against each other as teenagers, at Audra. I wasn’t here to make friends, at least, not anymore.
“Eva, can I talk to you in the hall for a second?” I said with all the calmness and gentility of a seating hostess at a fancy restaurant.
“Oh. Um, can you hang on just a quick sec? I’ve got toast under the broiler—don’t want to burn it.”
“Sure,” I said. The last thing I wanted to do was stand there in that Mumu for one second longer, but I kept my cool.
“I guess you’re going to tell us that Alex is upstairs, asleep,” Pam said, seemingly out of the blue.
“I wasn’t going to tell you anything at all about Alex,” I said.
“Whoa, cowgirl,” K.C. muttered. “Let’s keep that wild filly in the barn.”
I took a deep, supposed-to-be-calming breath, but it didn’t work. I opened my mouth to reply, but K.C. nearly shouted, “Who wants eggs? I cook a mean Denver omelet. Pam, how about it? I just hope we have the ingredients. Old Cookie here hasn’t been on the chuck wagon in a while, but I can improvise.”
She was trying to keep me from tearing Pam’s hair out and making a scarf out of it to wrap around her throat.
Okay…so maybe I was still a little sleep deprived.
Pam, who was sitting on the tall kitchen stool at the counter, had disappeared from my view because K.C. had also put herself between the two of us.
“No thank you, K.C.,” Pam said loudly and pointedly in a saccharine voice. “I know you would never be involved with the cover-up that’s been going on around here.” By the time she said “cover-up,” she had ascended from the kitchen stool and walked all the way around the kitchen counter and K.C., and stood less than a foot away from me. Her hands were planted on her hips and she craned her neck to look up at me.
“He would never let you leave the room wearing that. Admit it, you don’t know where he is.”
“Pam,” I said, nudging even closer to her so that she would have to bend her neck backward so much to look at me that it would be painful, “what in this world makes you think that there is anything about my life that I need to admit to you?”
“She does kind of have a point about what you’re wearing,” Eva said.
“Now, now, ladies,” K.C. said.
“And just what point is that, Eva?” I asked.
“It just seems from my experience, that Alex would probably make some kind of comment before you wore something like that in public.”
“Oh really?” I said, my voice having risen an octave. “And what is it, in your vast experience with my fiancé that makes you the expert on living with him, since you obviously are not?”
“Ooh, serious burn,” Audra said.
Eva looked like she was about to choke on her toast.
“Oh, Boss!” K.C. said under her breath. I thought she was about to chastise me. She put the back of her hand next to her mouth. “That was a good one,” she whispered.
“Okay wait,” I said. I realized that everyone was probably tired and as annoyed at each other as we all were, we still had to coexist here until our ride home presented itself. “Listen, we’re all tired. I’m sorry to have snapped at you like that. The reason that I’m wearing K.C.’s Mumu is that someone stole my clothes while I was in the shower.”
“I knew it! I was right about Alex,” Pam shouted.
I rolled my eyes. “Why does everyone care so much about him? He’s not here right now. So what? Aren’t any of you worried about anything else—like how we’re getting home—or how about—the murderer that we’re trying to catch? Has it occurred to anyone that the murderer is one of us—here in this room?”
“Don’t forget Megan and Regan,” Audra—she, who wasn’t keeping track of the game—said.
“Okay,” Eva said. “Since you know so much, who is it?”
“It’s not me,” Audra said.
“It’s not me,” Pam said.
“Well, it ain’t me,” K.C. said.
That left Eva and me, as the only two people left in the room. “It’s not me,” we said, simultaneously.
“Okay, so it’s none of us, then,” Eva said. “It’s got to be one of the twins or Kourtnee.”
Pam shot a look from me to K.C. She raised her eyebrows, imploring K.C. to say something.
“Uh—about, Kourtnee,” K.C. said.
“What about her?” Eva asked.
“She’s not here,” Pam said, looking at me like a nervous hamster.
“We found Kourtnee...” K.C. was next to me by now and looked at me as if she wasn’t sure how much to reveal. “We also found her charm on the ground, outside.”
The nervous glance that Pam shared with Eva didn’t escape my attention. “Where—outside?” Pam asked. She seemed genuinely astonished.
“On the side of the building, in some bushes.”
“How would you find such a small thing over there?” Eva wondered out loud.
“I dropped my…pills the other day,” K.C. said. “And we’ve looked high and low for those things, haven’t we, Boss?”
“Mm-hmm,” I said as I nodded.
“We found the little bottle of pills. It had rolled under a bush, and there was the charm, right next to it. Darnedest thing.”
“So where is the charm now?” Eva asked.
“In my room,” K.C. said.
“I thought we weren’t going to move any clues, to make it fair for everyone playing the game,” Pam said.
“It was a special circumstance,” K.C. said. “I didn’t think anyone would be able to find it under there, it was just a fluke that we did. And besides, I’m sharing it with all of you now, aren’t I?”
“I guess so,” Eva said. “I just don’t think it makes the game fair to have people moving the clues from their intended places. Or wandering into places they shouldn’t be.”
The hypocrisy almost knocked me over.
“You mean, like in other people’s rooms?” I asked.
“That was different,” Eva protested.
“Whoa. Quincy, are you saying Eva went into your room? Without your permission?” Audra said.
I looked at Eva. She’d just exposed her true self and it wasn’t a pretty picture. In a way, I felt bad for her. I didn’t want to make it worse. Who knew how much time we would all have before any kind of boat came to let us off of the island?
“It was a misunderstanding,” was all I said.
“I’m glad I didn’t agree to play this silly game,” Audra said. “It seems to be making people all crazy. Besides, didn’t that poem say exactly the order in which each person would go?” She made a crude, knife across the throat gesture. “Who is next, anyway?”
“We don’t know,” Eva said. “Someone took it.”
“Actually, we found that, too,” I said.
“While you were out, looking for pills?” Eva said while making air quotes.
“Yeah,” K.C. said. “That’s right.” K.C.’s deadpan response made it feel like we’d suddenly been transported into the town square in a Spaghetti Western. She may have reached for an imaginary six-shooter or her hip or—had an itch—hard to tell. But I was voting for the former.
“So, did you move that clue, too?” Pam asked.
“Listen up,” K.C. said loud enough to get the attention of anyone who might be on the island. “We aren’t the ones who moved that poster in the first place. We found it, outside, with Kourtnee—”
“You know where Kourtnee is?” Eva asked. She sounded like a little kid who’d just met the person who’d admitted to stealing their dog.
“No, we don’t.” K.C. looked at Pam with eyes that looked like they could shoot out laser beams and slice Pam in half.
“What’s going on? I remember enough about that poem to know that Kourtnee shouldn’t be around anymore. Who is we? Which one of you is the murderer? It has to be one of you, if you were the last people to see her,” Audra said.
“It’s not me or K.C.,” I said. “We found Kourtnee, who wasn’t in a good state when we found her, by the way. We took her upstairs to let her sleep off whatever she was on, and then when we went to see what happened to Regan, Kourtnee left.”
“What’s wrong with Regan?” Audra nearly shouted.
“She’s the next victim,” Pam said, matter-of-factly.
“How do you know that? Do you know it for a fact?”
“Well, she disappeared,” Pam said.
“Did Megan tell you this?” Audra asked.
“Yeah,” Pam replied, sounding like it should have been obvious.
“Did you find a charm for her?” Audra continued.
“No, we didn’t but—”
“It’s Megan. She’s the murderer. I knew it,” Audra said.
“What are you talking about?” Eva said. “I thought you weren’t playing.”
Suddenly, everyone had something to say, all at once. And as each person put their two cents in, they increased their volume. Me included. Like a flash fire, the discussion of the murder mystery quickly morphed into an artillery barrage of vocal bullets.
“We all know who the real next victim is,” Pam shouted as she stood in front of me, pointing her finger up at my face. “It’s Alex. She’s gotten rid of him. She’s the murderer for real. She’s a…a black widow. She lured him in somehow and all she wanted to do was steal his money.” Her face glowed crimson, and it trailed all the way down her neck. It looked like her eyes would bulge right out of her head.
“Hang on!” I said. “Somebody’s been watching too much TV.” And I had no idea why she thought he had any extra money lying around.
“What’s going on in here? Why are you guys shouting?” a male voice said from behind me.





CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

I couldn’t believe my ears. I looked back and found Alex standing in the doorway, holding something pink in his hand.
I resisted the urge to shout out, “Where have you been?” I was just happy he was safe and he was here.
Pam didn’t resist the urge. “Where have you been, Alex?” She sounded like my mother interrogating me or my sisters for coming home a half an hour late from a date. Actually, only Allie or I would have been interrogated. My older sister, Sandy, the perfect sister, always seemed to get a pass.
A stark stillness set into Alex’s face. Experience told me he was extremely annoyed. He glanced at me, his eyes softening. It seemed like he looked at me for a few extra seconds, trying to convey something.
He looked back at Pam. “I’ve been in my room, how about you?”
She looked like a deflated, fuchsia-colored balloon. And being the petty person I was, I reveled in her discomfort. “I…uh…I was in my room too,” her voice trailing off to an almost imperceptible squeak on the last word.
“I guess I didn’t get the memo that we were all meeting,” he said congenially. “I’m so hungry right now. What’s left in the fridge?”
I would let him get some food and wait to find some time alone with him before I attacked him with an apology. I didn’t want to create a scene in front of everyone else. I also couldn’t fathom that he had been in our room all night. How could he have completely ignored my knocking?
It occurred to me then, that I had already created a scene—or contributed to the making of one—a few minutes before. But, I was almost glad the yelling storm had happened. It had gotten some things out in the open, but not everything.
I didn’t know what to do at that point. I had just about been ready to accuse Eva of being the murderer. If I had, the mystery would be solved and we would be done with the miserable game. But then, now that Alex was here, I could ask him what to do next. He went and found a plate and silverware, and set them down on the kitchen island, along with something else.
“What is that?” Audra asked.
“Isn’t it a makeup bag?” he said.
“Yeah,” Pam said, “but why do you have it?”
“It was hanging on the staircase just now by this strap. Thought I’d ask if one of you left it there.”
“Let me take a look at that, Alex,” K.C. said. She lifted it and looked surprised. She shifted it up and down as if assessing its weight. “It doesn’t feel like anything’s in it. Does it belong to any of you gals?”
Everyone shook their heads.
“Well, I know my cosmetics bag is near splitting at the seams no matter how often I throw something out of it. This is strange.” K.C. carefully unzipped it and sucked in an audible gasp. “I don’t believe it.” She held up a charm from the wedding cake pull. “It’s a little lipstick charm.”
“That’s Megan’s,” Audra said.
“No wonder she isn’t here,” K.C. said.
“I guess she’s the next victim?” Eva’s voice lifted at the end of her statement. As if she really didn’t know. Now I was sure she was the murderer. She was acting too hard. But we would have to confirm that Megan was gone before I could make my big speech, a la the famous Belgian detective.
“We should go look for her,” Pam said.
“She was supposed to meet us back here at the kitchen by now,” K.C. said.
“We should all go together,” Audra said.
“Why?” Pam said defiantly.
“So that we all see the clues together, I guess. I don’t know, it just seems like a good idea.”
“I thought you weren’t playing,” Pam replied.
“I think Audra’s got a good point,” K.C. said as she gave me a sideways glance and a subtle nod toward Alex. She was still on her streak of good, subtle, behavior. It wasn’t often she worried about such things.
“Can I finish my breakfast?” Alex asked, his voice tinged with desperation.
“I know,” K.C. said. “Audra, you, me and Pam, will go upstairs to look for Megan, and Eva, Quincy and Alex can stay here in the kitchen. If Megan does happen to still be with us, maybe she will come to the designated meeting place, which is here. And, there will be three of us in each group, so nobody can do something in cahoots with another person without there being a third party to witness it. Okay?”
Everyone nodded in agreement.
The three of them left to go upstairs and I zeroed in on the two people still in the kitchen with me.
“Okay. Tell me what’s going on,” I said.
Alex and Eva looked at each other and then looked at me like they had no idea what I was talking about.
“I was worried to death…” my voice caught up in my throat and I paused to clear it. I could feel my eyes welling up, so I tried looking at Alex’s mouth instead of into his eyes, in an attempt to keep it together. “Where have you been all night?”
“I’ve been in our room—like I said.”
“I knocked on the door and you didn’t answer.”
“When?”
I decided to start with the first time. “Before we all met in the study,” I said.
His expression was blank.
“Last night,” Eva clarified. “You weren’t there yet, Alex.”
I swung my head over to look at her. “And how would you know?”
“I probably owe you both an explanation.”
“Yes, explain to me why K.C. saw you leaving my room early this morning, too, while you’re at it. Alex what’s going on?” My legs felt shaky and weak.
“Wait a minute, Quincy. You’re jumping to conclusions. I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you that the two of us dated all those years ago. I already told you that I thought you knew. But this doesn’t have anything to do with Eva coming to see me in our room.”
I think my mouth may have dropped open.
“That didn’t sound right,” he said. “Eva, could you help me out here?”
“Quincy, please let me explain,” Eva said. “K.C. saw me trying to see which key was yours and which one was mine. After Alex gave me your key, I put it in my pocket without thinking. The same pocket that held my key.” She pulled a key card from her pocket and held it out to me.
“I’m so sorry,” she said.
I looked at Alex and then at the key Eva held out and I slowly took it from her.
“But, how did you get this key?” I asked. I turned to Alex. “You gave this to her? When?”
“Wait a minute.” He looked at Eva. “You didn’t give it to her?”
“Let me explain that as well. Earlier last night, before we all met in the study, I followed you two outsi—”
“You followed us?” I said, incredulous.
“It sounds more sinister than it was. I’d passed Pam in the hall and asked if she had seen you, and she told me you guys had gone outside toward the beach a while earlier. I needed to talk to Alex about the boat.”
Of course Pam had been keeping tabs on us, I wouldn’t waste time asking about that. And I wanted so badly to ask about the boat, but as I went to speak, Alex gave me a look. I kept quiet. One thing at a time, I realized.
“As I left the building, I could hear you guys maybe shouting or talking kind of loudly, so I wasn’t sure if I was interrupting something. Quincy, I saw you come up toward the building, but not Alex.
“I felt stupid for spying on you, so I didn’t say anything. You went around the corner of the building and then Alex came toward me.”
He left his seat at the kitchen island and came around to stand next to me. When Eva finished talking, he held my hand. “At which point, I gave Eva your room key and asked her to give it to you. I figured you would want some time away from me, so I entrusted it to her.” He finished with an imploring stare at Eva. I was glad not to be on the other end of it.
“I’m sorry, I guess I just—got distracted by—something,” Eva said. She was obviously determined to be evasive, so it didn’t seem like we were going to get anywhere with the mystery of the missing or misplaced keys. And we hadn’t even started on the much larger mystery to be addressed. What boat were they talking about?
“Eva, I still want to know what happened with the key. You didn’t explain,” Alex said.
Wow. Maybe I was willing to avoid conflict by letting Eva off the hook, but apparently, Alex was not. How absolutely fantastic, I thought to myself.
Eva took a couple of timid steps backward, then set her jaw. After looking over us both for a long time, she appeared to force the words to come out. “Okay. I’ll admit it. I was mad at you, Quincy. After some of the things I’d heard, and then to have you treat Alex that way, which confirmed what I’d heard, I wasn’t in the mood to do something nice or considerate for you.” She stared directly at Alex’s eyes as she said, “He’s a terrific guy and anyone he’s with should treat him that way.”
Alex cleared his throat and looked at me as if at a loss to what to do next.
I squeezed his hand and said, “You know what, Eva. You’re right to be upset with me. Kind of. I don’t know what you heard about me, or from whom, but I didn’t treat Alex right yesterday. I don’t think you’re the best judge of our relationship, but I appreciate you bringing that up. It was so not cool of you not to give me the key, though. I slept in a closet, on the hard floor, among other things.”
“I thought you must have slept in K.C.’s room. Or your own, since you borrowed the master key,” she said.
“Well, things didn’t exactly work out that way. When I did get into K.C.’s room, someone stole my clothes while I was in the shower.”
I heard a noise from Alex just then. It sounded a lot like someone expressing relief. I looked up at him and he shrugged while staring at the Mumu. “You look so beautiful, my darling,” he said.
I gave him a knowing smile. “You know what, Eva? I’m glad you got distracted. Not having my key gave me some perspective.”
“I’m really sorry, you guys,” Eva said. “I know we’re supposed to stick together in here, but, I think you might want some time to talk to each other in private. I think I’ll go find the rest of the group upstairs.”
Alex looked at me. “That’s a good idea. Thanks, Eva.”
She turned and walked to the door, then stopped.
“We found something,” I heard K.C. shout from down the hall.
Once everyone had returned to the kitchen, Audra announced, “Megan’s gone.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

"How do you know she's gone?" Eva said toward the hall from where she stood within the kitchen doorway.
K.C.'s form arrived and filled out the negative space in the doorframe around Eva's silhouette. The older woman clutched something in her right hand.
"We found this," she shouted out.
The rest of the group filtered into the kitchen and eventually gathered around one of the islands. I noticed a slight hesitation in Eva’s body language as she returned, as if she wished she could get out of the kitchen, away from everyone.
I couldn't fault her for that. I certainly had the same wish and another to go along with it. I wished that somehow I could have a moment alone with Alex, so that we could talk about the previous night and everything that had happened since.
"We found a lipstick." K.C. held up a silver tube, its metallic surface shimmering under the industrial-style pendant light hanging over the island.
"That's definitely Megan's," Pam said.
I didn’t question the identification Pam made, since she’d been so all-up in my personal business, it wasn’t a stretch to assume she paid attention to everyone else’s business, too.
"Where did you find it?" Eva asked.
In that moment, I knew I was right about Eva being the murderer. She thought she was being clever with the innocent act. It was almost painfully obvious to me that she was just trying to divert our attention, but everyone else seemed to be eating it up, just like the wedding cake they had pulled from the fridge for breakfast.
"Babe, are you okay?"
"Hmm?" I snapped to attention, realizing I had drifted into a different world for a while.
I felt the unease of having all eyes upon me, so I put a smile on my face and nodded. “Where did you find the lipstick?” I asked. Anything to get out from under the scrutiny of the others.
Once they were occupied, Alex leaned over and whispered, "No really, do you feel alright?"
I looked up at him, directly into his eyes. I didn’t feel alright. About anything. I wouldn’t feel better until I had the chance to talk to him, apologize, and move on. But we were in the wrong place for that, and I had to find a way to get him alone. And then, inspiration struck.
“You’re a genius,” I whispered to him, as K.C. recounted the story of how they had found Megan’s lipstick near the front door of the lodge. He returned a bewildered expression.
"You know what,” I said loud enough for everyone to hear, “I guess I don't feel so well after all."
"What's wrong? Are you sick?" Pam asked in an exaggerated and fake show of concern.
"I just—my stomach is upset. And I feel kind of—I don't know—just not right."
"Are you getting the flu?" K.C. asked.
"I don't think so..."
"The last thing we need is to have everyone in this place get sick because of you," Audra said with her usual indelicacy.
"You know, she's probably right," Eva said with an apologetic note to her voice, perhaps still trying to keep up the ruse that she was my ally against Audra. I still hadn’t figured out why that was her strategy, especially now that all the confessions had been made about her involvement with Alex.
"You should go upstairs to bed," K.C. said. "You can't have gotten enough sleep in that closet. Maybe you're just extra tired and not coming down with something."
"She can't go upstairs!" Pam insisted.
"Why not?" Audra said, sharp as the blade of a kitchen knife.
Pam reeled it in a bit and replied more calmly. "I thought none of us were supposed to be alone."
"I can take care of that problem," Alex said.
Pam wasn’t finished with her Pamness. "How do we know the two of you aren't working together as the murderers? You should have someone else with you."
K.C. turned to me. "Pam's right,” she said. “We did just say that three people needed to be together. And luckily, I happen to need to get into your room, I left my nail file in there and I've got one doozy of a snagged fingernail." She extended her middle finger and held it aloft. There was no indication she realized the vulgar expression she was making. She pointed at me with the offending finger still hovering just above the other slightly curled fingers on her hand. "I can also take my Mumu with me after you change out of it." She looked around once she stopped talking. "What? Why is everyone looking at me like that?"
I bit my lip and pointed to the middle finger on my left hand.
She looked down and after a short pause shouted out, "Oh, hell's bells. I do apologize, everyone."
The ensuing laughter provided much needed relief from the tension that had been building. Once we were well out of hearing range, I thanked K.C. for coming to our rescue. “The fingernail was not only a clever excuse, but a great distraction, too,” I said.
“Don’t mention it. And I’m really not that clever. I chipped off a bit of my fingernail while I was yanking on that doorknob in the closet, when we first got locked in.” She glanced at her curled fingers. “I’m hoping your room is where I left that nail file. I don’t know where else to look.”
The three of us mounted the stairs. I had to bunch up the neckline of the Mumu in my fist. Walking down the hall hadn’t posed as much of a problem as going up the stairs. The change in direction was enough to shift the garment to falling off my shoulder. I caught it just in time.
“You need any help with that?” Alex asked while stifling a laugh.
“No, I just need to get to our room so that I can put on some clothes that fit me.” I realized as I said this that it might have sounded like a slight at K.C.’s—more robust—dress size. “I’m so grateful to you for letting me borrow this, K.C. I don’t know what I would have done if this wasn’t there in your closet. And I should say thanks again for letting me use your shower.”
“You’re welcome, Boss. Anytime.”
“What was it you were saying about your clothes being stolen and the two of you being locked in a closet?” Alex asked.
“I don’t know if I can talk about it yet. It’s too embarrassing.”
“Oh, now, Quincy,” K.C. gently chided. “It wasn’t your fault. Everyone has to heed nature’s call. You did what you had to do. And those boys have probably already forgotten all about it.”
“Not likely,” I said.
“Now I’m not so sure I want to hear what happened,” Alex said. “Should I be afraid?”
I sighed. “It’s a long story. Maybe I’ll tell you some day.”
“Very kind of you,” he joked.
“Take it easy on us. We’ve been through a lot in the last few hours. Especially our girl, here,” K.C. said.
“I’m ready to hear all about it,” Alex said as we reached the door to our room.
I took out my key before Alex could reach for his. “Allow me,” I said. “I’ve been dreaming of this moment for the last twelve or so hours.”
“Go right ahead.” He motioned with his hands like someone offering up their spot in line or their seat at a table.
I slid the key into the lock, waiting for that satisfying click and green light, but it never came. I heaved a sigh, trying to release a frustration that originated from the very depths of my core.
“Maybe you put it in backwards,” K.C. said, trying to convey a hopeful spirit, no doubt.
I grit my teeth and kept my mouth shut. I reversed the key card and inserted it with the same result.
“Here, let’s just use mine,” Alex said. He reached for his back pocket, then fumbled around, trying his front pants pockets, and then the back pockets again.
“Don’t tell me,” I said.
He opened his mouth as if to speak, but nothing came out. He was palms up and looking at the floor around our feet. “I don’t believe this.”
“I have an idea!” K.C. blurted out. She snatched the key out of my hand and marched down the hall in an almost run.
“Where are you going?” I asked. I began to follow, without giving a second thought to the drapery I was wearing. Being preoccupied with my frustration about the room key, when I turned abruptly to follow K.C., I neglected to keep hold of any part of the Mumu. As if in a coyote and roadrunner cartoon, where the bottom falls out on the main character, defying all laws of physics, the dress seemingly took on a life of its own. The neck opening became spring-loaded, opening to its full circumference. The garment practically shot itself off of my shoulders and plunged toward the floor.
I managed to catch it in the crook of my arms at about waist height, but since I was mid-step when the bottom hem suddenly became floor-length, my legs got tangled and I careened onto the carpet.





CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

“Q uincy!”
I couldn’t move. It wasn’t because I had hurt myself—seriously, that is. I was definitely experiencing some physical pain. But I was frozen, due to the most overwhelming embarrassment I had ever experienced in my life. This beat out wetting my pants in front of the entire elementary school and their parents at a Christmas choir performance, getting pulled over by Alex’s colleague in my underwear, and walking into a window, that I thought was an open sliding glass door, in front of an entire wedding party and having it all caught on film in their wedding video.
“Are you okay?” Alex had managed to hide his laughter, somehow. His voice was soft and compassionate.
I lay prone, in a pile of Better Homes and Gardens gone bad, my forehead resting on my overlapped hands. I could feel my exposed skin in too many places to count. It was a collective middle finger to everything I’d ever been taught about modesty, I was quite sure.
I felt the warmth of Alex’s hand on the small of my back, confirming that I wasn’t wearing anything above that.
“Quincy, talk to me. Are you hurt?”
I slowly pushed myself up, minding the position of the now, hated, Mumu.
“I’m fine.”
The crook in Alex’s eyebrow indicated that he didn’t believe me. “What is this?” he asked, pointing to the crest of my cheekbone.
I touched the spot he was pointing to and winced. It seemed I had a rug burn there, and now that he mentioned it, the rosy burning increased in intensity on my palms and forearms, too.
“I’m sorry,” we both said, simultaneously.
“Why?” he asked, just edging me out of asking the same thing.
“I was awful to you yesterday.”
“But, about Eva—”
“I don’t care about Eva. I’ve let my imagination take over and turn me into an irrational person. And it didn’t help that I was so worried about you all night—I’m just glad you weren’t the Lipstick Bridesmaid.”
He stared at me intently. “Did you hit your head just now?”
“No. I just mean, I thought you were gone, maybe you were the next victim in the game.”
“But it is just a game.”
“I know, but I can’t help feeling that things are scarier than they should be. You said something to Eva a while back about things not going how they were supposed to—”
“Quincy. I’m trying to apologize to you.”
“What for? You don’t need to.”
“I think you’ll feel differently in a second.”
He put his hands on my upper arms and fixed his gaze at me. “I didn’t spend the night in our room.”
I felt my mouth contorting, trying to keep from blurting something out, now that I had just said how all of that kind of stuff didn’t matter to me. There would be a good explanation, I was…sure?
I maintained an even expression. “I guess that’s why you didn’t answer the door,” I said, very calmly. I was proud of myself.
He made a slow sigh. “After our...fight, I did see Eva. She told me she was worried about how we were going to get home. We’re supposed to leave tonight.”
“She knows how we’re leaving? Why are we still standing here, then? Let’s get out of this place!” I could feel my increased heart rate in my pulse, my chest, just about everywhere. I had come alive.
“She doesn’t know how. Just that the last people standing are supposed to be able to leave. The people that organized the game didn’t give her any details like that so that she could still participate.”
“Oh.” Suddenly the world was bleak again. I think the lights even dimmed.
“Quincy, after I argued with you, I realized what an awkward position I put you in by bringing you here. Mike actually told me they had some kind of murder mystery planned when he invited us to the wedding. I thought you would really enjoy it—”
“You were wonderful to bring me here. It was incredibly thoughtful. My attitude and my insecurities have been the problem. I’m sorry I ruined your stay at your friends’ wedding weekend.”
The wrinkles at the corners of his eyes gathered and he smiled at me. “You haven’t ruined anything. But there’s more to tell you. After Eva left—”
“There you are,” Pam’s voice came screeching down the hall at us like a Pterodactyl in a horror movie.
“Where’s Eva?” Audra asked.
“And where’s K.C.?” Pam asked. “I thought we were supposed to stay in our groups.”
“I don’t know where she is,” I said. “We were…” I started to say we were going to follow her, but then I tripped, but I didn’t need to share my humiliating tumbling experience with them. “I thought she was with you guys.”
“She left right after you three,” Audra said. “She said she didn’t feel well, like she had to throw up.”
“Did you check the restrooms outside the main ballroom?” I asked.
“Of course we did. That’s the first place we looked,” Pam said. “Eva said she would catch up with you guys so that she wasn’t alone.”
“Maybe she found K.C. at the other end of the hall,” I said.
“I thought you said you didn’t know where K.C. was,” Audra said.
Before I could explain, Alex said, “We can assume she’s on the other end of this hallway since we were just following her in that direction. We just stopped here for a second.” I had thought he was impervious to their annoying habits, but it turns out he was just better at keeping it to himself, until then. Everyone has their breaking point. He nudged me and we walked in the direction K.C. had gone.
“We all know that Eva is the murderer—don’t we?” Audra blurted out.
I stopped and turned around to look at her. I wasn’t sure what to say. I agreed with her, but wasn’t sure how it was all supposed to work, since Eva did know just a little bit about the planning. But, according to Alex, the powers that be still wanted her to play and be a part of the whole mystery game. It did seem to be a bad idea if they had really chosen the murderer ahead of time and they had chosen one of the main planners of the entire weekend. It must have been a completely random choice.
“Yeah, it’s been obvious for a while,” Pam said matter-of-factly.
“You just accused me downstairs,” I pointed out.
“And me,” Alex said.
“That was in the heat of the moment. Besides, I didn’t want Eva to know I was on to her,” Pam said.
“I think it’s time we finish this game,” I said. “What do you say we all tell Eva our suspicions when we see her, and she can sound the alarm or make the smoke signals, or whatever happens when we catch the murderer? I’m ready to go home.”
“What about the reward?” Audra wanted to know. She’d hardly let me finish the sentence before she was talking about prize money.
“I thought you weren’t playing,” Alex said. I was just about to say the same thing, so I was glad he could take the heat this time.
“I’m not. I just…thought I would point out the obvious.”
K.C. appeared in the doorway of Eva’s room.
“There you are,” K.C. said. “What took you and the sheik so long to get here? Don’t tell me you stopped in the hallway for a little—you know.” She winked so hard I thought she may have given herself a black eye.
“Oh, we just got a little tripped up and then we ran into these two,” Alex said.
Bless him, I thought.
“Where’s Eva?” Pam asked. She was all-business.
“How should I know?” K.C. replied.
“You are standing in her doorway,” Audra said. “Is she in there throwing up? That’s why she told you to say you don’t know where she is, isn’t it?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” K.C. said. “It was all a mistake.”
“I think it was a mistake to let Eva go alone. She said she was feeling sick, and since she wasn’t in the downstairs bathroom, she had to have come up here to her room. And here you are standing in her room, so you must know where she is.” Pam sounded almost frantic. She’d worked herself into a four-foot-tall froth.
“I swear to you, she is not in this room. Come in and have a look for yourself.”
“I think I just will,” Pam said as she charged forward, giving K.C. the straight-arm like a running back holds off a tackler on the way to the end-zone.
K.C. looked at me and then the others wide-eyed and probably stunned. We all followed Pam into the room.
“You see,” K.C. said. “No Eva.” She held her arms up. “No, no, don’t take my word for it, even now. Come down here and look under the bed.” She held up the corner of the bed skirt, then moved to the closet. “And don’t forget here.” She opened the closet door.
“Well if she’s not here, how come you’re in her room?” Pam asked.
“Actually, we’re all in her room. Except Eva,” Audra said.
Pam gave her a searing look.
“As I said earlier, it was all a mistake.” K.C. said.
“Maybe we were wrong. Maybe Eva isn’t the murderer,” Pam said. She stood at the foot of the bed, hands planted on her hips, speaking to all of us as if she were a general, dressing down her troops.
“Who do you think it is?” Audra asked.
“Me.” K.C. said.
I sucked in a breath and stared at K.C.
“You mean, you’re the murderer?” Alex said, incredulous.
“No! Of course not. I wasn’t even supposed to be part of this whole shin-dig, remember? I was invited by the bride at the last minute, if you’ll all recall. I was just saying that Pam thinks that I’m the murderer. I suppose I can see why she would say that, seeing as how I am in Eva’s room. But it was all a mistake. I’ve been trying to tell you. Eva gave Quincy her own room key while we were in the kitchen—by accident.”
“What are you talking about?” Audra said.
“I came up here to change—” I said.
“And I came with, to get my nail file,” K.C. said.
“And when we tried to get into our room, Quincy’s key didn’t work,” Alex said, finishing the story for us.
“I realized that Eva could have easily grabbed the wrong key, so I thought I would try her door—and voila!” K.C. said.
“So you’re saying that Eva has disappeared?” Audra said.
“I don’t know if I’m saying that,” K.C. said. “She’s just not here.”
“Maybe you were all wrong, and she’s not the murderer,” Audra said.
“Sounds like we might have our next victim, kids,” K.C. said.





CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

“She can’t be! I’m sure of it,” Pam insisted.
“You sound very sure,” Audra said. “To me that means only one thing—”
“And just what is that?” Pam sneered back.
Audra made a pfft sound with her lips and flung her hands up. “Isn’t it obvious?”
“It’s not me!” Pam said.
“Then what makes you so sure Eva isn’t the next victim, sis’?” K.C. asked using the nickname to diffuse the tension in the air.
“She was sick—nauseated—I mean. She was practically turning green when she left us in the kitchen,” Pam replied. “I just—know when someone is ill like that.” She looked at each of us imploringly. “Anyone would recognize it.”
I couldn’t help wondering why Pam was so intent on convincing us that Eva was sick.
“Well, if she is that ill, we need to find her and see if she needs help,” Alex said.
“I think she’s the murderer for sure,” Pam said. “And if she is, she’s got to be around, because we can’t accuse her and win the game if she’s not here.”
“If all of us are the accusers, that doesn’t leave much money to split between us,” Audra said.
“Once again, I’ll remind you that you aren’t playing, so why do you care?” Pam said.
“I’m just pointing out the obvious—again. Besides, I could use that money, just like anyone else. And maybe I have a different idea about who the culprit actually is.”
“Changing your mind so soon?” K.C. asked.
Audra blinked slowly, tilting her head to the side, delivering her lines like a soap opera actress. “Now that I’ve decided to compete, I might have changed my mind.”
“Gee, how very mysterious,” Pam deadpanned.
“Let’s go find Eva,” I said.
“Fine, but are we all going together?” Audra asked.
“That would be silly,” K.C. said. “I’ll go with you two gals, and Quincy and Alex, you go the opposite direction.”
“What if they find Eva before we do?” Audra said.
“Yeah. I deserve that reward just as much as anyone,” Pam said.
“I’ll make it easy for everyone,” I said. “I’m not in it for the money. I want to get out of here. If we find Eva, we’ll then find you guys and the two of you can duke it out for the prize.”
“What about K.C.?” Pam asked.
“Oh heck, I don’t care about that prize. I’m with Quincy. I’m missing my Freddie. It’s time to go home. I just want to find the murderer and hopefully that person will have the code for getting out of this pla...ce.”
Just as K.C. spoke her last word, the lights went out for a few seconds, then came back on.
“What was that all about?” Audra asked.
“I’m so sorry!” K.C. yelled at the ceiling.
“What the…” Alex muttered under his breath. He flashed a wide-eyed glance at me.
“I was rather rude to the ghosts,” K.C. explained.
After some eye-rolling from more than one of our party, we finally settled on the directions we would go. Alex and I were left alone.
“Do you want to find something else to wear before we go looking?” Alex asked.
“What’s the matter with this? I’ve grown to like it, I think.”
Before he asked for his engagement ring back, I told him I was joking. “Different clothes would be nice. But none of Eva’s will fit me.”
“Hmm. You could go without any clothes. That would work.”
“I…don’t think so.” I couldn’t help but smile at the twinkle in his eyes as he teased me. “I have an idea,” I said. K.C. had left Eva’s room card with Alex—since I didn’t have any pockets. Surely Eva would have an elastic hair tie, or a clip, or something I could use to cinch the dress around the neck opening and keep it from falling off at every turn.
Once inside her room, I felt a strange shiver. “It feels wrong to come in here without Eva knowing about it,” I said.
“She didn’t have the same qualms about entering our room.”
“Hey, you’re right. You know, I was just thinking about finding something to cinch this dress together, but now that we’re in here, I’m wondering if we might be able to find the master key.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Last night, we borrowed a master key from Eva.”
“Before or after you were locked in a—closet, was it?”
“Before.”
“So how—?”
I put my hand on his chest. “I’m going to stop you right there. Many things happened last night and this morning. It’s all kind of a blur. And things were done that will never be spoken of again.”
“Like the reason you’re wearing this dress?”
I gave him my best attempt at a steely-eyed, serious glare.
His mouth began to twitch and he got those annoyingly cute wrinkles around the outer corners of his eyes. “I know—you already said you’ll tell me someday.”
“Hey, I was giving you my no-nonsense stare.”
“Is that what that was?”
I bunched my lips up, to the side. “Not funny.”
He let loose the grin and slid his arms around my shoulders. “I’m just trying to understand what happened. Don’t be mad at me.” He tilted his head down and touched my forehead to his. It felt like a really good time to give him a kiss.
It turned out he had the same idea. I felt his hands sliding down my back. “I noticed something earlier,” he said.
“What was that?”
“You don’t appear to be wearing anything but this—”
“Mumu,” I said. Not exactly a word that sets an alluring mood as it rolls off the tongue.
“Mumu,” he said awkwardly.
He tipped his head and kissed me again, which should have felt—well it did feel—amazing, but I couldn’t help feeling distracted, too. I had the distinct sensation that someone was watching us.
“Eva?” I called out, looking over Alex’s shoulder, certain I would see her or someone standing there.
“Is she here?” Alex said, twisting to look in the same direction.
“It feels like someone is watching us,” I said.
“I got the same feeling. Hey, look at your arms.” They were covered in goose bumps.
“It just feels spooky in here.”
He rubbed his hands up and down my arms. “And here I thought you were so into me that I gave you chills.”
“Oh, that’s definitely true. But, there’s something about being here—I can’t put my finger on it—maybe it’s because this is Eva’s room.”
“What do you mean?”
“This is a bedroom—used by your ex-girlfriend—it would be weird if I didn’t feel weird in here. Right?”
“Sure. I can see that.”
“But…”
“But, what?”
“You don’t sound too convinced,” I said.
“It just seems like there’s more to it.” He glanced at different parts of the room, searching. “I’m a guy. I don’t have the same kind of emotional attachments to things as you. To me, this is just another room in the lodge. Yeah, maybe it feels like we’re breaking and entering, but it’s for the sake of helping Eva.” He walked over to the bathroom, switched on the light and took a look around. “I felt like we were being watched at the same time as you.”
“Maybe it was just a guilty feeling we had for being in someone else’s room while we made out. Maybe we both knew at the same time what that might lead to…”
He came back and stood facing me. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Just what are you saying it might lead to? Tell me.” He flashed a smile that made me forget anything about the official occupant of the room. It took a few seconds before common sense kicked in.
“How’s about we find a key in here, and then I’ll show you what I was talking about, in our room?” I said.
“Let’s find that key.” He made a show of running to the dresser and frantically opening drawers.
It felt completely wrong to go searching through someone else’s drawers. But, if that someone had given me the correct key this morning, or better yet, given me my key the night before, we wouldn’t be in this predicament. And the state of Eva’s room was just as tidy and kept together as she seemed to be. Her cosmetics and hair supplies were placed in an orderly fashion on top of the dresser, there were no clothes draped on the chair or shoes left around the room. Everything was put away, including her empty luggage, which was tucked away in the closet.
“Couldn’t she just have left the extra keys out in the open?”
“That’s not her style. That—I do remember,” Alex said.
“You make it sound like that’s a bad thing,” I said. “Does that mean you prefer my messy room?” I wouldn’t call Alex a neat freak, but we’ll just say he’s thoroughly comfortable with the minimalist style in his house.
He stepped back from the drawer he had just opened. “I—think you should be the one to look through this drawer.” I looked inside and found that it was full of lingerie. And boy, did she have some fancy stuff in there. She had enough money invested in the contents of that drawer, she could have used the same amount to buy the island we were visiting. I fingered through things very carefully so as not to disrupt her careful and precise folding.
“Aha!” I felt the hard outline of something the same size as a credit card swaddled inside of a very pretty, silky black fabric. I pulled out the whole thing, planning to fold it back the way I had found it.
“Sure seems like a lot of underwear for one weekend,” Alex said.
“I thought you weren’t looking. Besides, I think I found what we should be looking for,” I said as I closed the drawer.
I unfurled the rather detailed and extravagant piece of fancy underwear. Black lace and silk. I have no idea what it was called. All I knew is that it was very sexy, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she had my fiancé in mind when she decided to bring it. I managed to turn off that flow of negative thought and concentrated on what I was doing. There were three key cards tucked inside.
“How do we know which one is which?” I said.
“They’ve got different numbers printed on them, but they don’t correspond to our room number. We’ll just take them all and hope at least one of them works.”
“Let’s get out of here, then,” I said. I decided to leave the fancy piece of lingerie unfolded and draped on Eva’s bed just to mess with her.
Alex made sure to hang on to Eva’s key as well as the others as we exited her room.
“I still can’t shake the feeling that we’re being watched,” I said as we stood in front of the door to our room.
“I know. I feel it too,” Alex said. “Here goes,” he said as he tried the first key taken from Eva’s drawer.
It didn’t work.
“Please—no—” I said in desperation.
“Don’t worry, one of these will work.” He tried the second key, which also didn’t work. He looked up at me. “It’s okay, babe, don’t look so worried. You know, I’ve been thinking about that feeling of being watched.”
“Yeah?” I realized he was trying to distract me to make me feel better. I loved him so much for it.
“You remember when the lights flickered and K.C. yelled at the ceiling?”
I felt a smile spreading on my face. I knew what he was going to say despite the fact he didn’t believe in ghosts. “Uh-huh.”
“Well, maybe she’s been right about them.”
“Them who?”
“The ghosts,” he said as he put the third card in the reader on the door. The indicator light turned green and I felt my heart swell with happiness and relief. “They’ve been watching us all along. I don’t think they like us making out. Maybe they just don’t like us at all,” he said on a laugh. Right then, the lights flickered as they had before and the card reader made a strange noise. The lights went out completely, all the way down the hall.
“No, this isn’t happening!” I said. I tried the door handle and it wouldn’t open.
“That was weird timing,” Alex said. It was all still amusing to him.
“I can’t take any more. I already did this last night in that closet, except there’s not even a vacuum light out here.”
“Quincy, what are you talking about? Calm down.” He hugged me, but that wasn’t the comfort I needed. I needed my own clothes, and my own things. I needed sleep and I needed light.
I did the only thing I could think to do. I tilted my head up and yelled at the ceiling. “We’re sorry! He didn’t mean it!”





CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

“F eeling better?” Alex asked as I came out of the bathroom in our room.
“Much.” I had changed into my own clothes and brushed my teeth. I felt like a shiny new human.
He rolled onto his back on the bed, sprawled out and closed his eyes. “It was a total coincidence, Q.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“The flickering lights, the power bump and you talking to ghosts that don’t—”
I sat down next to him on the bed with a bounce. “Don’t say it!” I said.
“What? About the—” His eyes were still closed but his grin let me know he was teasing.
I lay down and cuddled in, next to him. “Tease if you must, but the power came back on.”
He muttered something about me talking to ghosts, but then pulled me tighter against him.
“We have to go look for Eva—don’t we?” I was hoping he would say no, that we had to take a nap instead.
“I suppose we do.”
“I think I could just fall asleep right now.”
“I know what you mean,” he said.
“So you didn’t get much sleep wherever…you were?”
“Hardly any,” he said.
“So…you don’t have to tell me, but if you were inclined to…”
He lay there, eyes closed, but he did his eyebrow lift thing, so I knew he was paying close attention.
“You’d like to know where I was last night.”
I shrugged, trying to portray my very casual interest, even though I was dying to know. “If you wanted to share—but if you didn’t—I wouldn’t pry.”
He chuckled quietly. “How about instead of telling you, I show you.”





CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

A lex took me to the kitchen first. He was still hungry and so was I. “I bet there’s some more wedding cake in the fridge,” he said.
“I don’t know if I would eat that,” I told him.
“Why not?”
I pointed to one of the leftover plates of food on the island. “I’m pretty sure that’s what Eva had for breakfast.”
“So?”
“So, Pam insists that Eva is off feeling sick somewhere. If it’s from the cake, you don’t want to get sick too.”
“I’ve got an iron stomach. Besides, if it was anything, it was probably that glass of milk that got to her.” He lifted the glass and sniffed it, then made a face. “That doesn’t smell right.” He went over to the fridge and took out a carton of milk. “I’m guessing it’s from this one.” He gave it a quick sniff, a little more reluctant than the last time, then shook his head and put it back. “It smells okay.”
“Do you think…?” I looked at Alex and decided better of what I was going to say.
“Tell me, what were you going to say?”
“This is awful of me, but, Pam was so sure that Eva was sick. She argued with every single suggestion any of us had about Eva’s whereabouts, and told us how sure she was that nausea was the problem. I’m wondering if Pam put something in Eva’s food to make her sick.”
“That would be pretty messed up,” he said, then looked at me and we both nodded in agreement simultaneously. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem too far-fetched for Pam to do something like that. She had shown us some pretty messed up behavior so far.
“What is it that Pam does for a living? I’ve been meaning to ask if you knew for sure.”
“Oh, I’m well acquainted with her life story. She’s cornered me a few times telling me we need to get caught up.”
“So did you catch up with each other?” I teased.
“More like she told me everything I should know about her. I didn’t give her much input about me. She never gave me much of a chance, even if I had wanted to.”
“So what does she do?”
“She rescues cats,” he said.
“I don’t think she could make a living doing that. Doesn’t she just volunteer with a shelter, or something?” I said.
“She mentioned a few thousand times that she’s a freelance computer geek,” Alex said wearily. “She loved emphasizing the geek part.”
“So she’s not a chemist, or someone that would know about food poisoning or something like that,” I asked.
“I don’t think so. I’m sure she would have told me if she was.”
“Yeah, I think we’d better try to help find Eva.”
   
We exited the kitchen through what I called the false alarmed security door. The one that said an alarm would go off, but never did when I opened it. I told Alex the full story of what had happened the night before, starting right after I’d left him at the beach.
He took us down the path we’d gone when we saw Kourtnee sitting on the rocks the night before, only we kept going down toward the water. This was where they found Sydnee, the second victim, and her crashed golf cart. We walked around the end of the boulder-lined path to an outbuilding I had never noticed before.
“What is this?” I asked him.
“It’s the boathouse. This is where I was for most of last night and this morning.”
“What were you doing here?”
“You remember Eva mentioning a boat?”
I thunked the heel of my hand on my forehead. “Oh yeah.” I’d been so anxious to ask about the boat she had mentioned earlier, and somehow I’d forgotten about it.
“There’s a boat in here that wasn’t running right. I was wandering around out on the beach last night after I talked to Eva, and I saw Johnny. He told me about the boat and wondered if I wanted to take a crack at it. We started on it, then Chad came in a little later. We ended up working on it for most of the night. There are some cots they’ve set up in there and that’s where I slept for an hour or two when we called it a night—or day.”
“Where are the boys now?” I asked.
“I’m not sure. You said you saw them this morning when they were fixing the closet you stayed the night in?”
“Yeah, K.C. found them somewhere. Probably the kitchen getting food—wait a minute. Are you telling me there’s a boat in there? One of those floaty things that carries people across water?”
“Yeah,” he said on a laugh.
“A boat.”
“Yes.”
“That doesn’t have any holes in it?”
He smiled at me. “No holes.”
“Then what are we doing here? Let’s go get K.C. and leave.”
“What about the others?” he asked me.
“We’ll send for help once we’re off the island.”
“I hate to ruin your plans, but I couldn’t get the motor to work. It kept conking out.”
I grabbed fistfuls of the front of his shirt. “I don’t care if we half to make oars with our hands. This means we can get out of here.”
Just then, I heard a loud crack from above and a blinding light zig-zagged across the sky. The deluge began instantly with no ramping up from a drizzle to heavy rain. Those stages were skipped and it went straight to summer storm.
Alex grabbed my hand and we ran toward the building.
We stood under the overhang of the roof, waiting for the rain to subside before going around the building to the door.
“Did you get all wet?” I asked him.
“No, not too bad. We ran just in time.”
I had caught enough rain drops to feel a chill as we stood there. I reflexively rubbed my arms to warm up.
“Here, let me.” Alex gathered me into him. “Put your hands under my shirt.”
I looked up at him. “Here? Now?”
“I meant so that you could warm up faster. I am offended at what you’ve implied, madam.”
I decided to play his game. I leaned away from him. “I wouldn’t want to offend.”
“Come back here,” he said, pulling me in close. He held me to him much tighter this time and he kissed the top of my head. “I missed this. I missed you.”
I gently pushed away from him, so that I could look at him. “I’m right here.”
“I felt horrible last night.”
“I know, me too. But we’re okay now, right?”
“Yeah, I guess being back here just…reminded me of last night and everything.”
“Believe me, I won’t be spending time in any closets for the rest of my life. From now on, I’m going to put everything in trunks like in the old days. No more closets for me.”
He laughed quietly and ran his finger down my cheek. “Let’s not ever do that again.”
“I agree. Let’s never talk about closets—”
The last thing I saw before he kissed me was the flicker in his dark brown eyes. It was almost like I could see a flame blazing there. He backed me against the wall, and I was in no hurry to go anywhere else.
“You know what I think?” I said, between kisses.
“That there’s a cot inside this boathouse,” he nearly growled next to my ear.
That’s not exactly what I had been thinking, but it worked for me. Eva? Eva who?
We rushed to the other side of the building. The rain still poured, crashing noisily as it hit the metal roof.
Alex retrieved a hidden key from somewhere around the corner and rushed back. He kissed me again before unlocking the door. As the lock unlatched, we rushed through the opening. I ran into the back of Alex, not expecting him to stop short the way he did.
“What’s wrong?”
His voice came out hollow and cold. He stared straight ahead, not turning to speak to me. “It’s gone.”
His tone scared me. We could make do without a cot. The weight of the problem didn’t match the seriousness in his voice.
“What’s gone?” I asked.
“The boat. It’s gone.”





CHAPTER FORTY

"I can't believe they just took off on us," Alex said as he stared at the empty space where the boat was supposed to be. I couldn't help but feel bad for him. He'd told me how he had developed a bond with Chad. Or at least, he thought he had. And now Chad had probably taken off with Johnny and the boat and they were long gone.
I stood behind him, so I leaned in and hugged him from the back. "Maybe they figured out how to fix the boat after you left, and—took it for a test drive?" He seemed so deflated and I wanted so much to help him feel better. He turned in my arms to face me and forced a smile as he looked down at me. "Maybe you're right."
He didn't sound convinced. I gave him a quick kiss and hugged him once more.
"You know what we need?" I said.
"Besides a boat?" He was downright surly this time. Verification of how much we needed what I was about to suggest.
"We need a nap. Why don't we go back to the lodge and see what the others are up to? Maybe they'll feel the same way."
"You want us all to take a nap together?" he asked.
"Uh—no. I could think of a million things I’d rather do. I'd rather try to swim back to the parking lot from here than do that.”
“You’d hate it that much? You, the non-swimmer would rather swim for miles in cold water, than force yourself to sleep in the same room with the others?” The smile lines returned around the corners of his eyes, giving me motivation to continue. I knew Alex had wanted nothing more than to make me happy by having us come to this island. The least I could do would be to help him feel happy too.
“It’s not them, personally, but oh, yeah. I would find a way—somehow.”
His mouth hitched to the side again. “I’ve no doubt that you would.”
“In fact, once I made my swim, I’d jump in my van and drive–oh, wait. She’s broken down.” I sighed, completely taken out of my happy imaginings and plopped right back into reality. “I never thought I’d see the day. I mean, her name is Zombie Sue for a reason. Or—it was."
“She’s not really—” Those perfect lips of his clamped together abruptly to form a straight line.
“She isn’t really—what?”
His cheeks had taken on a rosy glow, which was usually my department. His eyes focused off into the distance. He snapped his gaze back onto me. “Sorry. It just occurred to me what you meant by take a nap.” He winked and grinned at me like a cad.
My mouth hung open as I sucked in an audible breath. “No! That’s not what I meant.”
“I beg your pardon, milady but I’m surprised you’re so offended. Weren’t we about to do that very same thing when we came in here?”
“I didn’t mean it to come out that way. I just meant—that’s not what I was suggesting.” My face felt hot. “I think we both need some sleep to get our heads right. Actual sleep.”
He smiled and ushered me toward the door. He heaved a final sigh as we left the boathouse to return to the lodge.
"Do you think Eva left with the guys?" I asked.
"I don't know. I considered that possibility."
"I know I've been suspicious of her being the murderer in the game, and I've been a little jealous—”
"A little?" he said with a bit too much emphasis.
"Anyway, as I was saying, despite those things, I don't think Eva would have taken off and abandoned us. Maybe she really was the next victim and I'm terrible at figuring out who-dunnits."
"I'm thinking about what we need to do to get home," Alex said. "I don't believe this game has gone like it was supposed to. There's no way we would be left completely out of communication with anyone. When we get back to the lodge—and after I get some sleep—yes, you were right about that,” he nudged my shoulder with his, “I'll see if I can mess with the phones enough to make a call. I don't really know much about phone systems, but we have to try something."
"Maybe we can wander around until we find a cell signal. Like on top of the lodge," I said.
"We need to talk to the others and come up with a plan."
I held his hand. "We'll figure it out."
He let go of my hand and pulled me into him, next to his side, as we walked back to the lodge.
"What was I thinking?" I shouted.
He jumped away from me, startled. "What? What is it?"
"London has a crew coming to clean up tomorrow. This is Sunday, isn't it?"
"Yes, this is Sunday. What about London? You mean like, England?"
"No, the other florist. She told me her clean-up crew is coming tomorrow to take down the big floral pieces. All we have to do is wait for them."
I actually saw the tension leave his body.
"You saved the day. This calls for a celebration. Last one to the house is a rotten egg," he shouted, as he took off running toward the lodge.
I ran after him until my lungs burned. It was only about twelve steps, but hey, I gave it a shot. I would let him win this one outright. It was just good to have him back to his playful self again.





CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

“Something’s wrong,” Alex said as we re-entered the kitchen.
“You mean the security door wasn’t locked—again?”
“It wasn’t locked, but that’s not what I meant.”
I was beginning to think my suspicions about that door had been insignificant. Maybe it was just broken and left unfixed. Like that hinge on my bathroom cabinet door that’s loose and close to falling off. There’s another hinge on the door, so I still manage to close it, and I’ll get around to fixing it any time now, but probably not until the door falls off completely. Maybe this kitchen door was like that, just being ignored until it wasn’t possible to ignore it any longer. Or maybe someone had followed us again, like the last time we went outside together. Hard to say, and at this point, I didn’t care.
“What do you think is wrong?” I asked him.
“Listen to that…”
“I don’t hear anything.”
“Exactly.” He touched my nose with his finger. “K.C. is in this lodge, and I don’t hear anything. It’s very suspicious.”
I rolled my eyes and gave a good-natured shake of my head at him. He was teasing, but he wasn’t far from the truth. “Maybe everyone else is as tired as we are and they’re taking naps.”
“Together? That seems kind of weird.”
I gave him a bland stare. “Funny, seems like I’ve heard that somewhere before. We should check in with them before we go to our room,” I said.
We walked toward the main staircase. As we passed the garden room, I saw a flicker of movement in my peripheral vision. I stopped to look inside the open doorway, forgetting that I was holding Alex’s hand.
I felt a yank on my arm as Alex reached the length’s end of our human rope.
“What is it?” he asked.
“I’m not sure if it’s anything. I just thought I saw…I don’t know what.”
“Let’s take a look. We’ve got all day—and night.”
“It’s not strange that this door is open, right?” I said.
“No, not necessarily. Although, it seems odd that this one is…”
He walked calmly to the French doors at the back of the room which led to the pool deck. A familiar chill ran up and down my arms and I quickly joined him in an attempt to distract myself from whatever or whomever had caused my skin to get prickly.
“C’mon.” He slipped past the French doors and I followed. We found a corner of the concrete that was shaded by the overhang of the building, near the barbeque grill. The rest of the deck reflected the midday sun in a sparkling, yet blinding, brilliance.
Obviously, no one was there. Anyone on this pool deck would be completely out in the open. There was nowhere to hide. But I continued to feel an eerie sense that we weren’t alone.
“Let’s come back here tonight,” Alex said quietly. “We’ll take a little rest, maybe hang out with the others, have some dinner. Then we’ll ditch the other three. We’ll try the hot tub again before we leave.”
“Aren’t you worried about a repeat of last time?”
“If we’re that unlucky, then we truly are living in some version of hell. I can’t imagine a repeat of that circus act. I’ll figure out a diversion for them. Even if I have to resort to bribery. I’d like us to have some perfect alone time on this trip before we leave.”
Ever thoughtful, my fiancé. It was easy to feel undeserving.
“We’re alone now. I don’t know how perfect the timing is. But isn’t it perfect when we get the chance to be alone together?”
“Such a wise woman.”
Honestly, the allure of the pool was still lost on me. Sunburn and the smell of chlorine were the memories I most associated with any trips to the cement pond. But I’m not so naïve that I don’t know why other people like the pool. Obviously people can show more skin in a bathing suit. In most cases that’s a good thing, except for the time I saw a three-ton man in what might have been a Speedo—most of it had disappeared into the abyss. That time it was not so good.
I certainly didn’t mind the idea of seeing more of Alex. His golden skin, muscled chest, and chiseled abs with a wisp of hair trailing between the two muscle groups. He was practically meant to be in a swimsuit.
Now that I thought about it, returning to the pool that night sounded like a pretty good idea.
“Why are you smiling?” Alex asked me.
“Who me?” He’d caught me thinking about him and his chest hair.
“Babe, you’re blushing.”
“It’s hot out here.”
“No, there’s something more. Tell me.”
I couldn’t help myself. I took a step toward him, then pulled his head down to mine and kissed him.
“Wow, what did I say to deserve this?”
“What do you mean?”
“I want to know what I need to do to get a repeat.”
He covered my smile with another kiss and backed us up until I was against the wall next to the barbeque grill.
“We should go upstairs and take that nap,” he said, his voice coming in as a low rumble.
I whispered next to his ear, “That wasn’t what I meant.”
“Hey, you kissed me first.”
I tried to give him a withering stare. It didn’t work, I couldn’t do it. “Your dimples are showing.”
“Oh yeah?” Something about the way he looked back at me made me melt inside, clear to my bones. Good thing he was pressed against me, holding me up, or I would have spilled into a puddle on the patio.
He dipped his head and kissed me again, and then said, “C’mon. Let’s go upstairs.”
“There you are!”
I shrieked and Alex whipped around. From the partial view I had around his shoulder, I could see a scarlet-faced Pam. She stood a mere three feet away from us. Her change in color didn’t appear to be from embarrassment. Her furrowed brow, taut mouth, and eyes drawn into slits said that she felt something more aggressive.
“What are you doing here?” Alex actually shouted at her. I wasn’t used to that volume from him. After the initial shock, I felt like clapping him on the back and cheering. She’d finally pushed him to the limit.
“I thought you guys were looking for Eva. Instead, you’re out here—” Her lips twisted, seeming to fight against what her mouth wanted to say. Her arms were extended, hands pointing rigidly at the spot where we stood.
“Were you just standing there, watching us?” Alex said to her, disgust saturating his voice.
“No! Of course not, I was just—”
“Wait.” Alex’s posture softened and he held his hands up in a non-threatening, “I give up” gesture. “I’m sorry, Pam. I didn’t mean to yell at you like that. You just startled us. I apologize.”
Don’t let her off the hook! You’ve got nothing to apologize for. My kind and noble fiancé. I probably didn’t deserve him. But my vote was still on yelling at Pam and calling her out on the lies and stalker behavior.
Pam’s expression switched in an instant. “I’m sorry I startled you.” I noticed she put an ever-so-sly emphasis on the word “you.” She stared directly into his eyes and didn’t acknowledge my presence. She looked like someone who’d volunteered to go on stage at the hypnotist show at the state fair.
I stepped out from behind Alex. “Did you guys find Eva?” I asked.
Obviously annoyed, she glanced my way and her face became a flinty, cold, slate. “No, of course not. We’re done looking for her.”
She explained how they’d found Eva’s charm dangling from the handle of one of the garden room doors.
“You must’ve just missed us,” she said sweetly.
“So, what are you doing now?” Alex asked directly but gently.
“I…was just getting drinks for everyone.” She pointed her thumb over her shoulder, indicating the garden room behind her. “I was going to the kitchen next to get a beer. Can I get you one, Alex? I know Quincy doesn’t drink.”
Quincy was also standing right in front of her.
Alex reached around me and cupped his hand over my shoulder, then pulled me into his side.
“No, thank you,” he said. “We’re going to go up to our room for a while. Right, babe?”
“Right.”
“You know she’s got a doll that looks like me that she pokes with pins,” I said after she’d left.
“I don’t think it’s that bad. Maybe she throws darts at your photo, but not a Voodoo doll.”
“You think you’re joking, but I don’t. She’s got at least one of the two in her room upstairs, I’m sure.”
“I shouldn’t have gotten so upset with her, though. I can’t control the things that she does, but I can control the way that I react.”
“That’s very Zen of you,” I told him.
“That’s me,” he said. “Mr. Zen. I noticed she did pick up a tray from the bar before she left. At least she wasn’t lying.” I raised my eyebrows in disagreement. “About that, anyway,” he said.
“She would have needed time to mix or pour or whatever you do with those kind of drinks. She didn’t have time between when she left us and when she left the garden room, just now,” I said.
His mouth hitched on the corners.
“What?”
“You’re cute when you talk booze.”
“My point is, she was in that room before we entered it. And if she was innocently mixing drinks, why did she hide from us?”
“She was hiding in the shadows and then listening in and—watching us. How much do you think she saw?” He shook his head and held up a hand. “Never mind, I don’t want to think about it. It’s scary.”
“And what happened to people not doing things alone?” I said.
“It’s hard to tell whether or not anyone’s still playing the game.”
“I had Eva pegged as the murderer, but if I had to guess from the people who are left, I’d have to say it’s Pam.”
“You don’t think it’s Audra?” Alex asked me.
“Why? Do you know something I don’t?”
He began his reply on a laugh. “No. I don’t know anything. Nothing has gone like I thought it would. I was just going through the possible options.” He shrugged. “I guess I shouldn’t assume anything, but I never thought it was you, so they’re the only two left, not including K.C.”
“Aww. You never thought I was the murderer. That means a lot to me.”





CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

“Does something seem odd to you?” Alex asked as we rounded the corner on the hallway behind the bottom of the grand staircase.
“It’s dark.”
“Yeah.”
The hallway was flanked on both sides by an assortment of rooms. The study, the music room, a small powder room and a couple that I’d never been in. Since the hallway was on the interior of the lodge, it didn’t get much natural light, thus the need for overhead fixtures. Currently those fixtures were all dark. The music room, where K.C. had played the piano, was on the outer side of the lodge. I could see light shining out from under the door and assumed the curtains must have been open.
As we approached, the all too familiar feeling of chills and goose bumps started up again. Maybe it was the presence of Pam and had nothing to do with ghostly appearances. I could definitely classify her as an other-worldly being.
Alex leaned forward, listening at the door. “Do you hear that? I think they must be in here.” He gave a quick knock with the back of his hand.
“Enter with reverence,” K.C.’s muffled voice called out from behind the closed door.
Alex cut his eyes to me and smirked. “What?” he mouthed.
I bit back a laugh and shrugged.
He drew me close to him and whispered, “I don’t know if I dare enter at all. What does that mean—enter with reverence?”
Suddenly the door opened. Pam stood there, staring at us, her lower jaw protruding and her mouth twisted in anger. She let loose an exasperated sigh. “Still at it, huh? You know, you can’t get mad at people for watching you make out like hormonal teenagers when you never stop. It’s absolutely incessant around here.”
“We weren’t—” I started to explain.
“I can’t stop. It’s an addiction,” Alex said, just before he dipped me in the hallway and gave me a blockbuster movie kiss. They’re not as easy as they look. If he wasn’t so strong and athletically adept, I would have been flat on my back on the floor.
He hauled me to my feet and I felt the burn of my ever-present blush forming all over my face and neck—and pretty much the rest of my body. When I looked up at him in surprise he shrugged. “What? I like incessant.”
“My mother says if you keep smirking like that, it’ll get stuck that way permanently,” I told him.
Pam let out more of a growl this time. She’d abandoned her post by the time we got around to entering the room. We’d kind of blown the whole reverent entrance idea.
“Enter and prepare to receive the spirits,” K.C. said in a deep and drawn-out melody of a voice.
I could barely see Alex’s face, since my eyes hadn’t adjusted to the dim atmosphere just yet, but I detected a resemblance to a cornered animal in his posture.
Save for the mellow flickering coming from five or six hurricane lamps set about the room, there were no other sources of light. The two large, multi-paned windows in the room had been covered by heavy curtains that blocked out any natural light.
“What’s going on in here?” Alex asked. I detected a note of amusement and maybe a little fear in his question.
K.C. sat at a round game table on the far side of the room. She wore what looked like the same head-scarf as her fortune-teller character from before, only the scarf was twisted into a turban style with the knot on top of her head this time. Her page-boy bob wig-hair poked out from under the edges of the turban like the bristles on a street sweeper. She hummed to herself with her eyes closed, her palms pressed together in front of her in a prayerful pose.
Audra sat next to her, gazing at us with glassy eyes. “We’re having a séance.” Her voice was overly loud, and she extended the Ess sound at the end of the word.
Certain mutterings emanated from Alex, most of which should never be repeated.
K.C.’s eyes popped open. “Come. Sit.” She indicated with an outstretched arm toward two chairs across from where she sat.
“Uh…that’s okay—” Alex said.
“Don’t you want to know what the ghosts really want?” K.C. asked him.
“Not really,” he said quietly enough that only I could hear.
Pam stepped into the picture from the side of the room near the mini bar. “C’mon, it’ll be fun. Besides, have you got somewhere else to go?”
Before he could reply, I took his hand and gave it a gentle tug, leading us to the table. “It won’t take long.”
He managed to give me the side-eye and roll his eyes all at once. Very talented, that one.
I shrugged. “Okay, maybe it won’t take long.”
Pam put a beer at one of the places at the game table. “I got you one of these—just guessing.”
His features softened. “Thanks, Pam.”
“Would you care for anything, Quincy?”
“I could use a Coke if you have any here,” I said.
“Sorry, not here,” Pam said. “I can run to the kitchen.”
“That’s okay, I’ll be fine. Thanks.” Pam must have gotten over our incessant amorous behavior. I wasn’t going to question it, I was just grateful she was in a good mood—for the moment.
Pam sat between K.C. and Alex, and I sat next to him. Audra was on my right. She leaned over and pseudo-whispered, “Did you hear that?” The alcohol fumes on her breath could have dropped a charging rhino.
“Uh, I don’t know what you mean. I didn’t hear anything,” I said.
She nodded, her attention wandering elsewhere.
I turned toward Alex, but before I could say anything to him, I felt an urgent tap on the back of my arm.
I looked back at Audra who leaned so far off the side of her chair, she looked precariously close to falling on her face. “Hey, Quincy.”
“Yes, Audra?”
“Did you hear that?”
“I didn’t hear anything. What are you hearing?”
“It’s a weird gurgling noise.”
“I’m sorry, I don’t hear it,” I said to her.
“Now,” K.C. said, “we’re almost ready to begin. Everyone think of the question you would like to ask the spirits. Once we’ve invited them to join us, we will go around the circle, and each person will ask their question.” Alex cut his eyes to me. He definitely wasn’t thrilled. I gave his knee a gentle pat and smiled at him. Hopefully demurely, but I don’t know if he read it that way.
“Pam, could you please bring the goblet and place it in the center of the table? And bring the photo too?” K.C. asked.
Pam stood up dutifully and went to retrieve the items. She came back with a pretty champagne flute—I guess it was substituting for the goblet—and a framed photo, then placed them as K.C. had requested. My eyes had finally focused in the dim lighting, and I could see that the photo was the same one that had been hanging in the hallway upstairs until Alex and I accidentally knocked it down—more of that incessant behavior of ours had been the cause.
“Now, let’s form the circle.” K.C. held her hands out for Audra and Pam to take hold and nodded toward us to follow suit.
Alex made a brave attempt at hiding his annoyance at this step in the process, but anyone that knew him could tell he would rather have been anywhere else in the world at that moment. I took his hand and gave it a squeeze, and with my other hand, I grasped Audra’s very clammy one.
K.C. closed her eyes and bowed her head, and then began to recite:

“Oh, spirits, as we form this circle, please bless this space.
Let the light of these lamps bathe this room with protection.
We ask you to release the negative energy from this place and let us communicate with entities of the Light to teach and inspire us for the Good of All. Please protect this house and all within it. AMEN.”

I thought I heard a sigh from Alex, and started to formulate a plan for our extrication from the séance, but when I looked over at him I realized he’d dozed off. He really was that tired, and I wasn’t that far behind him. I slowly lowered our clasped hands and rested them on my knee. I was sure Pam would keep her grasp on his other hand without paying attention to his level of active participation in the hold. Maybe he could pass as being meditative.
I heard a gurgling noise off to my right. Audra’s face curled into a grimace. I figured the noise was coming from her stomach.
K.C. continued the ceremony by asking the spirits in the house to join us. I surreptitiously watched Pam and Audra glancing here and there, possibly looking for signs of ghosts. The slow flicker of the lights lulled me into a feeling of warmth and something that felt like deep focus. K.C. remained quiet, with eyes closed. The silence in the room seemed to magnify, becoming its own entity, growing in intensity until it felt physically uncomfortable, almost painful to withstand.
Suddenly, a high pitched whistling noise pierced the silence. K.C.’s eyes popped open in a look of startled surprise. She darted a look at Audra. Alex jerked awake and in a sleepy slur said, “Was that a ghost?”
“Sorry,” Audra said. “My stomach is just tumbling around.”
“Oh, my sweet lord,” K.C. screwed up her face and pointed it in the opposite direction. She strained to crane her neck as far away from Audra as she could. She lifted her arms up as if in a reflex, but she held strong to the hands she was holding. I had to admire her resolve to keep the circle intact.
I’ll also admit that I had to stuff down the glee I felt in having Audra do something embarrassing in front of the others instead of me, for once.
“Keep hold kids, don’t break the circle,” K.C. said in a quiet, determined voice, but, unable to withstand the powerful smell, she smashed her face against her shoulder.
We all sat in uncomfortable quiet until the cloud passed. I tried with every muscle in my face to resist the urge to laugh. I pursed my lips in a tight, trembling line. I would have kept my composure, but I made the mistake of glancing at Alex. His eyes said it all and I spent the next minute sputtering and trying to catch the laughter that seemed determined to escape me. I too buried my face against my shoulder, biting the fabric of my shirt in an attempt to keep it together, or at least muffle the bursts of laughter that I couldn’t contain.
“Elder spirit of this house, please reveal your presence by upsetting the water in the glass,” K.C. said.
The four of us focused on the champagne flute. Beads of sweat had formed on the outside of the glass and slowly trickled downward. I felt similar beads developing on my brow. Someone must have cranked up the thermostat in the room.
“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Audra,” K.C. shouted. She shook her hands loose and shoved her chair back, away from the table. She stood and said, “Let’s take a break, everyone.” She stared pointedly at Audra.
“I’m going to visit the powder room,” Audra said, meekly standing and making her way to the door.
“I’ll go with her.” Pam volunteered rather forcefully. She stood, but she still held on to Alex’s hand. “We need to go in pairs, right?”
“I’m not going with you,” Alex said as he withdrew his hand from her grasp. It seemed to take a bit of muscle based on the recoil his arm made once she finally let go.
“I really wanted to make this a fun evening,” K.C. said, her voice sounding like that of the downtrodden, as she switched the overhead lights on.
“Ghosts are fun,” Alex said, obviously trying to placate her, but not making it believable for one second.
“Ah, you’re a pal,” she said to Alex. “I appreciate you making the attempt, but I know you’re not a believer. But I am, and I really wanted to communicate with the spirits here before the boat comes to pick us up this evening. Find out why they chucked that rock at you, and why they keep messing with the electricity and—”
“What boat is coming?” I asked.
“The one Pam told us about. She said once one of us announces the murderer, a call will be made and the boat will come get the rest of us.”
“A call?” Alex wondered out loud. “The phones aren’t working, and there’s no cell reception.”
“When did you talk about all this?” I asked.
“We talked a while ago, after we left you two. We were looking for Eva, and then Pam found Eva’s charm.”
“So, are we all in agreement that Pam is the murderer?” I said.
“Oh, a hundred percent,” K.C. said with conviction. “I just wanted to have my séance before we got to that. I would be the talk of the P.I.S. if I could prove contact with three witnesses to back me up.”
I clamped my lips together tightly and looked off to the side for a moment to keep her from seeing me laughing at the acronym for the Paranormal Investigation Society she belonged to. I was relieved that she kept talking and didn’t seem to notice my inner giggling. “But seriously,” she continued, “Pam’s our suspect, no questions.”
“Alex, what do you think?”
“I think that when the two others return, we should finish this séance. I’d like an explanation for getting beaned without any provocation. And I’m told the ghosts were the culprits.” He winked at K.C.
K.C.’s eyes welled up. “A pal, you are. A real pal.” She patted him on the back—actually it was more of a hearty thwack—enough to send him lurching forward a step to catch his balance. Without pause K.C. set about clapping in a rhythmic pattern, and then she veered off into the different corners of the room, continuing with the clapping.
Before we could ask she said, “Gotta clear out the negative energy before we can start over.” She walked over to the door and swung it back and forth. “And the air. Thanks to Audra,” she said in an aside while grimacing.
While K.C. occupied herself with more clapping, Alex and I sat on the small loveseat in one corner of the room.
“That was very gallant of you,” I said.
“What, sitting on the couch?” He gave me a knowing smile.
“You’ve made K.C. very happy.”
“Well, who knows? Maybe she’s right. There are ghosts here and they don’t like me for some reason. That would explain the rock to the head, the lights not working right, and the rain coming at precisely the moment when I was about to get lucky.” He bumped his eyebrows up and down and I gave him a tap on the arm.
“I think she’s right about Pam being the murderer, don’t you?”
He paused for a moment. “I suppose so. I don’t really see Audra as the mastermind type. Or as the type who would follow all the instructions required. Knowing her, and Mike and Christie like I do, I’m thinking they would have given their mystery company friends a heads up about Audra.”
“Yikes, not exactly a ringing endorsement.”
“Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying she’s not capable of following instructions, just that she would probably choose not to. Kinda’ stubborn, I guess. I don’t want to come across as being mean to her.”
“You don’t have to sugar coat it. I’ve dealt with her enough this weekend to know what you’re saying. And aren’t you a big meanie?” I said sarcastically. “Encouraging K.C. to continue the séance.” I gave him a knowing look. “I realize there are a million other things you’d rather do.”
“As long as I’m with you, I’m right where I want to be.”
Before I could get all emotional, Pam and Audra returned.
“We’re so sorry for interrupting the séance, K.C.,” Pam said, even though she hadn’t interrupted. Audra took care of that all on her own. It seemed somewhat out of character for Pam to accept part of the blame for something, especially something she had no part of. “Do you think we could try again?” she said meekly to K.C.
“Let’s do it,” K.C. said. The overhead lights were doused and everyone returned to their same places at the game table. We sat in quiet for a minute or two before K.C. repeated the prayer.
As I sat, holding hands with Alex and Audra, I felt an unusual kind of calm slowly drifting through and eventually filling the room. And then I had a new feeling, which I can only describe as the flow of energy. It seemed to be passing through me. It was coming from my hands and then going through my arms. It felt the way a drink of hot cocoa on a cold day flows down your throat coating and soothing and warming your whole body. Once the energy passed through my body, it flowed through the other arm and moved on to the next person.
The energy felt circular, but it moved in both directions, coming and leaving through both of my hands. In that moment, I didn’t try to analyze what was happening, I just let myself feel it, which, looking back is quite a feat. Because my usual self would have felt silly and stopped to look around to watch what was happening to the people around me, or to see if they noticed something strange about me and then the magic would have disappeared. If that’s what it was.
K.C.’s voice interrupted the quiet, but not enough to ruin the mood. She asked if a spirit from the house would join us and let their presence be known by disrupting the water in the glass in the center of the table. One of the lamps was nearby and the flame—as much as it could be considered a flame, since it was battery operated—flickered in an almost hypnotic dance.
K.C. implored the spirit once again, this time her voice louder and more bold. It was probably a trick of my imagination, but the candle light seemed to flicker faster, and I could feel it in my heart rate. The two seemed to be beating together in synchronicity.
I felt my grip tightening in both Audra and Alex’s hands, and theirs did the same. I watched the champagne flute as K.C. implored the spirit a third time, even louder.
I was caught up in staring at the glass, thinking that the water was going to spill out at any moment. Suddenly something grabbed my attention.
I don’t know if I heard a sound, or saw movement, but I looked up, directing my gaze at the gap between K.C. and Audra. I didn’t exactly know if I saw anything at first, but then, the dark outline of a person formed in my vision.
Someone screamed and all the lights went out at the same time.
No one said anything for a few beats, but then Alex let go of my hand, and after a few seconds more, the overhead light came on. Alex stood next to the light switch, but he looked back toward the table, his mouth open, as if in surprise.
I surveyed my surroundings. K.C. and Audra, who still gripped my hand like a vice, were sitting at the game table. And Pam was gone.





CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

"What the hell just happened?" I wondered out loud.
Pam had just disappeared in the middle of K.C.’s second ill-fated séance. Of all the things I might have expected to happen at such an event, this definitely wasn’t one of them. I suppose I’d imagined a whole lot of nothing would happen until someone got bored and left, or K.C. gave up and tried to entertain us in another fashion. But instead, we had Audra’s embarrassing gastrointestinal distress, which I have to admit—made her seem a little more human—and then there was our prime murder suspect vanishing, leaving Audra as the only remaining bridesmaid besides myself.
The sudden change from flickering candlelight to full-on overhead lighting in the small room added to the overall state of confusion.
"Where's Pam?" Audra asked.
"Pam…? Pam, where are you?" K.C. called out.
I wouldn't put it past Pam to hide in some kind of childish maneuver to gain attention. After all, a large part of the focus of the afternoon had been on the ghosts instead of on her.
Once my eyes adjusted to the lighting situation, I took a cursory look around the room. It didn't appear there were any places for Pam to hide, despite her small stature. "She's gone," I said.
A sputtering sound, like that of a mouth trying to spit out feathers, came from K.C. "That can't be possible. That door makes a loud noise when it opens and closes. You've all heard it." K.C. marched over to the one door to the room and opened it to demonstrate. It did make a loud, familiar groaning noise at the hinges. Alex stood nearby at the light switch panel.
"Alex, how quickly did you get over here and turn on the lights?" K.C. asked.
"I don't know, very quickly? I’d say within seconds of the lights going out. I just had a weird feeling right before, and it seemed strange for Pam to let go of my hand, since she'd been squeezing it from the moment she grabbed it. When she let go, I came over and turned the lights on. I think the candles went out on my way over here."
"I don't understand how all the lights went off at once," said Audra in a muffled voice from her seat at the table.
"Audra, are you all right?" K.C. asked.
Audra had buried her head in her arms as they rested on the table. She lifted her head, and her usually pale skin seemed almost transparent now, with a slightly green cast to it. "I really don't feel well.” The muscles in her face gathered up in a wince and she grabbed her abdomen. "I think Pam put something in my drink."
"What makes you say that?" K.C. said.
"She just got really intense about getting me drinks. The entire time we've been here she hasn't been that accommodating. Suddenly this afternoon, she's playing the hostess. I knew something was up, but I was just trying to be nice, and make it through to the end."
"What do you mean, make it to the end?" K.C. asked. "Do you mean the end of the game? Are you really playing? I thought you weren’t interested."
Audra gasped, I assumed it was in pain. "I kept toying with the idea of participating, even though I said I wasn't. After a while, I realized if I said I wasn't playing, and just observed, people might let their guard down and accidentally give me clues as to whether they were the murderer or not. And I could definitely use the prize money."
"Well if you're not the murderer, the only one left is…" K.C. looked over at me her eyes wide, her mouth open in a wordless accusation.
"It's not me," I said. "We all thought it was Pam, didn't we?"
Alex, K.C., and Audra looked from one to another, all while nodding their heads in the affirmative.
"Well if it’s not me,” Audra said, “and it’s not Quincy, it’s got to be one of you two."
"Oh, don't be ridiculous," K.C. said. "I'll remind you once again, I came late to this party. I wasn’t even supposed to be here. I was invited to stay by the bride herself, but only after I arrived. How would she have known that I was coming?"
"I can vouch for that," I said. "I made all the arrangements to come and do the flowers with London, the other florist. I spoke a little bit with Christie, but most of that was preliminary stuff. The real details were settled between me and London. Once I agreed to do the wedding and figured out everything that would be needed, I asked K.C. if she could help me, because it was more than a one person job."
"What about you, Alex?” Audra asked.
"What about me? I'm just a wedding guest, like everybody else. And it appears to me that all the victims have been bridesmaids. I heard a little bit about the planning in the beginning, but after that I was kept in the dark about details."
"So you knew all about the murder mystery ahead of time?" Audra asked.
"No, not at all. Mike and Christie knew that I would be here, and that Quincy would be here too, helping with the flowers. I knew Eva had things planned for us to do, and then when I got here I found out Pam was involved as well, since she was co-maid of honor," he said, making air quotes, "but I didn't know they were planning for a murder mystery."
"But how come I heard Eva tell you that things weren’t going like they were supposed to?" The last remnants of my jealous self had suddenly reappeared. "Or did you say it to her? It's only been a couple of days, but it seems like weeks. I can't even remember what was said this morning."
"We just meant that this was supposed to be a fun weekend, and things weren't looking very fun. It started off with the golf cart and Sydnee. No, her body wasn't there when we found it, but the cart was so mangled and wrecked, it was much too violent for a game. Eva had told me that Mike and Christie were really into murder mystery parties and that their friends had planned it all, but she’d been to other parties they had put on and they were light-weight, not dark like it’s been here.”
"Well, whether the game is still going like it’s supposed to or not, eight of us have disappeared one by one, and there’s still no way back to the mainland," Audra was pointing her finger at me now, "so I think the contest is still going on. And the only bridesmaids left are you and me. And I'm not the murderer, so it must be you.” She let out a defeated sigh. “So that we can all go home, do whatever it is you do. Maybe Alex contacts the people in charge, I don't know. I just gotta get off this island and I want my money."
I felt my temperature rising and the fire in my cheeks blazing. I paused for just a moment to gather my thoughts and tell Audra where she could stick her accusations, but then I realized by looking at her, she was probably feeling close to death. Her face contorted in a grimace, not the angry, twisted expression of a catty woman who would do whatever she could to get what she wanted. Although, it's possible she wore that expression often, but she looked like someone who was in physical pain. She continually wrapped her arms around her abdomen when she wasn't pointing at me.
"Audra, I swear to you,” I had to think of something of value to swear on. Something Audra could relate to. I looked down at my hand. “On this engagement ring. Maybe you don't know how big an oath that is from me, but rest assured, if I lost this ring because I was lying to you, it would be all over for me.” I cut my eyes over to Alex, who’d returned to the table by now. He didn't exactly look happy that I was using his grandmother's ring as my betting stone.
"I swear to you, I'm not the murderer. I've had no idea what’s been going on this entire weekend. In fact, except for being able to spend time with my friends and loved ones," I looked at both Alex and K.C., "this has been one of the most miserable times in my life. No one wants to be in a place where they are constantly reminded of what an outsider they are, and how unwelcome they are, by no fault of their own, but because they showed up when invited.” I jumped off of my figurative soapbox. “You said something about Pam putting something in your drink. What makes you think it's that and not something else, like maybe bad food?"
"I haven't had anything different to eat than Pam or K.C. We all ate the same thing. And they don't seem sick. K.C. has been drinking from the same bottle of wine that I have, and the same bottle of whiskey." I glanced over at K.C. wondering how many different tastings they’d had. She shrugged and made a coquettish grin. "And by now, you should know that I can hold my liquor. I’ve been throwing back a lot more than this on a daily basis for the last three months," Audra said.
"Oh, Audra, kid. Seems like an awful lot of drinking,” K.C. said.
"Well, life hasn't exactly been going great for me these days. Screw it, I might as well tell you. I'll never see any of you again."
“Now don’t say that," K.C. replied in a grand-motherly tone. "This is one small world we’re living in. People gotta stick together. We've been through a lot this weekend, us girls."
Audra looked up slowly at Alex, his mouth was hardened into a flat line. Either he was unhappy about being included as one of us girls, or he knew something about Audra he hadn't shared.
"I guess my past is catching up to me," Audra said. "My last boyfriend's wife found out about us after she hired a private eye. She knows about my dad's business deals with her husband, which, true to his nature are not exactly above board. I've been cut off completely from my boyfriend. And my father's cut me off financially as well. I'm broke, and apparently my ex-boyfriend used my name on some of the business documents. So I'm probably going to jail, too." She doubled over and held her stomach.
"Audra, my dear, you don't look so swell. Would you like to go up to your room?" K.C. asked her.
"I know she did this, that backstabbing little monster,” Audra said.
Alex and I exchanged glances. The anger in Audra’s voice made it pretty clear there was more to their story than we knew. She looked like she could lose her cookies any second.
I’ll admit, I’d had a fleeting thought that perhaps she could have been faking, since she was the last bridesmaid left who could be the murderer, but it was an Oscar winning performance if that were the case. She was just too green around the gills, though. Wasn’t she?
Audra took two deep, cleansing breaths while she stooped with her hands on her knees. She eventually stood up and I saw the tension leave her. “When I get a hold of her, I’ll kill her," Audra said.
"You sure you aren’t the murderer?" K.C. asked Audra. "That sounds pretty threatening to me."
"Oh no, this is real. It has nothing to do with the game. I don't really want to kill her, though. I want to see her as sick as I am right now. And I’ll stand over her and watch as she writhes in—" She bent over again and put her hands on her knees.
"I know this may not be the time, but have we figured out where Pam went?" K.C. said.
"Let's get Audra upstairs, and then we'll figure out what happened to Pam," Alex said, taking over the situation as I imagined he would at the scene of a crime.
"Okay, how about Audra and I go upstairs, while you two do some snooping? I don't know what we need to figure out, exactly. I'm just too darn curious to let this go. But I'm willing to leave it to the professional, Alex."
Audra fled with the word “bathroom” floating on the Jet stream she left trailing behind her. She’d assured us she’d eventually be okay and that we didn't need to find an emergency boat of some sorts, but K.C. volunteered the information that she knew how to lash together a primitive raft using planks from the shed and everybody's underwear tied together in case things escalated.
After they left, Alex turned to me and said, "So what do you think is really going on?"
"I'm baffled," I said. "I can't imagine where she went. You’re sure she couldn't have escaped through the door?” I asked him.
"I can't be a hundred percent sure, but as soon as she let go, I went to turn on the lights. And like K.C. said, this door is loud. I don't see how she could have opened it without all of us hearing."
"Someone screamed though, right? Do you think the scream came from Pam, to cover up the sound of the squeaking door?"
"I suppose that's a possibility," he said, while his facial expression said no. "But it didn't sound like her voice—the scream—I mean. And I think she still would've been next to me when the scream occurred. But, eyewitness accounts are usually kind of unreliable in a lot of cases. Just like now. I've been trained to pay attention to all the details, yet I'm questioning myself, as to whether the scream occurred before or after she let go of my hand. What I think I remember is that the scream happened before she let go. And I don't think it sounded like her."
"I don't think the scream came from Audra,” I said. “She was next to me, and by that time she looked horrible. The location of the sound just doesn't seem like it was here, on my right hand side, where Audra was sitting. It seems like it was in that part of the room.” I pointed to the space behind us, where the loveseat filled one end of a nook, and the flanking walls were covered with built-in bookcases. “More like it was behind K.C. Wait a minute!” I thunked my forehead with the heel of my hand. “I can’t believe I forgot. I really must be losing it.”
“Sounds kind of harsh, babe.”
“I saw something."
"What do you mean?"
"I saw someone," I said, feeling really stupid to have forgotten a detail like that. I guess with all the commotion and the potential for Audra up-chucking all over my shoes, I was a little distracted. "I glanced up when K.C. was chanting or whatever, and thought I noticed a figure in the darkness, hunched over, with a hood or cloak or something like that."
"You mean like a hoodie?" he asked.
"Yeah, definitely could've been a hoodie."
"So what if, Pam has an accomplice?"
"An accomplice for what?" I asked him.
"I don't really know, but Pam…who knows with her? I wouldn't put anything past her with the way her mind works. Maybe she’s not the murderer of the game and she thought she’d gather some dirt about one of us at the séance to help her win somehow. Or maybe she has someone helping her do all these weird things that are going on."
“Like maybe, my dress?"
"I thought she came right up to you and dumped her wine on your dress."
"Yes she did," I said with an intensity of anger to my voice that I hadn’t intended to be there. "But I'm also talking about the cigarette stain on the front of it. Maybe she had someone come and do her dirty work for her, so that she could deny having done the actual deed without lying about it. You know who smokes around here?"
"Kourtnee," both of us said at the same time.
"That's very interesting," he said. What if Kourtnee was here during the séance? What if she was the hooded figure? She's been wearing a hoodie around all weekend. What if she was over there hiding, waiting for a signal of some kind, and then she screamed, Pam let go and…"
“There’s no way both Pam and Kourtnee—if that was her—could have escaped out that door. There just wasn't enough time for that."
He nodded in agreement. We both made our way to the part of the room where I had seen the shadowy figure. "There's nowhere to hide over here. There's the loveseat, which I still intend to use at some point for the purpose it was intended, with you." I glanced up at him to see the remnants of a grin he must've been wearing when he said it, but he continued on without pause. Very sly, that one. I gave him a light jab to the ribs, and then he broke character and looked down at me and smiled. "Oh, sorry, back to business. He put his arm around my waist and squeezed me toward him. "Then, there's these bookcases. All I see are books and games. There’s nowhere to hide."
"What if…” I ran my hands along the sides of the bookcase. "What if there’s a secret compartment or something?" I said.
"You might just be a genius." He let go of me and helped in the search for a secret switch. He ran his hands down the middle of the wooden structure and stopped. He pushed against it, and from where my hands were positioned, I could feel just the slightest little give behind the case.
We shared a look, as if we’d just discovered the secret entrance to an emerald-filled cave within the jungles of the Amazon.
While we smoothed our hands over the dark wood, searching for some kind of indication of a latch or switch, I was distracted by a collection of books, all with the same leather bound covers and tooled engraving on the spines. It was a collection of Agatha Christie novels, several of the titles I was familiar with, having read them while staying with my grandmother at her house. She had a similar collection herself that someone had given her as a gift many years before.
"It's been a long time since I've seen this one," I said.
"Would you like to stop and take a break for some light reading?" Alex asked me with a smile on his face and then a wink.
"I do tend to get distracted sometimes. And this book is worth the distraction." I pulled the copy of And Then There Were None from its hold within the middle of its companion books. As the book tilted forward the bookcase swung toward us only about an inch and a half in a quiet, smooth movement.
"Wow!" Alex exclaimed. "Like something you'd see in a movie."
We looked at each other and I gave him a slight nod. He cautiously grasped the edge of the bookcase and swung it open.





CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

The open case revealed a dark alcove at first glance. Once my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I could see we were in a small stairwell.
A narrow set of stairs disappeared down into the dark.
“I forgot about the basement," Alex said.
"Yeah, don't you remember? I told you about it after K.C. and I were down there."
"Oh, right. What were you guys doing again? Something happened—you told me."
"It's when I hit my head on something while we were running away."
He raised his eyebrows. "What were you running away from?"
"I…was running away from ghosts…maybe?"
"Come on, really, what was it? Tell me who it was, I’ll make him pay," he said, with comic book bravado.
"No, really I—I'm not sure. I know, I know. I've been down on the ghost theory, but I heard a voice. I'm sure of that."
He put his hand on my back and rubbed it up and down. "What did the scary voice say?" His voice dripped with sarcasm.
"It's not funny, I heard a voice, like an evil voice telling us to get out. And so we did."
"K.C. heard it too? Wait, I don’t think I need you to answer that."
I found my hands planted on my hips. I didn't remember putting them there. "Laugh it up, funny guy. Actually, she didn't hear it,” I said. “She just ran because I did. I assumed at first that she heard the voice, then when we got outside she told me she hadn't heard it."
"All right, I'm just giving you a hard time. I believe you. You said there was a scary voice so there was a scary voice."
"Weren’t you the one that stood right over there, and told K.C. you wanted to hear from the ghosts?"
"I was humoring her. I felt bad for her. She was trying to make it fun for everyone, and she got interrupted by Audra and her…"
"Emissions?" I suggested.
"That's one way of putting it," he said. "What do you think the voice was from? Or whoooom, should I say?" He sounded like the voice in a goofy Halloween song.
I gave him a withering stare. “Very funny. I don't know, but it was spooky and scary. It was like something you'd see in a horror movie. It was whispery but loud. She was looking into some antique cupboard of some kind, and I was looking too, but I was also noticing other things around us so her back was to me. I didn’t see anyone, I just heard the voice. K.C. had her head stuck inside the cupboard, so I guess it's possible that if she had her head outside of the cupboard she might've heard the voice too. I'm not sure. I just got out of there."
"It's the right thing to do if you're scared. If you sense something scary, your body is naturally programmed to fight or flight. I think flight is probably the best option. So anyway, we’re standing here in a stairwell. Where did you find a way downstairs? It wasn't in a hidden alcove behind another bookcase was it?"
"No," I laughed. "It was in a closet though. Across the hall from the kitchen, in the utility closet."
"Another closet? You have a thing for closets." He chuckled.
"I guess I do, it seems. Well, should we go downstairs?"
"If I can find a light switch," he said.
We set about patting down the walls, trying to find a switch.
And then I felt a hand on my behind. "I don't think you can find a light switch there," I said, laughing.
"Oh, I'm sorry," Alex said very unapologetically. I felt his hands move to another spot. "No, no light switch there either. Keep trying." I found myself in his embrace.
"You know, it feels safe to say we are finally, really alone,” he said.
“Yeah, now we can explore without any interruptions.”
He pulled me into him, closing any gap there might have been between our bodies.
“What are you doing?” I knew exactly what he was up to. And he knew that I knew.
“I’m exploring, like you said.” His voice came out in a soft, low, rumble, tickling my ear with its vibrations. His hands slowly moved in different directions on my back.
One of his hands lifted off of me and I heard it sliding along the wall behind me. He kissed me nice and slow and gently leaned against me, pushing us back toward the wall. I relaxed and let him lead.
As soon as my back touched a solid surface I put my weight against it. It opened up behind me and I began to fall. I let out a yell. We were in near-complete darkness and falling down the stairs.
I only fell backwards for an inch or so before I was brought upright with the arm he had wrapped around my waist.
“Whoa, are you okay?” He’d pulled me tight against him and I could feel my heart pounding against his chest.
“We didn’t fall down the stairs,” I said through some rapid breathing.
“We didn’t. I’m so sorry. Hold on.” He reached around me with one arm while clutching me tightly with the other. Suddenly light flooded the small space, illuminating just how tiny the landing of the staircase was.
I must have looked pretty rattled, because his brows knit together in a sympathetic slant, and he kissed my forehead.
“Look,” he said, “a closet.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“You’re a closet magnet.” He held open the swinging door. “After you.”
This little closet was even smaller than the one I’d slept in. “There’s no doorknob on this one,” I said.
“No.”
“And no lock.”
“No.”
I blew out a sigh. “Okay, I can go in, then.”
There was a small Erector set-style metal shelving unit against one wall with a feather duster, a roll of paper towels, and a bottle of window cleaner on one shelf. The other two shelves were empty.
“Hey, what’s this?” Alex reached from behind me and picked up something off the shelf. He pushed against me as he reached and I had to admit, it felt very nice. Nice enough to make the lady parts sigh.
“It looks like a remote control,” I said. “Actually, it looks really familiar.”
“Remote controls are pretty common.”
“No—I meant I’ve seen this particular model before. Hang on…” The significance was right there in the peripheral fog of my mind. I closed my eyes and tried to clear everything out. It was the same thing I did when someone’s name was on the tip of my tongue. “That’s it!” My eyes sprung open and I took the remote out of Alex’s hand and went back into the game room.
“What are you doing?”
“Watch.” I clicked the button on the remote and all the hurricane lamps on the table and around the room lit up, all at once.
“How ‘bout that,” he said, with just a teensy bit of wonderment.
“I used one of these for a wedding once,” I said, feeling proud of my little ‘aha’ moment.
“So we know how Pam left the room,” Alex said.
“And whoever else was in the room with us.”
“Right. So, K.C. decides to do a séance, and…she asks...Pam where they should do it?”
“Or, Pam—knowing how K.C. feels about ghosts—suggests the séance, and K.C.—being her loveable self—eats it right up,” I said. Alex nodded as I laid out my hypothesis. “Pam has obviously learned every nook and cranny of this place, so she knew about the secret passage behind the bookcase, and maybe the lanterns. Or maybe she brought them for the wedding, given her position as co-maid of honor.”
A smile curled into the corners of Alex’s mouth. “You’re cute when you’re sleuthing,” he said.
“I’ll remember you said that,” I said, grinning back at him.
“Let’s not get carried away.”
“Should we go downstairs and see where she—I mean they went?”
“In a little bit, but I’m serious about us being alone. We’ve got to take advantage of having this mansion all to ourselves. Wait right here.”
He slid the remote control out of my hand and made his way across the room to turn off the overhead lights. It occurred to me our entire afternoon had centered on the monotony of the turning on and off of lighting in one form or another.
“Mood lighting,” he said, taking me by the hand and guiding me to the loveseat.
“You just couldn’t let this couch go.”
“It’s not a couch—it’s a loveseat,” he said in his best Barry White impression.
I giggled like a little girl and then felt the butterflies hit my stomach when he dropped onto the loveseat and then pulled me onto his lap.
We started an epic make-out session, but the entire time, I couldn’t help worrying that Pam or the mysterious figure would literally come out of the woodwork to watch us in that creepy way Pam had done in the garden room…and then…on the pool deck.
In a single movement he moved my legs off to the side and I found myself underneath of him and leaning back against the throw pillow on the end of the loveseat.
“That was pretty smooth,” I said.
“Oh, yeah? I was actually feeling a little rusty. I need more practice.”
Oh sheesh.
I felt movement in his legs and heard his shoes drop to the floor as he kicked them off. Then, after a kiss, he rose up on his knees and peeled his shirt up and over his head, the muscles in his chest rippling. He kept in shape for his job which was a nice side benefit for me.
He lowered himself, pressing a forearm down on either side of my head. He slowly came toward me, his eyes seeming to flicker like the candles in the hurricane lamps. I felt a wave of heat wash down through my body, but it stopped about midway due to the nagging fear of being watched or intruded upon. I told myself to boot that nag out of my mind, this was what I had been wanting, wasn’t it? To have Alex all to myself, with him sharing all of his passion with me and no other woman?
I settled in and tried to focus on participating to get rid of my hang ups. I ran my hands across his chest and pushed against him.
I alleviated the confusion showing on his face by saying, “Let’s switch.” His expression immediately changed to a more devilish one.
“Good idea,” he said in a raspy whisper.
I took a second to remove my shoes after he let me up and lay back against the loveseat. I sat on the edge of the cushion cursing my inability to wear flip-flops—I just don’t like wearing them—so having to remove socks, in addition to my cute, lace-up Keds, took an extra beat. And at times like this, every second was precious. Believe me, I was racing in order to beat my mind before it started thinking about things it shouldn’t.
I finished with the shoes and socks and turned toward him. He practically lifted me into the air as he grabbed my waist, assisting me with straddling him on the loveseat. He reached up and splayed his fingers through my hair, cupping the back of my head, and then pulled me toward him for the hottest kiss ever known to have occurred in history.
He found the bottom edge of my shirt and began to slide it up toward my chest. I leaned back, hesitating for a second, wishing I’d shaved my armpits when I took a shower in K.C.’s bathroom. Oh well, I was here now. I reached for the sky and let him finish with the shirt. Once he cleared it over my head, I felt exposed in so many ways.
I think he sensed my apprehension, because he immediately pulled me into him, encasing me in his arms. This was happening, and I felt safe, and free, and in love.
I sat up, biting my lip for extra resolve, and looked into his eyes, as I slowly hooked a finger under one strap of my bra, and even more slowly slipped it down over my shoulder. I took a deep breath.
“Boss, we’ve got a problem.”





CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

K .C.’s booming voice might have actually stopped my heart. “Oh my sweet lord! What are you doing to that poor man? Officer, I’d like to report an assault.”
Next thing I knew, K.C. was at my side, elbowing me out of the way. “I know C.P.R. too, I’ll take over, just don’t tell Fred.”
“Hilarious,” I deadpanned, while desperately searching the floor around the couch. But she didn’t hear me over her roaring laughter.
“Looking for this?” Alex held up my shirt. There were rare times when I knew just by looking at him that he felt embarrassed. This wasn’t one of them. He had what might be construed as a sympathetic expression reflecting in his eyes, but I didn’t take too close of a look before I snatched the shirt out of his hands. I dove into that thing like a honey badger into its den.
“I’m sorry, kids,” she said as she wiped her eyes. “Guess I shoulda knocked. I was going to ask what you’ve been up to since I left, but ha, it’s pretty obv—”
“Okay, okay. You caught us,” Alex said. Maybe he felt a little twinge of embarrassment after all? “But that’s not the only thing.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the book case.
“Would you look at that.” That was all it took to turn her attention away from us. Alex stood and made a quick grab for his own shirt.
“What the—is this one of those things you see in the movies? A secret hiding place behind a bookcase?”
“It is indeed,” Alex replied.
“Well I’ll be basted and barbequed,” K.C. said.
After a multitude of throat clearings, I managed to find my voice. “You mentioned something about a problem?”
“Yeah, yeah.” She waved her lowered hand as if sweeping my inquiry to the side. She was bent at the waist, her nose only centimeters from the opening we’d discovered, her gaze fixed on the bookcase.
I was just happy she’d moved on from cracking jokes about our embarrassing live show.
“I’ve got to know how you opened this. I want to have Fred install one of these at our place as soon as I get home.”
Alex glanced at me and shrugged, then gave her a quick demonstration. “Hey, didn’t you say there was a problem, K.C.?” he asked her.
She bolted upright and grabbed his arm. “Oh, shoot. I did. Didn’t I?” She took a breath and blinked like she was getting her bearings back in the present moment, and patted the edges of her blond bob. She did some of her own throat clearing, then came out with it.
“Audra is gone.”
“How?” I asked her.
“I don’t rightly know.”
“But you went with her.”
“Well I didn’t go into the actual toilet with her. I wanted to give her some privacy.”
Well, that made sense. “So, you both went to her room and—”
“I didn’t want to stick around for what might be about to happen. I mean, we’ve all been there, and I know from experience that a thin bathroom door is no match for bowels in deep distress. Boy, there was one time in Mexico at the Paraiso Natural…well I don’t have to tell you what an emergency it is to be stuck on a beach with no outhouse when Montezuma’s about to take his revenge.”
No she did not need to tell me, but I was afraid she was about to.
“Whereabouts in Mexico?” Alex asked.
Points for Alex, bless him.
“Down Oaxaca way. Have you ever been?”
“Hmm, I’m not sure. I used to go to Mexico a lot when I lived in California.”
“Maybe the two of you could go there on your honeymoon. Now that you’re the last man—and woman—standing, you can keep that prize money all to yourselves.”
“K.C., I’m not the murderer. I have no idea what’s going on. That’s why I’m surprised that Audra’s gone.”
“I’d bet a nickel this secret passageway isn’t the only one in the house. That’s probably how Audra left.” She returned to her fascination with the book case and took a step behind it.
“Hey, Q,” Alex whispered from behind, just over my shoulder.
“Yeah?”
“When K.C. was talking about Mexico, she just meant the beautiful scenery was like a paradise, right?”
The book case moved and closed, flush with the rest of the case that was stationary. The copy of And Then There Were None slid back in line with the rest of its matching collection of books.
I turned and chucked his chin with my knuckles. “You’re so sweet when you’re naïve. And it’s such a relief not to be the only naïve one of the bunch for a change.” I busted out a grin for him, and watched while his tanned and handsome face turned just a teensy bit rosy.
“You mean…”
“I mean she was talking about a nudist colony. The natural meaning au naturel.”
“Well, we could have our honeymoon there.” He bumped his eyebrows up and down.
“Who needs nudist colonies when we seem to be getting naked in front of people left and right around here?” I motioned toward the loveseat for dramatic effect.
“Technically, you didn’t get naked on the loveseat, much to my dismay.”
I pinched my face up and pretended to laugh. I don’t think he mistook my sarcasm.
He winked at me and patted me on the behind. “We’ll pick up where we left off later on. But maybe we should rescue K.C. for now. I think she’s locked herself in.”
   
“You know what?” K.C. said as she leaned on the kitchen counter.
“I know I’m starving,” Alex said, yanking the refrigerator door open. “What else?”
“Something isn’t right about this mystery game.”
I resisted the urge to roll my eyes and say no kidding or something a little more severe involving the word Sherlock.
“Which part do you mean?” I asked.
“If you really aren’t the murderer,” I did literally roll my eyes dramatically this time, so she’d be sure not to miss it, “which you’ve said you aren’t.” She glanced at me and nodded in recognition of my eye-roll. “Shouldn’t we be on the road home by now?”
“That’s what we’d figured,” Alex said as he pulled leftovers of all kinds from the fridge. “Glad there’s all this food left in here, since we were supposed to be gone by now.” He stopped pulling plastic lids from their containers for a moment. “There shouldn’t be all this food left.”
“Don’t stop now, or I’ll have to start eating my own limbs,” K.C. said as she moved over to help where he left off.
I was the plate and utensil gopher. Having finished my job, I placed everything on the counter next to the food. “I sense that you think this is significant. Why is that?”
“The guys. There’s enough food here for a lot more people, at least double. I mean, I know there was probably some food left over from the wedding and all, but caterers plan very carefully. They don’t want a lot of leftovers because that means less profit. And this stuff is all from the meals that were planned after the wedding—for those of us left for the weekend.”
“Ah, and you’re saying there’s enough food here for all the guys who went to the hospital,” K.C. said.
“Right.”
“So, they were still supposed to be here,” I said. “And they all came up with the flu or food poisoning—”
K.C. gasped. “Just like Audra!” She tsked and shook her head.
“That’s awful. I can’t imagine a company intentionally causing physical harm to the participants. They’d go out of business,” I said.
“Maybe the guys all really did get sick and so whoever was in charge of the game called an audible and tried to run it with just you gals,” K.C. surmised.
“And Audra’s just a fluke?” I said.
“Maybe so,” Alex said, trailing off the end of his sentence, as if he wasn’t entirely sure. He shrugged. “Well, it doesn’t change our circumstances. We’ll just have to wait until everyone comes to work tomorrow morning and we’ll be on our way then.”
“Speaking of work,” I said, “What’s going to happen when none of us show up on Monday?” For some reason, I hadn’t thought of this aspect before now. I missed my dog Jerome and thought he was probably wondering where I was, but there were bigger problems. My sister Allie would be there at the shop at opening time since she hadn’t started back to college yet. She isn’t one to panic, but she’d definitely be wondering why I hadn’t showed up. I did remember her telling me to stay as long as I wanted and to have a great time, so maybe she’d think I’d taken her up on her offer to cover for me as long as needed.
“Well my boss is standing right here, so I hope I’m not at risk of getting the old heave-ho when I get home. Fred, on the other hand might be worried. But you know, now that I think about it, I told him we might wait until Monday morning to drive home, thinking we would need to do some clean-up, and, well, sobering up. We should be on our way tomorrow—you said?”
“Yeah, London should be back tomorrow,” I said.
“Alex, what about you?” K.C. asked.
“I’m not scheduled to be there until after noon. If we can’t get out of here early enough, I’m hoping we can at least get some kind of phone signal or something. I’ll call Felicity, she’ll take care of things.”
I’m sure his new coworker would love to take care of him, I thought to myself.
“Huh,” K.C. mused. “We could have been stranded here alone for the entire weekend and no one that we know would have realized it. What if there was no food, or electricity? Kind of eerie if you think about it.”
And with that pallor cast over the atmosphere, we all ate our lunch/early dinner in relative quiet.
“Quincy, you told your mom about this weekend, didn’t you?” Alex asked. And if that wasn’t the final nail in the coffin of our attempt at a good time.
“Now why would you go and do a mean thing like that?” I asked him.
“What’s the problem?” K.C. asked.
“The problem,” he said, beating me to the answer on purpose, “is that Quincy’s mother—who I truly do love and appreciate—can sometimes—”
“Freak out for no reason,” I finished for him.
“You’re right about that,” K.C. said, nodding her head gently. “Oh, Annette, God bless her.”
“She’ll have the highway patrol out looking for us the minute she thinks we’re late.”
“Well that’s okay, the big guy here works for them. Isn’t that right, big guy?”
“Yeah, but I think that makes it more of a problem, K.C.”
“She’ll have a manhunt organized and ready by noon,” I said.
“Hopefully she’ll have the sense to call your sister, or Fred, and they can keep her calm until we can get a hold of her.”
That sounded reassuring to anyone who wasn’t related to my mother. Even Alex nodded his head in agreement, placated by his naiveté in thinking that my mother is a normal human being. She probably had her army of confidants—the Mormon Ladies Mafia, MLM for short—lined up and ready to pull the trigger on the missing child protocol. Actually, knowing her, despite her claims of liking my fiancé, she probably had the kidnapped child protocol code written next to the secret red phone I just knew she had hidden in her “sewing room.” Her second in command, Barbara Colgate was out at girls’ camp with the ward young women’s group, so she would have contacted Penny Talmage to fill in.
“Let’s just pray for some kind of phone to show up tomorrow,” K.C. said. She got a sudden look on her face as if she’d been zapped. She bolted up and ran over to the phone in the kitchen.
Oh no, if that phone was working, I’d have to pound my head against the wall.
She lifted the receiver, put it to her ear, and her face lit up. “It’s working!”





CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

It really wasn’t K.C.’s fault that our hopes for an early exit from the island were shattered like the petals of a chrysanthemum the day after Memorial Day. She really had heard a dial tone.
But when she tried to dial out, the line went dead. “Dagnabbit!” she yelled just before she slammed the receiver down. “It’s like someone is toying with me, clicking the hang up button down with their invisible finger every time I dial.”
“Maybe there’s some kind of machine or something hooked to the phone lines somewhere. Whoever is running this game forgot to turn it off,” I said.
“Well, ladies, we’ve got the whole evening ahead of us. What should we do to kill some time?” Alex knew when and how to diffuse the tension in a lot of situations.
“We could all go to the pool,” I said. I only suggested this because I knew it’s what Alex wanted to do. His plan included us being alone, I was pretty sure, but K.C. is good company, and we would have plenty of time to be alone at home. Once my mother recovered from her trauma and finally decided she didn’t hate Alex for trying to steal me away to a haunted place in the woods. Of course, I wouldn’t be telling her about the possibilities of ghosts or hauntings on this trip, but there was no stopping K.C. from telling a tall-tale.
“You know what, kids? I think I’ll be mighty content if I just go upstairs and take my time packing up my things, reading my book, and sipping a little bit of wine. You two should have a chance to be alone anyway.”
“Now don’t worry about us, K.C.,” Alex said.
“Truly, I want to take it easy tonight. You go on and have a fun last evening here at this spectacular place. Last chance, you know.”
“Okay. Maybe we’ll just take you up on that offer,” Alex said.





CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

We left K.C. at her room on the way to our own.
“Did you bring your key?” Alex asked me.
“So not funny.”
“What do you mean? I don’t have mi—” His mouth lost the battle and broke into a crooked grin. “Alright, I guess it wasn’t the right time for that joke.”
“I think for the rest of our lives it will never be the time for that joke,” I said.
“I like the sound of that,” he said while pulling me in close to him.
“The sound of you not ever teasing me about losing the keys?”
He laughed quietly and then grew silent and serious. He stared into my eyes. The brown chocolate drops looking warmer than ever. “The sound of you and me together for the rest of our lives.”
I gulped in a breath and tried not to cry. The only thing I could do was to bury my head against his neck and squeeze him as tight as I could.
   
As I started packing my bag so that I wouldn’t have to do it after we got back from the pool, I thought through the events of the past couple of days, which had seemed like months. Something about the story of being stranded on an island, with no contact with the outside world and people being eliminated one by one kept nagging at me. I already knew this story somehow.
I’d changed into my swimsuit and cover up and was finished with any amount of packing I was going to do for the time being. Alex was still busy going through his stuff so I decided to go ahead of him and grab some snacks from the kitchen to take outside with us.
“I’m going downstairs. I’ll take a towel for you.”
He didn’t look up from his suitcase and I wasn’t sure if he’d heard me.
“Alex?”
This time he did look up, but his attention wasn’t fully on me. He seemed focused on the contents of his suitcase.
“Is something wrong?”
He paused for a nanosecond then seemed to snap out of it. “No, nothing’s wrong.” He gave me a quick smile. “I’ll be right there. I just misplaced my watch.”
“You’re wearing it.”
He looked down at his wrist and then tapped the side of his head with his palm. “Geez, don’t I feel stupid. I’m too distracted by your beauty.”
I felt my eyebrows scrunching together. “Okay…” I didn’t believe him for a second and I paused with my hand on the doorknob.
“Everything’s fine.” He came over and cradled my face in his hands then kissed me. “I’m five minutes behind you. Here,” he reached behind me and unlatched the door, “allow me.”
I couldn’t help giving him the suspicious squinty-eye as I slowly rolled my body around the door and into the hallway. It was similar to his one-eyebrow-lifted suspicious gaze, but I couldn’t pull that one off. After I was about five feet away he called out, “I get to see you naked in ten minutes!”
My skin’s auto-blush kicked in and the ensuing heat, incinerating my body in its entirety. He laughed fiendishly and ducked inside the room before I had the chance to reply.
   
I couldn’t get my mind off the way the murder mystery had gone. I knew it hadn’t worked out as originally planned by Mike and Christie’s friends. It seemed that more people were supposed to have participated during the weekend, since there was enough food to feed all of them. I supposed that the “murders” could have originally been planned for the bridesmaids, but then anyone here at the lodge could have figured out the mystery.
And then there was that story line seeming so familiar to me. It kept popping up, just on the edge of memory. I tried to clear my head and let the answer come to me in its own time. What I needed was a shower. It always seems that answers come to me when I’m in the middle of a shower. Maybe it would come to me in the shower at the pool deck, I thought to myself as I descended the stairs in the main foyer.
“That’s it!” I said to no one, but I couldn’t contain my excitement for having remembered. It was the book that moved the bookcase to reveal the secret passage. And Then There Were None, by Agatha Christie. If this mystery had been patterned after events in that book, all I had to do was look inside the book to refresh my memory of who committed the murders. Maybe it would serve nothing more than to relieve my mind with the solution to the puzzle. Or maybe, since the game went off the rails, I could figure out who the murderer was supposed to be, and maybe I could still collect the prize money.
I made a sharp right turn at the bottom of the staircase, shifted our towels under my other arm and headed for the game room.





CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

I grasped the handle of the game room door and immediately an ice cold energy shot through my body and my skin prickled with shivers from head to toe. I clutched the towels I’d been holding to my chest and squeezed as hard as I could, trying to feel like I was keeping myself together. I waited for the ghostly whisper that usually came next, but it never came.
I leaned back against the door frame until the chills, which were followed by some profuse sweating all subsided. This wasn’t normal. And there were no ghosts. Something was wrong with me.
I stayed where I was for a moment and thought about all the instances where I’d experienced the chills and heard the voices. It could quite possibly all add up to being stressed out. The flower business is tough, and there’s always a heap of things to worry about on a daily basis. Then there was Alex’s occupation. He wasn’t happy at a desk but I worried so much when he was away. When he wasn’t away, we tried to spend time together, and that often led to certain adult activities. Maybe the Pill was doing things to my hormones. Things other than what I wanted it to be doing to them, making me feel and hear strange things.
I took a deep breath, got a hold of myself and vowed to call my doctor when I got home. Now for that book.
Apparently, we had left the hurricane lamps on when we exited the room earlier. I turned on the overhead light and then went to the bookcase. I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to lift the book out of the bookcase, since it was the part of the latch mechanism. I tugged lightly on the spine, heard the latch click and the bookcase eased toward me. Upon closer inspection, I found that the book was held by a sort of sleeve attached to the lever that worked the latch. I was able to slide the book out of the sleeve and open the pages.
I hurriedly skimmed, not wanting Alex to be wondering where I was. I read the poem in the book, and then flipped to the last chapters—something I usually considered a cardinal sin if I haven’t previously read the entire book!
Based on the order of the characters’ murders in the book, the “murderer” in our game should have been…Eva?
I just knew that couldn’t be right. I couldn’t imagine a professional mystery game company having the person who helped plan the entire wedding and weekend at the lodge be the person at the center of the game. Not when there was money involved. The things that came out of her mouth suggested that she wouldn’t be the one.
Our theory about plans gone wrong and someone else trying to take up the game must have been right. I remembered how Chad and Johnny left early—maybe they were fulfilling the required tasks for the game—probably getting paid for it, and when they left, someone had to take over. As soon as I thought of that theory, the flaws came to mind just as fast.
I replaced the book and swung the bookcase back into place until it latched. Dang it, I thought to myself, I’d left the hurricane lamps on again. I walked over to the table, to see if there was a manual switch on the lamp sitting there. Something on the table flashed a reflection of the light.
Charms.
Not one, but two. A cat and a dollar bill. The cat was definitely Pam’s and the dollar bill had to be Audra’s. Kind of lazy leaving them both here on the table, I thought. And then I had a thought that caused a sickening pain in my chest. These were put here after Alex and I discovered the bookcase. I knew I had looked at the table when we were searching for Pam.
I tore out of that room and down the hall. I realized we hadn’t left the lamps on when we left, they’d been lit to get someone to come back to the room. I saw that the door to the garden room was open as I approached. Alex must have already arrived. I stopped, leaned against the wall, and took a deep breath. If those charms were laid out after us, it meant that someone besides me, Alex, or K.C. was still here. So what? That was part of the game before? Why should it be so scary now? But who could have done it?
It wasn’t Alex, I’d left him at our room and gone straight to the game room. And I’d heard K.C. singing a warbling soprano solo to herself—even though she’s got a definite alto voice—as I passed the door to her room on the way to the staircase.
So maybe it was like the ending in the book. The police didn’t find out what really happened until months later. Perhaps since no one solved the mystery, no one would find out what happened until later. Maybe the answer would come with the thank-you notes?
Feeling relieved and annoyed at the way the game had petered out, I went straight to the pool.
“Remind me never to suggest having a murder mystery at our wedding, okay?” I said as I walked through the French doors and onto the patio deck. Alex wasn’t out on the deck. And he wasn’t in the pool, the water was deathly still.
“Alex?” I called out.
Nothing. Realizing he must have gone to the kitchen to grab something to drink, I laid the towels out on two patio chairs then headed toward the kitchen. I had to tell him about the charms.
He wasn’t in the kitchen either. I came back down the hall, checking the restrooms off the main ballroom and inside the ballroom itself, for good measure.
He must have been delayed in the room. I went to the grand staircase and as I put my hand on the newel post and stepped onto the first step, I felt the now-familiar icy chills pass through me, and a loud, yet distant, whispery voice in my head said, Get out!
Okay, so maybe it wasn’t all in my head. Maybe there was a ghost who wanted me out of here. Thing is, we both wanted the same thing. But before that, I wanted Alex.
I ran upstairs, my heart still pounding from my ghostly encounter. I thought I might be close to hyperventilating when I got to the top. After some very controlled breathing, I managed to bring myself back from feeling like I was going to faint. I walked as slowly as I could manage to my room, and of course, I didn’t have a key.
“Alex?” I called out, as I knocked on our door. “Alex, I don’t have a key, let me in,” I said toward the door, a little louder than the first time I called him.
There was no reply or response of any kind. I grabbed the door handle, and more out of frustration than logical thought, tried it just in case. In case of the lock malfunctioning at precisely the moment I needed it to? Something like that.
As my fingers curled around the handle, I felt something different than the smooth, polished metal I expected. I looked down and saw a tiny gold chain. I pulled it off the handle and found a very familiar golden charm. It was a heart, my heart to be exact, only it had been broken in half.





CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Tears found their way to the corners of my eyes, blurring the detail on the tiny charm. I knew something was very wrong.
I ran down the hall, stopping to pound on K.C.’s door. Of course, she didn’t answer.
After a last try at the pool and the garden room, I confirmed that I was alone. The only thing I could think to do was return to the game room. Someone had wanted me, or us there, maybe that’s where I was supposed to go to finish this game-mystery-thing once and for all.
For the smallest moment, I considered the possibility that Alex and K.C. were in on the plan to trick me, but I discarded the notion. It was unimaginable that they could be involved in something that created this sinister feeling. I wondered then if the ghostly warning really was inside my head, my subconscious trying to tell me to pay attention to my gut. Just like my Aunt Rosie had always told me to do.
Halfway down the hall, I could see the flickering light of the hurricane lamps escaping through the sliver of a gap created by the open game room door. With dread, I took the final steps required to confront whatever it was that I was meant to confront. I pushed the door hard, so as to fling it open and reciprocate the shock I had just been given with my charm. So I hadn’t figured out the murderer in time, but how did they get my charm bracelet, and why did they have to break it in half like that? What a stupid game. What a stupid weekend. Now I looked forward to seeing who the idiot was who had royally messed this all up.
I walked in and saw the table. Empty.
“Hello, Quincy.”
   
“Kourtnee?” I yelled after I shrieked into the rafters. “Where did you come from?”
“From behind the door,” she said as she rubbed her nose. I felt a great sense of pleasure from having caused that bump on the nose.
“Why?” I couldn’t help yelling.
“Why what?” she said, with her usual clueless nonchalance.
“Why behind the door? Why alone here in this room? Why are we still here?”
All I got in reply was a no-effort shrug.
I tried a different tack. “So you’re the murderer? This all seems kind of elaborate if I’m just the next victim. And it doesn’t follow the book at all.”
“What book?” she asked me.
I pointed to the Agatha Christie book. “The one that opens the bookcase, the one that this whole weekend has been based on.” I got another vapid shrug for an answer.
“I don’t know about any book,” she said, removing her hood as she came toward me a couple of steps. I moved back the same distance.
“I’ve got to sit down,” she said.
Underneath her hood was somewhat of a rat’s nest of hair. I followed her to the table, where she sat down with a burdened thud. Despite the low lighting, it was obvious she was looking haggard.
“So what do we do now?” It was time to get this over with. “Am I the last victim, or how does it work?”
She looked at me as if I was taxing the very last reserves of mental energy she had left. “I have to get you to the boat.”
“Wait a minute. There’s a boat here?”
That elicited a heavy sigh. Just then it struck me. “So, you’re not the murderer, are you?”
She confirmed with a tired shake of the head.
She was just the henchman, so to speak.
“How does it work? No one solved the mystery, so the prize money goes to the murderer?”
“Yeah, something like that.”
“And I assume you’re splitting the money with them, since you seem to be doing—this? You hid behind the bookcase and then took Pam, didn’t you?”
“You got me.”
“So then, who is the murderer?”
Kourtnee glanced in a couple of different directions through slit eyes. She leaned forward and I did the same. “It was supposed to be Eva, but things didn’t work out like they were supposed to.”
Despite how that news didn’t fit in to what I had hypothesized, I somehow had always known that Eva was the culprit. It still didn’t make any sense, but we were so far past things making sense in this game.
“I have to ask you something,” I said. “Do you know who pushed you off the roof?”
“Nobody pushed me off the roof.” She said so in a way that made it sound like I had said something completely insane.
“So, when K.C. and I found you in the bushes—you had climbed in there?”
“Look, I take sleeping pills. And I know what you’re thinking, but they’re a prescription. Sometimes I sleepwalk when I’m on them, especially when I’m stressed out.”
I supposed that was possible. But the way she’d been positioned in those bushes looked like she had to have fallen into them from above. I would have to take her word for it. Not that it mattered. I was never going to see these people again if I had anything to say about it. Alex could forget inviting any of these bridesmaids to our wedding. I was this close to excluding Mike and Christie despite knowing how Alex would protest.
That thought brought on a strong pang of guilt. None of the others had planned this mystery, and something had gone wrong in the planning, I was almost sure.
“Kourtnee, what did you mean that Eva was supposed to be the murderer? If she isn’t then who is?”
“I can’t tell you that, we’re still playing.”
“We are? Who’s left? Where are Alex and K.C.?”
Kourtnee glanced at the same spot in the room that she had before. “They’re getting on the boat. We have to hurry.”
So there we were with no more answers than I’d had before, but the light at the end of the tunnel was a boat waiting to take us away.
I followed Kourtnee into the hall, and in my elation about the boat, I’d nearly lost my senses. “Wait, what about my stuff?”
“Alex has it. You guys packed your bags, didn’t you?”
“Oh, yeah, we did.”
It occurred to me then that Alex had been in on things. I smiled to myself thinking about how he’d managed to keep his cover and get me to pack my things without revealing the reason we were doing it when we did. It was a little disconcerting, too—trust issues and all that. But the whole thing had originally been meant to be fun. And I was on my way to see him, so I could tell him what I thought about being tricked like this. I wasn’t a fan.





CHAPTER FIFTY

The trek through the woods wasn’t treacherous because we were in the most dense and darkest of forests, but because all I had on was my swimsuit, a flimsy cover-up, and slip on sandals.
Kourtnee steadily wove her way through the overgrown path like a mole in its underground lair. Her hood, which she had returned to her head, contributed to her dark-gray rodent appearance.
“So, is this the way to your campsite?”
“Huh—oh, yeah,” she called out over her shoulder in a barely audible, and very distracted voice.
I got the feeling I was her last assignment. The way she seemed to be focused on the end, I thought maybe she would be given her reward, whatever it might be as soon as she showed up with me. I felt like pirate’s booty.
“Ow!” I let escape my lips after a rather large horsefly tried to exact its pound of flesh from my arm. A quick swat wasn’t fast enough, so I imagined it would continue to make the journey with us. I would have to be on the lookout.
It was late afternoon when the heat swelled to its hottest point in the day. I could feel the sweat dripping down between my shoulder blades. My insect friend made another pass, this time right into my face. I jerked back and swatted, probably closing my eyes, and next thing I knew, my sandal hit a rock as I stepped backwards. The sandal stopped moving, but my foot didn’t. It slid right out from under me. I landed hard on my tailbone.
“I hate it here!” I yelled. It didn’t make anything better, or hurt less, but it was some variety instead of the usual ouch, dang it or other stronger curse words that often populated my outbursts in similar moments.
Kourtnee was several steps ahead of me on the trail when she stopped and jerked around only to watch me impatiently.
“Don’t mind me,” I said. “I was just taking a little rest.”
“We don’t have time to rest,” she said as she impatiently lumbered back in my direction. “C’mon.” She stood at my feet and then finally rolled her eyes and stuck her hand out to help me up.
“Thanks,” I said with little appreciation. “You know, I can’t help remembering how K.C. and I carried you all the way into the lodge after we found you in those bushes you “climbed into.” I made air quotes with my fingers.
“You did?”
“Yes. We did.”
She looked up at me from under her hood, the seemingly permanent suspicious slant to her eyes softened. “Thanks.” I knew she truly meant it. “I don’t remember much.” Her mouth twitched in the corner and she looked torn between talking to me and continuing down the path. It looked like she started to speak, but then stopped herself. “Are you ready?” she asked, her voice a few shades nicer. I nodded and followed after her.
We finally reached a clearing in the woods—which probably hadn’t taken that long, it had just felt that way. We stepped out onto a rocky sand beach that didn’t stretch out very far before leading into the lake. Out-croppings of the dark, almost black rocks Alex and I had seen Kourtnee sitting on before, flanked on either side creating a little cove. I hadn’t seen any type of encampment on the way here. I wondered where Kourtnee had actually been staying.
“So, Alex and K.C. are going to meet us?”
Kourtnee stuffed her hands in the front pocket of her hoodie and surveyed the area, then looked back at me. “Huh?”
“Alex and K.C. Where are they?”
She paused again in her awkward way. “Just wait. You’ll find out soon.” She stared at me, and I knew she wanted to say something, but she didn’t. Instead, she chewed on a fingernail. Her eyebrows drew together, the wrinkles between them deep and lasting, I knew she’d frowned plenty of times in her life. I felt bad for that.
I took in a breath to say something and just then she turned away from me, back toward the woods.
“Am I supposed to follow you?”
I barely saw the side of her face, most of it being obscured by either the hood or her dark, tangled hair, which hung down onto her chest, like limp brown seaweed. She shook her head in the negative. “Just wait here.” She disappeared into the woods.
“Wait? Kourtnee…”
Just then I felt the air that must have come from above the water take to the wind and blow over me. Almost through me. It was freezing cold. I turned to the lake.
...”run”

I paused to listen. It seemed as if I’d heard a whisper…or…maybe the leaves rustling in the wind.
...”Run!”

I was hearing voices again. I spun around—no one was there. Suddenly, I felt the voice inside of me, almost as if it were coming from my bones. I turned around again, my blood pumping, ready to move myself forward, but I didn’t know where to go. I took a step toward the woods, looking for a different path. I ran toward the rocks furthest from my position. I thought I saw the beginnings of a trail there.
“Stop.” I heard that for certain this time. It didn’t come from inside of me. I blew my breath out, dropped my shoulders, my arms hanging limp, and I tipped my head back, looking toward the sky in dread.





CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

“P am.” There was nothing to my tone of voice. This was the last person I ever wanted to see.
“Are you surprised to see me?” Her pitchy, falsely sweet voice had transformed since I’d last heard it. She sounded—dark.
“Sure,” I said, very non-committal.
The slightest squinting of her eyes let me know she hadn’t liked my reaction. And that filled me with a sick feeling of joy. I loved knowing she couldn’t elicit the desired reaction from me. It was probably kind of twisted on my part. It was the same glee I felt when my older sister had tried to get me in trouble when we were kids and it backfired on her. It didn’t happen often; usually I just got into trouble.
“Where are Alex and K.C.?”
“Oh, I went and got them earlier. Everyone is waiting for you.”
“Really? Where?”
A strange and scary smile bent the corners of her mouth. “Just around the corner. C’mon.”
Whatever this had to do with the mystery game had become a new mystery to me.
“I thought there was supposed to be a boat,” I said.
“Oh, there is. Just on the other side of these rocks. You haven’t seen this part of the island, have you?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. We’ve been all over.”
She climbed up a small hill with footholds created by tree roots, just at the place where the rocks met with the end of the woods. Something looked off about her. I mean, not her demeanor, I’d grown used to her personality being “off.” Sometimes more than others. But this was different. Her clothes, usually petite and form fitting hung loose. The pants were rolled up in bulky cuffs, the tails of the shirt peeking out from under her jacket—a jacket!—in this heat—curved over and past her bottom. But there was something else…
“When we went on a walk, you mean?” she asked.
“I’m sorry, what was that?” I’d lost my train of thought trying to figure out the Pam puzzle.
“We went on a walk with Alex,” she said as she reached the top of the rocks. She stood, then turned to look down at me as I still climbed upward. She turned her head from left to right, like the models do in slow motion in the shampoo commercials. Her hair came out from under her jacket collar and blew in the wind gusting at the top of the hill.
Holy crap. That was it. “Pam, your hair!”
“Do you like it?” she asked in her intense and needy way. She shook it out again like we were in some kind of spoof of a photo shoot. She’d cut it. Her previously longer than waist length hair was now about the length of mine.
“Yeah, it’s great. I really like it.” I knew that now wasn’t the time to tell her it was all jagged and uneven. It looked as if she’d taken some dull garden shears and tried to cut it all at one time.
“I can’t wait to show Alex, he’ll be so surprised.”
He would definitely be surprised.
As she stood there atop the hill, it occurred to me that only a while ago, as she went to sit at the table in the game room, she had gathered all of her hair to the side and laid it over the front of her shoulder before she sat down in the chair, so that she didn’t sit on her hair. It was that long. Then.
In the time between when she did her disappearing act and now, she had cut her hair and changed her clothes.
I reached the top of the hill feeling the creepers go down my back as Pam watched me. Glazed over. Not quite in a trance, but a distant, confident mood. She was enjoying towering over me, I could sense it.
“I bet you don’t feel like that very often,” she said.
“Like what?”
“Small. Insignificant.”
I paused at the top of the climb before stepping over the edge and standing at my full height. My grandmother used to harp on me about standing up straight, that tall girls shouldn’t slouch to hide their height. She would have been so proud of me at that moment.
I had no problem seeing over the top of Pam and viewing the scenery behind her. A small boat with a motor on the end was moored there, tied to a stake in the ground. It didn’t look big enough to fit more than the two of us. A glorified rowboat. I stepped past Pam to get a closer look. My stomach churned at the thought of getting in a boat and being at the mercy of that huge body of water.
“I thought Alex and K.C. would be here,” I said. As the words left my mouth, I realized I needed to find an escape route. This was sinister, I could feel it. I didn’t turn to face Pam, who stood behind me, I wanted to use my position to do a visual search without her detecting what I was up to.
The beach stretched on around the island at this point, but the sandy part narrowed to only a few feet deep, with the drop off from the tree roots of the woods reaching close to the water. Making my exit by running along the beach was out, even if I was in any kind of shape to do so, and it didn’t seem there were any openings between the trees with their giant, exposed roots.
“I said they went ahead of us.”
Just then I knew what had looked off about Pam. It wasn’t just her hair. The reason her clothes looked wrong. They were mine. The clothes that had been stolen while I showered in K.C.’s room.
And her hair—it was the same length as mine. She had said we went on a walk earlier. I’d ignored it at first, thinking she meant the hike that everyone took the first day before I arrived. But she’d meant I had gone on a walk with Alex. She was putting herself in my place. I’d known we were being watched then. I’d felt it.
I needed a plan to get as far away from her as I could. What if she decided she needed my face instead of hers too? Maybe she wanted to make a bodysuit out of my skin.
I could jump in the boat—but I didn’t know how to start it. It looked like there were oars inside, but they were clipped in and I wouldn’t be able to get them out and use them as a weapon very quickly. Unless I pretended to be getting into the boat and then slyly grabbed them and knocked her into the water. But why did I need to do any of that? I should just tell this little troll that I wasn’t going with her and that I would figure things out on my own, thank you very much.
“I’m not getting into that boat with y—” I turned to face Pam and found her pointing a gun at me.
   
“We’re getting in the boat now,” she said in ice-cold monotone.
I backed away slowly, toward the boat.
“Get in.”
“So you brought a gun with you to your friend’s wedding?” I noticed the plastic gloves covering her hands.
“Of course. But this isn’t mine. You should know that. You’ve seen it before.”
“What are you talking about?”
“How could you not recognize your own fiancé’s gun?”
A lump formed at the base of my throat. “What have you done?” The words barely came out in a hoarse whisper. I didn’t have the air to push them out. It felt as if my chest was going to cave in.
She looked at me fiendishly as she stepped into the front of the boat. “Are you accusing me of doing something to Alex? Because I would never, ever, do anything to hurt him.”
A wave of relief washed over me. I believed her.
“Didn’t you see him searching through his bag? Just before you left him again?”
“How did you know about that?”
“Start the motor.”
“I don’t know how,” I said. I wasn’t lying.
“That’s right. You don’t spend much time in the water, do you? I honestly don’t know what he sees in you.” She stood still, studying me for an uncomfortably long time. “Fine, you can row.”
I didn’t know how to do that either.
“Don’t think you can just waste time. We need to get moving. I’ll enjoy watching you struggle for a change.”
I moved to grab the oars and heard a heavy sigh. “You’ve got to push us out first. And I will shoot you if you try anything.” I got out, untied the rope and pushed the boat out until the water hit me mid-shin. I clambered in and sat down, then lifted the oars out of the clips holding them to the insides of the boat. They slid up into the pivot thingies that kept them on the boat while you rowed. I’d actually tried the rowing machine at the local gym during an ill-fated free trial, and I always watched the rowing events in the summer Olympics, so at least I knew what it was supposed to look like. Kind of.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“We’re going to meet Alex.”
I couldn’t imagine what she had done, or if anything else she said was true.
“Pam, how did you know Alex was looking for something in our room?” I asked as I rowed.
“From the surveillance I’ve been running,” she said matter-of-factly.
“What kind of surveillance?”
“Everything. But I’m not giving away all my secrets.”
I became sick to my stomach. I stopped rowing and tried to breathe so I didn’t throw up. She’d been watching us in our room. A secret compartment, a camera. Who knew? She’d likely seen us dress or undress and—doing the things couples do when they’re undressed. A change of subject was in order. Pronto.
“So you were the murderer in the game?” I asked her.
“Well that’s an interesting question. I was in charge of the mystery. And I was in charge of the wedding until Eva butted in. She’s done that our whole lives. I’ve been Christie’s best friend since we were toddlers. I met Alex first. You know that Alex had an affair with Eva don’t you? It was her fault, of course. She tricked him.”
“I’m sorry it hasn’t worked out for you the way it should have.” I could only guess my best chance for getting out of this mess was to take her side and be sympathetic.
“You need to turn more that way,” she said, pointing to her left.
I stopped rowing and gave her a blank stare in return. “I have no idea how to do that.”
“Stop rowing with that arm,” she pointed, “and keep going with that one.”
I did what she said and it actually worked.
“Now use both arms again.”
“Couldn’t we just use the motor?”
“Hmm. No, I’m afraid not. I want you to have to work just as hard as I have had to this week. That makes it fair. It’s a more even choice that way.”
I had no idea what she was talking about.
“Okay, but can I take a break? I’m not used to this kind of exercise.”
“Fine.”
“You know, Eva didn’t tell me the whole truth about anything. Now that I know who was really in charge of everything, I know who to ask.”
A proud smile spread across her face. “Ask what?”
“Who was the real murderer? I want to know if I guessed right.”
“Well, that stupid mystery game company had it all wrong. They were going to have Eva be the murderer. She would have collected the consolation money. And it wasn’t fair. She probably lied to them somehow, did what she always does to take away from others.”
“So you fixed it,” I said, volunteering the answer for her.
“Yes,” she acknowledged.
“And you rightly changed the outcome so that you were the murderer. I didn’t realize there was a consolation prize. That makes sense. But Eva didn’t tell us that, either.”
“You need to start rowing.”
I nodded and obliged. “Am I going in the right direction?” We needed to become besties. It was the only thing I could think of to keep her from doing whatever crazy thing she had planned. In the midst of the heavy breathing I was doing because of the rowing, I felt a tightening in my chest as I noticed the change in the color of the water as it got deeper. I was trying to keep myself from hyperventilating.
“You deserve it. The prize—I mean. You’ve done all the work,” I said, the irony hanging thick in the air as I took another stroke with the oars.
“I don’t care about the money. That’s not the prize.” She looked me up and down and I knew that she meant Alex was the prize.
“Tell me this,” I said as I grunted in order to pull the oars another stroke. I knew I couldn’t go on much longer. “Did you push Kourtnee off the roof?”
One corner of her mouth twitched. “She grew a conscience that night after she got high with the boys.” I tended to believe Kourtnee’s sleeping pill version, but who knew?
“Chad and Johnny, you mean?”
She nodded. “The roof was a great meeting place. Good vantage point too. She had the original copy of the poem and she brought it with her. I couldn’t let everyone see that. It would have ruined the game. Everyone would have left early. Including you and Alex. I couldn’t let that happen.”
“So, you pushed her off the roof and then placed the new poem and the charm near her body.”
“Yes.”
“But you thought she was dead.”
“I wasn’t sure. But it was a murder mystery, so it needed a murder, didn’t it?”
“So why is Kourtnee helping you now?”
“She owes me big time, so she’ll do whatever I tell her to.”
I stopped rowing. “Kourtnee said that a man pushed her off the roof. Why would she say that?”
“The power of suggestion. I have a degree in psychology, you know. You don’t have a degree in anything. Do you?”
I ignored her attempt at a dig. “Why does Kourtnee owe you?”
“I have certain sets of skills, Qu—no. Pam.” I was in deep water and now even deeper trouble. She had decided she was me and I was her. The transformation was complete, I supposed. I had no idea what the outcome would be, but I didn’t think it ended so well for me in her mind.
“She needed those skills, and now she has to pay me back.”
“What did she do that got her in such trouble?” I asked.
“She likes to set fires.”
“I heard about the large forest fire. I thought Audra bailed her out.”
Pam let out a disgusted cough of a breath. “Of course Audra took credit. She might have given a lawyer’s phone number to Kourtnee. But I made sure her electronic time card said the right thing and put her in the right place at the right time. Audra doesn’t know how to do that.”
“How do you know how to do that?” I asked. “Is it something you do at your job? Where do you work? I don’t think Al—I don’t think I asked you before.”
She winced ever so slightly and looked out over the lake.
“Special set of skills, Pam. That’s why Alex chooses me,” she said.
I’d definitely found a sore spot. And I noticed her straighten herself up and put a renewed effort into pointing the gun at me. “Quincy,” I said to her, “I can’t imagine how you’ve been able to stay on top of everything you've had to do. Not only were you in charge of all the things for the wedding, being a bridesmaid—I mean, the maid of honor—but you were also running the mystery. How in the world did you juggle it all?"
She got that same proud expression. “With planning, Pam. You don't just throw an event like this together at the last minute. As a florist, I’ve had experience putting events together, unlike you."
"I'm sure you're right. But how did you manage to set up all the surveillance that you needed to stay on top of things?"
"Do you think I just showed up here a week ago? No. I had to get an idea of my surroundings, I had to get things shipped to me. Wedding favors, gifts, and things like that had to be taken care of. How do you think we got all those outfits for all of you to wear? I'm sure Eva took all the credit for that. I made it all work. Christie is my best friend and she wanted her dream wedding. So I gave it to her. I did it the right way. Just like the murder mystery. Those idiots didn’t know what they were doing, so I had to do it right."
The sound of a motor buzzed up in the distance, behind me. Pam looked in the same direction and nodded satisfactorily.
“Pam, where are we going?” I said. “Really, where’s Alex?” This had to stop, but I was in a freaking rowboat, in a lake, with no one else around. And there were no life jackets, and I couldn’t swim. Oh, and the sun was dipping in the west. It would disappear behind the mountains soon.
"It's Q. Call me Q from now on."
"Okay, Q. Did you have cameras in my room? And how did you get everywhere to take your victims? Are there secret passages in all the rooms?" I was going for broke.
She laughed and shook her head. "Oh, Pam.” She let out a dismissive sigh. “I guess I can tell you, since he's going to choose me anyway. Of course I had a camera in your room. And no, there aren’t secret passageways to every room, but a lot of them have them. And the alarm system doesn't work on the back kitchen door as you figured out. Alex and I just needed to be alone. That's what we came here for, all the way from another state.” I wondered what she meant by that. Had she moved here following him? Had she been watching us for months?
“Everyone was always getting in the way, keeping us apart. You know all about that.” She didn’t mean that in a ‘know-what-I’m-talking-about-sister?’ kind of way. She meant it in an ‘I kept-getting-between-her-and-Alex kind of way.’ “We’re getting married, we've got plans to take care of."
At this point I knew there was nothing I could do as a rational person to deal with her. She was irrational. “How long have you been here?” I asked her.
“A couple of months on and off."
“When we get to wherever we’re going," I said "what happens next?"
She leaned over to her side to look past me. “You’re about to find out.” She centered herself in the boat and looked down at the gun. “I had to do things this way. I changed that poem so that everyone would know how awful they all are. They all got away with their bad behavior. Except you. You’re the last one left.”
That sounded like an end of the line statement to me. Maybe I could swim. I could float on my back for a minute at a time—I just didn’t know what I would do in between the minutes.
“Row hard for just a little while longer, we’re almost there.”
Instead of asking another fruitless question about where “there” was, I twisted to look behind me. I saw a floating dock of sorts. One like I’d seen on a lemonade commercial where kids would be diving off and then climbing back on, only to do it over and over again. Of course, being who I was, with my water experience, I couldn’t imagine why that was considered fun or entertaining.
On this dock was a person, sitting, facing away from me. He had his shirt off, and I recognized that gorgeous back immediately.
I wasn’t sure what would happen if I yelled out, so I didn’t. But my heart leapt at the sight of him. I turned back toward Pam only to see an angry flicker in her eyes and the gun being tautly pointed at me again.
“I didn’t tell you that you could look!”
“I’m sorry, Pam I just—”
“I’m Quincy!”
“Quincy!” Alex called out from the dock. His voice seemed so far away, but still, he’d seen us. He would fix this. The joy and relief washed over me.
“Keep rowing,” Pam sneered.
I did what she said with renewed energy. At that moment, if I could walk on water, I could have carried that boat to the dock with Pam sitting in it.
“Now stop,” she said.
We weren’t close to the dock. Maybe within shouting distance was all.
“You weren’t supposed to take your blindfold off, sweetie,” Pam called out.
I had to turn around. Alex stood now, facing our direction. I could see the bandana hanging around his neck. His hands were gathered together—he was wearing handcuffs.
“Quincy, are you okay?” The fear in his voice nearly crushed me.
“We’re okay,” Pam answered.
“The game is finished, Pam,” Alex yelled. “You win.”
“It’s not over yet. I’m in charge of this thing and it isn’t finished until I say it is. I’m in charge for once.”
“What do you want, Pam?” Alex asked.
“All I’ve ever wanted was you, darling. But you’ve got to use my name.”
“What are you talking about?” he said.
“It’s time to choose,” she yelled, even louder this time. It’s me or her. Stand up!” she shouted at me.
I stood and the boat moved. I struggled to get my balance and nearly lost the use of my bowels, thinking I would go over into that water.
“Pam, what are you doing?” Alex yelled.
“Call me by my name!” she shrieked.
I turned as far as I could without losing my balance. Slowly, I lifted one foot and placed it so I could face Alex. I imagined I looked like a new born giraffe trying to stand upright for the first time. Once I was set, I yelled to Alex, who now seemed so much farther away than I’d originally thought. “I’m Pam, that’s Quincy.” I gave him a serious stare, hoping he could see my expression from where he stood.
“Make your choice, Alex. Say the name out loud.”
“What will you do once he chooses?” I asked her so that only she could hear.
“I’ll shoot the one he doesn’t choose.”
I could have panicked then, but something—came over me. I was calm, almost thinking in slow motion, but a step ahead. The calmness flowed through my body like the blood in my vessels.
“Choose Quincy,” I called out to Alex.
I looked at Pam. “If you shoot me with Alex’s gun, they will find my body eventually and see that he did it. And he’ll go to prison. You’ll never see him again. It doesn’t matter what story you tell them. It’s his gun.”
I couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of this problem. But she didn’t seem to be in a logical state of mind by this time. I may not have had a degree in psychology, but from what I’d seen on TV, she’d had a psychotic break. I mean, she thought she was me for crying out loud.
“I’ll tell them you shot yourself,” she said quickly, obviously without much thought.
“Alex will contradict that story, you know it.”
“He’ll choose me.”
“But you’ve confused him by changing names. What if he chooses the wrong name by accident?”
“Stop trying to confuse me,” she hissed.
“Quincy!” Alex yelled, his voice distraught.
“I’m okay,” I called to him. He really was farther away than before. Our boat had been floating.
“Pam, put that gun down,” he yelled.
“Who do you choose?” she screamed through tears.
“Choose Quincy,” I called out through my own tears. “I love you. It will be okay!”
The boat jerked and at the same time, an animal-like scream sounded. I heard Alex call my name as Pam made contact and I flew backwards into the water.
My first instinct was to suck in some air and so I did, but water came in instead. My arms were above my head. I couldn’t bring them down, they just jerked in a crazy, uncontrollable motion up there. I could feel my throat trying to choke the water out, but I couldn’t open my mouth or more water would come in. It was black everywhere, I wouldn’t open my eyes. I tried to kick my legs, but that didn’t seem to do anything. I just kept going down.
And then two strong arms grabbed onto mine and my spirit shot upwards, toward the surface like a bullet, and my body followed. I knew he had rescued me.





CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Every once in a while, I get a glimpse of a memory—all the way in the very back of my mind—of what happened after I came out of that water. I remember a speeding boat. So bumpy, that ride.
Now I’m in a hospital I’ve never been to before. They’re just checking me out, but I have to stay overnight since I did lose consciousness for a time. Alex has gone outside to call my family. For his sake, I hope he does the smart thing and calls my little sister first. She can best massage the story so that nobody panics. Otherwise, if my mother answers the phone—may God help us all.
A few minutes ago, when Alex was in the room, I asked him how he’d managed to get to me so quickly from where he stood on the dock, in handcuffs, no less. And how he’d pulled me out of the water like that. He said that he didn’t. Before I could tell him it was way past the time for false modesty, K.C. came barging into my room in her signature way.
“Boss—oh, Quincy! I just don’t know how I can ever forgive myself. It’s all my fault that you’re here. How are you feeling? Can I get you anything?”
“No, I’m fine. But how could you think this was your fault?”
“I told Pam where you’d gone when I went to my room to pack. She lied to me and told me that you’d won the game and she needed to find you in order to make it official.”
“I think she lied to all of us,” I said. “This wasn’t your fault, it was Pam’s.”
“K.C., I’m curious, exactly where did you see Pam?” Alex asked her.
“She was in the bathroom of my—well, Kourtnee’s room originally—I heard someone in there and I knocked. I got quite a fright when someone actually opened the door. I asked her how she got in and she told me she’d gone through the connecting room, which was Jill’s originally. Then she showed me another of those secret passages in Jill’s room. I asked her to show me how it worked, and before I knew it, I was locked inside and couldn’t get out. I yelled loud enough for all creation to hear, but no one came.”
I realized that was probably the “singing” I had heard as I passed her room. The awful realization that I could have possibly stopped all of this before it happened gnawed at me.
“Now before that anxious look gets stuck on your face permanently, you can forget feeling bad about anything, Boss. I know you. If I’m right, and we know that I am, you’re somehow thinking this was your fault. Well it wasn’t. And, I got to do some exploring that I wouldn’t have been able to do otherwise. I figured out how all of those girls practically just vanished, if they were inside the lodge. There’s a whole system of connected passageways in that place. Straight out of a horror movie or a fantasy, depending on how you look at it.”
“Did you see any ghosts?” Alex asked.
“Funny you should ask,” K.C. said. She gathered herself, as if preparing to do the big reveal. She took a deep breath. “No, I didn’t see any ghosts. But I’ll tell you what I did see.” She stopped and looked off at one corner of the room.
Alex glanced at me, then back at her. She still didn’t say anything.
“What did you see?” he asked anxiously, like a little kid who couldn’t wait for the end of the story.
“Hmm? Oh, what was I saying?” She was playing with him now. Payback for all the ribbing about the ghosts was my guess.
A smile of recognition spread across his face. “Tell me, what did you see in your explorations of the underbelly of the Harmony Lodge?”
“Oh, just a secret room with all kinds of electronic equipment and doohickeys like that. I found a microphone and a box with labels for different rooms in the lodge. After a little experimenting, I said the Pledge of Allegiance and heard my voice in the next room. It was that room in the basement with all the antiques. Remember, Quincy?”
I nodded. “So it was Pam who was telling me to get out everywhere I went.”
“What do you mean?” Alex asked me.
“Almost since I arrived here, I’ve heard voices telling me to get out.” It didn’t explain the icy chills that accompanied, but those must have been my imagination.
“Where did you hear them?” K.C. asked.
“Everywhere. In that room in the basement, in the hallways, on the stairs, outside.”
“There wasn’t a label for the hallways or stairs. Or anywhere outside.” She looked at me and her mouth turned downward. “You know, I feel just awful about you and Pam and the water. And you, Alex dear. I’d love to know what really happened out there.”
I looked over at Alex. “The short version is that Pam had a gun and got me into a rowboat. It had a motor on it, but she had me row. I think that bought her some time while someone brought Alex to the dock. Pam had lost her mind. She was wearing my clothes and she’d cut her hair to the same length as mine. She was going to make Alex choose between us. I guess I said something that sent her over the edge and she ran at me and knocked me out of the boat. Alex dove off the dock and pulled me out of the water.”
“Babe, that’s not what happened.”
“Tell us what really happened,” K.C. said. “Start from the beginning.”
He gazed off into the distance while stroking the beard that had developed over the weekend. “Well, I got this job with the state police to investigate an internal affairs matter with the Hillside police department. While I was on the job, I met this girl named Quincy.” He looked at me and winked.
“Alright, wise guy. Take it from after we went upstairs to pack.”
He grinned at K.C. and then continued. “Shortly after Quincy left our room to go to the pool, I heard a knock on the door.” He looked back at me. “I thought you’d forgotten something and didn’t have your key. I opened the door and Pam was standing there. She looked weird—I wasn’t sure why—except that she was wearing a jacket. I thought that was strange. But she’s strange.”
“Very true,” K.C. said.
“She told me Kourtnee had hurt herself down where they park the golf carts and that I needed to come with her to help. So I jumped up and followed her down the hall and the back stairs. I didn’t even have any shoes on. We went outside that back kitchen door, and there’s a golf cart parked there. We jump in and she drives down, past the carts. I asked her why we didn’t stop and she says sorry, she meant the dock. We get to the dock and she says sorry, that she lied to me to get me down there. I was so annoyed and I go to get out of the cart, but she says stop or I’ll stun you. I didn’t know what the heck she was talking about, so I look back and she’s pointing a taser at me.
“What?” K.C. exclaimed.
“I’m so sorry,” I said to Alex.
“No, I am. This whole trip was my idea and you almost drowned. If she hadn’t pushed you out of the boat, who knows? She could have shot you.”
I put my hand on his arm. “But she didn’t. This isn’t your fault.”
“What happened next?” K.C. asked.
Alex sighed. “She tells me if I try anything, I’ll never see you again. I almost lost my mind. I did everything that she said, I couldn’t risk anything because I didn’t know to what extent she would go, like if she had you on a tripwire or locked in some hole in the ground. I didn’t know.” His eyes got glassy with tears and his voice cracked as he spoke. Dark circles surrounded his gorgeous brown eyes, which were rimmed with red.
I grasped his hand and intertwined our fingers. “She had cameras in our room. She knew when we were coming and going. She stole your gun. It’s not like you carelessly left it out.”
“She did what, now?” K.C.’s mouth hung open.
“Pam got me into the boat with Alex’s gun.”
“How did she get both you and you to different boats and then to the dock almost simultaneously?” K.C. asked as she nodded at each of us.
Alex continued. “So, Pam had me put the cuffs on myself, while very thoughtfully reminding me not to make them too tight. Then she had me get into this little boat and she put a blindfold on me. She kept apologizing and telling me that soon, I would be with my real Quincy who would make it all up to me. I was physically ill at this point. I sat there for a while, and just when I thought I would take off the blindfold and make a run for it, someone got in the boat with me, and started it up. I could hear heavy breathing before the engine started, it sounded like a woman.”
“It was probably Kourtnee,” I said. “Once she led me to the drop-off, she looked up at a certain point like she was signaling someone, I think. Then she took off in the direction of that dock you were at. I was looking for a way out when Pam appeared. They must have switched places so that Pam could act out the drama she’d imagined for so long.”
“What do you mean, Boss?”
“She implied that she moved to Utah months ago. I wonder if she’s been watching us for a while now. I could be wrong, maybe it was just here at the lodge that she invaded our privacy, but I know she’s been following Alex’s career since he came here.” I looked at Alex. “She moved out here to be with you, she told me.”
“Jeepers-creepers,” K.C. said, making a face like she’d smelled sour milk.
“What a freakin’ mess,” Alex said.
“So how did it end?” K.C. asked.
“Once we got Quincy into the boat—”
“We?” I said.
“Yeah, Pam helped me haul you in.”
“Where is she now?” K.C. asked.
“She’s in the Sheriff’s lock-up.”
“How did you get her to help you when she had just tried to get rid of Quincy?”
“I told her to shoot me.”
“You did what?” I yelled at him. I couldn’t help it. Alex and K.C. shot looks over at the nurses’ station and then waved, both of them wearing cheesy grins.
“We’re okay in here,” K.C. called out. “Having a good time.” The nurse at the desk smiled and waved back at them.
“Why would you ever do that?” I asked him.
“I couldn’t live with myself without you next to me.”
“Oh dear, here come the water works. You’re just too much, you two.” K.C. reached into her bra and pulled out a tissue then commenced dabbing at her eyes.
“I told her to give me the gun—and take off the handcuffs—and help me or to shoot me and get it over with. She wouldn’t shoot me. So that was that. I think she kind of snapped out of it as we drove back to the lodge. She sat with you and watched that you were still breathing while I steered. Once we got back we got into that same damned golf cart with you loaded into the back bed like a wounded football player. We got back to the lodge and she flipped the switch on the phone and we called out.”
“I think she just wanted to be with you and feel like you were working together,” I said.
“I think so,” he said.
“You still didn’t answer my question,” I told him.
“How’s that?” he asked.
“We were floating away from the dock. By the time she pushed me into the lake, we were far away. How did you manage to get to me in time to pull me out of the water?”
“Quincy, don’t you remember? I didn’t pull you out.”
“I distinctly remember two hands grasping my arms and pulling me up above the water. I don’t remember much else.”
He looked at me like I was speaking in tongues. “Babe, I didn’t get to you in time. You came up out of the water and grabbed onto the boat. I jumped in as soon as Pam pushed you and by the time I got to the boat, you were hanging on to the side. You went in and out of consciousness from then on. I didn’t pull you out of the water.”
“But I can’t swim,” I said.
“Apparently, you can.”
“I’ve got the answer. It’s obvious,” K.C. said, finishing with a coy smile.
“Oh yeah? So what is it?” Alex asked.
“I’m not saying that place was haunted,” she said, trailing off the end of her sentence as she looked at us out of the corner of her eye. She tipped her head back and looked toward the ceiling. “But I think we all know what really happened.”





EPILOGUE

M aybe there are ghosts, or maybe the primal urge to stay alive helped those countless swimming lessons that never worked before to finally kick in.
As I rode home from the hospital with Alex, I said a little mental prayer of thanks to whom— or whatever had saved my life.
K.C. drove Zombie Sue, it turns out the battery ran down. Someone had disconnected something under the hood so that she wouldn’t start, but she wasn’t broken. Alex figured it out before we left. The zombie van rides again!
We found out that Pam had enlisted Chad and Johnny as helpers and was paying them quite well. They thought they were just helping with the mystery game, but they did take off in the boat that Alex had helped them work on that night. I guess Pam got a little too scary for them. Kourtnee stuck around and helped pack up everyone’s stuff. She showed the Sheriff’s officers all of the secret passages and Pam’s control room.
Alex got a hold of Eva. Apparently, each “murder” victim was alive and well, and had been staying at the nearest hotel. As each victim left the island on a boat captained by either Chad, Johnny, or Kourtnee, the previous victims’ luggage and possessions were returned with the current victim. A car service had been pre-arranged to pick people up at the parking area on the mainland.
Eva reported that all the bridesmaids had continued the party at the new hotel and that no one realized, despite some of the weird turns it took, that the game didn’t go off as originally planned. She told Alex she had been in contact with the men who had been ill and that she would arrange for their luggage to be returned to them. We still don’t know how or even if Pam got them all sick. Eva also assured Alex that she would inform Christie and Mike of all the events that had transpired, once they returned from their honeymoon.
As for Kourtnee, she’s hoping Pam doesn’t spill her guts as to her involvement in what led to kidnapping and assault with a deadly weapon, and various other charges. I didn’t focus on that stuff, I was just happy to be alive and leaving the Harmony Lodge. Forever.
And Pam…I hope she receives the counseling she needs. We learned it was true, she does have a degree in psychology and in some kind of computer technology. She didn’t tell anyone she was fired from her high-tech, high-level security job when she was caught spying on all of her coworkers. After being fired, she volunteered at the animal shelter for a while, but was asked to leave and never come back due to some kind of incident with her fellow volunteers. I wish her the best of luck, whatever eventually happens to her.
As for me and Alex, we finally got to go home. The whole drive back, Alex worried what trouble he might be in due to the fact that his firearm was used in the commission of those crimes. But the Sheriff reassured him that he should be cleared seeing as how Pam had broken into our room and the safe where the gun was locked up. It’s not as if Alex left it lying around.
I reassured him that the gun problem was the least of his worries. When we got within cell range on the way home, my phone blew up with texts and voicemail messages. Apparently, when Alex called my parent’s home to tell them I was in the hospital, my brother-in-law answered the phone. He relayed the message to his wife—my older sister—who then relayed the story to my mother.
Now, we all know that my sister Sandy always assumes the worst when it comes to me—guilty until proven innocent seems to be her motto. That mainstay, combined with her pregnancy hormones and lack of sleep created one bizarre story cocktail. A concoction that my mother eagerly drank up, as if it were her favorite malt from Skinny’s café.
And that is why I asked Alex if he wouldn’t rather drive straight to the airport where we could book a flight to New Zealand.
“Why New Zealand?” he said on a laugh.
“Because it’s on the other side of the world.”
He slowed the car and pulled to the side of the road.
“At least our baby is safe,” I said.
“What?”
I showed him the texts on my phone. Among other things, my mother wanted to know why we hadn’t told her about our love child.
Alex’s summer tan looked more like winter’s pale at that moment.
“You’re not…”
I smiled and shook my head.
“But I’d be happy if you were.”
“I know. But let’s get married first.”
“Yeah.” He took off his seatbelt and leaned toward me. His eyes started doing that melty thing and I felt a leap in my chest. He put his hand over the cell phone that I still held. “We don’t need this,” he said as he slipped it out of my hand. He reached over to place it on the dashboard, when it rang, completely shattering the mood.
“It’s your mom,” he said.
“Don’t answer it,” I whispered, as if she could hear me.
“Not a problem.” He switched the phone off completely.
“Now, where were we?”
“About to fly to New Zealand. Wanna come to the other side of the world?”
“I’ll follow you to the ends of the earth.” He kissed me softly. “I love you, Q.”
“I love you, too.”
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CHEAT SHEET FOR THE READER

1920’s Slang
Barneymugging: sexual intercourse.
Beat Session: a gossip session between two males, consisting of idle chatter.
Be on the nut: To be broke
Bee's Knees: An extraordinary person, thing or idea.
Big Sleep: Death
Blind: drunk
Blotto (1930 at the latest): drunk, especially to an extreme
Blow: Leave
Bluenose: someone who is prudish, puritanical or morally uptight.
Bum's rush, the: ejection by force from an establishment
Butt me: Give me a cigarette
Cabbage: Money
Cash or Check?: “Will you kiss me now or do we wait until later?” Note: “Check” on its own means to take a raincheck on kissing or save the kiss for another time.
Cat's Meow: Something splendid or stylish
Cat's Pajamas: term of endearment as in "I think you are really really cool".
Eel’s Hips: a phrase similar to “The Cat’s Meow” or “The Monkey’s Eyebrows.
Face Stretcher: an older lady still trying to look young (and usually failing).
Fire Extinguisher: the escort or chaperone for a social event. (Also use for “chaperone”: an “alarm clo
Forty-Niner: a male gold digger.
Ground Grippers: shoes or sneakers. (Also use: “kicks,” “stompers.”)
Heebie-Jeebies - The jitters
Hit on All Sixes: to perform at full-capacity or nail it one-hundred percent.
Insured: to be engaged to marry.
Know one's onions: to know one's business or what one is talking about
"Now you're on the trolley!": "Now you've got it!".
Screaming Meemies: the shakes.
Sheba: one's girlfriend
Sheik: one's boyfriend
   
Ten Charms for Ten Bridesmaids Cheat Sheet

1. Candee: Her Charm: A Cell Phone—Blonde-bombshell
2. Eva: Her Charm: The Eiffel Tower—Co-Maid of honor, petite and sweet
3. Quincy: Her Charm: A heart—Florist
4. Megan: Her Charm: A lipstick—Hairdresser, Regan’s twin sister
5. Audra: Her Charm: Dollar bill—Tall, auburn beauty
6. Pam: Her Charm: A kitty-cat—Long blonde hair, barely 5 feet tall
7. Sydnee: Her Charm: A car—She’s a golf pro
8. Kourtnee: Her Charm: Hiking boots—Outdoor enthusiast
9. Regan: Her Charm: A Necklace--A jewelry designer, Megan’s twin sister
10. Jill: Her Charm: A martini glass—Jet black hair, the life of the party
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