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Chapter One
 
For one heat, all know, doth drive out another, One passion doth expel another still.
George Chapman
 
Sandy Reid decided at the start she didn’t care for the man. Pleasant enough appearance, even handsome in a conceited, aloof sort of way. Certainly knew how to wear expensive clothes, and tack on the prescribed trimmings such as his Patek Philippe watch, and a silk necktie, which cost more than her monthly utility bill for the law office.
She reached across her desk to shake hands and gestured for him to settle in the oversized, brown leather chair angled in front of her desk. He adjusted his tie and introduced himself as Lester Bardner. The slight twitching at the side of his upper lip confirmed his nervousness. After the nice-to-meet-you routine was out of the way, she started off with, “When you called my office, you said I might help with some legal advice.”
“Actually, what I said was I had a problem.”
She closed her eyes for a second and said, “Okay.”
“Perhaps my problem isn’t a legal one, and I merely need your advice.”
“Whatever, you’re here,” she sighed quietly. “Let’s start over. Just who are you?”
He leaned forward and with a trace of sadness, said softly, “I’m not too good, Miss Reid, thank you for inquiring. And how are you?”
She screwed up her face slightly.
He drew back. “I’m sorry, did you ask how am I or who am I?”
“Let me rephrase the question. Why are you here?” She couldn’t resist sneaking a look at her watch. Her last appointment. Fortunately, she hadn’t started her day facing this guy.
“I’m being threatened by this woman.”
“Threatened legally rather than physically, I assume. I’m not the police.”
“Yes, I know who you are. I was at that luncheon last week for the Park Beach Family Homeless Center and was impressed with the talk you gave appealing for money. Obviously you’re concerned for people abused or unfortunate, and I thought you’d be the one to advise me.”
“Well, thanks for your support. Now about the woman—.”
“I didn’t say we supported. My wife takes care of all that. I’d have to check with her.”
“Please do check with her or remind her. The Homeless Center needs all the funding it can get.”
She waited for him to continue. She now had no expectation that she was wrong in her earlier snap judgment that the man would be a royal pain. Of course, people do walk around with life-sized problems, people do get bad breaks, and since there was a chance he was suffering—she’d cut him some slack and go on. “Your problem?”
He squirmed slightly and cleared his throat. “Well, I’m being threatened by this woman. To be perfectly honest, I was drawn to her from the very beginning. The woman is really something. You should see her, a walking goddess.”
“And beautiful women threaten you?” She couldn’t resist making the crack, thinking it might lighten the situation. It didn’t.
“In fact, they do threaten me, but you know I didn’t mean it that way. Fortunately, you don’t threaten me.” Then catching himself said, “Oh, I don’t mean you’re unattractive. You’re attractive enough to threaten me, but you don’t… well, in fact you do. And she certainly does. I’m telling you she stops traffic.”
“And I need a red light.” He didn’t smile, so she decided to give up on the humorous approach. “Okay, you met this nice-looking woman. Socially, I assume not business. Go on.”
“Yes, socially. Right off, she asked if I was married.”
“Wait, wait. You left out something. Were you trying to pick her up?”
“You might say that. She was pretty and I was sort of looking. Anyway, she asked if I was married, just as though it was some big deal concern of hers.”
“I got that part. And then at some point she threatened you? Let’s stop right here, Mr. Bardner. You may have the wrong office. You’re getting into domestic affairs. We’re criminal defense lawyers. I’m sure you understand what criminal means.”
“That’s why I want you. I don’t bother with legalities.”
“How about realities, you ever bother with them?”
“Well, this woman is really threatening me. She’ll destroy my life. Isn’t that a crime?”
“Could be. What’s the nature of the threat? Possibly at this point, you should be speaking to the police.” Or better yet a shrink, she suspected.
“Well, I’m coming to all that. I tell you, it was so perfect at first. Sparkle is more than ten years younger. Can you imagine a young, attractive woman such as her sleeping with me?”
She couldn’t imagine his own wife sleeping with him. And what was this locker-room talk about how well he was making out, as if she were his drinking buddy? “Are you really in here telling me about a woman you picked up?” She glanced again at her watch.
“Now you understand.”
“Setting aside for the moment why anyone would name a helpless, infant girl Sparkle, tell me, is she a stripper?”
“Excuse me? Are you suggesting that a man such as I would take up with a stripper?” He sulked for a moment, then said, “To tell the truth, I don’t know what she does, but I don’t think she’s a stripper. She liked my looks, she said. That’s always nice, isn’t it?”
Sandy smiled politely. “Where did you meet this walking goddess—some night club?”
“In a wine shop. She appeared frustrated taking bottles off the shelf, reading labels and putting them back. I was attempting to find the courage to speak to her when she noticed me and smiled. She spoke first and helplessly confessed she didn’t know a Beaujolais from a Burgundy. Isn't that just a scream? She didn’t know that Beaujolais is in fact a Burgundy.”
“Which planet is the woman from anyway?” He missed her sarcasm and nodded approval. Sandy wondered what was coming next.
“She stood enthralled as I gave her my short lecture on French reds. She was fascinated to learn that the wine from the even-numbered years is superior to the odd-numbered years. I picked out one of my favorites. She was stunned at the price, said her car payment wasn’t that high. I told her I wanted to buy it for her. She objected and yada, yada, yada. As we were walking out, she seemed appreciative, so I suggested we have a drink somewhere.”
“How very cool of you. Can we jump to the actual threat?”
“It’s complicated.”
“Try to make it simple for me.”
“Well, she stops right there on the sidewalk and asks again if I’m married. I couldn’t tell this beautiful woman the truth, now could I? I mean, why would I admit it at that point? I could always explain later after she got to know the true me. We had a couple of drinks, and she gave me her number. When I called her for a real date, she warned me again that she wasn’t interested in being involved with a married man.”
“So, you lied to her a second time. When does this get complicated? Okay, eventually she found out you were married. Is that about it? It’s a domestic or divorce situation, and you’re in the wrong office.”
He ignored her, and continued, “Sparkle went along with my denial for a while, but eventually became suspicious and confronted me. I was trapped, so I stretched things a little. I told her my marriage was breaking up. So I was the same as unmarried. What other choice did I actually have?”
“Being honest with her comes to mind.”
“She said, same as unmarried wasn’t good enough. She became all upset, can you believe it? Says she never intended to be the ‘other woman’. Now she’s threatening to tell my wife, so I have to win back her affections.”
“So the threat we’re talking about is telling your wife? She’ll tell your wife unless you do, what? What does she want?”
“Sparkle wants me to stop calling her.”
“In other words, you were able to pick up a young woman by lying to her about not being married. When she finds out, she tells you to stop calling her or else she’ll tell your wife that you are bothering her. Is that about it?”
“You see why I’m frightened?”
“What’s frightening is you truly think you make sense.”
“Are you saying my thinking is senseless?”
“Just a wild guess.”
“There you go again, I don’t deserve your ridicule. You don't even know me. You don’t know how I am.”
He was quite correct, she didn’t know him. Even so, she didn’t need any more evidence to judge him. “You’re not here for a consultation, you’re here to be consoled.” He wouldn’t appreciate the advice she’d like to give him. “When did you file for divorce?”
He sputtered, “Well, to tell the truth, I haven’t filed. Don’t even have an attorney. I don’t dare get a divorce.”
“Because your wife will take you to the cleaners?”
“I have no money to take. Of course, I have the usual trust funds coming in periodically on my behalf, however the meaningful bank accounts are all hers.” He slowly shook his head. “She’s a big deal real estate broker. So after the divorce, I’d be left with nothing.”
“You mean you’re in danger of ending up with only what you had before you married her. And you’re surprised at that? Hey, if she wants a divorce and has the money, then she’ll get a divorce and keep her money.”
“But I don’t want to be cut off. That isn’t what I want. Isn’t there some legal way of stopping her?”
“You could plead with her to consider a separation agreement. That would delay the divorce and buy you time. You could point out the disadvantages, for example, how a divorce might affect her real estate business and social standing in the community. You could suggest you both go to counseling. She might have a friend or family member you could appeal to, and who might advise her to change her mind.” She stopped talking and slapped the desk with her palm. “Geez, now I’m handing out domestic advice.”
“No, no, keep talking. I’d be happy to pay you.”
“With your wife’s money?”
“You see, that’s what I mean. I desperately need my wife's money, and I can't get enough of Sparkle.”
“You want it both ways,” she said, beginning to lose it. “I believe we’re done here.”
“You’d understand if you saw Sparkle. She was usually obliging, which made it nice because I didn’t need to be so preoccupied with whether the date was going to end up good for me.” He reached inside his jacket. “Did I mention she’s young?”
“We’re done here, Mr. Bardner.”
“Here, I have her photo.”
“Don't bother. You’ve seen one walking goddess, you’ve seen them all.” She understood, the guy was intensely afraid of losing what he had, obsessed with Sparkle and too self-absorbed to be bothered with reality. At that point, she simply wanted him out of there. “Mr. Bardner, I’ve given you a lot of time and listened to you politely—well, more or less politely. What is it you want from me? I’ve told you we are criminal defense lawyers. I can give you a referral. We don’t do divorces or domestic disputes here. Cases where spouses are threatening to kill each other bore the hell out of me. I don’t raise an eyebrow until someone in fact pulls the trigger.”
“I don’t care about all those details. I know you can help me.”
“Help you what? Put duct tape over your girlfriend’s mouth?” She stood abruptly bouncing her desk chair back with her knees. “Geez, I might as well be talking to that bookcase. You’re lying to your girlfriend and cheating on your wife. You’re not in love with Sparkle, you’re in love with screwing her. If you’d zip up and move on, your problems would disappear.” The meeting was over, the day was over and this fool stood between her and a cold Bloody Mary. “Look, Mr. Bardner, we have nothing to talk about. If you’re served with a divorce petition, get an attorney—some other attorney.”
“Don’t you see I’m on the brink of having my life destroyed if my wife divorces me? I really do love Sparkle, and I want to go on seeing her, but she won’t talk to me. What should I do?”
She waited until he stopped looking down at his hands, and she had his attention. “Mr. Bardner, you are risking divorce by seeing your girlfriend. Have you got that part? So stop seeing your girlfriend and make up with the woman you married.”
“No, seriously. What should I do?” He ran his fingers through his thin brown hair. “In some way, I must stop her from telling my wife, and stop my wife from divorcing me.”
 
The following morning, Nigel Edwards arrived early for his second day of employment as a research assistant at the Bronner & Reid law office. The young man booted his computer at the reception desk, let it load and walked across the hallway to Sandy’s office, where she was speaking with Martin. “Good morning, Miss Reid, Mr. Bronner.”
Martin smiled and greeted him. Sandy said, “Good morning to you, Nigel. And if no clients are within earshot just make it Sandy and Martin.”
Nigel said, “Hard to believe you two have been together for only three years. You operate smoothly as though you’ve been partners for life. You certainly make an interesting yet somehow irregular couple.”
“We are definitely irregular,” she said. “Martin is unquestionably a sunny side of the street type fellow. I prefer a dark alley murder with a few badass scoundrels thrown in.”
Pushing thirty, she’d been living her dream starting with law school while working as a field investigator for a criminal defense law firm in Philadelphia, where she learned about the legal side of crime.
“At the time we met,” Martin said, “I was playing at being a lawyer, partly to satisfy my dying father. Sandy was newly admitted to the bar and desperate to make a name for herself.”
Martin was a barely-forty bachelor attracted to the arts, to the few exotic places he had not yet been and to a particular woman he might never have. Although born into family wealth, he shunned the luxurious lifestyle and noticeable displays of affluence. Everything came easily to him, except Sandy Reid, and in that regard, he suffered in silence.
“Martin already had this remarkable law office, with a few inherited clients, when I crashed upon the scene,” she explained. “I was starting out and couldn’t afford an office of my own, which I dearly wanted. After working together successfully on a big-deal case, I realized I didn’t want to be any other place.” She glanced confidently at Martin and around the office. “One hefty litigation settlement established our name, and since then our reputation has been a beacon guiding the rich, the poor and the incarcerated yearning to breathe free. We now have the luxury of being able to choose who we want to defend.”
The office phone rang, and Nigel hurried back to his front desk to answer. In a moment he was back. With a serious face and wide eyes, he said, “Miss Reid, the state attorney is holding for you. State Attorney, Melvin Shapiro, you want it?”
“You can cease standing at attention, Nigel. The state attorney is indeed important, but you don’t need to salute the phone when he calls.” She picked up the phone.
Shapiro said, “We’ve got a Lester Bardner here and the guy says you’re his attorney.”
“No way! My insight was no match for his obsession. I turned him down.”
“If he’s already spoken to you about this matter, then we need to talk.”
“Trust me, Mel, what Bardner and I spoke about isn’t the concern of the top judicial honcho in the district.”
“Well, he’ll need someone. We just arrested him for first-degree murder.”



Chapter Two
 
Nigel was at his desk when he saw the phone light go off, he grabbed the morning newspaper from the table in the client waiting area and hurried back to Sandy’s office.
Her office was one of three medium-sized offices along the hall running back from the reception area. It was half the size of Martin’s well-appointed office at the end of the hall, which had been proudly decorated and used by his father. Although her office was nicely furnished, she had changed nothing since moving in. She told herself that one day she’d give it her own decorating touch. Her desk and the matching credenza behind it held stacks of papers, file folders and legal briefs—all in a somewhat orderly fashion.
She had just hung up and was explaining the phone call to Martin when Nigel appeared. He asked, “Was the state attorney’s call about Lester Bardner? The man who was in here yesterday?”
“What?” she said absent-mindedly. Then turning to focus on him. “What do you know about this?”
“Lester Bardner,” Nigel repeated. “You met with him yesterday. He’s a suspect in a murder case. It’s in the police notices column.”
“I was just informed of that on the phone, Sherlock. If a man is in here one day and arrested for murder the next, why did I have to hear it from the state attorney?”
“When I read the name in the paper this morning, it didn’t ring a bell with me. Later when the state attorney called—.”
“Nigel, we’re paying you to hear all the bells,” she said sternly.
Martin spoke up saying he also seldom read the paper first thing in the morning—obviously trying to take the pressure off Nigel.
“I screwed up, didn’t I?” Nigel said, “From now on, I’ll read the daily police notices and scan the paper every morning. I didn’t realize how important it might be to my job.”
“You didn’t screw up—I’m sorry.” She brushed aside his concern, “I didn’t read the morning paper either. And it isn’t necessary for you to read it. I was just upset at being caught off guard. We often have a running battle going on with the prosecutors, and I don’t like anyone over at the state attorney’s office getting one up on me.”
Martin said, “It is strange this guy Bardner was in here talking with you. Something about a divorce? Now he’s arrested for murder. You didn’t care much for him. You do not suffer fools gladly.”
“I’ll work on it.” Then she waved the idea away. “On second thought, I won’t work on it. Someone else will have to suffer the fools.”
“What bothers you about him?”
“You want it alphabetically? The short list is compulsive, obsessive and shallow. Did I mention pompous ass? And I didn’t detect much discipline. All of which is normal for a philandering husband, I suppose. He has a problem with an apparently vengeful girlfriend, but I’d love to hear her side of it.” She halted and put her hand to her mouth. “Geez, was the victim a woman? The guy’s parting words were that somehow he must stop the girlfriend from telling his wife, and stop his wife from divorcing him.”
Nigel shook his head while pointing to the police notice in the newspaper. “Male, shot dead last night. Name withheld pending notification of blah, blah, blah.”
She let out an audible sigh. “At least he didn’t go out and kill his girlfriend or his wife after conferring with me.”
“No, but he went out and killed some man after talking to you,” Nigel said.
“Quite right,” she said. “One hell of a coincidence—and he told the state attorney we are going to defend him.”
Nigel heard the phone ring in the front office. He reached over, punched the flashing button on her desk phone and answered, “Bronner & Reid law office.” After listening for ten seconds, he looked at her, raised his eyebrows and said into the phone, “Yes, Mrs. Bardner, I’m certain Miss Reid will see you. When would you like to come in?” He threw a quick look at Sandy who nodded back at him and took the phone.
“This is Sandy. Are you Lester’s wife? We need to get together right now... how soon can you get here?”
She talked for only a minute or so, before hanging up and saying, “Julia Bardner is on the way. Nigel, call over to the police station and have them fax a copy of the police report.”
Martin said, “She wants us to defend her husband?”
She nodded. “You know anything about her?”
“I’ve met her. She’s a prominent real estate broker, commercial properties. Well-respected, well-connected, on several boards. Rather stern, all business, no-nonsense. Lives over on the barrier island. If she can afford that lifestyle, she can afford the best lawyer in town.”
“That’s good to hear because we’re not defending that jerk husband of hers for peanuts.”
Nigel came back and interrupted them. “Police clerk said we can’t have the report because it isn’t final yet.”
“Then call them back and get the preliminary. Tell them the state attorney wants me to have the prelim immediately.”
“Oh, of course. I didn’t know if I should throw around his name. I’m beginning to understand how things are done around here.”
“Works every time. No one at the police department will check with the state attorney and ask him if it’s okay.”
As a practical matter, she wanted the report without delay to get a feel for the nature of the crime and the extent of the crime scene evidence. The fax came in and she had barely enough time to scan the preliminary report before she was facing Mrs. Bardner for her appointment.
Julia Bardner came in head erect and hair perfect. Mid-forties, rather tall. A thin lipped businesswoman of no-nonsense demeanor wearing a light-weight, classic suit and kitten heels. When selling a property, Sandy guessed, she’d pitch to the women and dressed to appeal to them. Men would take her as a genderless business person and that’s the way she wanted it. A sharp woman, was Sandy’s immediate impression. Her husband was fooling himself, if he thought he was keeping his affair secret from this woman; she no doubt had guessed it when he walked in the house after speaking to Sparkle in the wine shop that very first day.
Sandy had the feeling the woman was forcing an acceptable smile. Not because she was bothered that her husband was in serious trouble, but because it was her usual manner to appear controlled at all times. Her expression was as impenetrable as a bluffer in a high-stakes poker game. No doubt, she’d participated in countless successful real estate negotiations wherein her opposition inevitably left the bargaining table wondering if they’d left any money behind.
Sandy began with, “Lester Bardner is your husband, he’s accused of committing a crime and you’re considering engaging our firm to defend him.”
The woman nodded and maintained her opaque expression. “He was arrested at our home last night, you know. I can still hear the police pounding on our door at three a.m.”
“Must have been horrible,” Sandy said and meant it. “What did they say? Did your husband talk to them?”
“They told him they wanted to speak with him and to step out onto the front porch. When I looked out they were speaking to him and then suddenly hauled him away like the Gestapo.”
After offering a few consoling words, Sandy took a moment to gather some routine personal information for the file, and then raised her eyes. “Tell me about your husband.” Unless cornered on the subject, she didn’t intend to mention she had already met the somewhat quirky guy when he attempted to sweep his girlfriend problem into the office.
“He’s a pleasant sort. Keeps to himself. Has time for golf and other leisure activities. A nice fellow, perhaps a tad emotional at times. Everyone likes Lester. I’m sure you’d like him.”
Yes, Sandy thought, he’s delightful. Obsessed and incoherent—a charming fellow.
Julia went on with a capsule summary of her own extensive real estate activities, while dropping hints as to their comfortable lifestyle, so Sandy would make no mistake about who she was dealing with.
Sandy checked the police report on her desk before asking, “You know a Benjamin Coleman?”
She tossed her head arrogantly. “I know everyone who matters.”
“Well, you missed this one, and he matters. According to the police, he was sitting in his car parked in front of Mahoney’s restaurant when your husband walked up and shot him in the head.”
Sandy watched the woman’s inscrutable manner wilt; her face collapsed and her body sunk even deeper into the soft brown leather. She covered her face with her hands. “Oh, my god. All I knew was a shooting was involved. I thought perhaps something accidental.”
“How did they know your husband was involved? The shooting was in downtown Park Beach around midnight, and you live over on the island.”
The woman was still shrugging in disbelief. “They say he actually shot someone in the head?”
Sandy nodded and tapped the police report on her desk.
After a few moments, Julia said, “My fault. I made him do it.”
Sandy produced a box of tissues from a desk drawer and pushed them across. “I suggest you tell me everything.”
“Will you help me? I heard you’re an absolute wizard in these kinds of cases.” She dabbed at her glistening eyes. “It’s so shocking. I’m truly mortified that my husband has been arrested and is in jail. I was worried about my real estate business suffering. But it’s much more serious than that, isn’t it? It’s critically important that Lester get out of this mess quickly. My life depends on it.”
“Not to mention his.”
“Oh… of course... his life.”
“Why me? You must come in contact with lawyers every day?”
“They’re all ordinary and can’t pull rabbits out of hats, as I hear you can.”
“What was that about you making him do it?”
“An exaggeration, of course, yet I might well have influenced him.” Her face appeared pained, not used to divulging information on her personal behavior. “I was with a client late at the office Monday, the night before last. Got home around eight and Lester wasn’t there. Didn’t show until around midnight. Tried to sneak in, but I was waiting for him—angry as hell. I suspected he was seeing another woman.” She suddenly stopped. “Are you willing to help us? Otherwise, I’ll stop disclosing family secrets.”
“We’re speaking in confidence, Mrs. Bardner. I need to hear the ugly parts, and I need to speak with your husband in jail. Then I’ll decide.”
“You mean you might not take the case?”
“That’s what I mean.”
The woman leaned forward and continued, “I confronted Lester about the other woman. We had a fierce argument. He denied everything. Said he was watching a late game over at the sports bar. I didn’t believe him at first, and I’m afraid I made a fool of myself with my accusations. He got very emotional, said he couldn’t believe after all these years of being faithful, my accusations were his reward for loving me. We’re not the type of people who yell back and forth, however, on that occasion we did indeed raise our voices. He stormed out of the house. He’s not the most stable guy to start with, and I was afraid he’d do something stupid.”
“Like what? Going out and shooting someone’s head off?”
The woman flinched. “Do you always speak so bluntly? That just isn’t Lester. I can’t believe he’d ever do anything like that. Yet he does get emotional, and he was very upset that night.”
“Again you mention your husband being emotional. Are you being euphemistic? Is he on some relevant medication?”
“The usual…Prozac. It wouldn’t surprise me if he went out and did something foolish... not murder, of course, but some sort of trouble.” She hunched her shoulders as though helpless in the matter. “After the fight I started feeling guilty. What if the poor man was telling the truth about being faithful? I had no proof. I checked the TV schedule and sure enough, the Dolphins had a late game Monday night, so perhaps he had been late at the bar. He came back home an hour later. I tried to make amends, but he gave me the silent treatment.”
“Where was he last night, the night of the murder?” Sandy was making notes all the while.
“Not sure, he came in late again.” The woman covered one hand with the other to hide a slight tremor. Apparently, the seriousness of the situation was beginning to seep through to her. “I sincerely hope you can help.”
“I’ll meet with your husband in jail today. If he’s cooperative, truthful and I feel I can work with him, then I’ll defend him and draw up an engagement agreement for you to sign.”
“But you’ll clear him of all the charges?”
“You know I can’t answer that. I don’t yet have all the facts.”
“What if he’s guilty?”
“Mrs. Bardner, you are retaining the best defense lawyer south of Philadelphia, and I’ll defend your husband to the best of my ability whether or not he’s guilty.” She wasn’t the best lawyer by a long stretch, but that’s what the woman wanted to hear. “Now, this might surprise you—you may need an attorney for yourself. The police will soon be around to see you. Don’t talk to them. Don’t talk to anyone about the case. In due course, the prosecution will depose you, and you have to tell everything. At that point, you’ll need an attorney at your side. In the meantime, no talking.”
 
After leaving the law office, Julia walked to the parking lot beside the building, stopped and looked back. She then continued across the narrow stretch of grass into the parking area of the adjacent office building. A black Lincoln pulled up and stopped. The driver leaned over and pushed the door open for her. “How’d it go?”
“I engaged her even though she has an attitude. She’s the suspicious type. My guess is she doesn’t always play by the rules.”
“You’re right, she’s a bit of a wiseass from what I hear. Just hire her and let her do her thing. She’s successfully defended dozens of people just in the past year. The toughest defense attorney this county has seen for a long time. She’ll straighten out this mess and have your husband out in no time, and we can go on as if nothing happened.”
“You’re probably right, only that I don’t usually hire people I can’t control. They can take off on their own.”
“Well, you need her, and your husband in jail is the last thing I need. The sooner whatever happened in that incident gets out of the paper the better. Was she able to tell you much? Did she say why he got arrested?”
“Sounds serious. The police say he walked up and shot some guy sitting in his car. She had the police report right there.”
“Someone’s mixed up. I realize Lester has his problems, still that doesn’t sound like him. Have they identified the guy who was shot?”
She hesitated before lying, “I guess Sandy didn’t have the name of the victim.”
He shook his head. “Is that all she said? This guy was shot while sitting in his car? This can’t have anything to do with Lester. He must have been in the wrong place at the wrong time. You think he possibly knows the guy?”
She shrugged. He didn’t realize how bad it was, and she didn’t want to be the one to tell him.
“This might be worse than I thought.” He took out his phone and dialed, “Yeah, it’s me. Hey look, the police arrested someone last night for shooting some guy in his car. Yes, in this morning’s paper but no details. Make a few calls, Claudia, and find out what the hell is going on. And call me right back… no, no, merely curious.”
“Why did the blockhead shoot that guy?” Julia said after he hung up.
“He didn’t shoot anyone, sweetheart. Now don’t worry about it until we find out what really happened.”
“I feel so guilty about getting him involved in this mess.”
“What do you mean?”
“I definitely knew he was running around with someone. I should have kept quiet and let him have his plaything. After all, he was out of my hair and not bothering us. Perhaps I shouldn’t have accused him. I was being mean. I wanted to punish him. But not like this. We argued and I got him all upset.”
“That’s silly, your argument didn’t send him out in a murderous rage. They have the wrong man, and you’re not responsible for anything, period.”
“I don’t want him to rot in prison, although that would solve a couple of problems for us, wouldn’t it?”
He raised his voice, “We don’t have any problems, Julia. And don’t start making any. A man in my position needs to keep things just as they are.”
“I won’t, don’t worry. My boat is rocking enough for the two of us.” She braced herself for when he found out just how bad it all was.
His phone buzzed, and as he listened, a frown sagged down over his face. He said goodbye and slammed his hand against the steering wheel. “Damn! They’ve identified the victim. Do you realize who it is?”
She mumbled something while shaking her head.
He tilted his head back for a second and then stared at her. “Benjamin Coleman.”
Her voice was weak, “I don’t understand.”
“You don’t understand? You don’t understand? For chrissake, Julia, your husband shot Benjamin Coleman! I thought you had that situation under control.”
She jumped at his words and cringed against the car door. “I mean, why would Lester do something like that?”
Both thought in silence for a full minute, then he said, “I don’t know what evidence the prosecution has, but the word around the courthouse is your husband is as good as convicted unless he has an airtight alibi. Do you know where he was last night?”
“He came in late.” She slowly shook her head. “What can we do?”
“Don’t get me involved in this, Julia!”
“Of course not, but you’re familiar with all this law stuff. Just tell me.”
“Well, first of all he needs an airtight alibi.”
“What sort of alibi would the police consider airtight?”
“You are a well-known and respected businesswoman. If he were home with you at the time of murder, it would create reasonable doubt in the minds of a jury. You understand, I’m not suggesting that you lie.”
“Of course not. And what else.”
“What do you know about this woman Lester is running around with?”
“I don’t even know her name.”
“Well, should we know her? Does she travel in our circle?”
“If she did I’d know her name.”
“Good, low-class is better. Find out her name and I’ll check into her background.”
“What does she have to do with this?”
“I haven’t decided yet.”



Chapter Three
 
Sandy and Detective Sergeant Eddy Jaworski exchanged broad smiles of greeting as they walked up to each other in the lobby of the Park Beach police station. Eddy was a short, banty-rooster type of guy wearing jeans and a black T-shirt with his faded Chicago Bears baseball cap pulled down almost touching his mirrored sunglasses. The city police served under the direction of the state attorney’s office. Detective Eddy Jaworski was the one exception, as he was assigned directly to state attorney Melvin Shapiro, bypassing the Chief of Police. Shapiro’s private number was on Jaworski’s phone and vice versa. The reason Shapiro wanted it that way was simple: Eddy Jaworski was a discreet friend, a smart detective who seldom screwed up. If you’re a cop long enough, you’ll make your share of mistakes. Jaworski was smart enough to profit from them and tough enough to do better.
In the past, Sandy and the detective had helped each other and would continue to do so without question, even though by the book they were adversaries. Clients of the defense attorneys were, by definition, in trouble with the police and the prosecutors. Over time, the trust had built up and the admiration and respect they had for each other made the odd relationship work. She had saved him from embarrassment many times by keeping her mouth shut or by giving him a heads up. And in turn, he might offer a little direction when she stumbled, or look the other way when she pushed the edge of legality. So many favors had flown between them they had long ago stopped keeping track. Off the job, they wished each other well, but had no further interest. Personally, a smile was all happily-married Eddy had ever wanted from her. He gave her the gift of a beautiful orchid plant once, but that was because he raised it, was proud of it and simply had to show it off to his friend. With no hidden agenda between them, the trust was unshakeable.
After they exchanged banter about their mutual well-being, she said, “I just noticed Lester Bardner’s name at the top of a police report as Suspect and your name at the bottom as Assigned Detective.”
“Mine all mine. You on the other side?” the detective asked.
“This’ll be the first time I’ve talked to him since the arrest, but it looks like I’ll be squaring off against you once again.”
“Too bad, little buddy. Hey, I’m working on an updated police report. I’ll see that you get it. We’ve got a little more info on the victim.” He flipped open his pocket notebook. “Benjamin Coleman, Miami Beach. We’re checking for priors and any local connections. We know he was staying at the local Holiday Inn.”
“Anything else you can tell me on the victim will be appreciated.” Eddy was too much cop to reveal any critical information to her, but he enjoyed being the first to tell her facts she’d learn eventually. She’d find a way to repay him. “How did you guys zero in on Lester Bardner so fast? The shooting was downtown in front of Mahoney’s restaurant, and Bardner lives across the bridge on the barrier island? You have a witness?”
“Better than a witness.” The detective frowned and shook his head, meaning he couldn’t say more, obviously bad news for her. “You want to see Bardner in the visiting room or his cell?”
“You don’t need to move him. He’s not dangerous. I’ll see him in his cell.” She thanked the detective and went on down to the detention area in the lower level of the police station, where the officer on jail duty recognized her, she was no stranger to the place, and led her down the hall to the row of six cells. She remembered the smell and feel of confinement. Unforgettable. That day Lester had the confines to himself; on a busy weekend there would have been others.
The officer unlocked the cell door, and she looked in on a quite different Lester Bardner than came into her office the day before, when his biggest problem seemed to be how to keep his wife’s money flowing while enjoying remarkable sex. He sat hunkered back in the far corner of his bunk, his arms holding his raised knees up against his chest, his face written with anxiety.
“Geez, Lester, you look strung out.” She hadn’t expected him to look any better after his first night in jail.
“Didn’t sleep. This place really stinks.”
“What’d you have to eat today? Any breakfast?”
“I wasn’t hungry. If you saw that tray, you’d know why. Will you get me out of all this? And I’m living in these clothes I threw on at the house when they arrested me. I need a lot of personal items, how do they handle that?”
“Do you take any meds in the morning?”
“Julia brought them.”
She motioned to the officer who was standing in the hall. “If he refuses the next meal, I want him seen by the doctor on duty. You want me to handle that?”
“No, I’ll tell the sergeant, Miss Reid.”
“I know there’s a so-called coffee machine in the hall. Any actual food in that other machine?”
“Bags of junk, candy bars, the usual.”
Lester heard him and muttered, “Shit.”
“The Welcome Wagon will be along any time now,” the officer said it with a straight face.
She asked, “You want any junk, Lester?”
“There are rats in here.”
She doubted he’d seen any. “Lester, you’re in a terrible situation. Right now, you’re at the city police station, this is a holding cell for temporary detention. Unless you’re released immediately, which ain’t gonna happen, you’ll soon be transferred out to the county prison. I can’t stop that. How long you stay out there depends on the evidence the police have.”
“Do they have rats out there?”
“No rats in here or out there, alligators maybe—no rats.”
“Is it any cleaner out there at the county prison?”
“As a matter of fact, it is. And you’ll be a member of the maintenance crew that keeps it that way. Disgusting place, nevertheless it’s clean.”
“I slept in these clothes. Can Julia bring me something decent?”
“The county has a plan for that. Orange is the new black.”
“I really miss her. Why can’t she see me whenever she wants? They have those damn visiting hours. Everything’s a bunch of rules. Come on, I’m counting on you to get me out of here!”
“I’m still thinking about whether to defend you.”
“Of course, you will defend me!” With a sorrowful look he said, “If I had a lot of money you’d help me. I’d be out of here in a flash.”
“Your wife agreed to pay me. You’re fortunate she feels so generous toward you.” She took out a yellow pad. “Whether I’m in, depends on what you have to say. Tell me what happened.”
“That’s easy. Julia shakes me in the middle of the night and says someone’s at the door.”
“Did the police read you your rights when they arrested you?”
“All that, right to remain silent, shit? Yes, and it sounded a lot more scary than on TV. I said I wanted a lawyer.”
“Well, that’s a relief. Did the police question you before they read you your rights?”
“They asked where I was that day, did I own a gun and did I know the guy who got shot. Stuff like that.”
“Okay, I’ll get into all those same questions.” She took out her yellow pad. “Now, how did you meet Benjamin Coleman?”
“Never met him. Never heard of him. Did you tell my wife about Sparkle? You’ve no right to tell her.”
“At this point, I don’t give a damn about you and Sparkle. My concern is Benjamin Coleman. The police report says he was parked at the curb and you shot him.”
“I did no such thing.”
“Well, they say it happened, and you’re in jail. I don’t yet know what evidence they have, some sort of witness, I’m told. But you’re telling me you’ve never met him, never heard of him.”
“Don’t know him from Adam.”
“They’ve tagged you with first-degree, so you can’t go bail on that. However, no connection between you and the victim means no motive. In the absence of motive, there’s a chance I can get the charge reduced and get you out on bail, but don’t count on it.”
“Come on, we both know money talks... you’ll get me out. Now if you told my wife about Sparkle, I will sue you.”
“I haven’t yet, only because she hasn’t asked.” Perhaps the guy was innocent, Sandy thought. He’s more concern about his love life than a death sentence. “Your wife told me about your argument with her when you came home Monday night. And to my great surprise, said she was embarrassed that she falsely accused you of cheating on her. Either she’s lying or you’re one incredible liar. Personally, I don’t think you could hide a needle from a blind man. The dumbest of wives catch on to the affairs of men far more clever than you.”
“If I thought she already knew, I wouldn’t have been worried about Sparkle telling her, now would I?”
“Like it or not, your lover’s name might well come out in the case anyway, then the entire town will know. I’m going to need her name and address eventually, and I truly hope she has a real name, so I can stop saying, Sparkle. I feel as though I’m talking about a dishwasher detergent.” She continued taking notes. “What was all that nonsense in my office about her threatening you?”
“No nonsense, she was threatening to tell Julia. When I was talking to you, I didn’t know I’d later be accused of murder the next day.”
“Where were you last night around 8 p.m.?”
“At Frankie’s Sports Bar watching the game... miles from where that guy was shot.”
“How’d you know where he was shot?”
He hesitated a few seconds too long, “I don’t... exactly. I guess someone said it was downtown.”
“What time did you leave the bar?”
“Didn’t pay much attention. I was there for the start of the Dolphin’s game at seven. Watched most of the game.”
“What was the score?”
“You can’t trap me that easily. I know the score of every Dolphin game ever played.”
“Can anyone verify you were there?”
“I suppose some of my buddies saw me there.”
“Name three.”
“I’ll have to think about it.”
The guy was a lousy liar. “Lester, what bothers me is the shooting was at Mahoney’s restaurant around eight p.m., at the same time you were a mile or so away at Frankie’s Sports Bar. And the cops were at your door at three a.m.. That’s pretty fast police work.” They hadn’t caught him at the scene. They tracked him down somehow. Detective Jaworski had just told her they had something better than a witness. “Either you dropped your wallet, were spotted at the scene by someone who knows your name or your vehicle was seen in the area. Even if someone sees you at the murder scene, it takes time to verify who you are, where you live and get an arrest warrant.”
“I have my wallet and my car was parked behind Frankie’s.”
She really needed to find out about the witness. She gathered up her notes. “Now remember, don’t talk about the shooting to anyone except me. Not another prisoner, a friend or a family member. No one. And don’t say anything on the phone. Everything on the phone is recorded. So clam up. Anything bad you say will be used against you, anything good you say will be ignored.”
“I already told Julia I didn’t do it.”
“Stop talking about it with her, talk about something else.”
“I simply said I didn’t do it, same as I said to the police.”
“Geez Louise, when did you say that?”
“After I said I wanted a lawyer. I wanted to explain why I refused to answer. That’s when I told them I didn’t do it.”
“So, first you told them you refused to answer, and then you told them you didn’t do it. That is answering! Not good. Don’t deny it to anyone again.”
“I don’t understand, isn’t it good to say I didn’t do it?”
“It’s bad to say anything. I don’t know what the evidence is. Perhaps they have definite evidence you committed this crime. In which case, I might want to argue you were justified in doing it, but you’ve already said you didn’t do it. So, we’ve lost our credibility and it sounds terrible in the courtroom. The prosecution can ask, are you lying now, or were you lying back then when you said you didn’t do it.”
“You can’t really expect me to admit I killed him. How big a fool do you think I am?”
“I’m still deciding on that. You need to start being honest with me. We’ve got a lot more to cover.”
The smugness was still on his face. “So now what do I do?”
“Keep your chin up and your mouth shut.”
The guy didn’t look tough enough for jail time. Give him a couple nights out at the county prison and the seriousness of his situation would sink in. If his depression didn’t destroy him first. Then she could start to get some serious answers out of him. It was early. The serious questions could come later. Ideally, he would start confiding in her. Then she could sort out the favorable and the unfavorable. 
She motioned to the officer. She left the cell area and walked up the hall. One thing was certain and worrisome. State attorney Mel Shapiro would never casually throw around a first-degree murder charge. He had solid evidence, or he would have taken a lesser step such as tagging Lester as a person of interest, while the investigation progressed. And what is it they have that’s better than a witness?
What she would like to do was to see Shapiro immediately and ask him in person. Mel would see her, she hadn’t the slightest doubt about that, but she might have to wait. She called him on his private line as she walked. No, he wasn’t too busy to see her. In fact, he was eager to see her. He had some seriously incriminating evidence that she should see at once. She didn’t like the sound of that.



Chapter Four
 
Sandy left the Park Beach police station and walked across the palm tree lined Banyan Boulevard to the county courthouse to meet with state attorney Mel Shapiro. The police report left many unanswered questions. She hoped to find out what the prosecution knew that led them to arrest Bardner so quickly. What was the nature of their witness? Why would Lester murder Coleman, when he didn’t even know the guy, had no connection with him and apparently gained nothing by his death?
In the courthouse lobby, she joshed with the sheriff’s deputies as they cleared her through the security checkpoint. Some of them knew her. Some had only heard of her. She’d been at a crime scene with some, and they called her, Reid, as though she was one of the boys. Had she heard the joke about the two lawyers and the blonde contortionist, they asked? They were mostly good guys, and she might need them someday, so she stopped and listened. Their joke turned out to be almost clean and almost funny, so she rolled her eyes, gave it thumbs up and headed on for the elevators.
The offices of the state attorney occupied the entire fourth floor of the huge courthouse. Shapiro’s large office was in the corner. Eight people were waiting in the outer office when his office assistant smiled at her and waved her on in.
“Close the door,” Mel Shapiro said in his usual calm voice, as he circled his desk and walked toward her.
When she turned back around, he was up next to her. He put his hands on her waist and pulled her close. He hesitated for a second before leaning in and pressing his lips against hers. She was startled but didn’t resist.
“In the office?” she said quietly when they finally broke apart. She raised her eyes up to his. The wire rimmed glasses distracted from his eyes, which always seemed so intense, but even from that angle she could see how blue they were.
He smiled sheepishly, “I’m surprised at myself. I’ve been thinking of the tiny, little kiss I got on your doorstep last week.”
“We had a marvelous kiss good night.”
“Good grief, Detective Jaworski would get that kind of a good night kiss.”
“Eddy gets only a handshake. Well, that’s not completely true, I gave him a kiss on the cheek once.” She moved away and sat near his desk.
“I’m joking, we did have a great time.” He leaned against the desk. “I guess you’ve decided to defend Bardner, you were over there talking with him.”
“Yeah, I’ve decided to take it. Who will I be facing in court? Which ASA are you assigning to this case?”
“I intend to handle the prosecution myself.”
“Why is that? You have an entire staff of assistants. You afraid I’ll chew them up and spit them out?”
“I’m always afraid of that, Sandy. No, the Bardners are influential and prominent citizens. This’ll be a high profile murder case and I need the exposure.”
“Sounds as if you’re planning to run for office again. Regardless, I want Lester Bardner out on bail. He doesn’t know the victim, never even heard of him.”
“Bail will be quite difficult in this case.”
“You’d be surprised what I can do. Right at the start, I want to know how you think my client was the shooter. Did he stand around and then run from the police? How did you ID him so quickly? Who’s your witness?”
“His car was at the scene. We traced him by the license plate.”
“His car was nearby? That’s pretty flimsy. Tell me the victim’s body was in his trunk and I’ll be interested.”
“In this case we have hard evidence, including surveillance camera footage of Lester Bardner shooting down Coleman in cold blood, running from the murder scene and getting into his car.”
She stared at him.
“Go ahead, Sandy, you can display honest shock. We’re all friends here.”
“You have the shooting on video—fat chance.” She recovered fast. “So when may I see this cold-blooded, crime-scene video?”
“We’re still putting it together. It came from two different traffic cameras. You can see what we have so far.”
“What do you mean putting it together? You mustn’t touch any original tapes. I’ll get it all thrown out.”
“We’ll not tamper with anything, but you don’t want to watch seventy-two hours of cars driving by on the street.”
He motioned, and she followed him out the office side door and down the hall, into a room full of electronics and strewn cables, connecting God only knows what. A police technician was manipulating three video recorders with computer screens.
“Do you know Bill Baines? Bill, this is Sandy Reid.” They exchanged nods. Shapiro said, “Remember when you were a kid and flipped through those spicy novels you found hidden on top of the bookcase to find the good parts? Well, these are the good parts. Show her the actual shooting first, Billy, then the suspect running away and getting into his car.”
“I can’t wait.”
She watched as the technician manipulated the equipment to fast-forward to the first video. The night scene was illuminated by light from the stores and the streetlight. She watched as the figure of a man walked up to a parked car and tapped on the driver’s window. It could be Lester, she thought, still the man’s face couldn’t be seen clearly. She could handle that in the courtroom. The driver lowered the window. There was no sound but obviously, they were shouting. Suddenly the man drew a gun and shot into the car at point blank range. Sandy noticeably flinched as the driver jerked violently and slumped over in the car against the dashboard. The camera was on the shooter’s back as he ran away.
Shapiro turned to look at her without speaking, confident that the video spoke for itself.
“All you have are pictures taken in the dark,” she said attempting to minimize it. “I don’t think that’s him. Don’t you have one of him smiling for the camera?”
“Wait until you see this.” He nodded to the police technician.
The second surveillance tape showed the man still running down the dimly-lighted street until he reached a parked car. His face turned upward as he opened the car door. The face of Lester Bardner was clearly visible.
“Notice the license plate, Sandy. Zoom in on it, Billy… good. Even if you maintain that the video doesn’t positively identify Lester, that car is registered to him, he’s getting into it and driving away.” He relaxed and crossed his arms across his chest. “Forget about bail. A jury will love this. Save your energy for finding a defense to save Bardner from a lethal injection. To get bail with such overwhelming evidence is impossible.”
“Impossible takes me a little longer,” she said with bravado, yet was definitely shaken to realize they had such indisputable evidence.
“That’s what I’d expect Sandy Reid to say. But sorry, my sweet, you’re on the wrong side of this one. The case is open and shut. End of story. End of trial. End of your client.”



Chapter Five
Martin greeted Sandy when she returned from the state attorney’s office. “I imagine our new client is not at all contented in jail. Is he any more stable today?”
“Same old Lester. Besides all that, I just came from seeing Mel, he had this incriminating evidence he wanted me to see, a deadly video showing our client shooting the victim at point blank range.” She paused to let the bombshell hit him.
“Okay. So, that would be the absolute worst case. What does he really have?” When her solemn expression didn’t change, he stopped smiling. “You can’t be serious. Who took the video, is it legit?”
“It’s a routine street traffic cam, covering a downtown street-corner.”
“That figures, the police report said in front of a corner restaurant. Dark, right? And those camera shots have terrible quality. Keep in mind, all the images of bank robbers look like the same guy wearing the same baseball cap. Are you certain it’s Lester?”
“We do have something to argue about there, the image isn’t real sharp. But later the video shows the shooter getting into his car—and it’s Lester.” She gave her head a little shake. “Remind me next time to look at the evidence, before deciding whether to accept a client.” She drew a long breath. “Not too late to back out.”
“If you’re concerned about me, forget it,” he said. “I’ve no objection to us taking on a tough case. There are hitches and pitfalls that have to be overcome in all cases—mitigating and extenuating circumstances. We’ll find them, and we’ll give Lester the best possible defense. Sandy Reid won’t back out.”
“Geez, you sound just like my law professor.”
“Not bad, huh?”
“Please don’t say, look at it as a challenge, a possibility for personal growth.”
“So shall we take the case?” he asked.
“The state attorney’s case seems rock solid. Forget about reasonable doubt and other possible suspects. Forget about our client having an alibi. All that usual stuff will be futile considering the video. Developing a successful defense will be next to impossible, and we’re going up against one of the most successful prosecutors in the southeast. Our client on tape shooting the guy will soon be on the Internet for all the world to see. I fully expect disaster.”
“Sounds as if you’re going to do it.”
“Let’s get started.”
Nigel stepped over to her doorway. “I overheard part of your conversation. Can I join in and ask a question?” They both nodded and he continued. “The police report said the incident took place in front of Mahoney’s Restaurant. Where’s that?”
Martin answered, “Let’s see, it would be the corner of 34th Street and Palm Avenue.”
“And where was Lester parked?”
“Down near the corner of 36th and Palm,” she said. “The videos showed Lester running from the restaurant at 34th, down Palm Avenue, to where he was parked at 36th Street.”
“Just wondering,” Nigel said and went back to his desk.
“Okay.” Martin looked down at his notes and started in, “Eddy Jaworski called us with the latest information on the victim. Benjamin Coleman lived in Miami Beach and was a minor criminal—several arrests, no convictions. He checked into the beachfront Holiday Inn here in town two weeks ago. I asked if the police had discovered any connection between the victim and Lester or any motive for the killing. He wouldn’t answer directly, of course, but his silence told me that they have nothing on either connection or motive. He did hint they had some very incriminating evidence—now I know it’s the video.”
“The video might be all they ever need.”
“So the victim’s a crook from out of town,” Martin thought aloud. “And the accused is a rich guy who chums around with the country club crowd. No connection between the suspect and the victim, and no known motive. All of that helps our case, if that’s any consolation.”
“It helps but doesn’t erase the video. I’ll be in my office banging my head on the wall, if anyone needs me.”
A half hour later, Nigel rapped softly on her office door and leaned in. “A man up front, doesn’t have an appointment. Says you’ll want to see him. Should I ask him to make an appointment?”
She stood behind her desk, “Everything else has gone wrong today, show him in.”
“He looks okay. Says his name is Kyle Botting.”
Her eyes widened, and she took hold of the back of her desk chair to steady herself. “I don’t believe it,” she said to herself.
Nigel ushered in the man and closed the office door behind him. 
“Well, hello, Kyle. What are you doing down here?” Four years had done little to change him. She remembered his broad grin, the easy smile, strong cheekbones and the trim body—a definite hint of strength, but not overly muscular.
“You forgot to say goodbye.” He stepped around the desk, stood close in front of her and reached out for her. At first she hesitated and then moved in for a gentle hug. She broke it off at once. He said, “You don’t mind a hug for old times’ sake, do you?”
“Total strangers hug total strangers on the street these days. I’ve stopped evaluating hugs. You might as well sit for a minute.” She moved behind her desk and sat.
Distressed leather chairs sat opposite her desk and along the wall. He dropped into the chair nearest her desk and glanced around the office. “Hey, hey. Look at this office... you always wanted to become a lawyer. So, are you engaged, married or... whatever?”
She shook her head. Fun to see him again, yet he didn’t seem the upbeat guy she remembered. Maybe she was projecting her own cold attitude. “And how are you, still live in Philly?”
He nodded. “So, it’s been four years. You’re looking even better, Sandy. I felt you were stressed out in Philly trying to handle the job and school, not eating correctly and all that. You needed to put on five or ten pounds. You’ve had a chance to take care of yourself down here, haven’t you? Wow, you are absolutely glowing.”
A tinge of color was forming on her cheeks. “Rude of me not to have said goodbye, I know.”
“Rude doesn’t quite do it. I walked in and saw dresser drawers pulled out and empty hangers on the closet floor. You even copped the toothpaste. You simply walked away. The only thing you left behind was the imprint of your head on the pillow.”
“In a hurry. Family emergency down here with my brother. I thought about putting closure on our relationship, but didn’t have time.” She wondered, without the emergency taking her to Florida would they have stayed together during the past four years. The passion of their affair probably wouldn’t have held up that long. “Sorry about the toothpaste. What can I say, I moved on.”
“Yeah, in the middle of the night. When you left our apartment, I thought it was only temporary. I wasn’t sure if I should wait, or run an ad to rent out your side of our king-size bed. To tell the truth, I thought you’d be back in a few days. You share the rent with anyone down here?”
She made a tight smile. “None of your business.”
“The closer I got to Florida, the more excited I became about seeing you. Just got into town. Haven’t found a place to stay yet. Haven’t even checked out the beach. Wanted to look you up first thing. Thought you might have some ideas.”
“Tourists usually stay in a hotel or motel,” she said gently.
“Unless they have friends in town. Of course, sometimes that means they must sleep on the couch, but it’s cozier than a motel. Great to see you again, Sandy. You’re really looking fine, honestly exciting. Maybe we can spend some time together. I took a week vacation.”
“Nice to see you, Kyle I wondered what happened to you. Regardless, you’ve caught me at the absolute worst of times.” A gross exaggeration. The Bardner case was just getting underway. True, she had a dozen open defense cases, but they were waiting for court dates, motions to be heard or such. She and Martin had everything neatly under control. “I’m incredibly busy just now.”
“Too busy for a hug. I suppose far too busy for a kiss, probably need an appointment.”
“Kyle, I wish you wouldn’t bounce in here talking about kissing. It sounds overly familiar.”
“Are you saying I don’t know you well enough to talk like that? I’m not a mere stranger off the street, you know. We have an overly familiar history, remember? You kept me busy in bed for over a year.”
“I kept you busy... I kept you busy?” She looked over at the door. “Keep your voice down. Okay, you’re correct, once we were close. But it’s been four years. You don’t get to pick up the intimacy where you left off. It doesn’t work that way.”
“You mean I must run through all the bases before I can slide into home base again?”
“Forget the metaphor, you’ve left the ballpark. That was a different situation up there—two healthy people sharing a small apartment. The sex just naturally happened.”
“And happened, and happened—.”
She held her hand up like a traffic cop. This wasn’t the time or place to get into those kinds of memories. She stood and came around the desk. “Nice to see you again—but it’s over. Sorry Kyle, I must get back to work.”
“Okay, I’ll be serious. I was just excited to see you again.” He waited a moment before standing. “I shouldn’t have barged in like this out of the blue. I’ll be in town for a week. I hope we can at least have a drink.”
“I’ll walk you to the front door. Enjoy your vacation in Park Beach.”
When Kyle had left, she called for Nigel, who was buried in his computer. After he came trotting over to her office, she said, “Here’s the name and address of Sparkle Faulk, Lester’s girlfriend. An unlikely first name, but that’s what he gave me. And I don’t know where she works. Anyway, see what you can find on her and get her in here. I need to see her and find out if she has any connection with the shooting. But don’t tell her why. Okay?”
“If that could wait just a minute, I’m in the middle of something that looks important.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Everything about this case is important. We have very little to work with, and at this point we don’t know what’s important.”
Martin overheard and came up to them. He winked at her, and said, “If you think it’s important, Nigel, then let’s have it.”
“Let me ask you,” Nigel said, “when Shapiro showed you the incriminating videos was there a break in the sequence?”
“Of course, there are two street-corner cams. There’s a break where the area covered by one camera stops and another picks up the action.”
“That’s what I thought. I’m guessing there’s a two or three minute break that they didn’t explain to you. It’s on my computer screen right now. Let me show you.”
They stepped over to his desk in the front office and stood behind him. He pointed to his computer screen. “Here’s the list of city video cams in the area of the crime. The crime scene was at 34th and Palm and Lester’s vehicle was parked near 36th and Palm. Note there’s no camera in between at 35th Street and Palm Avenue. No video cam at the 35th Street intersection. In other words, there’s no way the police could have followed Lester by video from the crime scene at 34th, to his car parked at 36th. The police don’t have continuing evidence showing the figure running from the crime scene down Palm Avenue to Lester’s car because there’s a gap in the video at 35th. There’s simply no camera at that intersection.”
Sandy and Martin were temporarily speechless.
Nigel swiveled around toward them. “Pretty neat—I suppose.”
“That’s an understatement.” Her head was spinning with possibilities, ready to accept anything to negate the video evidence.
Martin said, “You just earned your salary for the year. It’s good... not earth shaking, but good work. Now check with the street department and be dead certain there’s no camera at 35th.”
“Already did that. I just got off the phone with the Chief Traffic Engineer. He told me the insignificant traffic at the 35th Street intersection doesn’t justify the expense of a camera.”
She gave him a pat on the back. “We’re not home free yet. I have to stand before a jury and maintain that the video shows some unknown person fleeing the scene and somehow disappearing because the next cam shot shows our client running to his car. Somehow, the first guy disappeared and our guy appeared halfway through as if my magic. In fact, I can hear Mel in court calling it the Houdini alibi.”
“But it’s something to talk about,” Martin said. “There still might be private videos from stores in the area. We’ll need to check into that. The police likely have already done that.”
She called Shapiro and asked for a copy of the video per the defendant’s rights under discovery. He explained he couldn’t release the originals, and it would take some time to come up with a verified copy.
“Screw the verified copy. It can come later. All I want is a copy of what you were showing me in the police lab. You don’t have to certify it, and I won’t release it.”
“Okay, okay. I’ll have it copied onto a flash-drive. Give me a half hour, then come and get it. Does that make you happy?”
“Deliriously.”
When Nigel came back with the flash-drive from Shapiro, she and Martin were still rejoicing over the possibility that a gap in the coverage of the street videos might somehow prove useful. They waited nervously while Nigel connected the flash-drive. They played the video several times. A close look at the scene from the 34th Street cam showed the shooting at the curb in front of Mahoney’s Restaurant, and a man who might well be Lester, running off to the left toward 35th Street. Then there is a break before the 36th Street cam picked up Lester running from right to left and getting into a car bearing his license plates.
“You were right, Nigel. I believe we’ve got it,” he said. “It looks as if it could be Lester, who did the shooting at 34th, but too dark to definitely tell. And definitely it’s him at 36th getting into his car.”
She picked up on it, “The shooter is definitely off camera at 35th. A very flimsy point, nevertheless the prosecution can’t prove it is Lester all the way across.”
Nigel spoke up, “Get real, folks. That’s Lester in these videos from start to finish. I don’t see how you could keep a straight face in court.”
“I’ll argue reasonable doubt. The prosecution can’t merely point to the video in court and say, Look, that’s Lester Bardner shooting and running away to his car.”
They were still clustered around Nigel’s computer when Julia Bardner unexpectedly opened the front office door.
“Mrs. Bardner, good you came in,” She motioned the woman into her office. “We need to talk. I’ve decided to defend your husband. I have some papers for you to sign.”
After briefly perusing and signing the engagement agreement, Julia said, “I must say, I’m certainly relieved to put this mess in your hands.” And then she got right to what she was paying for, “What have you done so far? I just came from the jail. Lester looks terrible. You must get him out.”
“I’m having difficulty connecting with him. He only answers questions he likes. Back up and tell me a little about him.”
“He's my third husband. Since you insist I speak frankly, I’ll admit not all my decisions have been sensible ones. Actually, I don't know why I married the first two either. I take that back—I do know why. They were both Wall Street types and at that time in my life I thought they were exciting. Mother was furious that I was marrying down. They were barely on the edge of our Manhattan social circle. In the end, she was correct as they eventually both went bankrupt. Be that as it may, you were asking about Lester. He was polite and cultured, and I was making sizable real estate deals at the time. They just kept pouring in. I needed an upscale appearance at parties I attended and hosted. Lester was useful, and I could control him. Although, he hasn’t lived up to my expectations as a Trophy Husband, he is affable, good looking and knows how to dress. I guess I thought standing alongside him would make me look good. Of course, he can also be a boring twit. He’s more bearable when he’s high. Fortunately, I don’t have to take him for more than a few minutes at a time. As it turns out, he doesn’t have the sense God gave a goose.”
“Mrs. Bardner, it will get more uncomfortable for your husband. He’ll be transported out to the county prison at any time. A tougher situation for him out there, and you’ll have to drive several miles to see him. Frankly, he’s not been forthcoming with me. I get the feeling he’s trying to protect someone by not cooperating with me. Do you have any idea who that person might be?”
The woman frowned. “I simply don’t know enough about the situation. And please, call me Julia.”
“Could that person be you?”
She raised an indignant eyebrow. “My husband shot no one. So how could I have anything to do with it?”
“He hasn’t told me the truth, and I’m not so certain about you. All you seem to know is when he left the house and when he returned. I feel you’re lying even about that. That leaves a large gap of time in which he could have murdered a man.”
“That’s not true, and you’re very careless with your accusations. I must say, I don’t like your manner.”
“Yeah, I've had complaints about it, but it keeps getting worse.” Reality was not this couple’s strong point. “The truth shouldn’t be arbitrary, Julia.”
“Of course not, but I really can’t tell you anything.”
“Apparently, you can’t even tell me where you were last night.”
“As I told you. I was home with Lester all evening. We went to bed around eleven, the police showed up around three this morning.”
“No, that isn’t as you told me. Yesterday, you said you were working late at your office until eight, and he snuck in around midnight. An hour ago, your husband told me he was at Frankie’s Sports Bar until maybe ten. Now you say you were home together all evening. Why don’t you guys decide on which fabrication you want me to take into court and get back to me?”
“No, no, Monday night, he was at the sports bar late and I confronted him when he came home. Last night we were both home all evening and never went out. Lester must be confused. Surely, you’re not accusing me of lying.”
“Surely, that’s exactly what I’m doing. Now you say the sports bar Monday and home together last night. That’s the opposite of what you two first told me. You told me he came home late both nights. I have it in my notes. You people don’t get it. Your husband’s in serious trouble. Verdicts often turn on seemingly insignificant misstatements. He could lose his life over this. Or, if he’s lucky, merely spend the rest of it in prison.”
“I just came from seeing him. I’m sure if you check back, he’ll confirm we were home together.”
“Besides all that, we have a more serious problem. We now know that the police have a video purporting to show him literally shooting Coleman. I have to be able to refute that, and I can’t do it with you two not helping.”
“They have a video of him shooting the man?” The woman bunched down in the soft leather chair and held her arms tightly across her chest.
“Yes, at the exact time you say he was with you at home. Amazing, isn’t it?” Sandy briefly explained about the two videos. She finished by saying, “The camera doesn’t in fact show him continually running to his car, because there was no camera at 35th, so I’ll try to discredit the video at the trial even though it’s a weak argument.”
“All I know is that Lester wouldn’t have killed that guy. He wouldn’t kill anyone.” She suddenly jumped from the chair. “I can’t stand all this!”
Sandy was surprised at her outburst and pushed back from the desk. She watched the woman madly running her fingers through her hair as she hurried into the hallway and out of the office.



Chapter Six
 
Later that same afternoon, Sandy received a message from an agitated Lester Bardner at the city jail. He had to see her at once. She assumed he was panicking either because Julia had told him about the traffic camera video, or because they had him in shackles ready for transport out to the county prison. She decided it wouldn’t hurt to go over and check if his attitude about cooperating had changed.
The Park Beach Police building, with all the additions made as the town had grown, was four floors of attractive white stucco block construction sitting next to the smaller City Hall building, and across Banyan Boulevard from the county courthouse. All were within easy walking distance of the law office, except not so easy if the weather should change from merely hot into especially hot, which was Florida’s prerogative. In that case, one could avoid melting faster than a chocolate Easter egg by driving instead of walking the three short blocks, even though you’d arrive long before the AC had begun to cool the car. That day she drove, Florida was steaming.
Once again, she was in the city detention area of the police building, seated on the empty bunk opposite Lester. She asked if he had been eating.
“Don’t ask about the food here. Do you know there are no springs on these beds? Just a thin mattress pad on a concrete slab.”
“Knew that, forgot that and don't care to hear about it again.” At least he sounded less depressed. “Now what's bothering you?”
“My wife was just here. She told me all about that police video and the traffic cameras.”
“Yeah, it’s not good they have that video. Can you explain any of it? What do you have to say?”
“I haven’t seen the video. But I can tell you I didn’t shoot that guy.”
“Well, it certainly looks like you, shooting into the car in front of Mahoney’s and running back to your car.”
“I believe I can help you with that.”
“Oh good, does that mean I finally have your serious attention, and you’re going to start telling me the truth?”
His eyes moved upwards as though remembering. “There’s a little coffee bar on the corner of 35th Street and Palm Avenue—that is, between 34th and 36th.”
She sat waiting.
“I was in that coffee bar last night at 8 p.m.”
She bolted upright, her briefcase sliding to the floor. “You were in that coffee place last night? You told me you were in the sports bar until about ten.”
“I think that was the night before last.” Looking upwards again, he said, “In fact, I was in there for at least a half hour. Still drinking my coffee when I heard the police sirens down the block. Then I came out and ran down to my car.”
She stepped over, gripped the bars on the door with both hands for a moment, considering the implausible statement she had just heard, then turned and faced him. “When did you decide on this third alibi version? No, don’t tell me.” She picked up her briefcase from the floor and sat back down. “So your actions exactly match the sequence we need to discredit the video evidence.”
“I believe so.”
Who had the smarts to think that one up? Certainly not him. She wondered if Julia was even that clever. After being told about the gap in the video sequence, they had come up with a creative explanation to fit the video—and it was good. Lester was one block from the crime scene sipping coffee at the time of the shooting. He then left The Coffee Mug, and the 36th Street cam filmed him innocently walking to his parked car. Perfect. A marvelous coincidence, a brilliant, amazingly perfect, lifesaving coincidence.
She continued with the questions, but her heart wasn’t in it. “When was the last time you were at Frankie’s Sports Bar?”
He took a note from his shirt pocket and peeked at it.
“What’s that?” she said.
“Nothing.” He put it back in his pocket hurriedly.
“Let me see it.” She reached over, snatched it from his pocket and read, “Monday... sports bar... late. I guess that means you stayed late. Tuesday... Coffee Mug 1/2 hour.”
She sat back down on the bunk, leaned back against the concrete wall, covered her face with her hands and sighed in frustration, “What do I do with you two characters?”
“You’re upset aren’t you?”
“Oh, I shot beyond upset on our last visit, I’ve now moved on to hopelessly infuriated.”
“Julia said to tell you that we both have been lying only because we were so scared. We had decided earlier that my alibi would be better if we were together at home. The real truth is I was at The Coffee Mug.”
“The two of you got together and decided to lie to me about being home that night, is that correct?”
He nodded.
“But now you’re telling me the truth.”
He nodded.
She gathered her papers and briefcase and stepped toward the cell door. Over her shoulder, she said, “Have you in fact ever been to The Coffee Mug?”
“I believe so.”
 
 
Midmorning the next day, Martin was at The Coffee Mug on the corner of 35th Street and Palm Avenue, the corner not covered by the municipal traffic cam system. He had decided to go to the coffee bar and check if they had a security system, which might show customers in there around 8 p.m. the night of the murder. He had absolutely no expectation that Lester would be shown to have been there, but he could hope.
He found the place surprisingly cozy with cushioned benches along the walls below the two corner windows, square tables and the counter bar. All nicely matching the teal and coffee-brown colored walls. The coziness, he decided, was due to the darkened glass of the windows and muted glow of small table lamps. Even at high noon, the place had the snug feeling of some late evening refuge from the merciless bright hotness of the Florida day outside.
After he explained the seriousness of his purpose, the assistant manager admitted that the obvious official-looking camera mounted in plain sight high on the wall above the cashier was a fake; there was no installed video system. However, at his request, she did point out Holly Davies, the server who was on duty Tuesday night.
He looked over at the young woman with spiked black hair, jet-black eye makeup and dark red lipstick. Her miniskirt was no longer that the short server’s apron she wore. “Oh, does she work here?” he said, thinking she’d be better suited in some late-night hangout.
Holly Davies was attractive, if you could get beyond her rather devilish first impression. She appeared young to start with, and her exaggerated appearance made her seem even more immature, at least to him. Yet, she was pleasantly upbeat and reasonably well-spoken.
After staring at the photo of Lester Bardner, unfortunately Holly didn’t recall him ever being in there. Yes, she remembered the sirens and flashing lights down the block that night.
Most of all, she seemed fascinated by Martin being an investigator. “You wear that dark suit and tie all the time? What’s your name?”
“Martin Bronner. Do you remember anything unusual about that night, Holly? Anyone rushing in or out? Any commotion out on the street?”
She looked thoughtful. “I know which night you’re talking about—all the sirens and police cars. What side are you on, Marty? I mean the killer’s or the guy he shot?”
“I’m on the side of truth, justice and the American way,” he said playfully. “Seriously, I simply want to know what happened.”
“Well, I can save you some time. Because I know who the killer was and can tell you exactly what happened.” She paused while he raised an eyebrow. “They showed the guy in handcuffs and everything on TV last night.” She grinned at her little joke.
“If you watch TV shows, Holly. You know the suspect isn’t the killer unless a jury says he’s the killer.”
“You’re right, the person they first suspect at the start of the show never turns out to be the real killer.” She was having fun with all of it. “What about the dead guy. Sounds like you’re trying to help the killer. That’s not cool.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“You did so. Let’s sit down.” She signaled her intention to the woman behind the bar, took his arm and drew him down next to her on the window bench. Her skirt was so short he turned his eyes away. “Is there a reward? I’m saving up for college. Oh my god, I just realized, I’m talking to a real live lawyer, how cool is that? So like, you’re going to stick up for the guy they arrested... get him off... beat the rap… all that?”
“Defense attorneys don’t get criminals off. They fight against abuse of rights, wrongful prosecutions or misapplication of forensic science. It’s not a simple subject.”
“You know, you’re really uptight. I need to go to college and learn some cool words like that. You’re an important man, aren’t you? You know, if you’re part of the ruling class, the one percent, I’m not supposed to like you.”
He gave a slightly embarrassed smile. “Are you always this chatty?”
“Hey, I’m on my break, don’t want to sit and read the menu. You got me all excited now being part of a real life murder investigation. You never know, maybe I’m trying to totally abuse the killer’s rights. I suppose you’d better interrogate me and find out.”
“I’m really just interested in knowing whether or not he was in here. How old are you, sixteen?”
“Almost twenty. What if I were older?”
“You need to be careful about talking flippantly with some strange man.”
“Marty, you’re about the most unstrangest man I’ve ever seen. And you look awesome, like one of those cool guys in ads for expensive suits. Except you walk like you got a stick up your ass. You might want to think about kicking back and chilling. And besides, I can take care of myself.”
“Okay, let’s stop all the kidding around and get serious. I appreciate the help you’ve given me. You could do me a big favor, Holly. Here’s a photo of the man. Could you ask some of the regulars and your coworkers when you see them, if they remember this guy being here last Tuesday.”
“Okay, fine. I’ll ask around for you. Because I’ve already decided, I really want your side to win.”
“That’s just perfect, Holly. Nice to meet you.” He gave her his business card. “Just in case something comes up.”
“I’ll make up a bunch of stuff, so you’ll have to come back.”
“Come on. I told you this investigation is serious and important to me.”
“Okay, Marty... Mr. Lawyer Man. But even if I can’t help, I hope I see you again. So, how would you rate me on a scale of nine to ten?”
“You are off the scale.”
“Awesome.”



Chapter Seven
 
Nigel Edwards arrived at the law office the following morning at his usual time, which was one hour before the normal opening time of nine. He parked along the north side of the building, leaving the first two parking spaces empty for Sandy and Martin. The attractive, one-story office building, designed with a Spanish flavor and built and occupied by Martin’s father, sat on a downtown lot back among mature mossy oak trees, a mere three short blocks from the county courthouse, the Park Beach city hall and the police station. The small building housed only the firm of Bronner and Reid.
Neither Sandy nor Martin were aware of Nigel’s self-imposed early schedule. He didn’t do it to score points, and he preferred they not know or else they might fuss about it. Obviously, they were aware he arrived at least a few minutes early because they’d find the front steps swept, the lights on in their offices, their computers running. His heritage was from a nation of shopkeepers, as the United Kingdom was sometimes called, and he knew how to get a place open for business. Sandy or Martin would occasionally show up early for some abnormal reason and remark about his being there before them; he’d shrug it off as if it were abnormal for him that morning as well.
He had been somewhat startled when they entrusted him with the office keys even before the end of his first week—the keys to the Bronner and Reid Kingdom. He appreciated the vote of trust, yet his new power over the front door lock meant nothing special to him, just an office—although an important one to the two law partners and their clients. His work with the computer in the law office could be important at rare times, but never particularly challenging. He knew himself well enough to know it would soon be boringly repetitive. He had a lot to learn about the law, of course, yet he was capable of so much more than they had him doing. On the technical side, not a fraction of his technical abilities was being used. He should be writing esoteric algorithms for the National Security Agency.
He wanted to make more money. Not out of need, but to assuage his pride. Simply put, he was worth more. Upon being graduated from Indiana State University, a campus recruiter for an IT start-up in Silicon Valley offered him a dream job. To his later regret, he turned it down thinking a good job could wait; he should take the summer off and “find himself.” In truth, what he wanted to find was what magical Florida was all about. He had always been attracted to places he hadn’t been and girls he hadn’t met, including those fabulous women he had heard about who rollerblade topless along South Beach.
Indiana State had some of the prettiest coeds in the country—the prettiest, not the easiest—in desperation, he’d turn on a British accent and that occasionally did the trick. However, his fake accent didn’t get him a second glance down at the more sophisticated South Beach. Even so, his quest did bring him to Florida—without enough money to leave.
Several meaningless jobs later, at age twenty-five, he grew tired of underachieving; his career was off track, and he couldn’t afford to let more years just slip by with no progress. At least now he was working and that was good. And he was appreciated by both of them. Sandy was sometimes unmannerly with people although certainly likable. Not quite as clever as she sometimes believed she was, but clever. He had to laugh at that thought because she’d be the first one to say it about herself. Martin was indeed a classic and belonged in nineteenth century England as possibly the Duke of Wellington, or some such. And to Nigel, seemed to be the type who tried to find at least some small thing he liked in everyone. They did make an appealing pair. With her seemingly being oblivious to his eyes feasting on her as though she were a bowl of cherries and cream. Nigel had naturally assumed, at the start, they were intimate. But soon realized they merely held each other in high, tender regard, which was nice but didn’t make sense. Nigel didn’t understand the absence of romance between them, someone has to be kidding someone. In his mind, he was certain that the status quo between them was unsustainable and soon some spark would set off climactic fireworks.
They would soon give him an increase in salary, of that he was confident, and he’d be appreciative of whatever increment they had in mind. He realized he couldn’t expect the wages there in the small ocean side town of Park Beach to match what he could command in the big city. As that was the case, he didn’t see himself sticking around permanently. He did love the small town environs, the beach and the weather. And he did love working with them and being a small part of their approach to justice and their defense of the rich and poor who showed up desperate at their door. They were genuine, no dirty-dealing in their office. Even so, would all that be enough to compensate for not having a satisfying career situation? One with unquestioned responsibility and contribution? Of course, if he ever got something going with his love life in this little town, his attitude about something as unimportant as money could change overnight.
At ten minutes to nine, his solitude was broken. Sandy and Martin had arrived and the phone would soon start ringing. The busy law office routine had begun and he loved it.
They had brought in an extra coffee for him, and they stood in the reception area while he briefly informed them of the messages left on the answering machine. She made a remark about how comforting it was knowing the office was in good hands.
It was hard for Nigel to imagine he was part of such happenings, he said, “I’m certainly glad we met, and I’m eager to be working here.” He thought back to how he and Sandy had met. “Do you frequently start up conversations with handcuffed young men being held at the Sheriff’s Department?”
“I don’t hang out there,” she said. “On that day, I was working a criminal case and waiting to speak to my friend, Lieutenant Triney. I must admit in your case I was guilty of profiling. You had the air of innocence not often seen around jails, standing there in a suit and tie with that vulnerable stare people get when they’re unjustly accused. When you told me you were merely a passenger in a no-injury accident, I wondered why they were holding you since you weren’t driving.”
Nigel looked over at Martin to explain. “The girl I was riding with was a student in the Adult-Ed computer class I was teaching in the evening. I needed a ride home after class because I hadn’t switched over my Indiana Drivers License yet. After the crash, the girl freaked and took off, leaving me to deal with the police. The deputy assumed I was driving, asked for my license, which was invalid and things went downhill from there.” He looked at her. “How did you get me released so fast? I figured on one night in the lockup, at least.”
She said, “At my request, Triney had the street sergeant give me their version, which included his deputy being unable to push the girl’s small car out of the traffic lane because the deputy couldn’t move the seat back far enough to get his legs in past the steering wheel. I laughed and told Triney to go in and take note of the long legs on the lad they were detaining. When he laid all that on the girl, she admitted she was driving, and they let you go.”
Martin said, “Sandy gave me a call from the sheriff’s office and said a charming young man, who simply dropped out of the clouds, would be a likely candidate for our front office here. She told me your parents live in the UK. However, you were born in the US, back when your father was in the British Foreign Service. You lived with your parents in Chicago during that time and later were graduated from Indiana State with a Bachelors in Computer Science. She wanted to know when I could interview you. I said if she like him, then go ahead and hire him on the spot.”
Nigel said, “We talked for a few minutes, and then Sandy gave me a one question interview. I must have answered correctly because here I am.”
Martin leaned forward in his chair. “What, pray tell, was the magic question she asked?”
She interrupted, “I asked him if he knew how to hack into other people’s computers.”
“What!” Martin said. “We don’t want him to do any such thing.”
“Even so, he confessed he could do it, which I thought was good. I figured unless he could do that sort of thing, he wasn’t a true computer nerd. I don’t want to hear the person we hire sitting in the front office moaning, ‘Oh golly, this darn computer is acting funny.’”
Martin looked serious. “Nigel, would you please assure me right now that you’d never engage in any such illegal action to obtain information on the Internet.”
“Certainly not!”
She asked quickly, “Would you admit it if you did?”
“Certainly not!”
She laughed. “You see, Martin, he’s the perfect addition to our office.”
“I intend to be quite useful. Of course, I need to study and learn about the legal aspect of things, but be assured no technical issue is beyond me.” Nigel paused to glance around the office. “One thing I would suggest immediately is to network all these computers so the same information, for instance client data, is available simultaneously on all computers. In fact, if you so desire, it would take a mere five minutes to configure the computers to function as a video intercom for you. So you could tell who was in the front waiting room. Very simple, really—any computer hobbyist could do it. As it is right now, I screen the calls and visitors at my front desk, and then have to walk down the hall to tell you.”
She shook her head. “I can’t speak for Martin, but I don’t like being buzzed, I prefer being spoken to. Our offices aren’t that large. We occupy only two of our four offices, then there’s a utility room and you up front. No one’s more than a step from anyone else, a cozy community. I like the way you do it now, walking up and down the hall, gently tapping on our doors. Besides, you’re an energetic young chap, you need to stretch those remarkably long legs of yours. What do you think, Martin?”
“I’m certain our guests appreciate being formally announced.”
No surprise there. She could have guessed that her punctilious partner would prefer the most polite, ceremonious manner. It had taken months to get to him to remove his suit jacket in her presence.
“Good, it’s settled then.” She looked back at Nigel. “Now if you could fake a British accent it’d be even better.”
Nigel laughed. “As a matter of fact, I can easily do what Yanks mean when they speak of a British accent. Not to mention, I do an hilarious nineteenth-century English butler.”
“Speak with a British accent around here and we’ll raise our fees,” Martin joked.
Later, about an hour before noon, a rather striking young woman entered and stepped up to Nigel’s desk. While she was staring down at the business card in her hand, he was sizing her up with raised eyebrows: black spiked hair, a pretty face naturally pale and normal except for the heavy, dark eyeliner around her large innocent eyes. Her shape was slim, and she wore black calf-length leggings, a short black skirt and black platform shoes. 
She caught him staring and said, “Hello?” to bring him back into existence. “Is this the right place?” As she handed him the business card, he noticed the black fingernails.
It was Martin Bronner’s card.
This was a very interesting girl. “Why don’t you sit down for a minute and tell me your name,” he said officiously once he had himself together.
“How does someone like you get a job in a fancy office like this?”
He stiffened in his chair and touched the knot of his tie. “Someone like me?”
“I mean you’re young. I want a job like this.”
“We could talk about that sometime, I suppose. I know many people. I’d need to know much more about you, of course. Let’s start with your name.”
“Holly Davies. But what about Mr. Bronner?”
“What about him?”
“Well, dude, I’m here to see him not you.”
“Oh, yes, of course you are.” He tore his eyes away from her and checked the schedule on his computer, “Let’s see... you don’t have an appointment.”
“Look, he gave me his card!” She glared at him for a second. “I knew I shouldn’t have come... gimme his card back.” She snatched it from his fingers.
“No, don’t go. I mean… sit down. Please.” He held his hand up to keep her in place and hurried back to Martin’s office.
Martin remembered the name and followed Nigel back up to the front office. He smiled when he saw her, but would never get used to that look. “Holly, of course. You didn’t need to come by. You could have called. Do you have some information for me?”
She had a wide grin on her face. “You need that guy’s photo back? I pinned it up in the back room where all employees can see it.”
“That’s great.”
“I talked to each of the workers... there’s eight of us. No one remembered seeing the guy. Not a regular. Not what you wanted to hear, I’m sorry.”
“Holly, that’s marvelous. However, you really didn’t need to make a trip down here for that. Thank you very much.”
“No one believed that I knew you, not one of them, even when I showed them your card.”
“You’ve given me useful information. I appreciate it. Is there anything else?”
“The manager said some police dude had been in and showed her the same picture. But no police talked to me, or any of the others. So like, he wasn’t as smart as you.”
“He didn’t have Holly Davies on his side. So, thanks for stopping by.”
“Can I see your office as long as I’m here?”
“Well, you really need to call first, so I can give you my undivided attention.” He looked at his watch for emphasis.
She smiled at him. “Just a teeny-weenie peek?”
He shrugged. “Just a peek.” He led her down the hall and after a tentative step into his large office, she said. “Awesome. This is like going into another country—yeah, like I’ve ever been in another country.” She stood looking around at the time-honored arrangement of rich tones and dark woods that screamed out years of high fees from his father’s law practice; all tastefully bedecked with irreplaceable garnishes and accoutrements. Rows of leather-bound books reached from floor to ceiling ensconced in a teak bookcase built into the wall behind his desk. Dark tinted shades partially covered the two windows.
“Wow, all this leather in here, must be like living in a wallet. Looks like you’re about due for a new desk.” She ran her fingertips over the sleek mahogany surface only slightly distressed by one hundred years of service.
The four paintings arranged on the walls were nineteenth century landscapes by American artists. “But I like the pictures.” She stepped up closer and extended a finger as though to touch a painting. Martin cleared his throat noticeably. She looked back at him and then over to the corner. “Hey, I could live on that leather couch.” She walked leisurely around his office, running her finger across a row of law books. “You’re an important person, aren’t you? I’ve never known an important person, I mean like, who even knows my name. I guess you don’t need to display awards and certificates on your walls like the offices in TV shows because you already understand how important you are and don’t give a shit whether other people know it or not—that’s cool.”
He shrugged. “Everyone’s important in one way or another.”
“You’re so full of it, aren’t you?” She turned around and faced him, resting her hands on the back of a chair. “I need your advice.” She bit the corner of her lip. He didn’t say anything—speculating about her next move.
“I’m thinking about getting married.”
“Oh, that’s a surprise, Holly, you hadn’t mentioned that before.” He was still surprised about her showing up at his office. Even though he didn’t know her and didn’t want to get involved, he had to admit it was sensible of her to be asking for advice from an adult—even though he was the wrong adult. He was less annoyed when he thought about the interruption that way. He couldn’t just dismiss her with a few platitudes and be done with her. Much too young, could be the biggest mistake of her life—all that. He’d give her a moment.
He moved the leather chair up closer to his desk for her. “Go ahead and sit for a minute. I guess you’ve considered what that means. It’ll be tough to save money for anything, let alone for your college education.” He sat in his desk chair. “What will your folks say about that?”
“Mom will go, ‘That’s nice dear. How’s school?’ Daddy will nod and go, ‘Ask your mother.’ Once, when I was twelve, I told daddy that mom said I could drive the car, and he tossed me the keys without looking up. So, you want to tell me why should I bother with them?”
“Sorry about that, but you do live at home? What do they think about your Goth appearance?”
“Mom raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything. Dad hasn’t noticed. Doesn’t bother me. They’re easy and never ask me to do anything. They were both older when I came along. Both have to work. I don’t know them all that well. I don’t remember if they were more involved when I was younger. I sort of remember looking up at daddy wanting him to pick me up. Maybe he did. Doesn’t matter, I guess.”
He shifted slightly in his chair to break eye contact with her, to get away from the subject of her childhood. “Just the same, since you’re still living at home, please tell your parents about your plans. You say they’re good to you, so they deserve to at least be told.” He looked at her until she nodded. He knew he should just keep quiet, wasn’t any of his business. “So, you’re about to become engaged?”
“No, just married,” she said grinning.
“And all this has something to do with me? Am I supposed to talk you into it, or out of it? You’ve already guessed what I’ll tell you. What’s happening here?”
“Since I have you for my friend, and I can ask you stuff, I thought you probably should know.”
He stiffened noticeably, shook his head ever so slightly and frowned. He didn’t like the sound of those words, and the soft manner in which she was looking at him made him uncomfortable. He needed to bring her assumptions and expectations back to reality immediately, even harshly. “Holly, I appreciate you taking the time to talk with me yesterday in the shop and helping me with my investigation. That was nice of you. And I’m flattered that you want me for a friend, but it was business. Now showing up here is awkward, and apparently the purpose was to tell me you’re getting married.”
“I thought we had made a connection.” She stood to leave. “Wow, and I was thinking about this all night. Excited this morning that I was going to come here and tell you my plans. Didn’t think anyone else would give a shit whether I got married.”
“Holly—.”
“You were so friendly in the shop. And you looked at me, not my body, when you spoke. And I thought, hey, this is a nice guy. I don’t know, I felt we had some sort of connection. Of course, you just put all that on because it was business. I understand that’s the way people do it.”
“I’m sorry if I said anything that led you to believe it was anything other than business.”
“Oh god no, just one of my screwy ideas—my having a cool lawyer guy for my friend.”
“Holly, sit down for another minute. I care about you the same way I care about any young person who comes to me for advice and is confused.” She wasn’t visibly pouting or even frowning, simply sitting there stoically taking in his words.
“So I’m nothing special and I’m confused. Well, fuck you. Anything else, as long as you’re dissing me? How about friends? Can I at least be a friend? Not a special friend because you’re too busy for that. Someone you merely wave to as you’re speeding by on your way to do something important.”
“Holly, I want to be friendly with you, but a casual friend is all it can be. You understand?”
“Better than nothing.” She smirked. “Okay, Marty, that’s settled. So now, we’re sort of friends. You know, you can be my friend without becoming responsible for me.”
“That’s good news.” He stole another glance at his desk clock. If he was influencing her for the better, it was worth the time. He’d give her another minute. “I hope you do some serious thinking before making an important decision such as marriage.”
“Maybe I have thought it through and decided marriage is the way to go. You don’t know everything.”
“Okay, so you’ve carefully thought out the ramifications. I assumed an attractive girl such as you had a boyfriend. Tell me about the lucky guy.”
“Oh, I’m not marrying my boyfriend. I’m marrying this man I met at The Coffee Mug last week.”
He pushed back from his desk. “Excuse me while I have a massive heart attack.”
“I don’t love the man. It’s sort of a business arrangement. And don’t ask me his name, we haven’t got that far. He said he was willing to give me a lot of money. I said like yeah right, that’s nice, what do I have to do? And he goes like, marry him.”
He moved his chair back up to his desk and narrowed his eyes. “What did this man say... exactly?”
“I don’t remember exactly. He’s been coming in a lot lately. Always with his camera junk. Said he was a photographer. He’s going to have a lot of money from somewhere soon. He owns this great condo on the beach, said I could move in before we get married, if I didn’t have anywhere to stay. Said it didn’t make any difference to him whether I did.”
“How old is this guy?”
“Like he’s got to be thirty. Cool, huh? But I don’t have to stay married to him.”
“You don’t? Was that discussed?”
“He mentioned it.”
“So he wants to marry you for just for a while, and he’s going to get a lot of money one day and you’ll get some of it once he gets it. So it’s a really cool deal for you. And, of course, he’s very nice and polite. Get real, Holly. The guy’s a hustler or might be here illegally and needs to marry you to stay in the states. Did he ask you out?”
She shook her head.
He said, “You know this could be all about sex.”
“Marty, at nineteen everything’s about sex.”
“You know what I mean. If you trust me, just stop and give this some time. Perhaps you should try to meet other young people—enlarge your circle of friends.”
“Golly gee, Mr. Bronner. Maybe I could join the other kids at summer camp! We could sing songs and play neat games.”
He had to smile at her. Not dumb, her problem was common sense. He closed his eyes and shook his head slowly. It sounded horrible. At any rate, now that he had become aware of the situation, how could he not get more involved? Finally, he said, “At least slow all this down somewhat. Give me his name and I’ll see what I can find out about him.”
“He told me his first name is Bruce. Don’t know his last name.”
“Let’s do this. You met Nigel on the way in here?”
“Yes, he’s cute. I totally killed him.”
“You can trust Nigel. Find out the man’s last name and whatever else you can without raising his suspicions. He may not want his photo taken, so use your smartphone when he’s not looking. Don’t give him any personal information about yourself. Get his address, but absolutely do not give him yours or the phone number at your house. And never be alone with him. Understand? Get it all to Nigel.” He had to play the friend card to be sure she’d listen. “You told me you wanted to be friends. Well, this is your new friend talking, so listen up.”
“Okay, fine. I see what you’re doing and I appreciate it. But don’t screw this up and scare him off. Don’t stalk him or have some tough detective rough him up. I’ll wait and think about it. I do nothing besides working and sleeping, this is different—I want to do this. It’s like hitting the lottery. I want this to happen. I could quit my job and go to college. He’s going to give me like fifty thousand to marry him for a while, he’s not going to touch me and I don’t have to do anything. How cool is that!”



Chapter Eight
 
Holly Davies streamed out of the office after she had finished talking with Nigel. Sandy had noticed all the activity and walked back to Martin’s office. “Who’s the hot Goth girl?”
“She’s the server I questioned at The Coffee Mug. I find I’m learning more about her than I really want to know. Yesterday she was unknown and now suddenly she’s part of my life.”
By then, Nigel was at the doorway. “Isn’t she free-spirited? Give her a headband and a tie-dyed top, and she’d have made a good hippy back in the ‘60’s. What’s the point of being a teenager if you can’t dress weird? I’ll bet she has a bizarre tattoo somewhere on her body.”
“And you’d like to search for it, I suppose,” she said.
“It wouldn’t take long to find it,” Martin offered. “Too much personality and not enough clothing. Not much is left to the imagination.”
“I don’t know,” Nigel said. “Some of us have more imagination than others.”
She said, “Can we bring the heat down in here?” They laughed.
Martin was still scratching his head. “You can add Holly to the list of otherwise normal young women who are about to marry the wrong man for the wrong reason. Put her at the top.”
“And just why are you spending any time at all with her?” she asked. “You know what happens when you give a stray kitten a saucer of milk.”
“Well, first, I’d have been polite to her regardless. Second, she cooperated with whatever she knew about Lester not being at The Coffee Mug. And third, it’s smart of her to ask an adult for advice before making such a decision.” He could tell Sandy was getting annoyed. “I want to check out this man almost ten years her senior, she’s about to get involved with. And I need to borrow some of Nigel’s time to do it.”
“Martin, it’s not really your concern whether a server you met yesterday marries some jerk or not. And certainly not the firm’s concern.”
“Sorry Sandy, I want to make it my concern. It’s like seeing a toddler playing with a knife, how can you not reach out and stop it? Intervention is called for regardless of the consequences for oneself.”
“Is that how you think of getting married, like a toddler playing with a knife?”
“She dropped by to casually tell me she’s willing to accept the promise of some stranger to give her fifty thousand eventually to play house with him now. I’m making it my concern.”
“I feel she’s the stranger. But, the way you explain it, I guess it’s the right thing to do.”
“Okay, let’s just go ahead and check into a few things. Perhaps we can save her some grief. Sandy, I hope you don’t mind too much, Nigel is going to run a preliminary check on the man.”
Nigel said, “I’d be happy to get even more involved, if you’d like. In my spare time, of course.”
“How very kind of you. Nigel, if you have any spare time, please spend it helping me come up with a workable defense for Lester Bardner,” she said.
Nigel continued. “I could demonstrate to her the joyful possibilities of a more satisfying relationship with a man nearer her own age.”
“In other words, you’re willing to try to make out with her,” Martin suggested. “What a guy.”
She said, “Nigel, I understand you’re half joking, but in any case, I don’t want you mixing personal and office affairs. I don’t want her frequenting this office drawn by your considerable magnetism.”
Martin spoke up, “I agree with Sandy. As thankful as we are that you’re willing to sacrifice yourself, I’m asking that, other than doing the research, you please stay completely out of this. Forget about Holly.”
“Who?”
They heard someone come in the front office door and Nigel hurried up the hallway. He found a pleasant looking and physically fit young woman who had taken one step into the reception area and stopped as though waiting for further instructions. From the neat blonde ponytail and the crisp white, Brooks Brothers shirt, Nigel would have guessed she was there to apply for a clerical position.
After the hello, she said, “You left a message on my phone, I thought I’d come on in. I’m Charlene Faulk.”
“I left a message… Charlene Faulk?” Nigel looked down at his notes. “Oh, are you Sparkle’s... sister?”
“How do you know that name? Mr. Bardner promised he wouldn’t use that name in public. Now I understand why you were trying to reach me. It’s about him, isn’t it? So now the entire world knows about me? Has he implicated me in any way?”
It was now clear to Nigel who she was. “Thank you for coming in. Sandy Reid will explain. She’s defending Mr. Bardner and needs to get in touch with you. I’ll tell her you’re here.”
Sandy smiled when he told her. “Oh, the girlfriend of our deceitful client. I can’t wait to get a look at Sparkle. What’s she like, is she red-hot, a slit up the side of her skirt... what?”
“She’s not the hot gold-digger we imagined philandering with Lester Bardner. Not at all. Her appearance is perfectly fine. Seems quite comfortable in looking above-average. I didn’t get the chance to tell you I was unsuccessful tracing a Sparkle Faulk. Now I know why—her real name is Charlene.”
“So, Lester’s reluctant girlfriend. Show her in.”
After introductions, Charlene Faulk declined to sit and remained standing stiffly holding her handbag in front of her with both hands. “The young man called me Sparkle, so I suppose I can’t deny I know Lester. You’re his attorney? And you call me in to talk to me? This is all very scary. Don’t I have some rights or something?”
“You have nothing to fear from us, Miss Faulk. In fact, just the opposite. It’s to our advantage to keep your relationship with Lester hush-hush. I’ll explain everything. Are from around here?”
The young woman sat down stiffly on the edge of the chair. “Mother still lives in Tampa, we’re not close. When daddy accused her of running around, she kicked him out. Here I am blathering away.” She said nervously as if talking to herself. “Anyway, I chose to live with him and loved it. Daddy was an engineer for the power company. I was attending business college over there when he was killed—drunk driver ran a red light.”
“So sorry for your loss.” After a moment, Sandy asked for her address and started making notes. “You work in some local club, don’t you?”
“A health club, the Beach Fitness Center. I’m the office manager.”
“I guess that explains how you keep in shape,” Sandy said. “Well, as you no doubt know, Lester is implicated in a shooting. We’ve been engaged to defend him, and your name came up in our inquiries. Can we talk a little about your relationship? I need to understand it before I go on.”
“Is it okay if I’m mad at him? He swore he wasn’t married, and I found out he was. Meanwhile, he was treating me as if I were some queen. I’m not exactly from the other side of the tracks, but people with lots of money like Lester live in a completely different world—pricey restaurants, hotels and all. I got a glimpse of a dream world where no one worries about jobs or money. They just sit around waiting to indulge in the next whim that happens to strike them. He knew I wasn’t used to being treated special like that.”
“How long did this affair last?”
“Three months.”
“As you might imagine the police have started investigating Lester. They are trying to find a connection with the victim and a reason for Lester to kill him. Have you heard of Ben Coleman?”
“Only from the papers.”
“Did you ever hear Lester mention his name, or take a call or anything like that?”
Charlene shook her head.
“How familiar are you with Miami Beach?”
“Not at all. I was thrilled when Lester took me down there for a few days last month. I did become quite familiar with Room 1804 at the exquisite Fontainebleau. That’s where he wanted to spend the time. I didn’t mind it that much.” Her hand covered her mouth for a second. “I guess that’s more than you need to know, isn’t it?”
“I get the picture.”
“Anyway, he was excited as a kid at Christmas all the way there. Said I’d discover a surprise when we got to our room. I suspected he might propose, heaven forbid. Once we were in the hotel room, he gave me this small wrapped package. Inside was a blue Tiffany Box tied with white ribbon. I was so excited. I’ll accept anything in a Tiffany Box. It was a gorgeous pearl necklace. When I took it out of the box I almost cried. I’ve always wanted genuine pearls. Lester said they were the best. He said he wanted to see me wearing nothing but the necklace. So I put them on, I don’t know why I’m telling you all this, and did exactly what plenty of other women would do under the circumstances, I paraded around the room naked except for my new pearls. That’s when he started calling me Sparkle.”
Charlene had been looking down at her hands. Now she raised her head, and said, “Okay, go ahead and judge me. I’m sorry about the married man part, but I’m not going to apologize for enjoying myself.”
All of that sounded honest to Sandy. “Did he meet anyone there? Did he seem to wander off, or stay close to you?”
“Like I said, close as honeymooners.”
“I guess if it took you three months to discover he was married, you weren’t looking very hard. When did you figure out he was married?”
“I was fairly certain the first date.”
“The first date. But you were with him for three months?”
“I was suspicious, but he said he wasn’t married and I wanted to believe him. And then after a couple dates, I didn’t want to know. Tried not to believe there was a wife somewhere I was hurting. I lived with the guilt, pretended I didn’t suspect and let him go on being nice to me. I’m ashamed of myself for doing that. I thought I was being so moral at the start by never dating a married man, and then when this happened with Lester, I didn’t want the ride to end. Good looking guy, easy with money and fun, you know. I let him do as he pleased. He was trying to be charming but came off a little quirky and bossy. I didn’t mind. He took charge and took care of everything. I felt safe with him.”
Sandy shrugged. “We’re getting off the subject here.”
“Sorry. When we got back from Miami Beach, I started checking him out, and my original suspicions were confirmed. I couldn’t lie to myself any longer. Next time he called, I confronted him and he confessed. Said he wanted to get a divorce, didn’t want to lose me and all that. It sounded lame, but I guess I bought it. I started to tell him we were through, but couldn’t bring myself to do it even then.”
“Why not?”
“Because I was enjoying it. I was indulging myself, and he was certainly getting what he wanted. At least at the beginning. It all came to an end for me one night when he got all emotional and pledged his undying love, or something scary like that. I knew then I had to break it off. I didn’t really want to push him out of my life—be lonely again. Go back to waiting for some half way normal guy who doesn’t exist. I didn’t love Lester, but we had good times.”
“When did you in fact dump him?”
“A couple of weeks ago.”
“What did you want from him at the end? You threatened to tell his wife.”
“Did he tell you that? Yes, I threatened to tell his wife, if he didn’t stop phoning me.”
“I understand you gave him an ultimatum to divorce his wife soon, or the affair was over.”
“Didn’t happen that way. Just so you believe the right person. For your information, I did not give him any choice, such as get a divorce, or we’re through dating. There was no ultimatum. It was dead wrong, and I finally put an end to it. I didn’t want him, and I wanted nothing from him. When at last I got the nerve, I ditched him clean and haven’t seen him since.”
“You’re the one I believe, Charlene. I might need some information on dates later to establish the time frame, such as when he was in Miami Beach, but other than that I don’t believe any of this has to be explained to anyone.”
“I want a real romance, not a married man,” she said, as if talking to herself. “There aren’t a lot of men out there for me. And I’ll be forty before you know it.”
“You? When?”
“Well, in nine years.” She wasn’t smiling, she was distressed about it. “I want to get married for my dad, he would have liked that. I guess I come off as pretty needy, or were you thinking more like pitiful?”
“I haven’t heard too much off center,” Sandy said. “In fact, you seem quite normal. I’m glad you’re rid of him. And it was only three months, not as if you wasted ten years of your life on him.”
“Thanks for that.” She sighed deeply. “He’s been unjustly accused, I’m certain. I feel sorry for him sitting in jail. I thought maybe I should go visit him. Just to say goodbye—let him know I’m all right and not to worry about me. We did have some fun, and he spent a ton of money on me.”
“Geez, you don’t owe him anything. Don’t go near him while he’s in there. In fact, I’m ordering you to stay away from him in or out of jail. I can’t afford to have marital infidelity clouding up this case. And you’re facing a couple of issues as it is.”
“No, I’m not. I’m all in the clear. It’s over. He’s history.”
“I wish that were so, Charlene. This will soon turn into a high-profile murder case. The chances of your affair remaining private are somewhere between slim and none. Of course, the police will be very interested in you. They’re looking for a motive for Lester killing that guy. Also, you’re in danger of being tagged his mistress by the media. They’d love to write about an alleged romantic triangle. All of which could be devastating for you and very damaging. Unless the real killer confesses in the next couple of hours, your life has now changed.”
“And I could lose my job!” She realized. “Even though I haven’t done anything. I refused to be his mistress. Okay, I should have dumped him much earlier when I found out he was married. All the sex and lusting that’s going on around the world, and I have to pay for the small bit of nothing I did! I get punished for my tiny step into his elite world? Okay, I’ve learned my lesson, but it’s not fair.”
“You need to retain an experienced lawyer to take all the heat and shield you from the slings and arrows. Do you know anyone that might help?”
“Yeah, like that’s going to happen.”
“Let me check on something. You stay right here and don’t leave.” She walked over to the front office and whispered to Nigel, “Go stay with Charlene, while I talk with Martin. Do not let her leave. She’s upset and might try to run away.”
Sandy met with Martin in his office. She explained the situation and the notoriety that was about to befall Charlene.
He said, “I can understand a stripper being attracted to Lester for his money. From what you’re telling me, this woman was attracted because she was lonely and apparently didn’t mind him being all over her. Plus, she was enjoying the fling and the trinkets. So, you’re confident she had nothing to do with the murder.”
“I don’t see how she would fit in.”
“In that regard, remember we’ve yet to learn Lester’s connection to the victim and his possible motivation. Explain those two items to me, and I’ll tell you if she fits in.”
“I’m betting there’s nothing there. She’s quite down on herself for enjoying an unfortunate affair, but I believe she’s genuine and deserves our help.”
He stood and walked around the desk and up to her. “You want us to represent her, so she’s shielded from publicity. You had pro bono in mind?”
“I’m hoping that you will represent her, and I’m thinking of charging your hours to Mrs. Bardner. Adding it to our fee for Lester’s defense.”
“Sounds unethical to me, Sandy.”
“Consider it this way. It’s our judgment that the disclosure of marital infidelity and surrounding publicity would be injurious to our defense. Therefore, we decided it was critical that we attempt to put a lid on the Charlene Faulk situation. Certainly a justifiable expense.”
“I like it and I’ll do it,” he said. “Now let me meet the distressed damsel.”
They went into Sandy’s office and Nigel excused himself. When Charlene saw Martin her eyes went wide, and she instantly rose from her chair.
Martin made his customary bow upon first meeting a woman. “I’m Martin Bronner, at your service, Miss Faulkner.” He was one of the few remaining males who could say such things and no one would even think of smiling. He didn’t extend his hand as that would be forward, but held it ready at his waist in case the woman should offer her hand. Charlene stood with her mouth open and looked about ready to curtsy.
“I’d be honored to represent you in this matter, Miss Faulk.”
She finally got her breath, “And I’d be honored to pay you, and boy do you look expensive. But I don’t have lawyer-style money. Why are you doing this for me? You don’t even know me.”
“We feel protecting you, your privacy and your rights are essential to Mr. Bardner’s defense.”
She raised her hands and shook her head. “I don’t understand what’s happening.”
He said, “In short, we will try to keep the cops off your back and your name out of the newspapers.”
Sandy spoke up, “And we’re handing the bill to the jerk who got you into this mess.”
With that, it began to sink in. Charlene turned away and put her head down into her hands. “How can I thank you?” After regaining her composure, she said, “Go ahead, I’m listening.”
“Let’s all sit down and talk,” he began, “If we can convince the police that you’re of no interest to them, then there’s a good chance of keeping your name out of the newspapers.”
“How are they going to find out about me? Lester won’t tell them for fear of his wife finding out. Is all this really necessary?”
He said, “If we don’t do something, believe me they will find every woman Lester has ever met. Then they’ll start interviewing everyone you ever met, including your fellow employees at work.”
“Oh my god, I’m dead, my life is ruined. I’ll be known as the slut who runs around with married men. I might as well slit my wrists right now because I’m going to die of embarrassment. And you guys can prevent that happening?”
“We’re going to tell the police about you first,” Sandy said. “You’ll meet with the lead detective here in this office with Martin by your side. You’ll tell the detective everything he wants to know. When he leaves, we believe he’ll be convinced that you’re of no interest to him in his investigation. In other words, he doesn’t need to run all around digging into your life and talking to friends and neighbors trying to determine if the affair was important.”
“Let me get this straight. You’ll tell the cops everything about me up front? For chrissake, isn’t that dangerous? The detective could just slap the handcuffs on me.”
“It’s very dangerous if you don’t tell the truth, because you will have waived all rights to remain silent. When the detective makes his report, the state attorney may decide to depose you formally under oath, but it will be private and Martin will be with you every step of the way.”
“What if this cop decides to leak my name to the media just to make a name for himself?”
“The detective we have in mind never grandstands,” Sandy answered, “and the way we’ll handle it, the detective and the prosecutor will have no interest in doing anything like that.”
“Well, you have more faith in the police than I have.”
“Yes, that’s true,” Sandy replied.
He said, “From this moment on, you’re not to discuss anything having to with the case with anyone. Speak to my attorney, is your reply to everything. If anyone persists, I’ll charge him or her with harassment. Is that clear? Any questions?”
“What are the chances this plan will work?”
“You mean with your name never ever getting in the papers? Not very good,” Sandy admitted. “But the chances will be greatly improved if you’ll keep your mouth shut.”
“And you guys are willing to do this for me?”
“That’s what Lester is paying us for.”
After the goodbyes, Nigel walked her to the front door. He gave her several of Martin’s business cards should she need them, and wrote his full name in red on the back of one and underlined it. “Call us any time there’s a problem.” They stood at the front door talking for another few minutes before she left.
Nigel came back to Sandy’s office. “You remember when I was talking with Charlene while you were talking with Martin in his office? I thought her quite smart and attractive. You have to like her, or you wouldn’t go the extra mile for her. She‘s rather vulnerable just now—I suppose.”
“I can tell where you’re heading with this, Nigel. She’s one of the issues in this case. I see a conflict with you socializing with her.”
“I was hoping you had no objection. We said a few words to each other. I suppose she might be interested in me. Of course, I’d be discreet.”
“Tell me you aren’t thinking a law office is a great place to meet cool chicks. You need to do your socializing elsewhere. Move on, Nigel. It could take years to wrap up the Lester Bardner case.”
Under his breath, he said, “I can’t wait years.”



Chapter Nine
 
Arriving at the same time the next morning, Sandy and Martin saw Nigel in the office tightly focused on his computer. He greeted them excitedly, “Couldn’t wait for you guys to get here. I’ve something to show you,” he said. “I’ve developed some software that dissects the normally unchangeable address focus of pixels in video frames, into a grid of addresses. I can then access the parts of the pixel on the raster graphics, which otherwise would appear distorted when enlarged to an extreme degree. First, it disassembles each pixel—.”
Martin interrupted. “Speak English.”
“Can we talk later about your new software?” She frowned. “After I have my day under control?”
“I suppose,” but Nigel continued, “you see, I’ve been closely examining the crime scene video—pixel by pixel. I want you to examine the enlarged frame that I just processed. Come look.”
They moved over to view the monitor. They saw a frozen frame of a man, supposedly Lester Bardner standing in the street with a gun pointed at the victim seated in his car, seconds before the shooting. They shrugged their shoulders and looked at Nigel.
“Look closely... look at the victim’s hand.”
They leaned closer.
Martin caught it first. “Something in his hand!”
She didn’t see it. “Where are you guys looking?”
Nigel said, “Look, I’ll blow up that part. See that? That is a gun. I believe the victim was holding a gun in his hand when he was shot. You wouldn’t see it at all if the victim hadn’t suddenly turned toward the window.”
“The victim had what!” Sandy and Martin said in harmony.
A chill went up her spine. “Run that again.”
Nigel ran it back and forth.
“Geez Louise. Did you dummy up that video in any way?”
“No, but the special software I developed can enlarge it with more detail than anyone will believe.”
“If you copy that to a flash-drive will it show up like that on someone else’s computer?”
“Of course. Perhaps I should copyright my software and put it on the market and make a billion bucks.”
“Your billion will have to wait. Copy that to a flash-drive. I’ll get Mel on the phone.”
Martin said, “Wait Sandy. Hold on, let’s get our strategy together.”
“No, this constitutes reasonable doubt of who was threatening who. I want to shock Mel with it right away and go for second-degree. And if that is indeed a gun in the victim’s hand, then what happened to it? Where is it?”
Shapiro came on the line and told her it was a bad time, he’d soon be heading out for an important luncheon. Would be tied up in meetings the rest of the day. Perhaps tomorrow would be better.
“Don’t you dare leave your office. I’m on my way. You must see this. Did you wear socks today?”
“I don’t have time for this, Sandy. And you’ve used that line before—you’re going to knock my socks off.”
She had already hung up.
 
 
Within twenty minutes, she was in the courthouse rushing by Shapiro’s office assistant and handing him the flash-drive Nigel had just prepared. “Here are a couple enlarged frames of the crime scene.”
He glanced at his watch. “Couldn’t this wait?”
“You won’t be in any mood to eat after you see this.”
“Well, you haven’t ruined lunch yet. I simply can’t be late.”
“No, it’ll be ruined. You’ll be sick as soon as you see this.” She stood behind him at his desk with her hands on his shoulders while he inserted the flash-drive and brought the video up on his computer.
“Look at this sequence of enlarged video frames. For argument’s sake, let’s say that it is Bardner standing in the street talking to Coleman who is sitting behind the wheel of his parked car with the window down. Now go farther... stop... no, go back... there... that one. Now look closely. The man you say is Lester, is leaning against the car with his left hand and reaching into his coat pocket with his right. We know in the next frame he pulls out a gun... but look Coleman is leaning away slightly, reaching over for something.”
“Or maybe he’s simply stretching.”
“No look! As he turns back toward the window, there’s something in his hand. It could be a gun.”
“Hey, where did you get this? The original video didn’t show any gun. Your man doctored this up somehow.”
“My man will show your man how he did it.”
“Anyway, it could be a phone not a gun. We found a phone in his pocket.”
“You mean a phone with a pistol grip on it? Looks nothing like a phone. And how did it get back in his pocket? After he was shot, he would have dropped it.” She pushed on. “Was anything else found in the front seat?”
He hesitated, then said, “Sit down for a minute.”
As she walked around his desk to the chair, she saw him frowning. “What?”
“CSI found a gun hidden under the front seat.”
“This is the first I’ve heard about a gun found in the victim’s car. I come in here and tell you I believe the victim had a gun in his hand, and then you tell me, yes, there was a gun found in the car. Your case is dead, Mel, this was very likely self-defense.”
“Well, you can’t jump that far.”
“What do you mean hidden under the front seat?”
“Apparently, that’s where the victim kept it. Not unusual.”
“How do you know that’s where he kept it? How do you know it’s not unusual? You can’t prove any of that.” She was delighted, everything seemed to be going her way. “Obviously, the gun fell from his hand and slid under the front seat.”
“It wouldn’t just slide, now would it? It was found under the seat, therefore he didn’t have a chance to retrieve it.”
“I want to examine the police photos that were taken of the body before it was moved from that car.”
“Certainly, but it’s early in the proceeding. Of course, we were preparing all the evidence for you.”
“And I want to see the photos taken of the gun under the seat before CSI touched it.”
He pursed his lips and grimaced.
She repeated, “You heard me. I want to see the photos taken of the gun under the seat before CSI touched it.”
“I don’t believe such photos exist,” he said haltingly.
“Of course they exist. You have a crime scene, and you have a gun laying there. Of course you take photos showing the position of the gun before it’s moved. It’s basic CSI 101.” She mocked him, “Surely, you don’t mean CSI failed to take the photos.”
He swallowed hard. “I don’t believe CSI did that. They were searching the vehicle and someone reached under the seat, felt the gun and pulled it out.”
“Now isn’t that so sweet.” Her grin was ear to ear.
“A minor oversight. At any rate, you can’t prove that’s a gun in Coleman’s hand.”
“You’re right, it could have been a candy bar, and he’s offering Bardner a bite.” She leaned back in the chair and crossed her ankles. “I’m telling the jury the evidence shows that the victim had a gun in his car. The video shows him putting something in his hand. His hand was empty when the police found him. No candy bar or any other object was found in the front seat, but a gun was found under the front seat where it might have bounced once he dropped it.”
“Don’t take a victory lap yet, Sandy. You can’t prove the victim ever held that gun.”
“And you can’t prove the victim wasn’t holding a gun. And you can’t prove that the gun under the seat was found in such a position that it could not have slid there if he dropped it because CSI screwed up and didn’t take a photo.”
“Still, the video shows your client shooting his gun. And forensics proves that the victim’s was never fired. Your guy clearly shot him.”
“Even so, if the victim had a gun in his hand and Bardner saw it before he shot, then I can claim it wasn’t premeditated murder. My client was merely defending himself, and as you know in Florida, he doesn’t have to run... he can stand his ground. I assume the phrase Stand Your Ground rings a bell. Sorry, Mel, looks as if that CSI screw up just handed me a victory. Thank you very much. In light of this development, you have to withdraw the charge of first-degree murder against Lester Bardner. You can no longer charge him with first-degree because you cannot prove premeditation.”
“I’m a long way from reducing the charge.”
“Well, I’m requesting a hearing without delay, and we can go before the judge. And the instant the charge is reduced, I’m asking for bail.”
When she returned to the law office, she was surprised to see Detective Jaworski and Charlene Faulk talking with Martin just outside his office. Then she remembered. “Geez, I totally forgot we had scheduled a meeting with you two.” She drew a long breath. “You can handle it without me, do you mind, Martin?”
The purpose of the meeting was to convince the investigating detective that although Charlene Faulk had been the murder suspect’s girlfriend a short time before, she was of no interest to the prosecution in the murder investigation. In short, Martin, as her attorney, was permitting her to answer all questions. This tactic would preclude the police chasing her down, bringing her in for questioning and in general scaring the hell out of her—with the result that she’d ask for an attorney anyway, and they would learn nothing at all from her. Charlene and Martin sat side by side. Her nerves settled down when Eddy assured her he had no interest in hassling her, and Martin assured her that Eddy could be trusted.
The experienced detective promptly determined that it was indeed a simple love affair and that the young woman knew nothing of Lester’s business or acquaintances. The meeting in Martin’s office took less than a half hour.
“Does this mean my name won’t be in the paper and I won’t lose my job?” she wanted to know after the detective had left.
“That’s the way I’d bet,” Martin assured her. “Jaworski isn’t interested in any grandstanding. He’ll quietly make his report. Later, for some procedural reason in the trial, the state attorney may decide to depose you formally under oath, but it will be private and I’ll be with you.”
After chatting for a few minutes with Nigel at the front door, Charlene left smiling.
As soon as she left, Sandy called to Nigel, and they went together into Martin’s office. “We caught a break. CSI found a gun under the seat of Coleman’s car when they removed his body.”
“Under the seat, like hidden?” Martin asked.
“Yes, and Mel will tell the jury it was never touched, over my objection. We’ll argue that he could have had the gun in his hand, dropped it when he was shot, and it slid, bounced, slithered or was accidentally kicked under the seat. In other words, Lester might not have shot an unarmed man. Coleman might have been ready to shoot him.”
Martin said, “That definitely gives us more to talk about and work with, and would raise doubts in the juror’s minds.”
“It supports Nigel’s video showing something in his hand. We will claim it was the gun in his hand and it fell when he was shot, perhaps lodged somehow in his clothing, perhaps fell out when the body was moved,” she hypothesized.
Nigel was frowning. “Fell out, or dropped? Isn’t it more likely he just kept it under the driver’s seat like thousands of other gun owners? Thereby suggesting that it must have been something else in his hand.”
“He’s right,” Martin said, “they can prove they found it under the seat, and you’re stuck with arguing some convoluted theory about how it got there.”
“Except no object other than the gun was found. No, CSI screwed up,” she said. “Probably some CSI technician had trouble seeing under the seat, so he put his hand under there, felt the gun and pulled it out. In short, he disturbed the crime scene. He should have left the gun alone until he could take a photo of it under there. Wait until I get that poor soul on the stand. At the trial, I will demand to see the photo of the gun under the seat, and when the prosecution admits they screwed up, I will be dramatically outraged, there before the jury, that we have to rely on the word of the police that it was ever under there and not on the floor.”
“I’m beginning to see how the defense works,” Nigel said. “You aren’t literally lying, you’re just giving the jury a bunch of ‘what ifs.’”
At the end of that business day, Nigel left and Martin was getting ready to leave. Sandy was still in her office with the door closed. Martin called her name, rapped lightly on the door and heard her invite him. “You’re sitting there running your fingers through your hair. Is that the bond hearing you’re working on? Can I help?”
She shook her head. “I’m finishing up now. I’ve already requested a new hearing. And now I have my arguments ready to present to the judge tomorrow.”
“This has been a very positive day, hasn’t it?”
“No question about it. And if I can get the charge reduced to second-degree, then I’m asking for bail for Lester.”
“I’m certain you’ll get it. I believe this calls for one of our celebratory observances at the Windward Bar.”
“We’ve been too busy. I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather have my Bloody Mary with.”
“And I’ve missed looking over the top of my martini into the clear hazel eyes of Sandy Reid.”



Chapter Ten
 
Just before lunch the next day, Shapiro called Sandy with the news she was hoping for. He wasn’t pleased that she had forced him to lessen the charge against Lester Bardner to second-degree homicide. With the new possibility that the victim was holding a gun, the defense would gain an advantage by using the Stand Your Ground defense—Coleman might have threatened Lester before he fired. Therefore, it was no longer certain that the prosecution would be successful going for first-degree. Although second-degree is a bondable charge in Florida, whereas first-degree was not, Mel warned that he still intended to fight releasing her client on bond.
Later that day, she stood before the judge. She cited the questionable video evidence, the possibility the victim was holding a gun, the CSI screw-up in touching the gun at the crime scene before taking photos plus the possibility of invoking the Stand Your Ground defense. She also mentioned that the prosecution had failed to discover any connection between the defendant and the victim as well as a total lack of motive. Although proof of motive isn’t a legal requirement, the absence of a motive makes it more difficult to convict because jurors don’t understand a murder unless a motive is discussed.
Shapiro continued to argue for no bail and stated the video showing the victim holding a gun was questionable. Nevertheless, as a result of the charge being reduced to second-degree, the judge rapped his gavel and ruled Lester Bardner released on five hundred thousand bail.
She walked from the courthouse across the boulevard to the police station and the city jail to give Lester the good news—assuming a bail bond of half a million was no problem. He was delighted, but his attitude seemed to be that he expected to be released and deserved it.
“Lester, you’re sitting there smiling and happy because for some strange reason you think you’re free. You will shortly be out of police custody but still under arrest. You do understand that don’t you? You’re temporarily out on bail. You’ve been charged with second-degree murder and face spending much of the rest of your life in prison, unless I can convince a jury, without any help from you I might add, to ignore what you have been videotaped doing. The prosecutor will ask the jury who they believe, my words or their own eyes on the video. So you need to begin helping me.”
She tried to take advantage of his elated mood, but further questions about his actions before and after the fatal encounter with Coleman, yielded nothing particularly useful for his defense. Putting up the money to obtain the bond was not an issue for him, and she gave him the names of bail bondsmen. She explained it would take a few hours before he was in fact released. And she would keep on it. She didn’t wait around for a thank you. It likely wouldn’t occur to him.
She was eager to give Martin the news and phoned as she was leaving the jail. He and Nigel were ready with triumphant greetings when she got back to the office. She immediately huddled with Martin to consider various strategies for the defense considering the new angles. The punishment for a second-degree conviction could still be a long sentence, although life imprisonment and the death penalty were now off the table. They realized the state attorney could reinstate the first-degree charge at any time if the evidence so dictated.
The atmosphere in the law office had unquestionably improved. Having the charge reduced and having their client released from custody lifted a tremendous load of worry. Nigel set to work researching the background of the victim, Ben Coleman. They didn’t yet know if the police had discovered any connection between him and Lester or any motive for the killing. All they knew was the low-life hood came up from Miami Beach two weeks ago for some reason, and got himself killed quite possibly by an affluent, playboy-wannabe. Sandy would concentrate on investigating Julia and Lester as she felt both were being excessively evasive and deceptive. Meanwhile, Martin would do the research on the latest in the Stand Your Ground law.
Nigel asked him, “What’s special about that defense in Florida?”
“In brief,” Martin began, “a person may justifiably use force in self-defense without an obligation to retreat. In most states, the doctrine applies only when defending your home or vehicle. In Florida it can be any location.”
“Correct me if I’m wrong,” Nigel said, “but in this case victim Coleman was sitting in his car minding his own business when our client confronted him. Coleman seems to be the one who is defending himself, not Lester. What do you do when faced with that?”
She spoke up, “That’s when we start earning our money. Stand Your Ground would be a dandy defense, almost certain to divide any jury. However, you’re correct, the facts in our case would have to be massaged to make them fit.”
“I have something else here under the heading of old business,” Nigel began, “after working on that video evidence, I spent some time checking out the guy who’s offering Holly Davies fifty thousand to marry him. Is this a bad time?”
“No, I’m eager to hear your report,” Martin said. “Although, I must say I’m expecting the worst.”
“It is the worst because there’s nothing there. Holly says his name is Bruce Fowler, and I can’t even verify that. Can’t find an address. No phone. That name has been used as an alias around the country, nothing locally. If I’m checking on the correct guy, he’s thirty-years-old, his father is a long time dead electrician. I can’t locate the mother. He started at Colorado State University but dropped out. Don’t know what he was doing out there. Maybe he grew up out west. Never married. No criminal record. The guy’s a mystery. She thinks the guy might be a photographer or something. I found nothing in that area. No Florida employment history at all, I haven’t checked all the other states yet, so possibly he is a trust fund baby. I don’t know about the existence of any trust fund—how do I go about checking that?”
“You often can’t check for such a trust, most likely no public record. Okay, print out what you have for me.”
“I have Holly’s number, can I ask her to get more information?”
“Not yet. If he’s a bad guy she might accidentally tip him off. I’ll ask about him around town. If his family is established, someone will know them, and I can put her out of my mind. If he remains a mystery, then I have to do something other than worry about her.” He noticed Sandy was frowning.



Chapter Eleven
 
Charlene Faulk walked in just as Nigel started to close down his computer. She wore a figure hugging creme and black tunic over black leggings, and if she could read lips, she’d know he had just said, wow. She leaned over to him, her long, straight blonde hair swaying, and whispered, “I thought you might call me.”
He stood to get a better look at her. Stunning. Had she upgraded her appearance for him? He said, “I stared at your number for a while last night. But was nervous about calling.” Stupid thing to say.
“When may I see you?” she whispered.
Had she really said those words? Instead of telling her how amazing she looked, he forced himself to say, “We’re so busy right now I can’t do lunches, and I’m working late.” He was reluctant to tell her he was forbidden to socialize with her.
“Look, stop thinking about dinners and movies,” she said, “just give me your number? I promise not to call you more than once an hour. We’ll talk. Get acquainted. We can plan a date later, okay?”
Her words were floating around like fluffy clouds in a blue summer sky. In spite of Sandy’s admonition to not socialize, nothing could have kept him from staring into her cool green eyes and saying, okay. He said okay again to be sure she had heard him. He was rewarded with a kiss on the cheek. Unwittingly he touched his hand to his cheek and said, “I hope everything is all right with you.”
“Any day my name’s not in the paper is a good day.” She showed him the slip of paper in her hand. “I’ve got some dirt on Mrs. Bardner. Has sort of a sexy angle to it.”
“Martin is handling your affairs.” He knocked on Martin’s door, ushered Charlene in and returned to his desk. He must think of something clever to say to her when she left, so he could look into those eyes again.
Twenty minutes later, after Charlene had left, Sandy walked down the hall to Martin’s office. “What was that all about?”
“She thought she had some hot news,” he said. “It’s not hot, but it is interesting. It seems she drove past Bardner’s house last night—God knows why—and noticed a big car in the driveway with the motor running as though waiting for someone to get out. She knew it wasn’t Lester’s car. She crept closer and saw a couple in a compromising circumstance.”
“What the hell was she doing out there?” she snickered. “And making out, is what they call it these days.”
“Yes, those were the words Charlene used, although I'm not actually sure what is within the limits of that phrase,” he said. “She’s certain the woman was Julia Bardner, however the man had his head down and Charlene couldn’t see his face.”
“Perhaps he was innocently listening to Julia’s heartbeat. It’s difficult in a car without a stethoscope.”
“Charlene took it as more of parting clinch. The man turned and looked straight at her, and she hurried away. Said she didn’t recognize him.”
“I wonder if he recognized her.”
“In any case, she said she always thought Lester was handing her a line when he told her he wasn’t getting along with his wife. But now it seems both Lester and Julia are cheating.”
Nigel stepped in the doorway waving a note. “The vehicle Charlene saw parked in Bardner’s driveway was a new Lincoln, registered to a Grant Keller.”
“And just how do you know that?” Martin asked.
“Charlene had the license number in her hand when she came in. I told her I’d better make a note of it. I found the address for Keller, do you want it?”
“Don’t bother.” She and Martin exchanged glances. “We both know Grant Keller. He’s a prominent lawyer around here, president of our county bar association this year.”
“Yes, and he’s considering running for the Florida Senate—also married. I saw the four of them recently having dinner at the club—Keller and his wife, Julia and Lester.”
“Merely a get together of one of today’s modern extended families, you and your lover, your wife and her lover, plus any ex-wives or ex-husbands that happen to be around—and their lovers. All that’s missing is a wife in love with her ex-husband’s mistress.”
Martin said, “An interesting bit of information to file in the back of our heads.”
“I’ve already noted it in the computer file,” Nigel said. “Did you ever notice her eyes?”
Sandy gave him a blank look.
“Charlene… her eyes are magical. Very sultry and sensual.”
“That’s nice.” She lifted one eyebrow and turned back to Martin. “I really don’t like Charlene being over there at the Bardner house, snooping around, copying down license numbers.”
“Of course, I admonished her about that,” Martin said. “She mentioned that since we were helping her, she thought she’d try to help us. She was surprised when I told her Lester was being released on bail. I told her if she wanted to help, she should stay away from him. She said she wanted nothing to do with the guy.”
“The more I consider Julia Bardner and Grant Keller as a couple, the more I wonder why she hired me. She was already cozy with Keller and had never met me,” Sandy said. “I know Keller doesn’t do any criminal defense work himself, but someone in his high-powered circle certainly does.”
“Well, for starters, people might start talking if he appeared too close to her. The less you’re seen with your secret lover the better. You’re correct, Keller doesn’t do defense work or trial work himself. He’s busy trying to build his real estate empire. Owns a lot of properties around town already. Even so, he better be more careful about running around with Julia, if he’s thinking about running for office.”
Nigel left to see who had just entered the office then reappeared in the doorway. “That Kyle Botting is here again,” he said. “I should get rid of him, I suppose?”
“I’ll get rid of him… send him in.”



Chapter Twelve
 
Kyle Botting stood leaning against Sandy’s office door smiling. “I found a place to stay, spent some time at the beach, looked around town a little and now—.”
“Well, look at you today—white shorts, sandals and a good start on a tan.” In truth, he looked appealing. “So, you’re ready to party. You need to find someone who’s also on vacation. I’ll do this... I’ll give you the name of a couple places where you can meet young women. Come in and close the door.”
“In this town the beach might be all a guy needs. I met two friendly beauties there wearing not much more than a suntan. Not my type, however.” He sat opposite her. “I was hoping by this time you’d become infatuated with me again. You don’t work twenty-four hours. When do you have fun?”
“We had our fun, Kyle. Fun is fun and done is done.”
“You were working hard in Philly, as I remember. You were heavily focused on your field investigator job with that law firm and your studies. When I first saw you I thought, why does she walk around looking fabulous like that when she’s not available?”
Apparently, he didn’t realize she had spotted him before he noticed her. He was one of those guys you find an excuse to smile at. “I didn’t move in with you to have relations.”
“Not quite true. You told me later you were lonely. That’s code for going without.”
“That’s true.” She laughed. “At that time in my life, if it weren’t for getting my ass touched in the Philadelphia subway, I wouldn’t have had any sex life at all.”
“I was proud to help you out.”
“Well, I wasn’t desperate just needed a place to stay.”
“Yeah, when you called me for a second date, you asked to see my apartment.”
“I called you? No, you called me.”
“Whatever,” he said. “You sneaked a look in my closets to see if there was room for your stuff and proceeded to make me a roommate offer no sane male would ever refuse. You didn’t have two dimes, let alone two months rent, plus deposits. You needed a place to crash, where you didn’t have to worry about bothersome details like landlords and utility bills.”
“My roommate was getting married, and her boyfriend was moving in. I had to get out. It was your apartment or my car.”
“And my apartment was slightly larger.”
“I always thought your one-bedroom apartment was quite nice. Small kitchen, yet the living room was good sized and had that overstuffed chair with a nice lamp for studying.”
“Get real, Sandy, you knew there was only a king bed. You're not naive. You knew sex was inevitable sooner or later, and you were checking me out.”
“I wasn’t sizing you up as a sex partner. I was sizing up your apartment and seeing if you lived like a slob.”
“At first, I was worried about sharing a bathroom with a woman. But, you never needed much time in the morning to look good.”
“If you have any more great lines like that, get them out now because I’m busy and your time is up.” She saw his expression going sour. She was being too rough considering a year of intimacy with him. “Okay, we weren’t lovers, but we both wanted the company. Let’s say we were roommates with benefits. I gave you my part of the rent. I grocery shopped when I had time. I put stuff on your shelf in the fridge, didn’t I?”
“That was to replace the stuff you stole from me.”
“To tell the truth, I didn’t expect to stay there very long. I was thinking you could have the bedroom for yourself, and I’d sleep on the couch until I found a permanent place,” she said.
“Right, as soon as you moved in, you told me to stay out of your way. All you wanted was a safe place to sleep. You bedded down on the couch the first night, and within an hour came in and got in bed beside me. Three days later, since I hadn’t bothered you yet, you started sleeping in the nude.”
“Now that is pure male hallucination!”
“And your warm bare leg would wander across the invisible center line.” He paused for a moment reliving the thought. “Later, you told me you never worried about what you faced when you came in the front door or slipped into bed beside me.”
“I was so busy trying to juggle my job and my law school studies. Didn’t have time for relationships, for dating, phone calls and arguments, getting glammed up, coming home late, missing sleep. Between working hard and going to classes, I had enough hassles. I simply wanted to get home and go to bed.” She closed her eyes and was back in Philly for an instant. “I would hope you’d be there, so I didn’t have to worry about anything. Sharing a bed was the easy part.”
“Not to mention, sex if you wanted it. I could be wrong, but it sounds like a relationship to me. Sometimes when you came in late, you’d wake me up for sex.”
“Didn’t happen. I never woke you for sex.”
“Well, you’d make noise and bang around until I woke up.”
“You preferred it in the morning. Only maniacs and newlyweds can handle sex in the morning,” she grinned.
“You see what I had to put up with.” He put on a sour face. “At least I never woke you for sex,”
“Yeah, what was wrong with you?” They laughed together. It was a joke, but as she recalled, he had never bothered her for sex. Invariably, he sensed when her work day had been too much, when she needed space or quiet for study. Was it simply his normal character or something stronger? She was too harried to think about it back then.
“Kyle, I never said it wasn’t good. Even so, I know what you’re hinting at. Just because I cut out, almost in the middle of the night without saying goodbye, doesn’t mean I owe you one.” She noticed him raising his eyebrows. “Well, maybe I do, but you’re not going to get it. It’s not as though we’re two lovers now reuniting.”
“We could pretend we were.”
“You’re fantasizing us hopping in bed just because you’re down here on vacation. I’m sorry, Kyle, you don’t get some sort of lifetime pass just because you’ve already been there. What makes you think I’m not heavily involved with someone?”
“If that’s the case, then I’m happy for you and I don’t fit in—and I’m out of here.” He gave her one of his light-up-the-room smiles. “Okay, forget the Goodbye-Sex we never had, forget the Hello-Old-Friend Sex we’ll never have. Let’s just have a farewell dinner to tie the ribbons on what will go down, at least in my mind, as ‘The Great Philadelphia Affair.’”
“Okay, you’ve seduced me into dinner, but that’s all—and not tonight. I have a feeling things are about to explode around here.”
Nigel came to the doorway and in a loud whisper said. “I hate to interrupt, Miss Reid, Mr. Shapiro is on line-one. Sounds important.” She smiled, wondering if Nigel had devised a way to listen to their entire conversation. She stood. “That’s it, Kyle. Later.”
She rested her hand on the phone, watching him walk into the hallway. She remembered how he always walked straight as a rod. Trim and looking fine. And she couldn’t help noticing how tight his white shorts fit him across the rear—just as cute as she remembered.
She picked up the phone. Mel said, “Something’s come up and we need to talk. Can you come on over? I don’t want to talk about it on the phone.”
“Why is your phone tapped?” she asked.
“No, but yours might be.”
“Tell me what it’s about, so I can be prepared.”
“Not over the phone.”



Chapter Thirteen
 
Shapiro’s office assistant ushered Sandy into the state attorney’s office immediately and closed the door behind her. Sandy said, “Why all the cloak and dagger secrecy? If you wanted me over here for a kiss just ask for it.”
“I’d like that better than what I have to tell you. You’d better sit down.”
“Sounds ominous.” She sat anyway. “Okay, spit it out.”
“I know how fond you’ve become of Nigel Edwards.” He turned his eyes away. “Well, I’m afraid your young man isn’t all he seems to be.”
“I don’t know where this is going, but you’re wrong. He’s a fine young man who could charm the birds out of the trees.”
“I’m serious. From what I’ve learned, he’s a dangerous addition to your office. Our computer technician has proof that Nigel’s so-called ‘pixel discovery’ is a fraud. He used a simple raster graphics editor, easily available on the Internet, to copy an image of a gun and paste it into the victim’s hand. In short, he photo-shopped that video. Our technician, Bill Baines checked it out.”
“I don’t believe a word of it.”
“I relied on that image to reduce your client’s charge to second-degree. That is serious business. And you presented that fraudulent evidence to the judge. I’m the state attorney in charge of this judicial district, my reputation will be shattered, and I’ll be the laughing stock of the county. And you will no doubt be censured by the ethics committee.” His voice was beginning to crack. “You’ve given me tampered evidence.”
“Nigel just isn’t the type to do that. Such a trick would violate the trust I’ve placed in him. Plus, I’m certain he’d never deceive me personally.”
“What do you really know about the guy? Did you check him out?”
“Born in Chicago. Parents are British citizens. Father was in the diplomatic corps stationed in Chicago. Father now retired and lives with his mother back in the UK.”
“And you verified all this information?”
“Well, he told me. Oh, he also told me he was six foot one. I didn’t verify that either.”
“Sounds as if you failed to check anything he told you. Meanwhile, he has access to all the personal data on your past and present clients, and freedom to roam in your office. Last week, my staff assistant called the police department to get a preliminary crime report on the Coleman case, and guess what? The clerk over there said she had just faxed Nigel a copy because he said I had ordered it. Were you aware that he’s doing such things in my name?”
“Geez, you’ve caught me red handed. I told him to use your name.”
“What about past employment, which incidentally amounts to nothing. He’s just been bouncing around. And what about citizenship?”
“I didn’t check. Frankly, I don’t care.”
“Well, aren’t you the cavalier one. We have checked. You’re correct, being born in the USA of UK parents means he has dual-citizenship. In other words, he can leave the country at any time without notice.”
“What does that mean? Any of us can grab our passports and leave the country at any time. Who am I supposed to give notice to?” Her annoyance was mounting. “Mel, I know you have my best interests at heart. But photo-shopping evidence is a serious charge. I want to see proof, and I want to hear his side of all this. The defense attorney in me says he’s innocent until proven guilty. I’m not worrying about it until it’s proven. Now, promise me you’ll put a lid on all this until we look into it. The guy’s reputation is at stake.”
“I don’t know if I can keep a lid on it, but I’ll try.”
“You had better keep it quiet, if this accusation gets out and you’re wrong, you can flush your reputation down the toilet.”
“We have already sent the flash-drive he created up to the FDLE crime lab in Tallahassee for evaluation. It’s too late to get it back. If it’s a phony the whole world will soon know.”
“Yeah, and how long will this evaluation take, six months?”
“I told them it was urgent. Anyway, I want him off the Coleman case until this is settled. I don’t want him touching it.”
“Mel!”
“Look, I’m on notice about this and have to take action. You and I have always cooperated based on trust and taken unofficial action when needed. What I’m asking for is Nigel out of your office for the duration. He has us both on dangerous ground here.”
“I’ll agree to take him off the case temporarily, but only until I have a chance to hear his side of it. I’m not agreeing to anything else.”
She had mixed feelings heading back to the office, reluctant to face Nigel, yet eager to hear his side. She went straight into Martin’s office and shut the door. He said, “You certainly look upset. What did Mel have to say?”
“He claims the video enlargement of the gun in the victim’s hand that Nigel came up with was faked.”
“He claims, or he has proof? Let’s get Nigel in here.”
Nigel was called in, he noticed their expressions, and said, “Who died?”
She explained that Bill Baines, the computer expert for the state attorney’s office had determined the gun in the victim’s hand was photo-shopped.
“God save us from computer experts,” was Nigel’s reply. “Show me any nine-year-old with a computer, and I’ll show you a grandfather who swears the kid’s an absolute computer genius.”
She said, “Please understand I’m not accusing you of anything, but that’s where it stands. Shapiro’s computer expert, Bill Baines, says it’s a fake.”
“He’s not a computer expert until I say he’s a computer expert. And we’re not talking computers here anyway, we’re talking algorithms and graphics. He’s never seen it done before, so it can’t be done. I know the type. I don’t mean to be flip, but are you people serious?”
“No, we do not seriously believe you would do such a thing, yet the accusation is there,” Martin said. “I wonder if this would work. Can you call Baines and explain where he went wrong? Maybe explain how you did it?”
“He wouldn’t understand. I’m not saying the man is stupid, I’ve never met him. However, I promise you explaining it to him would be a waste of time, as pointless as teaching a cat to play dead. I started writing this code when I was considering going for my masters. I intended to submit it as my thesis. Later, I thought, I should copyright it and make a billion bucks. Whatever, I don’t intend to disclose the actual code to anyone.”
She said, “Mel has sent your flash-drive up to the computer crime lab at the Florida Department of Law Enforcement in Tallahassee to confirm that it was photo-shopped.”
“Good,” Nigel said. “They will find that it wasn’t. Now may I get back to work?”
Martin said, “Nigel, I’m sure it’s frustrating to have all of your ability and not be able to use it in such a simple setting as our law office. And I know you’re trying to help us. But this is a different atmosphere here. We’re always under the microscope of the court.”
She hesitated, not wanting to say the rest, “Mel agreed not to take this any further, until he hears back from Tallahassee. However, he wants you off this case.”
Nigel smiled a tight sarcastic smile. “And Mel Shapiro runs this law office?”
“Look, he was about to pursue a tampering with evidence charge against you.” Her face flushed red. “To keep that from happening, I made a deal. You’ll be off the case while we wait for Tallahassee. That will also give me some time to investigate this matter.”
“Frankly, Sandy, you are not qualified to investigate this matter. I am truly hurt. You would not have made such a deal if you trusted me and believed in me.”
“That’s not fair,” Martin said. “She’s taken your side from the very start and never wavered.”
She tried for eye contact, but Nigel wouldn’t look at her. “Let’s do this, just take the rest of the week off, with pay of course and let all this settle down.”
“Gladly!”
He turned and hurriedly left the building. Slamming the door was tempting but he didn’t do it.
He started his car and sat with his head down on the steering wheel for a full minute. Then he took a slip of paper from his wallet and stared at it. When may I see you, she had once asked him in the office. Was she still interested? Had she made another connection? He took out his phone and dialed.
“Hello?”
“Hello!”
“Oh wow, it’s you,” her voice said. “I thought we weren’t supposed to fraternize?”
“I need to yell at someone, and you’re the first person who came to my mind.”
“Not the smoothest line I’ve ever heard, but okay, you can yell at me.”
“Where are you?”
“I’m at work, Nigel, where else on a Wednesday afternoon? Why don’t you come over to my place later? I get off at five. No, I’ll leave early give me an hour. No, I’ll leave now. You need the address?”
He looked down at the slip of paper. “I have it.”
“Can you bring a bottle of wine?”
“What do you like?”
“Cabernet. Why don’t you plan on staying late… you know.”
“Look, aren’t we moving a little fast here? You must be somewhat stressed out and sort of on the rebound at this point.”
“Rebound? I was never in love with that guy. True, I hung around too long, but I’ve forgiven myself for that. I really want to see you. You understand? How many days off do you have?”
“The rest of the week—plus the weekend.”
“No kidding? Well, how about that.”



Chapter Fourteen
 
Monday morning, and Sandy hadn’t heard from Nigel since his dramatic exit from the Bronner and Reid law office on Wednesday. His phone had been out of service. She told herself not to worry until Saturday. But then no contact again on Saturday.
Would she ever see him again? Did he head back to Indiana? It hadn’t occurred to her to call Charlene. Sunday morning his phone was in service, but the call went to voice mail. She was pleased to leave a message informing him that the Florida Department of Law Enforcement had concluded their investigation and reported back to Shapiro that the video on the flash-drive had not been photo-shopped merely enlarged somehow. In fact, none of the frames had been tampered with. She immediately called again, apologized and said she hoped to see him Monday morning.
To her relief, he showed up regular time on Monday.
Sandy and Nigel were pleased to see each other. He told her he was sorry he acted badly. She apologized again. They laughed. She told him Shapiro was satisfied that nothing nefarious was going on and was cool with Nigel being back at work.
“So Nigel, everything is back to what passes for normal around here. I’m fine with everything. How about you?”
“Never been better.” He grinned, not mentioning Charlene.
Martin said, “Shapiro told us that although the FDLE found no tampering, they were perplexed at how you had managed to enlarge the frames.”
“That’s why my software is so valuable. No one else knows how it works, and I’d like to keep it that way.”
Martin continued, “They forwarded the flash-drive to the FBI laboratory in Virginia for further investigation.”
“As long as they leave me alone, let them look. The FBI lab won’t understand it either. My present thought is to never entirely explain it, as that would reveal my algorithms and proprietary secrets. The world will have joyful use of it without knowing exactly how it’s done.”
“On the downside,” she explained, “when the case comes to trial, Shapiro said he intends to make a motion that your enlarged video showing the gun be excluded as evidence, on the grounds it was unproven science. I had no answer for that. So in the end, your technique doesn’t help with our case, at least in court.”
“Ah, but maybe it can help,” Nigel said. “Until my software disclosed that it was a gun, no one thought to look extremely close at the victim hand. At the very least, you could demand that the prosecution zoom in on that hand using ordinary, existing technology. Couldn’t you then argue—?”
“Got it!” she interrupted. “I can’t prove the dark object in his hand is a gun, but I can argue the victim is definitely holding something.”
Martin jumped in, “And since no other object, other than a gun, was found in his car it might well have been a gun he was holding.”
“Thanks again, Nigel.”
“Oh, you probably would have thought of it.”
She joined Martin in his office to talk further about their strategy. Two hours later, they came back up to Nigel’s desk. She said, “I see you brought your lunch. If you don’t mind handling things, we’ve decided to walk over to the Windward Bar for a long lunch.”
“Take your time.”
A mere thirty minutes had passed when their lunch was interrupted by a surprising call from Nigel describing an interesting situation back at the office. “There are two FBI agents here, scowling at me.”
“Relax, they can wait,” she said into the phone. “Tell them we’re in a meeting. I’m meeting Bloody Mary, and Martin is drowning two large olives in gin and vermouth.”
“It’s me they want, Sandy, and I expect the handcuffs to be coming out at any time.”
They hurried back and found two suited men ominously facing Nigel in the front office.
“And who are you?” she asked.
“Who are you?” the brown suit responded.
“Sandra Reid, and this is my partner, Martin Bronner. This is our law office. Let’s see your stuff.”
They held out FBI cards and badges. She was still writing down their names and numbers when the black suit started talking. She held up her hand to silence him until she finished writing. Then she nodded.
“Is there someplace we can talk to Nigel here in private?” said the brown suit.
“What is this about?” Martin asked.
“We’ll explain it to him.”
“We are his attorneys,” he said calmly. “You’ll explain it to us.”
“It has come to our attention that he’s in possession of computer technology, which might be vital to national security.”
“Sorry, he doesn’t want to talk about that,” Martin said. “Anything else?”
The black suit said, “You realize that he can be legally required—.”
She interrupted him. “Let’s not get into any fifth amendment questions here. Is there anything else?”
The black suit stepped closer. “Do you understand, Nigel Edwards, you could do your country a great deal of good by letting us examine what you’re doing?”
“He’ll think about it,” Martin said.
The other agent looked at Nigel. “Is that the computer you use here at work?”
She said quickly, “We have already informed you that we are his attorneys. Now direct your questions to one of us, not him. He’s not answering. Yes, that is the computer, and it belongs to the law office.”
The brown suit said, “We’ll be returning with a warrant to confiscate that computer. You’re now on notice that we consider that computer as evidence, and from this point on, any attempt to destroy or interfere with any evidence on that computer is a federal offense.”
She said, “In other words, unless he gives up his rights to his own intellectual property voluntarily, the government will take it from him by force.”
Nigel surprised everyone by saying, “Might as well let them take it now and save everyone a lot of trouble.”
“Nigel! Don’t say another word. Excuse us while we speak with our client in private.” She didn’t wait for a response, but motioned for Nigel and Martin to follow her to the back office.
In a low voice, she said, “You have proprietary technical information on that computer. If the government is this interested, it may indeed be worth millions to you. You can’t be certain they won’t steal it or leak it.”
“I knew they’d be coming after my code sooner or later.”
Martin said, “We can fight this.”
“Not necessary,” Nigel said, “I expected something like this might happen. I took the real software code off that computer last week. It’s safe at home on flash-drives. All they will find on that computer are fake files, all of which are poorly encrypted so they look very suspicious.”
She said, “But that’s the very thing Shapiro accused you of—committing fraud.”
“No, I haven’t made any claims about the phony files I encrypted and left on that computer. I didn’t tamper with any evidence. And the FDLE and the FBI have both said the enlarged video I gave Shapiro was not photo-shopped.”
“I get it,” Martin said, “You took the real files off the computer and replaced them with a decoy file, which will only confuse them more.”
“Correct. Now I’m free to do whatever I want with my software code without being bothered by the FBI, the CIA, the NSA and foreign spies.”
Sandy and Martin stared at each other for a second before laughing.
They marched back up the hall and put on a look of defeat. “Okay,” Martin said, “you win, but I want an acknowledgement of receipt if you take that computer.”



Chapter Fifteen
Nigel was busy most of that remaining afternoon setting up the new office computer, a powerful one he had always dreamed of using but could never afford to buy for himself. He would then recover all the office files, which he had backed up on a cloud for safe keeping for just such a contingency. He did take time to call Charlene at her job to let her know he’d be a little late getting to her place after work, as he needed to stop by his apartment to pick up a few more of his clothes.
A severe interruption to his joyful day happened mid-afternoon with a call for Sandy. He put the caller on hold and hurried down the hall. “A weird-sounding caller. At first, I thought he was joking putting on a gruff voice. Wouldn’t give his name, but I guess you should take it.”
She took the call. Nigel had not exaggerated. The guy sounded weird. He would identify himself only as Leo, and would give no personal information. She didn’t need the aggravation and was about ready to brush him off as a crank, when he said he had critical information about the Lester Bardner case. His secrecy didn’t bother her at that point as she knew that Nigel had software on his computer that displayed the number, name and address of every caller, preliminary publicly available information, whether they were using a mobile device, and a log of previous calls, if they had ever before called the office.
She thought about hanging up, but said, “So what’s the critical information? I’m listening.”
“I know the reason your client killed Benny Coleman.” The caller rapidly gave her instructions and hung up before she could reply.
“Screw you, buddy,” was her initial reaction to the brusque orders she had just been given.
He had instructed her to go to the Ocean Palms Hotel and call him from the hotel lobby. She was hesitant about taking the time and leaving the office to accommodate some ill-mannered boor. Nigel felt bad, as his software wasn’t yet fully installed on the new computer and had brought up no listing at all for the caller, which meant he was using an untraceable throwaway—one more reason not to trust this caller.
When she told Martin about the planned meeting at the hotel, he said, “I’d better come with you. You know nothing about this guy.”
“I must talk with him. He said he knows the motive for Lester shooting Coleman. He specifically said to come alone.”
“Why is he making the rules? Promise me you won’t do anything dangerous. Do not go to his room. Be certain you meet in the lobby, or some other public area in the hotel. You know how I worry.”
“We need all the info we can get, I’m going. You know, it’s interesting he referred to the victim as Benny Coleman, not Benjamin Coleman or just Coleman. I promise I’ll be back for a drink with you after work.”
Within the hour, she was calling the man from the lobby of the hotel.
The same raspy voice informed her, “You’re being watched. Come up to 404. Talk to no one.”
“Wrong, we’re meeting down here in the lobby, or not at all.”
“If you want the information, you’ll get your ass up here in the next five minutes.”
She held the phone away for a second deciding. She took a deep breath. The investigation was going nowhere. The police knew only that the victim was a minor criminal from Miami Beach. It did sound as if the man had some information for her. She needed to get things moving and maybe this was the break she needed. In any case, it would be nice to know the occupant of Room 404, before blindly walking in.
She doubted she was in fact being watched and hurried over to the front desk where some loud woman was insisting to the desk clerk that the poodle she was holding wasn’t an ordinary pet, but was a Comfort Companion. A highly-trained service dog that should be permitted to stay in the room to calm the woman or else the establishment would be in violation of the Americans With Disabilities Act. The desk clerk wasn’t buying it. Sandy stood at the counter alternating between looking at her watch and trying to get the clerk’s attention. She understood why hotels don’t give out a name for a room number, but it was worth a try. Finally, she interrupted, “Excuse me, I just have a quick question.”
The desk clerk ignored her and continued arguing.
Five minutes passed before the desk clerk stepped over and offered her a pained smile. Sandy said, “I’m sending flowers up to my girlfriend’s grandmother in Room 404, and I don’t know how to spell the name. I recall it’s Schneider or something like that. Could you please check?”
“I could. But I’m not going to.” The desk clerk pointed. “Use the house phone over there.”
“But she’s sick. I don’t want to disturb her.”
The desk clerk shook her head and turned to the next customer. Sandy checked her watch. She was late—ten minutes had passed. She stepped over to the house phone and dialed Room Service, “This is Room 404, I’d like to order a service of coffee for four… no, no Danish, just coffee. Please have it there in one-half hour. Thank you.”
She hurried to the bank of elevators.
There was no answer to her knock at Room 404. She checked up and down the hallway and knocked harder. Then again. She started to take out her phone.
A flat chilling voice startled her, “Pretty girls need to be careful being alone in hotel hallways. Lot of crazy people around.”
She swiveled and saw a large man in a wrinkled jacket holding open the door to the room across the hall behind her. He’d been watching her.
“Thanks for your concern,” she said. “Now just go back in your room, mister, and I’ll go about my business.”
“I said on the phone you were being watched. I guess you didn’t believe me, sister.”
She stiffened and stood where she was. Years ago, a Philadelphia detective had warned her about that hotel room number trick. Too bad she forgot and was caught by surprise.
“Oh, did I say Room 404?” the man said. “My mistake I meant 405.” He shot a quick glance up and down the hallway. “Just wanted to be sure no men in suits wearing sunglasses tagged along.” He held the door wider. “Well, we having a meeting or what?”
Not good, he had her on the defensive at the start. Without taking her eyes off him, she slipped her hand around her phone and her thumb hovered over the 911 button. She stepped into the room. Looking around, she saw no luggage, no clothing and nothing placed on the desk. No personal items anywhere and the beds were still tightly undisturbed.
He closed the door and faced her. A beefy man, dark and swarthy, the type who should shave twice a day but didn’t. A lighted cigarette was wedged between his thick lips. Even a better tailoring job wouldn’t have hidden the bulge in his jacket near his left shoulder; an observation she hadn’t made until after she was already in the room with the door closed behind her. Strangely, the gun didn’t bother her as much as the menacing look of his small dull eyes. His eyelids drooped halfway down, giving him a squinting look as though concealing himself while continuously scrutinizing all others. The guy took the cigarette out of his mouth long enough to say, “Leo’s in the other room. Stand where you are.” He took a step toward her. “You carrying?”
She waved the smoke away from her face, at least it wasn’t a cigar. She stepped back. “Stop right there, I’m clean, no gun.”
“Leo has some sensitive information for you.” He fixed the cigarette back in the corner of his mouth to free his hands. “No one sees Leo unless they’re frisked.” He stretched his yucky hands out toward her with his thick fingers spread.
“No touching. I told you I’m not carrying.”
“I don’t take chances.” He dropped his arms to his side in exaggerated frustration. “Look sister, you want the information from Leo or not?”
“What is this, 1950? You’re not touching me!”
His gaze lingered around her breasts, then down her black skinny Capri pants to her two-inch black pumps and back up unhurriedly. She was wearing more than that, but you wouldn’t know it by the way he was eyeing her. “All right, so turn around.”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t want to.” She threw him a fierce stare.
“Either you let me frisk you, or you let me look. I'm not touching you, sister. Just turn around for a second.”
She put her hands on her hips with annoyance and turned around. After a long ten seconds, she wondered what he was doing and swirled back to face him. “What?”
He had those squinty eyes on her as if she was a candy store. “Why don’t you bend over?”
“Tell your boss to go to hell.” She took a step toward the door.
He stepped sideways into her way. “Just doing my job. Sit over there on the bed.” He looked around. “Would you believe no fucking ashtrays in this dump?”
She remained standing. “Does your boss know you’re a creepy bastard?”
He grinned. “Oh, don’t be so sensitive, just joking about you bending over. Just wanted to see who I was dealing with. You never know with women. Didn’t cost you nothing, you probably liked me looking at you.”
“Go tell Leo I’m waiting to hear his valuable information.”
He sat in the desk chair between her and the door. “I’m Leo.”
She winced at being suckered. “Cute. You’re still a creepy bastard.”
He motioned for her to sit. “I get the feeling I know you from somewhere.”
“On the phone, you said you could tell me why Coleman was shot. Or was that another trick?”
“Sort of, got you up here didn’t I. What I want is my money back.”
“And that concerns me because—?”
“You look familiar. You’re from Miami Beach, aren’t you? Can’t quite place you, but you were in the rackets down there, weren’t you?” He casually flicked ashes onto the carpet.
“I’m a lawyer.”
“Same difference. You weren’t always a lawyer. You had a life somewhere. You don’t act small town.” He leaned forward. “So you broke away and gave up the bright lights. Sort of dull up here in the sticks, isn’t it?”
“You’re confusing me with someone else.”
“I know you have to say that. A lawyer, huh. You see what happens when you get religion and go straight—you come to no good.”
“Let’s talk about you. What’s your name, Leo what?”
“Leo Nothing.”
“And you want your money back from someone.”
He balanced the burning cigarette on the edge of the desk next to him, slumped back and crossed his legs. “Story goes like this. Your boy robbed and plugged Ben Coleman. Now Benny was a worthless bastard, but that’s beside the point. Was carrying my money. Your boy probably even paid your retainer with my money. In fact, you might be sitting on the money for him right now. And if you’re any good as an attorney, you’ve already figured out how to shyster him and walk away with all of it.”
She couldn’t help flinching when she heard all that. She quickly closed her mouth which had slipped open. So far, no one had come up any connection between Lester and the murder victim—no connection and no motive. Now she had both. It didn’t sound farfetched at all coming from this rough-looking guy packing a gun. “Start again. Beginning with who the hell you are. And geez, I certainly hope you don’t live around here.” The police had already determined the victim was from Miami Beach. This thug talked as if he was from down there as well.
“Where I’m from isn’t important. Talk about the money.”
“How’d you find out he’d been shot up here in Park Beach?”
“Hadn’t heard from him, then the cops up here located his ex-wife in Miami trying to get the word on him. She played dumb with them, but called me. He had two hundred fifty large on him when he came up here.”
“You mean he had a check, surely not actual cash.”
“Actual cash, in his suitcase with his clothes.”
“Are we talking real money or crooked money?” she said, still thinking about the gun bulging under his coat.
“A smart girl wouldn’t want to know the answer to that. Any money what belongs to me is real money. Not real enough to declare on my income tax, but real. Coleman was up here looking for an investment on the island.”
To launder crime money she assumed. “Two hundred and fifty grand wouldn’t paint a house on the island. That money was just to seal some deal or buy off someone, right? How did Lester Bardner get involved?”
“Don’t know. You tell me. What kind of operator is he anyway? What kind of chisel does he usually run?”
She couldn’t picture Lester running a chisel on anyone not wearing a skirt. A cream puff as far as she could tell. She ignored the questions, and asked, “What makes you think my client shot your buddy?”
“That’s what the cops think. Good enough for me. They think it so much he’s now sitting in a jail cell.”
“The cops don’t have an airtight case.” Yet this guy’s thinking was right on. Obviously, Bardner was arrested because the cops tagged him for the murder. “Assuming my client is guilty, how on earth would they have met?”
“That’s what I’m asking, Babycakes. Maybe gambling. He had a habit. Maybe Bardner was a player and Coleman laid some action on him. He’d bet the Atlantic was wetter than the Pacific if you gave him odds.”
“This is a sleepy little town. Don’t have much gambling here,” she said it with a straight face, still wondering if Babycakes was vulgar.
“Yeah right, just go in any sports bar. You know, your smartass mouth sounds familiar. I know you from someplace.”
She was considering the mention of a sports bar. Another piece fit and made sense. She remembered Bardner had originally given Frankie’s Sports Bar as an alibi for the evening of the murder. Although he came off as naive, and not the criminal type, he might have somehow made a connection with Coleman in the bar and guessed that the stranger was carrying a large amount of money. Perhaps Lester had a sudden need for money—like breaking away from Julia. Now she had one possible reason for someone killing Coleman, and it had dollar signs all over it. It did sound as though Lester was involved, if so she could forget about getting him out of the murder charge; her strategy would become how to keep him away from a lethal injection.
“So why am I here?” she said. “What’s the deal?”
He took a little breath and rubbed the back of his thick neck. “I had one proposition ready for you, and now that I’ve got an eyeful of you, I got a second one.”
“Let’s hear the one that doesn’t involve a fantasy.” She figured smartass talk was the only kind this mug understood.
“Are you sure?” He winked. “What if I told you it’s my birthday?”
She didn’t like where this was headed. “Leo, just concentrate on the money before something unexpected happens.”
“Oh, I get you, like business before pleasure. Okay, the way I figure, if Bardner thought the cops were going to arrest him, he’d hide the money. Your boy wouldn’t have gone off to the slammer, leaving a quarter million under his mattress. Couldn’t put it in the bank because they’d check there. I’m thinking he might give it to his lawyer for safe keeping. Bottom line, either you got the bucks, or you can get it out of him.”
“This is the first I’ve heard of any money. My client didn’t kill Coleman, and there’s no reason to think there was any connection. You’re asking me to go find out what your buddy did with your money, and I’m not even involved. Go find your own damn money. I’ve got problems of my own.”
“Nice try, but I’m making this your problem. You’re in this right up to your pretty little neck. You being a former con girl makes it easier. I don’t have to explain shit like if you was just off the bus. On the other hand, like any good con girl, it’s hard to tell when you’re lying. Now don’t be fooled by my appearance, there’s a dark uncultured side to me. You know what I’m saying?” He picked up the burning cigarette which had scorched the desk edge, put it between his lips, took a long drag and purposely blew the smoke in her face. “You get it together, Babycakes, or you’ll regret ever meeting me.”
She waved away the stench of his breath. “I regretted that back when you opened the door.”
“Well, one way or the other, it’s you who’s got to come up with the money—,”
She waited for the inevitable, or else.
“—or else I start killing people. You ever notice there are so many worthless people in this world that get in the way of what you want?” In case she missed the point, he opened his jacket and flashed the gun he was carrying. “Everyone but you, of course—unless I have to.” His dull eyes didn’t blink.
“Thanks, that takes the pressure right off.”
“You get me the dough, I don’t kill no one. It’s like their lives are in your soft hands.”
“You know, murder creates a lot of fuss around town. Folks get all upset. Police start scurrying around waving guns. The heat comes down on you big-time. You’ll end up sneaking out of town and leaving your money behind. You want that?”
“Sometimes people do their best thinking with a gun pointed at their head. Amazing how the money suddenly appears.”
“Leo, your quarrel is with someone else because Bardner is innocent. I can prove it and get him out of jail.” In fact, Lester was already out on bond, but she didn’t want Leo to go looking for him. “I could get killed running around asking about your money—Coleman’s killer is still out there. Apparently, you don’t care who murdered him you just want the money. But the killer has it. You should spend your time looking for him.”
“Better leave your boy in jail because if he takes one step out before I get my money back, I’m taking him out. He’s same as dead. Might as well start getting himself buried.” He leaned forward and put on an unctuous smile. “So now you’re an ambulance chaser? How’d you swing that one? You’re a looker though. I’d like to see you again—after we settle our business.”
“Are you asking me for a date or an appointment?”
He stood, drew in a deep breath and swelled up to his full six feet. His face flamed and she noticed his jaw tighten. “I always ask nice first. You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.” She’d gone too far. He hadn’t liked her smartass brush off.
She stiffened for an instant thinking he was coming after her. He dropped the lighted cigarette onto the carpet and crushed it to death with his heel. She bored in at him with narrowed eyes, made a slight smile and waited. Show no fear when faced with a wild animal.
Finally, he grinned. “Well, you little bitch, now I remember you! A lot of us had a thing for you back then. But you were Jimbo Brewster’s girl, hustling the tourists. How about that. Wait until I tell Jimbo. He thought you took off back north. Couldn’t place you at first. You have it all going on for you now, but it’s you. On second thought, maybe I won’t tell Jimbo. Here we are together and he’s not around. Don’t know how you’re pulling off this lawyer flimflam, but you’re making a mistake getting all uptown with me, when you’re same as me. Okay, so you’re not as easy these days, but I’ll bet you still use what you’ve got, to get what you want.”
Still mistaking her for someone else, she wasn’t going to deny it again. Safer to let him think they were two of a kind—someone he could deal with. Next to get out of there. She stood and said, “I need a few days to check all this out.”
“Don’t rush off, what’s your hurry?” He rested his heavy hand on her shoulder, but she stepped past him and reached for the doorknob.
“If my side has your money, you’ll get it back.”
“Your side’s got it all right, but your side don’t have a few days. I’ll call you in forty-eight hours. Have the money ready for me in a neat little package. In the meantime, I’ll be watching you. You know, like seeing where Babycakes likes to go in her cute little red convertible.” He grinned when he saw her cringe at the words.
She started to protest, but there was nothing to say. The important thing just then was to get out of that room safely. Later she could worry about how to never meet up with this creep again. She opened the door, stepped into the hallway and kept moving.
He stood in the doorway watching the natural movement of her hips as she hurried down the hallway.
She passed a busboy pushing a cart with a silver coffee service out of the elevator. She wasn’t stopping to tip him. She went on down to the lobby, crossed to the far side and sat behind a huge potted palm, where she wouldn’t be noticed, yet had a view of the front desk and entrance. She called Mel Shapiro. The call went to voice mail. She left a call back and tried Eddy. She got him, “How’s my favorite detective today?”
He recognized her voice. “Starting right in with the sweet talk, are you? What do you need?”
“You’re easy. I’m at the Ocean Palms and just left the hotel room of an interesting hood from Miami Beach.”
“You get his autograph?”
“No, but he was itching to leave his fingerprints on my blouse. Seriously, I’m in trouble. He knows my car and says he’s going to follow me. He made a death threat and he’s carrying. You need to know he’s in your territory, and I need to identify who he is. Miss Hatchetface, running the front desk in this place, isn’t likely to tell me anything.”
“He threatened to kill you? Sandy, what are you into this time?”
“I’m trying to stay out of everything, that’s why I’m calling. I’ll explain it all to Mel when I can get through to him, but I’m giving you a heads up. The guy knows your victim Coleman, and he threatened to kill your suspect Lester Bardner.”
“Where are you now? Are you safe?”
“In the lobby watching the elevator and the front entrance.”
“I’m already on the way over. I know the head of security there. I’m putting you on hold while I call him. At least I can tell you who’s registered in that room. Don’t hang up because I need his description and more info from you. Sit tight and stay out of sight.”
“Okay, his name is Leo, that’s all I know, room number 405, and I can give you the number he gave me to use to call him. The guy leaned his hand against the desktop—might have left prints. Also, he ground his cigarette butt into the carpet by the desk—you can go for DNA. He smokes cork-tipped cigarettes, if that means anything to you.”
It had occurred to her, she’d have an advantage over the prosecution, if she’d kept quiet about all this and not alerted Eddy; at least until she determined if the information might somehow help her case defending Bardner. However, the death threat changed everything. It’d be dangerous to withhold that information—especially since she was one of the targets.
After a full ten minutes, Eddy came back on the line. “Bad start, Sandy. They tell me Room 405 hasn’t been rented and is unoccupied right now.”



Chapter Sixteen
 
Waiting in the outer office of state attorney Melvin Shapiro, Sandy contemplated her sudden dilemma and considered the challenge. Quite aside from putting together a winning defense of Lester Bardner, she was now charged with locating the money, probably stolen to start with, of some dangerous badass from Miami Beach. And finding it within forty-eight hours—or else.
Finally, the door to Shapiro’s office opened and three suits walked out, she guessed FBI by the way they handled themselves. Shapiro motioned her in. “First off, Sandy, we’d like to have your description of this Leo guy. The police are out searching for him.”
“His hair wasn’t greasy, but otherwise he was a walking, talking cliché. Like any other hood, only more so.” She filled him in as best she could ending with, “In other words, he’s one nasty mutha.”
Mel raised his eyebrows. “Remember all that stuff I said about you being a sharp young woman... well, forget it. Very reckless of you to be alone with that character. You’ve just said you sized him up instantly just by looking at him. What’s wrong with you? Why did you ignore all the danger signs and step into that hotel room? You could have been carried out of that room in bad shape.”
She shrugged. “I thought I could handle him and as it turned out, I did. He said he could give me the motive, and I wanted that info.” She waved away any further discussion and continued on setting the scene and repeating as much of the encounter with Leo as she could remember. “And the death threats are real. I knew the guy was capable of murder even before he flashed his gun at me.”
“What was it?”
“A Glock. Was in his shoulder holster, so I couldn’t see all of it, but it was a Glock, the smaller one. Definitely not a nickel plated sissy pistol.”
She left out the part about Coleman being a sports gambler as that was a possible connection with her client that might somehow help her side. Let the prosecution find out that one by themselves. She did mention the victim had brought $250,000 to Park Beach. That would be the first the prosecution had heard of money being involved. “So now you have money as the motive for whoever shot Coleman. With that kind of money, we could be dealing with drug rabble. If I can tie this mess into drugs, then Bardner is home free. He’s an upstanding citizen. No criminal connection whatsoever.”
“Not drugs.” he said. “The FBI just told me they found no drug connection whatever for Coleman. They suspect he’s a low-level grifter running some sort of scam in Miami Beach. He does have at least one prior—minor illegal gambling arrest years ago in Atlantic City. We’re still tracing everything down.” He gave her a sly smile. “Thanks for the money angle. We have your client under arrest and money is always a lovely motive.”
“So, now you’re thinking my client shot the victim to get the money? You have a video supposedly showing the shooting—where’s the money? No money is passing hands in the video. If Lester Bardner doesn’t have the money yet—why shoot Coleman? If Bardner already does have the money—why shoot Coleman? You’ll have to make up some story to explain that part.”
“That’s what lawyers do, make up stories to fit the facts.”
“Well, make up a different one. Get serious, Mel. A pair of thugs were in town. One carrying large money, and the other running around threatening people with a gun. Something else is going down, and it has nothing to do with a cream puff, philandering husband who already has too much money. Lester Bardner isn’t involved in criminality.” She stood to leave. “Hey, I came in here for a little comfort, and you’re beating up on me. Get on this, Mel! With all your state and federal resources, you should be able to put something together on these guys and their money. Get me out of the middle of this mess. And do it before another person gets killed—me, for instance.”
“I’m sorry, you looked so cool when you came in here, I didn’t mean to minimize the trauma of facing the bad guy. I’m still upset that you put yourself in danger like that.” Then he looked down at his notes. “Okay, we have this Leo, who wasn’t registered at the Ocean Palms, not Room 405 or otherwise. Jaworski went over there. They have no video in the halls, or we’d have him on tape. He’s checking the other hotel videos to see if they can spot this Leo anywhere on the premises or driving away. Too bad you couldn’t get a photo.”
“You should also check with hotel security to see how that low life was able to get unfettered access to 405. I could still be up there tied across the bed waiting for the room to be rented—if ever.”
“Again, I’m sorry if I made light of the death threat. And we certainly have to do something if he’s likely to follow you around town.”
“It’s worrisome, yet I don’t believe I need police protection just now. He gave us forty-eight hours and I’ll be on my guard. You might find him before then. Anyway, I don’t think he’ll do anything before times up.”
“Are you taking his threats seriously?”
“I am, and I definitely think this guy is going to turn out to be a big problem for me. If you and your police force and sheriff’s department would just find the badass, then I could stop worrying. Hey, I’m feeding you all this good info. You’ll keep me advised, right?”
“Advised yes, but no way are you getting into the prosecution’s loop. As usual, I’m telling you no more than suits the purposes of the state attorney’s office. Of course, we’ll cooperate with your office in any possible way to see that Leo doesn’t carry out his death threats. It’d be a good idea if you spent some time in front of our police computer looking through the mug shots of known Miami felons. Are you willing to do that?”
She nodded. “Of course.”
“I’ll call over there and an officer will take you through the mug shot viewing.”
“I want Eddy.”
“Okay, Eddy will be waiting for you at police headquarters.” He met her eyes and gave her a sympathetic nod. “Why aren’t I taking you out to dinner and having an evening where we can be alone.”
“I’m tempted to suggest tonight,” she said, “until I remembered I’m under a death threat.”
He walked with her to the elevators. “So can we have a date once we get Leo off your back?”
“You can have a date anytime, Mel. It’s just that I’ll be thinking of Leo while I’m gazing into your eyes. Neither one of us wants that.” She was glad to have an excuse. She had no urge to improve her so-called love life just then.
 
 
It was after six by the time she completed viewing the mug shots at the police station. No success. When she returned to the office, Martin and Nigel were waiting.
Of course, Martin was alarmed to hear of her encounter and the death threat. She repeated the entire scenario, casting Leo in a somewhat less menacing role to keep down Martin’s blood pressure. Nigel was excited that he was in the middle of such happenings—some gun-toting goon threatening the people he was working with. “How dangerous do you think he is, Sandy?”
“Compared to what?”
“Shouldn’t we have armed guards here in the office?”
“That’s not farfetched, but Leo did give me forty-eight hours,” she said. “I hope he’ll hold off until then.”
“What about Charlene, is she safe?”
“Nice of you to be concerned about her,” she said. “I suppose anyone who came in contact with Lester might be in danger, but I don’t see it right now. As far as we know, Leo isn’t aware Charlene exists.”
Martin said, “Obviously, the gathering of facts to aid in the defense of our client can wait. Leo is the immediate problem. We have to either find Leo’s money, or somehow put him out of commission.”
Nigel said, “I’m willing to work all night.” He loosened his tie. “If I order a pizza, do you mind if I eat it here at my desk?”
“Whatever it takes for you to do your magic and find something we can use to shut down Leo. But I don’t want you working all night,” she said.
Martin appeared to be deeply thinking. “As I see it, there are two ways to approach our problem. Nigel can start with Leo, researching who he might be and what’s going down. I’d like to start with Coleman being shot and go up from there. Let’s assume our client is guilty, and let’s assume the reason he shot a man that was unknown to him was for the money. There might be other motives, but let’s start with the money. Lester admits he was in the sports bar the night of the murder. Coleman was a gambler and sports bar habitué, according to Leo. We don’t know what happened in the bar, or if they spoke or made some kind of bet.”
Nigel, who had been silent up to that point, said, “Are we brainstorming here, or do you want me to keep quiet?”
She answered, “You’re part of the team now, Nigel. Feel free to jump in.”
“Nothing earthshaking, just an observation. A quarter-million sports bet would give Las Vegas pause. No one’s going to bet that sort of money in a local sports bar in this town. I don’t think the murder had anything to do with betting. Coleman started out with the money. If Lester somehow got it away from him as a result of a meeting in the bar, then why was he later threatening Coleman with the gun and ending up shooting him?”
She said, “You’re correct, we can’t assume Lester ended up with the money.”
Nigel continued, “Perhaps, Coleman hadn’t delivered the money as promised and Lester was chasing him down,”
Martin said, “Don’t ask me why Coleman would be giving Lester money. Yet, the shooting doesn’t make sense unless money was involved.”
She wasn’t convinced. “Something brought our client and the victim together. Perhaps it wasn’t money. Maybe there’s another connection.”
Nigel said, “Come on, it’s not some fantastic coincidence—the shooting and the money go together like tea and crumpets. Lester did the murder. He either has the money, or tried to get it. Isn’t he on our side? Can’t you convince him to explain it all? It’s either give up the money or spend his life in prison.”
“Assuming he knows something about the money, we have to convince him to tell us where it is, or somehow find it ourselves. Nigel, call him, get him in here right now. I’ll talk with him again, now that we know two hundred fifty grand was involved. He’s not wrapped too tight. If he’s sitting on the money, maybe he’ll give himself away.”
Nigel noted his watch. “It’s seven thirty, Sandy.”
“Call him anyway and get him in here in the morning. I can’t just sit around tonight. I’m going to cruise around town. Leo’s the type to be hitting the bars about now. I’ll check the hotel lounges as well.”
“You are not going cruising around town, too dangerous,” Martin said. “Leo knows what you look like. Plus all the drinkers will be hitting on you.”
“I’ve got my black stringy wig. With horn-rimmed glasses and my Goodwill-reject house dress, I’ll look like a strung out housewife searching for her misbehaving husband.”
“In that case, you’ll attract only half the drinkers. Nevertheless, I’m the one who should be out doing that. No one would think a thing of it.”
“But you don’t know who you’re looking for.”
“Okay, but I want to get out of the office and do something.”
“How'd you like to spend an evening in a sports bar?” she said.
“It’s what I live for.”
“Frankie’s Sports Bar might well figure in the connection between Lester and Coleman.”
Nigel came back and interrupted, “Mr. Bardner is on the phone. He regrets that it’s inconvenient for him to come see you in your office tomorrow. He suggests you come out to his house.”
She grabbed for the phone. “Lester? Be here at nine tomorrow morning or your ass is going back to jail.” She slammed the phone down and turned back to Martin, “Where were we? Can you somehow hang out at Frankie’s? Try to find out if Coleman or Lester were in there last Tuesday night.”
Nigel said, “I would suggest he be inconspicuous, wear some old clothes. Except he’s never had any.”
“I do have old clothes,” Martin replied as though it was an insult.
“Even with your old clothes, you’ll still be the best dressed man in that bar,” Nigel said. “I can help you with a disguise, I suppose. You’ll need a beat-up leather jacket and jeans. The jeans can be new, makes no difference. You have sneakers?”
“I have running shoes, but I’m not wearing them, and I’m not wearing a disguise.”
“Don’t forget the ever-present baseball cap.”
“I’m not wearing any baseball cap.” He looked over at Sandy who had busted out laughing.
Nigel kept it up, “I’ll go find a mustache for you.”
“Why not a sign on my back that says, ‘Hey, everybody, I’m just a regular guy. Don’t pay any attention to me.’” He starred Nigel down. “No mustache. Thanks, but I’ll be fine. Good grief, I know what to wear to a sports bar. I’ll go home and change, go over to the bar after dark.”
Nigel called out to Martin as he was leaving, “And don’t shave.”



Chapter Seventeen
 
The young woman came up close beside him at the bar, leaned in and whispered, “You ever get in a crazy mood where you feel like doing something naughty?” She was Martin’s age, about a head shorter and nice-looking, but not remarkable. Neatly dressed in a knee-length blue denim skirt with a white peasant blouse. He had entered Frankie’s Sports Bar a few minutes earlier, and the older woman serving behind the bar had just set a frosty schooner of Bud in front of him. He had almost slipped and ordered a martini.
The woman beside him spoke again, “I noticed you weren’t staring at the game, so I thought I’d bother you.”
“No bother. Who are you rooting for?” he asked to make conversation.
“Me and you circling all the bases.”
“Well, this certainly is a friendly place,” he chuckled.
“You want some company?” She saw the trace of a grimace on his face, and said, “Okay, no conversation. I’ll get right to the point. There are other sociable girls, wives and ex-girlfriends in here tonight. They might be prettier but there’s a lot of game playing. After a ton of money spent on them, you still might strike out. I guess you’ve lived that story yourself.”
“We’ve all been there,” he said, going along with it.
“Hey, if you want to be alone—.”
“If you don’t mind. I guess I don’t feel much like talking right now. Thanks for the welcoming.”
She squeezed his arm and smiled, “That’s cool.” She walked away.
Eight large wall-mounted TVs blared forth from every possible viewing angle around the room. The patrons were garbed in fashions from blue-collar up to the polo club crowd. He need not have worried about his disguise, as he was just one more unremarkable sports fan.
Time to get to business. He made up something to say to the older gentleman on his left, “I didn’t realize this game was on tonight.”
“Yeah, how about that?” the guy said, without taking his eyes away from the TV to even see who was speaking.
“I was looking for one of my buddies, Lester Bardner. You know him?” Martin waited. Finally, the guy absent mindedly shook his head, but showed no inclination to speak one more word. Martin wasn’t there for a chat anyway. He wanted information and talking to these guys engrossed in the game wouldn’t get him there. He needed to chat with someone who wasn’t concentrating on the game.
The woman who had spoken to him earlier probably knew what went on in the place. She was sitting on a bar stool toward the end. He motioned to her.
She hurried over smiling. “You won’t be disappointed.”
“It’s not that at all. And I disagree that the other women in here are prettier.” The woman didn’t have herself on display and except for the vivid red lips wore a minimum of makeup—all to her credit. “What’s your name?”
“You can call me Trixie.”
He looked down at her with a raised eyebrow.
“I didn’t say it was my real name. I said you could call me that. Hey, lots of nice girls are named Trixie. Come on, follow me.”
“No, wait. I don’t want—.”
“Relax, we’re only going over there to that quiet booth in the back.”
When they had settled in, she looked at him expectantly. He said, “Perhaps you can help me with a little problem.”
“Don’t be embarrassed, honey. I’ve seen it all. If you’ve got a bell, I’ll find a way to ring it.”
“I need some information.”
She was disappointed. “Do I look like an information booth?”
“Worth money to me.”
“Better be. Like twenty bucks up front,” she said it with a take it or leave it tone. “I could be doing something else, you know.”
He nodded, took out the photo of Bardner and passed it across the table to her. He watched her eyes, thought he saw a flicker of recognition. When he showed her the photo of Coleman, she definitely widened her eyes. Perhaps in recognition, but more likely because the man’s eyes were closed, his complexion was pasty, and he was lying on a slab. “Have you seen either of these guys in here, maybe together, maybe last Tuesday?”
She pushed the photos back at him. “Have a nice day.”
He relaxed and leaned back, trying to come across as non-threatening as possible. “Let’s say a fifty.” He nudged the photos toward her again.
“You’re serious, aren’t you? Look, honey, I’m not identifying any bad guys for any amount of money.”
“It’s not like that.” He pointed. “This guy’s dead and this other is under suspicion.”
“Oh, that’s a relief, then I got nothing to worry about, do I? And here I thought they were trouble.” She pushed the photos back. “Never saw them in my life.”
“Does this place have a security camera?”
“You mean like a bank or a Stop-and-Rob? No.”
“Okay, can you just tell me if you’ve ever seen either one?”
“You’re not a cop or an ex-cop, I can tell. Probably working for a lawyer or insurance company. And you know, suddenly I don’t like you. You’re trying to trick me. Once I tell you, you can force me to testify—seen that on TV. If I’m lucky the dead guy’s buddies won’t come after me, and all I have to do is take the stand, explain how I supplement my income in a sports bar, then go home and watch my mother while she kills herself.”
“I just need some answers, not your testimony.” However, she was correct, as soon as she spoke, she’d be subject to a subpoena. He did not intend to let that happen, but it could get out of control. He pulled some bills out of his pocket.
She saw the money, looked both ways rapidly and shoved his hands off the table. “For chrissake don’t do that!”
“I’ll give you something anyway for your trouble.”
“Well, don’t pass me money in here, dummy. Let’s go out back.”
He paused and looked around the room. “In the alley? Is it safe back there?”
“It is if you’re with me, provided you don't make me squeal too loud. Half the guys in this room are like big brothers. They know my real name. I’m one of those girls that just seem to be around when you need them. Except I’m not a professional.”
“But you charge?”
“Duh... I’m easy not stupid. No record, never been arrested. The cops don’t know I exist ‘cause Frankie keeps me away from the tourists. They come in and go out never knowing there’s a Trixie around. And the best part is I don’t have to stand around showing a lot of skin or dress slutty. So, I’m sort of naughty, but basically good. The guys are generous. They buy me drinks now and then. They want to keep me around.”
“You trusted talking to me from the start. How come?”
“Frankie, the owner, she’s the one who served you the beer, looked you over and then gave me the okay signal. That’s why I went up to you.” She swung her legs out of the booth.
He followed her down the back hallway, beyond the restrooms and out the rear door.
They stood in the dim light of a feeble lamp hanging crooked by one wire on the building above the back door. He cautiously looked around the alley. Just a few cars and pickups parked back there. No people just shadows. Quiet except for occasional yelling from inside whenever the crowd was aroused by the ball game.
“We’re cool.” She turned to him. “I guess if someone sees you giving me money they won't exactly be surprised, now will they?”
He had put some bills in his front pocket on purpose. Now, he took the money out and peeled off a fifty.
She saw what he was holding. “Holy shit, I could give you a month in wonderland on that.” She took the fifty and stared at the remaining bills in his hand. “One more?”
He gave her another and put the money back in his pocket.
“For chrissake, you're easier than me. You’ve got something coming, honey.”
“Don’t worry about it. Nice of you to stick your neck out as far as you did.”
“No, not that. I won’t embarrass you into turning me down again.” She took a little breath. “This isn’t going to help Lester, is it?”
So, she did know him. “Believe it or not, sometimes the truth turns out to actually help a guilty person in the long run. Is he one of your friends?”
“He’s a jerk, but he’s generous. I never turn him down. He’s in here a lot but hasn’t been calling on me lately. Must have something good going for him. I’d be surprised if he wasn’t here last Tuesday, if you know what I mean. Yes, I’d certainly be surprised.”
“I understand. Thank you for at least that much, and good luck to you, Trixie.” He started to turn.
“Wait. I’m not through.” She peered around into the darkness before moving closer, “That other guy, the dead one? I heard he won a big bet from someone inside last week, might have been Tuesday. Probably was, you know. Anyway, he never showed up for his money. I guess he never will, huh?”
“Was it a very large bet?”
She shook her head. “Nothing special, at least I didn’t hear talk about any big money.”
“Very helpful. One more thing, and this is important, Trixie. Did they leave together?”
She looked as though she wanted to speak but just frowned at first. “You shouldn’t have told me it was important, now I’m really nervous.”
He took out another fifty.
She stared at the bill while shaking her head. “No, I wasn’t hustling you for more. You’ve paid me plenty.”
He pushed the bill at her.
She took it, looking more worried than glad. “Why do I trust you? Okay... they might have been here at the same time. In fact, Lester came in a couple minutes after the dead guy showed up. I remember because Frankie waved me off—didn’t want me to go near the dead guy. She can spot trouble ten miles away and blindfolded. I don’t remember if they talked to each other while they were here. The dead guy left and Lester went out right after.”
Martin had what he wanted and it was good. Yet, a smile didn’t come. Worrying about all the Trixies in the world would do no good, he could do nothing about them. But he did wonder about them and didn’t care to encounter any more of them.
“You know what?” she said. “You could have had me for nothing.” She rested her hand on his arm.” But remember, in case you want something special sometime—bound to happen. Just park in back here, go in and sit in that back booth. You don’t have to say anything. I’ll see you. I know I’m not exactly an oil painting, but we all look alike in the dark. It’s not my face you’re gonna remember anyway.” She grinned as she held the door for him to go back inside and shook the fistful of money high in the air.



Chapter Eighteen
 
The following morning, Martin briefed Sandy about his excursion into the sports bar. Any lingering doubts about their client’s guilt had disappeared. “So they were both seen earlier the evening of the murder at Frankie’s,” she said. “You say Lester followed Coleman into and out of Frankie’s? That gives us considerably more information on what went on that fateful evening. Of course, we have that inconvenient video of the shooting on the street later. Who’s this witness?”
“Sort of an extra added attraction there at the bar. Let’s call her a woman of negotiable affections. She’d be an unreliable witness on the stand, but her info was invaluable. She didn’t recall the two men speaking together. We now know Lester was following Coleman, not the other way around, but we don’t know why.”
“Defending him will be a rough go,” she said. “This new information about him following the victim adds to his guilt—looks like premeditation. Regardless, it doesn’t keep us from using the Stand Your Ground defense if that’s what we decide.” Nothing learned at Frankie’s revealed a motive for hunting down Coleman with a gun in hand. And she’d still like to find out how the two men originally came to be connected.
She was on her second cup of coffee when her phone rang. Unmistakably Leo. “Why aren’t you out looking for my money?”
“I’m working hard, Leo. Office research, making calls, trying to link things together.”
“Well, you do get to the office early, I’ll say that. I was hoping you jogged in your neighborhood in the morning, or went to some exercise class every day. What do you call those cute tight things you girls wear?”
“Leo, you stalking me just makes me nervous, and I need to stay focused.” Her eyes were tightly shut the entire time she was talking. “Answer me this, did Coleman ever call you from Park Beach? Did he ever mention any names or places, something that might help me on this?”
“Why do I get the feeling you’re looking for me and not my money. Get with it, Babycakes.”
She called Mel immediately and described the call. “Obviously, he’s been following me around town.”
“Good lord, did you spot him?”
“No, and I usually can tell when someone is tailing me. In any case, you can bet he’s not sitting in a hotel room waiting for his phone to ring. I had trouble sleeping last night, wondering if he was watching my house. I’m usually not like that.” She declined the state attorney’s offer of a police escort and assured him she’d be careful.
“I don’t like using you as bait,” Mel said, “but if you can spot him following you, call me, maybe you can lead him into a trap—such as a dead-end street. We’d at least get a look at the vehicle he’s driving, which might lead to his identity. Just don’t take any chances.”
She agreed to be watchful for such an opportunity. She had no idea where to start looking for Leo’s money. Nigel was already deeply engaged in scouring various databases on the Internet trying to get a lead on him. It seemed more promising for her to concentrate on searching for Leo himself. He had to be somewhere around town, if not actually right behind her. After she had informed Martin of the call, and listened to all his expressions of concern, they agreed he would pursue the connection angle between Lester Bardner and Coleman—what had brought them together
 Martin’s phone buzzed. Holly Davies said, “Hey Marty, you said I should wait. It’s been like a total lifetime. Like what happened to you?”
He’d been stalling getting back to her because he had to admit finding almost nothing about Bruce Fowler, the mystery man she had met in the coffee bar. Nigel had come up with some sparse family history in Colorado. However, they weren’t certain it was even the same man. Still no employment history, not even an address. Martin had asked about the Fowler family around town and drew a blank. No one had heard of him or his family. Possibly, he was a thirty-year-old, would-be photographer who, with family money, didn’t have to work. Plenty of wealthy folks in Florida don’t have to work. Nevertheless, Martin didn’t believe the guy was legitimate and cursed finding nothing. He had wanted to overpower Holly with negative details to steer her away from what would surely be a disastrous predicament.
With the Leo threat in front of them, no one in the office had any additional time to pursue the background check on the mystery man, which added to Martin’s guilty feeling. Nigel’s research efforts were pulled off Holly’s situation and given to finding Leo before someone else died. One good excuse for not learning more about the man was no local address. He told her, “I’m afraid we’ve found out almost nothing about the guy. All you’ve given us is his name and photo. You don’t even know where he lives. If he has a car, what’s the license plate number? What’s his phone number?”
“Well, no bad reports that’s cool, isn’t it?” she said. “He comes in more often now, Marty, and we talk. He really rocks. Except, I wish he’d dress a little better. He says when you have a lot of money, you can dress however you want. Eccentric—that’s what he called himself. Never seen him with a phone, don’t know about a car. He talks about all the travel and things we’ll do together and wants me to see his beachfront condo. Says it looks out on the ocean. Imagine me waking up and hearing the ocean. I’ve hinted about him asking me on a date, but the most he says is he wants me to see his condo.”
“Do not go to his condo alone, Holly. You haven’t even had a date, and he wants to get you in his condo?”
“Sounds really awesome.”
“We need more information, especially an address. And be very careful with this guy.”
“Okay, I’ll get you an address somehow—just so you can check in to it and find out how wrong you are. I’m not worried about him, and if you met him you wouldn’t be worried either.”
“Call Nigel with anything you find out about the guy.”
“Hey, listen to this, Marty. Bruce has been taking photos of me. Isn’t that cool? See I told you he was a photographer.”
“What kind of photos?”
“At the beach. It was fun.”
“Wearing a swimsuit?”
“Just my everyday clothes. He said I’m particularly photogenic, and if the photos come out okay, he might consider doing some glamour poses of me in a bikini. Said he had to think about it.”
“Did he drive to the beach? Did you get a look at his car? We need the license plate number so we can check out this guy.”
“I drove my car and met him there. I think he lives nearby.”
“Well, call Nigel anytime, and be very careful with this man.”
“He says his mother wanted to see him married. Break out of his shell, was what she told him. She died still unsuccessful in getting him interested in going out and meeting someone. He’s got this legal trust thing—you know what that is?”
“Go on.”
“To get everything he has coming from the inheritance, we have to get married and live as man and wife for like a year. Said he doesn’t care about the wife part of it, but that’s what the trust requires. He says I’m the first girl he’s seriously considering doing this with. Isn’t that sweet? Do I rock or what? Looks like I’m going to get that money.”
“When do you get the fifty thousand? After he gets his inheritance or immediately? I’m betting he promises it after the inheritance, and you never get it.”
“I’m not sure. Didn’t want to screw up by asking too many questions. Bruce said everything would be clear to me later.”
“Yes, everything will be shockingly clear to you, once he gets his hands on you and it’s too late.”
“I want that money, Marty, I’m willing to take a chance. What’s the worst that can happen? I told my boyfriend, he’s cool with it. Said getting married was okay as long as I didn’t have sex with the guy and continued to have sex with him.”
“You should consider dumping your boyfriend while you’re at it. No one who cares for you would ever approve of such a bizarre arrangement.”
“But you see, later we can use the money to start our new life. Since my boyfriend trusts me, won’t it be all right? Anyway, if all that bad stuff does go down, I can always run to you for help can’t I?”
He regretted what he was about to say, but she needed to be shocked into thinking seriously about the consequences. “No, Holly you can’t run to me. I feel I’ve given you excellent advice. I do wish you luck and happiness, I just don’t believe it will happen. If you’re lucky, it’ll merely be horrible. You have to take responsibility for yourself. Please don’t rely on me, okay?”
He knew he had gone too far as soon as he said it. Somehow, he should have left the door open to her. Yet, he couldn’t leave her thinking she didn’t need to worry for herself because somehow he had the power to make horrible consequences go away.
“So much for all that friend shit you were giving me. Guess I’m not good enough. You don’t want anything more to do with me, and that totally sucks. Then I don’t want anything to do with you, dude. I know what I’m doing and I’m going to do it. You don’t have to bother with me anymore. You can stop worrying about me as of right now. Goodbye.”



Chapter Nineteen
 
After hanging up with Holly, Martin forced his mind back into the office. Sandy and Nigel had been talking about the forty-eight hour deadline. It took a full minute for him to get his mind refocused. He was still distressed, when he said, “How much time do we have left?”
“At least one more day. Of course, Leo could contact me at any time. Lester should be walking in for his appointment any minute. I’m certain he has the answer to many of our questions. However, he still refuses to talk openly about Coleman. I’ll keep trying.” Her biggest worry just then wasn’t Lester’s defense but Leo’s overhanging threat.
She had just finished speaking when a freshly shaved and salon-embellished Lester Bardner came in. She greeted him with, “Nice to be out of jail isn’t it? You almost certainly don’t realize it, but you dodged a bullet. Your transfer out to county prison was underway at the same time I was before the judge getting you bailed.”
“But I do appreciate it,” he said. “I’m a changed man and ready to do your slightest bidding.”
She had decided he was guilty; the clincher was what Martin had learned at the sports bar. Lester definitely had followed Coleman and shot him. She still needed the motive and the money explained. “Does that mean you’re ready to confess?”
“I still think it would be stupid to admit to murder.”
She opened the folder on her desk. “I have information that Coleman was in Frankie’s at the same time you were there. In fact, a witness says you followed him in and out.”
“You think I’m lying to you?”
“Exactly.”
“And you also think I’m crazy.”
“That’s beside the point.” She leaned forward on her elbows. “Let me explain the prosecution’s two problems. They need to find the connection between you and Coleman, and they need a motive for you killing him.”
“You’re talking as if you think I’m guilty.”
It would be unwise for her to say it outright; the Bardner’s might drop her as his attorney, and she was determined to see this through to whatever end. “The police will soon discover you were in there with him the evening of the murder. That discovery solves the big connection question for them. Now what about the motive? I’d like to learn about it before they do.”
He shrugged.
“What do I say to the jury after witnesses testify you both were at the bar? Did you speak with him there?”
“Tell them I wasn’t there.”
“Didn’t you hear me? We have a witness who saw both of you there. Was it some sports betting deal gone bad? Did you lose a big bet? Or did you win and he wouldn’t pay up?”
His eyes went up and around the ceiling before speaking, “It had nothing to do with any sports betting.”
At least that was a slight admission and sounded truthful. She hoped he’d continue opening up. “Okay, no betting, but it must certainly have to do with money. Coleman showed up in town with a quarter million dollars. Now that money is missing. Did you know that?”
“No, I didn’t know he had any money. Makes no difference to me whether it’s missing or not.”
“Lester our best strategy might well be to admit that you shot him in self-defense. So, I really don’t care if you want to keep saying the video and everyone is mistaken, and you’re innocent. So you can now tell me anything and everything, and it won’t affect the outcome, okay?” Only a slight exaggeration. “My concern is the reason. Why did you follow him in and out of the bar if money was not involved? You killed him for some other reason? Why? Just tell me why. If not money, then revenge, hate, jealousy—why did you want him dead?”
Silence.
“Does any of this have a connection with Charlene?”
That got his attention. “What does she have to do with this?”
“That’s what I’m asking you!”
He frowned and shook his head.
No help at all from the man. Yet, she’d stick with the case regardless of whether he cooperated. Not unusual for a guilty defendant to maintain innocence. She should give up trying to reach him. She’d uncover the facts, prepare a defense and simply not let him testify. She had about decided to have him plead guilty and argue the shooting was justifiable under Florida law. It seemed the best bet. Especially since Nigel had discovered an unidentified object in the victim’s hand.
She’d had enough of going around in circles. “Let me tell you how the justice system will work in your case—you’ll be given a fair trial and found guilty. The trial will go on and on. The maneuvering will go back and forth. But in the end you will be found guilty. Keeping your secrets is hurting your cause. These aren’t little lies and secrets you’re laying on me. These are putting yourself in prison for life, sort of secrets.”
She looked at him and gave her head a little shake. “I’m waiting for the time when all the playing stops, the reality of the situation terrifies you, and you beg me to hear the truth. And your hardheadedness is placing other people at risk. Other lives have been threatened. That money didn’t belong to Coleman. It belonged to his associate who is willing to kill to get back, and he believes you have it. You understand, I get paid whether you walk or not. In fact, the longer I drag things out, the longer the money rolls in—right up to the minute when they fill the syringe with the lethal injection. And in fact, I’ll charge for the full eight hours on that final day.”
He looked as though she were talking about someone else. She wanted to reach across and shake him by the shoulders. “In addition to that, just in case all these horrible consequences are too far in the future to mean anything to you, I suggest you go into hiding at once because this guy Leo believes you have his money, and he’ll shoot you without blinking an eye.”
As if on cue, her phone warbled on the desk beside her.
After she answered, the color faded from her face. She listened and then said, “No, no, no, I need more time… no, not to find you. More time to find the money. Here’s how it is, I’ve thoroughly investigated the situation and my client has an airtight alibi. He’s innocent and the police have lost interest in him. He’s not the one who killed your buddy.” She looked over at Lester, who was nodding his head vigorously. “Now, I need more time to find the actual killer and recover your money.” She could picture him with the phone in one hand, speaking with a cigarette clamped in his lips.
She listened and frowned. “No, it’s not bullshit. Give me more time… Leo, that’s crazy. Shooting people won’t get your money back. Leo! Leo!” Her hand had started to tremble as she set the phone aside.
“You look sick,” Lester said.
“You need to get out of here fast.”
“Your face went all white and it scared the hell out of me.”
“For once it is about you, Lester. You need to run. Leo has identified you. He probably saw your picture in the paper. He knows who you are and where you are. I’ve already said the way you’re playing this could get you executed. Now you have to worry about Leo getting you first. He probably watched you come in here.”
“Well, I’ll be damned—.”
“Exactly! You need to lose him. Now listen carefully. When you leave here, park your car in the courthouse parking garage and go in the courthouse. Have a taxi pick you up at the side entrance. Go straight from there to a hotel and make it your home for the duration. Do not go near your car or your house until we catch this guy. Perhaps Julia can bring you some clothes and stuff. Anyway, stay away from your house.”
She walked Lester to the front office door, turned and stared at him. “Lester, I don’t understand your reluctance to discuss everything with me. Whatever your reason, you’re risking yourself and others getting killed.”
“Sandy, this situation is all very stressful, you don’t realize how all this is affecting me. People questioning me, hour after hour being in jail, reading my name in the newspaper and knowing that people hate me. All extremely confusing. I’m not a tough as you think.”
“And you’re dumber than I thought,” she said under her breath. She gave him a gentle shove out the door and called after him. “I hope you live long enough to stand trial.”
She was still angry as she turned to Nigel, “And you’ve still got nothing on Leo? We need background on him. If we can ID him, we can begin to trace him. He’s staying somewhere—driving around in something. Geez, give me something, damn it!”
Nigel looked contrite and pleaded. “You gave me three letters to go on. L-E-O, that’s what I’m starting with. Nothing but a nickname to go on. Could be Leonard, Leon, Leopold—.”
“We’re talking Miami, he might be part Latin, so try Leonardo,” she said sharply.
“Tried that,” he said, “Leonardo is also European.”
“Well, I can’t hand you his damn Social Security number, Nigel!”
He was stunned, “I haven’t given up, Sandy,” he said meekly.
She hurried over and put her hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, this situation has me frustrated and on edge. Leo said it’s amazing how the money suddenly appears as soon as someone gets shot. The man’s going to shoot someone, if you’d looked into his eyes you’d know what I mean.”
“If I looked into his eyes, I’d collapse on the spot.”
“If anyone can trace Leo, it’s you. I know that. Sorry I yelled,” she sighed.
“I’ll get him, Sandy. I promise I’ll get him.”
She called Mel and explained that Leo had just called saying times up. She finished by saying, “I asked for more time, but he hung up. I want protection, Mel. And I want Martin and Nigel protected.”
“Of course, and I think it’s time we all got our heads together on this.” He told her to close the office immediately and come with Martin to the courthouse. He wanted them to meet with him and the police chief to discuss the threat of Leo. He’d send an officer to pick them up.
“What about Nigel?” Martin asked, after she told him about the plan.
“He’s most likely safe, but I don’t want him sitting in the office alone. A police car is picking up all of us. We’ll take Nigel home.”



Chapter Twenty
 
Early afternoon, but the sky was quickly becoming dark and low. An ominous front had blown down through the Carolinas bringing a hard rain and interrupting the late fall warmth. Fortunately, unlike mud slides in California and earthquakes anywhere, weather for Florida can be seen advancing. Even devastating hurricanes that can snap huge trees like sticks take weeks to cross from the West African coast. And when it’s freezing in Canada, and the wind is from the north, everyone knows Florida will soon turn cold—relatively. The forecast of harsh, cold, rain for Park Beach, Florida was coming true. And the rain was soon accompanied by the grumble of thunder.
Nigel chose one of the strays from the brass umbrella stand in the corner of the law office waiting room. “Should we wait on the porch outside?”
“For the duration we’re in hiding from Leo,” she said. “We won’t step out until the police arrive. And, Nigel, I know you’ve been seeing Charlene, and that’s fine. However, stay away from her tonight as you’d be putting her in danger.”
They didn’t wait long. Soon a patrol car slipped around the corner and splashed up across the sidewalk. She and Nigel ran through the increasing rain. Martin locked the office and joined them.
The officer turned in his seat. “You guys have to be VIP’s, the courthouse is less than three blocks away.”
“We have one stop on the way,” she said. “Nigel, where do you live?”
“Hold on, this isn’t a taxi,” said the officer. “My orders were to pick you up and take you to the courthouse.”
“Well, your orders just changed.”
Nigel interrupted, “I must admit my cupboard is bare. Maybe he can just drop me at my neighborhood market.”
“How far is the market from your apartment?” she asked.
“Seven or eight blocks.”
“Take a taxi,” the officer suggested.
“I wouldn’t want you strolling around your neighborhood, even if it wasn’t raining,” she said.
Martin spoke up, “Nigel, we’ll all go to the courthouse and after the meeting you can come home with me. You’ll be safe there, and we can make an evening of it. Okay? It’s settled.”
Rumbles of thunder had given a warning earlier. Suddenly a brilliant burst of lightning with a simultaneous crack of thunder lit up the patrol car and made it tremble, startling them all. A fierce thunderstorm was upon them. Sunny Florida was quickly swept aside and vanquished. They reached the courthouse in the midst of an assault of harsh wind and rain, and stepped out under the shelter of the courthouse parking garage.
Sandy, Martin and Nigel joined with Shapiro, Detective Jaworski and Police Chief Stabler in the state attorney’s fourth-floor conference room. They moved the chairs closer together to hear above the sheets of rain pounding against the windows. Shapiro welcomed Nigel, remembering him from when he came to the courthouse and picked up the flash-drive. Sandy introduced Nigel Edwards to the Chief, who immediately wanted to know about the young man. She answered, “He’s the one who knocked the prosecution’s sure-thing case into a cocked hat.”
The Chief was not amused. “He’s not a lawyer, he’s part of your office staff. He shouldn’t be on the inside of the sensitive information we’re discussing here. Wasn’t he the subject of some sort of investigation?”
“Take my word for it, Chief, the young man is clever. He might hear something discussed in this meeting that will storm his brain. And more than that, if Nigel goes, I go.”
“Take your word?”
Shapiro cut him off, saying, “Chief, your concern is unwarranted. We need all the input we can get—the young man stays.” He drew his chair up closer. “Okay, I want everyone’s head together on this.” He asked all to listen carefully in the hope that sharing the information might be productive. “This Leo character is the real thing. He threatened Sandy and has now called her and stated the time is up. His threat, if we didn’t meet his deadline, was to shoot someone just to get our attention. We’re taking him seriously. The fact that he’s wearing a shoulder holster is proof enough. The time for protecting individual territory had passed, so let’s talk freely.”
After looking over at Shapiro, who nodded his permission, Jaworski opened the police file and started reading. The police down in Miami Beach had only one detective working that end and had gained nothing so far. He had interviewed the ex-wife of the victim, Benjamin Coleman, and she claimed to have never heard of any Leo. The detective believed she was lying. He started working the names in her Miami social circle in the hope one of them would be married to a Leo, but that was taking a long time.
The local Park Beach police, according to the Chief, had determined that Leo’s access to Room 405 at the Ocean Palms Hotel wasn’t that unusual. Housekeepers, maids and maintenance personnel all had master key cards. Leo could have bought a master for ten bucks, or perhaps just conned a maid into letting him in the room. They found ashes on the carpet, but Leo must have picked up the butt. They dusted the entire room and found a partial palm print on the desk, but it was useless for ID. The investigation outside the hotel was equally unfruitful. Chief Stabler mumbled something about Leo probably bluffing.
She rolled her eyes at that. “He might be a phony, but his gun was real.”
Martin explained what he had learned at Frankie’s Sports Bar, leaving out any specific mention of his source whose identity, at least at this point, didn’t need to be revealed. He referred to his source as a ‘server’, which was correct in a manner of speaking. He included his questioning of Holly Davies at The Coffee Mug. He assumed the police had covered much of the same territory.
She then reviewed her conversations with Leo at the hotel.
Shapiro asked her, “What can you tell us about Lester Bardner?”
“He’s obsessive, difficult and wears expensive clothes.”
“Come on,” Shapiro said. “Not everything about him needs to remain confidential. Protecting your client’s rights is one thing, but we’re here trying to stop this Leo from shooting his gun off in all directions.”
She reminded them they already had some background on Lester from Jaworski’s interview of Charlene Faulk in their law office. She then summarized any conversations with Lester Bardner that were not incriminating.
Shapiro wasn’t satisfied. “Sandy, I suspect you know how your client met Coleman and whatever deal there was behind the money. Are you willing to share that with us at this time?”
“No, I don’t know how they met,” she replied. “Nothing I do know on either count has anything to do with Leo’s willingness to shoot someone to get his money back. I certainly would love to find out the answers before you do. However, Lester isn’t the most cooperative client. I’ve already related what Leo told me in the hotel room—that he’s up here looking for the money Coleman had brought up here. Lester insists he knows nothing about the money. That’s about all I have to tell you.”
All told, the exchange of information was interesting, time consuming and inadequate. Yet, as Shapiro had hoped, at least the meeting got them all on the same page. He walked with them down to the courthouse parking garage. The thunderstorm had passed, but the heavy rain continued. Two patrol cars were waiting. One unit would take Martin and Nigel to Martin’s home and remain on duty there overnight. Martin and Nigel said goodbye and settled into the back seat.
Sandy and Mel stood together for a moment next to the other police vehicle.
“How do you feel?” Mel asked. The pounding rain made it difficult to hear.
“I’m fine. Worried about Leo, of course. I wouldn’t mind going somewhere quiet for a drink to settle down. But not in this storm.”
“Is it quiet at your place, Sandy? Why don’t I come over later?”
“Why not now? Follow us. I don’t want to be alone just now.”
She got in the front seat of the police car. Mel held the car door for her, and said “Take no chances until we catch this guy.”
Twenty minutes later, Mel was on her front porch shaking his umbrella. “That officer is to be there at the curb whenever you’re home.”
Once inside her house, he laughed and said, “The front porch is where I usually get the brush off.” He pulled her close with one arm around her waist. He brushed her slightly wet hair back with the other hand.
“You’re not bothered by my chaperone out there watching over me?”
“He’s watching out for the bad guy, I’m the good guy.” He kissed her.
The kiss was a little too soon and too eager for just stepping inside her house. She broke away casually, making the move appear quite natural. “Come on. I’ve been looking for an excuse to open a special wine I received last Christmas.”
She brought the bottle and the glasses in from the kitchen, placed them on the glass-topped coffee table in front of the couch and half filled them. After they had their first sips, he settled into the corner of the couch and drew her down close beside him. He put his arm around her shoulders and nudged her closer. She could still hear the rain drumming the roof, although the thunder had stopped. Nestling with him there on the couch, she felt comfortable and relaxed.
Mel said, “I love the feel of us being close like this.”
“You still look uptight.”
“I’m not exactly cozy even though I’d rather be here with you than anywhere else.”
“Well, I want us both cozy.” She snuggled slightly closer. They sipped the drinks quietly for a minute, and then he said, “Sandy, did you ever spot an attractive man on the street, in a store, or pushing a shopping cart, and you think you’d like to know him better. He’s alone and appears to be available. You wonder how it would be if you really made contact with him.”
“Seems rather normal.” She wondered where he was going.
“Well, that’s the feeling I sometimes get when I see you. We’ve known each other for years now and see each other every few days, we sometimes date, we sometimes kiss. Yet, it’s as though I’m watching this attractive woman go about her life, and nothing comes of it. Then you’re gone. You disappear back into your own life. It’s as though I’ve missed the connection with the pretty girl and am left wondering how it would be if I really made contact with her.” He raised his hand to touch her cheek with his fingers, a soft caress. Then he leaned over and gently kissed her forehead.
She knew when he said he couldn’t get started with her, he meant just her, not that he’d been enduring loneliness and suffering a long walk in the desert without a drink of water. He had no particular reputation regarding female acquaintances as far as she had heard, yet having been divorced for many years, he could be expected to have a few names with one or more asterisks beside them in his directory. The man was routinely out there: speaking engagements, social affairs, dinner parties. Active and popular, he was a well-known personage around town and considered quite a catch, by many.
She guessed he wanted her to take him more seriously and wanted the next step.
“You’re a busy guy. I suspect you have some difficulty slowing down and simply relaxing. As far as I’m concerned, I’m enjoying our relationship.”
He kept one arm around her shoulders, turned toward her and with his other hand on her upper arm, drew her close and kissed her. A sweet and warm kiss, yet for her part it felt as though she was returning the kiss out of sympathy. She truly liked him and was definitely attracted to him, yet pity wasn’t a good reason to be making out. His hand dropped gradually from her arm and rested gently on her skirt at her waist. He leaned in to whisper, “You are exciting.” He kissed her again. His soft lips were different this time. This kiss became eager and hot, she let herself go with it. She began to melt into him. After another moment, she wanted off that couch and closer to him. As they kissed, he slid his hand slowly back and forth feeling the smoothness of her thin skirt along the side of her thigh, and she could feel his warmth through her skirt. She felt herself arch her back to give his hand freedom. His fingers were spread wide as his hand slid around her waist to her lower back and cupped her buttock, gripping it gently. It caught her off guard, and she felt a wave of heat rise in her body. This was the closest they had come to true intimacy. She had the urge to tilt her head back, close her eyes and give him a clear way. She uncrossed her legs and drew in a short breath, so he’d know to go on. His hand moved to the hem of her skirt and caressed her bare knee.
Unbelievably, his phone rang. They both froze.
When he stiffened, she said, “You’re not going to answer it. You are not going to answer that phone,” she said emphasizing each syllable.
It continued ringing.
Finally, he fumbled for his phone.
She held back his hand. “Don’t answer it!”
“My calls are screened, if it rings—it’s important.”
“It damn well better be earth shattering,” she grumbled.
 He answered, listened and then said, “Well, call one of my assistant state attorneys. I’m not available.” He took a glance at Sandy, whose flared eyes were shooting sparks at him.
He listened for two more minutes. “I’ve never been more unavailable!” Then he frowned and covered his phone to ask her, “Charlene Faulk? Isn’t that Bardner’s girlfriend?”
Her hands flew to her face.
He listened, took in more information and frowned. “Okay, I’m on my way to the scene.”
After he hung up, he looked over at Sandy, whose eyes had already swelled up. She was standing with her cheeks pinched between her hands, staring with a horrified look.
He shook his head, “Shot... dead.” They stood facing each other for an instant before he wrapped his arms around her.
“Mel, I can’t believe that young woman has been murdered.”
“Shot... in front of Lester Bardner’s house.”
“What the hell was Charlene doing at Lester’s house? Damn!”
“I’m sorry. My presence isn’t necessary at most homicides, but when they mentioned her name—. Of course, we know about her affair with Bardner. At first blush, could be a love triangle.”
She pushed away from him, looked at him sharply and cried out, “Can you stop investigating for a second. What everyone was doing doesn’t mean shit! Nothing means shit! Nothing means anything!” She instantly had a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach and felt nauseous. She covered her mouth with her hand and rushed into the kitchen.
He stood frozen, wanting to comfort her, but understood he should let her have her moment. After a few minutes, he ventured as far as the kitchen door. She was standing with her arms out at the side of the sink, her head lowered.
“I’m sorry, Sandy. That was insensitive of me to jump abruptly into talking about the investigation. I’ve become too jaded with my job and responsibilities. Too many calls informing me of a dead body somewhere in my jurisdiction. I know it’s not just a dead body... it’s someone’s loved one... in this case, someone you knew and tried to protect.”
She turned to him, her eyes glistening. She dabbed at her mouth with a paper towel. “More than that, I liked her.” She went back into the living room, reached down and picked up her drink. “It’s crazy and it’s all wrong.” She finished off her drink. “If she had been a stranger I’d have merely blinked hard and carried on. As it is, I’m already on edge, expecting Leo to come crashing through my front door at any time with a cigarette in his mouth and a gun in each hand.”
“You think Leo is behind this? You kept telling us interrogating Charlene Faulk was unimportant because she had nothing to do with the Coleman murder.”
“I still believe that. Even so, Leo doesn’t know whether she has any connection. He might have just been watching Lester’s house when she drove up. He just said he’d start shooting. If you had met him, you’d believe him. What happened anyway? Who was there?”
“I don’t know anything else, but I’ll soon find out. “ He went to her and put his arms back around her. “You okay? I really have to go.”
“I’m okay now. But I have so many questions and I need to know everything. Can you keep me informed? Go do what good state attorneys do.”
“You will have a police car in front of your house night and day until this threat is over.”
She called Martin as soon as Mel had left and informed him that the unbelievable had happened.
His first response was, “That didn’t have to happen... no reason at all for that to happen. Why on earth was she there?”
Neither spoke for a minute. Using the silence to console each other.
Then he said, “What the devil is going on?”
“All Mel said was, shot in front of Bardner’s house. Leo’s the one who has been making the threats. Then again, maybe someone else shot from the street or a passing vehicle. Maybe from inside the house. I don’t even know if anyone was home at the time. I told Lester to hide in a hotel until all this was over. In any case, no damn reason for Charlene to be within a hundred miles of his place.”
“At least none that we know of,” Martin said.
“What do you mean by that? Hey, I’m usually the cynical, suspicious one. We should have done more. We told her not to snoop around, but maybe we should have warned her specifically about Leo. She might have gone there thinking she was helping somehow even though we warned her not to get involved. I still believe it was Leo. Yet why would he even know about Charlene?”
He said, “What about Julia... now we’re really getting wild. Any reason for Julia wanting her dead? Charlene did discover Keller and her making out in the front seat of his car. Or could Julia have maneuvered boyfriend Keller into killing the girlfriend? No, that doesn’t seem likely, he’s too prominent a figure.”
“Are you going to tell Nigel?”
“I’m afraid I must.”
Her phone rang. “Gotta go, Martin. I’ll call later.”
She answered, and Mel Shapiro said, “You okay? Still chaotic here, but I thought you should know. A neighbor heard the shooting, came out and saw Lester Bardner in the front yard looking down at the body covered in blood.”
“He was supposed to be hiding in a hotel! Any weapon found?”
“Not as yet. Lester claims he heard the shot, looked out and saw her lying next to her open car door. He was home alone. Didn’t know why she was over there. We know he was having an affair with her, maybe he was going to divorce Julia.”
“The affair was over. And he’d never get a divorce—it would leave him out of money.” Then it occurred to her that Lester wouldn’t be broke if he had Leo’s money.
Mel said, “Then perhaps he killed Charlene to keep her from revealing their affair.”
“Leo is the one making the threats, Mel. Let’s assume Leo shot from his car. Anyway, Charlene had no interest in telling Julia. She didn’t want anyone to know she’d been tricked into dating a married man. She got herself out of his life.” Sandy hesitated to tell him more, but he seemed to be about ready to re-arrest Lester. “Anyway, Julia didn’t give a damn, if he had a lover. She already knew, I’d bet on it. She has one herself and would be happy to be rid of Lester.” She bit her lip as soon as she said it.
“Julia has a lover? You weren’t going to give me that? Who is it?”
“I wasn’t certain it had anything to do with the Coleman case. You don’t need to know his name.”
“Lester’s lover was just murdered. Of course, I demand to know Julia’s lover’s name.”
“Grant Keller.”
“My god! Grant? Are you serious? This town will turn inside out. It couldn’t be worse if it were the governor. Who else knows Grant is involved?”
She ignored his question. “What does Julia say about all this?”
“She isn’t here. Lester says he hasn’t seen her for a couple of days. I thought you might know.”
“Not a clue. Anyway, my client is now in the clear. None of this has anything to do with Lester shooting Coleman.”
“No, he isn’t in the clear. Lester murdered once, remember? I’m standing here looking down at a bloody body in his yard. If I’m left with a bunch of unanswered questions, I might arrest him again. This time for killing his mistress.”
“Mel, I demand that you cease questioning my client at once. I’m coming over there.”
“You’re his attorney for the Coleman case. Are you suddenly his attorney for the Charlene Faulk murder as well? Okay, we’ll stop questioning him until you get over here. Then we have a lot to ask him, and we need your permission to question him immediately. Take the black and white.”
“What?”
“The officer now parked in front of your house… get over here fast. Lights and siren, say that I authorized it.”
“Oh, I say that to people all the time anyway.”



Chapter Twenty-one
 
With both hands gripping her umbrella, Sandy leaned against the rainstorm. She stood watching the crime scene investigation from the front porch of the Bardner home as close to the rain soaked body of Charlene Faulk as the police would allow. Outside the yellow tape, stood a rank of umbrella-tented neighbors shuffling under the rain like motorists trying to get a better look at a roadside disaster. The cops inside the tape had already seen too much.
It was one thing to learn that someone she liked had died—quite another for her to watch the humbled body being zipped up in a black body bag by the police in their yellow foul-weather gear. Sandy was angry, but she knew it wasn’t about her; it was about a precious life and a useless death. She remembered reading that all deaths come too soon, but that touch of philosophy added no comfort.
She wondered what Charlene could possibly have known of life in her few short years. Barely enough time to begin thinking about living, before being zipped out of sight, cold, wet and dead. What had she experienced in life before the few weeks of a fantasy fling with Lester? An exciting yet loveless fling, which she’d scored as both good and bad. Of her total lifetime, her involvement with Lester was a mere split second—a brief encounter now proven fatal; the collateral damage of someone else’s wrongdoing. Much of her talk in the office had been about being lonely; had she ever experienced romance in her short life? Whatever the opposite of loneliness is, Charlene might never have known it. She could not have looked lonelier lying there on the rain soaked lawn.
At last, the scene was quiet. The police vehicles with their blazing red-blue rack lights had left the scene, along with the Medical Examiner’s van bearing the body of Charlene Faulk. Her car was also hauled away. When the jumbo, satellite TV van closed up and sauntered away, the show was over, and the last of the neighbors drifted back into their homes. Two police officers in their vehicles remained stationed silently at the curb. One would stand watch over the yellow-taped crime scene until CSI returned in the morning to continue in the light of day; the other was assigned to safeguard Sandy.
She closed her eyes tightly for a minute to block it all out, then shook the umbrella and went inside the Bardner house. She would weep later.
For the next hour and a half, Lester Bardner, with Sandy at his side, sat in his spacious Florida room facing questions from Detective Jaworski and Mel Shapiro. When the officials had left, Lester made himself a drink from the sidebar and sat on the couch across from Sandy. He continued to be distressed, not with the death, but from their questioning.
“I thought you were supposed to protect me from such questioning. They burst in here and started ordering me around. Turn off the TV. Don’t mix a drink. Sit down. Do this. Do that. It’s appalling to question me at a time like this when they should know how upset I am. Sparkle meant a lot to me and now somehow I must go on without her.”
She wasn’t going to yell. She’d try to ignore his attitude. “You told the detective you had no idea why Charlene came here tonight. Now let’s hear the truth.”
“You think I’m lying.”
“Why did she come over here anyway? Did you call her? Did you ask her to come over?”
He shook his head. “Don’t I have certain rights in my own home? Can they order me to turn off my own TV like that?”
“When did you last speak with Charlene?” She didn’t like the look on his face. With eyes narrowed, she said, “You called her didn’t you?”
He gave her a shrug, casually picked up a small remote from a side table, clicked it and music instantly filled the room. “Bolero, you like it? That beat and rhythm is almost hypnotic. Sparkle’s favorite—a real turn on.”
“Turn it off.”
“She liked to listen while—.”
In a flash, her hand shot out—slapping his hand and sending the remote flying against the far wall. “You bastard!” He cringed back on the couch. “You asked her to come over, didn’t you? You had the drinks out and the music ready. She was through with you, wasn’t taking your calls. She had moved on. What did you say to her that made her drive through a storm to be here?”
“Just the truth… only the truth. That I was in bad shape and really needed her. Stuff like that. We were together a long time. Didn’t she owe me something? ”
Her hands involuntarily clenched into fists, and she fought back a strong impulse to take a swing at him. For an instant, she saw an image of him writhing on the floor trying to protect his face as she kicked at him mercilessly.
“She yelled at me, told me to drop dead… hung up on me. I called back, but she wouldn’t answer. That’s all I did. Honestly. That’s all I did.”
“Apparently it was enough,” Sandy said, trying to compose herself. She didn’t want to speak to him; didn’t want to even look at him. “Charlene might be alive if you hadn’t called her.” After a minute, her breathing had calmed. She needed to leave before she lost it again.
She wished she could blame him for Charlene’s death. Then she could slug him, or at least shout at him and tell him where he could stick his legal problems. Then her eyes could dry up, she could run and never see him again. Of course, if Lester and Charlene had never met, she’d still be alive. If he hadn’t phoned her, she might still be alive. Any of that might have contributed to her death, but the person who fired the shot was the one responsible.
Lester had mostly recovered from her tirade. “I was incredibly lonely and besides Julia wasn’t going to be around.”
Again too much, she shouted, “Give it up, Lester. This isn’t about you, you pompous ass!” When she yelled, his cocktail glass slipped from his hand and broke on the hardwood floor. She had no intention of apologizing.
“You see how you are! I don’t deserve to be attacked like that.” He kicked the pieces aside with his foot. “Anyway, they were ruthless with me. They asked all about our affair. Some lawyer you are letting them pry into my private life like that.”
She took a deep breath and tried to speak calmly, “For starters, you were kneeling next to her, when the police arrived. You had her blood on your hands—literally. The GSR test they performed on your hands was negative, but a technician claimed the test was inconclusive because gunshot residue could have been destroyed by the rain. I insisted they put in their report the GSR was negative. They wanted to take you in for questioning. I objected and demanded they do the interrogation right here, right now. I was certain you were innocent, so I told them to go ahead and interrogate to their heart’s content, as long as they stuck with Charlene and kept off the subject of Coleman’s death. True, they came at you pretty hard. But I succeeded. As a result, you’re not under arrest for a second murder. You’re free to stroll around your comfortable home, drink as much as you wish, watch TV or however you decide to spend the rest of this bothersome night and will sleep in your own bed tonight.” He didn’t respond, no slight smile, no softening of the eyes, so she added, “Don’t bother to thank me. I can’t stand all that gratitude stuff.”
“What?” He was deep in his own thoughts. “As I told them, I was watching TV when I heard the shot and at first thought it was a clap of thunder. I looked outside. The motion detector yard light was on and I could see her car. When she didn’t ring the bell right away, I got an umbrella and went out. But all that didn’t satisfy them. They were asking me about everything under the sun, and you never stopped them. Aren’t you supposed to jump in and tell me not to answer a question or something?”
“The questions were about your actions today and your relationship with Charlene. You’ve nothing to hide in that regard. I did object twice when I thought the interrogation was getting too close to the Coleman case.” She walked to the outsized front window, parted the drapes with her hands and looked out into the night. Then back at him. “Why are you even here? My staff is hiding and riding in police cars, and you were sitting here watching TV. When we last spoke, I told you Leo might be following you and to go into hiding at some hotel. He could have followed you here. Probably did follow you here. You could have been the one in the body bag.” She sighed heavily. If she could go back she’d trade his life for Charlene’s in a flash.
“I’ve got the latest satellite TV here. I didn’t know if I could watch the Dolphins game in a hotel. Important game, I didn’t get to see the end of it. Anyway, I assumed you were being overly dramatic and exaggerating.”
“Well, you can assume you’re safe here for the rest of tonight, there’s a cop outside watching over the crime scene. Even so, you should leave here before that yellow tape comes down and CSI leaves tomorrow.”
Charlene was worth getting upset over—not this jerk. She would try to get back to being a professional. She wouldn’t yell at him again.
He fixed himself another drink. “What do you think happened? Hard to believe Julia shot her just because she was my lover. What will they do to her?”
“You’ve got it wrong. The police suspect you shot Charlene to keep her from telling your wife about the affair. You’ve always been afraid Julia would divorce you if she found out. Your entire lifestyle was at risk. That was the first thing out of your mouth when we first met.”
“I wouldn’t kill Charlene to keep her quiet. I need her around. I know for a fact Julia already knew about Charlene—because I told her. That night, after I had met with you in your office, I came home late. Julia was waiting up for me, sitting in the kitchen with her gun in front of her on the table while we were talking. She accused me of seeing someone. I denied it of course, and we went back and forth. I was no match for her. I finally confessed. After she calmed down, she asked me what I intended to do.”
“Meaning what?”
“That’s exactly what I asked. She said I have to choose between her and my girlfriend. You could have knocked me over, I couldn’t believe it. Although she was upset, it sounded as though she was willing to forgive me, and we could go on with our marriage. I told her I wanted her, that I couldn’t live without her. I had strayed only because the sex was so exciting with a young woman like that. I didn’t even need a pill.”
“You didn’t say that—I mean about the sex?”
He nodded.
“Not smart to say that to an angry wife with a gun.”
“What are you talking about? She’d never shoot me.”
“Believe me, she was thinking about it… go on.”
“She became agitated again and screamed that she also had a lover who she had been seeing.”
That made no sense to Sandy. Why would Julia admit to her affair with Grant Keller? Perhaps in the heat of the moment she said it just to get back at him. Even if she didn’t intend to reveal the name, it still wasn’t wise to bring it out in the open.
“I tell you, I’ve never been so surprised in my entire life. My Julia screwing someone else? How could she do that to me? I’d trusted her, and she cheated on me. She said her lover had two things I lacked, money and virility. And he didn’t need a booster pill with her. What a terrible thing to say to me. She added that about the pill just to hurt me further.”
“How thoughtless of her.”
“I wanted his name, of course. At first, she wouldn’t tell me and asked for my girlfriend’s name. I said tell me his name first. We argued, she won, and I admitted it was Charlene. Then I said, okay, so who’s the man? She said she’d decided not to tell me after all. Said she was lying about any reconciliation and was going to divorce me and marry him. I kept begging her for his name. She was afraid I’d scare him away if I knew his name.”
Sandy couldn’t visualize Lester scaring away the neighbor’s cat. Grant Keller would eat him alive. “Did she tell you to scare him off… take care of him… get rid of him? What words did she use? What words exactly?”
“I don’t remember what she told me exactly, but I know what I heard. She was saying that if she told me his name, I’d probably go find the guy and threaten him to scare him off. I lied and told her I wouldn’t do anything. And finally, she gave me his name.”
Sandy stared at him in disbelieve. “She told you his name!”
“Yes, and I’m not telling you his name, so don’t even ask.”
“I already know his name,” she said.
“Oh, then I might as well tell you the rest. I meant to only frighten him off, so he’d stay away from Julia. So I found his room number at the Holiday Inn in her appointment book. I was going to knock and confront him in the doorway, but when I got on his floor, he was just coming out of his room and walking away from me. I wondered if he was on his way to meet Julia. I followed him from there to Frankie’s and then downtown—.”
Holiday Inn? Frankie’s? He wasn’t talking about Grant Keller. He was talking about Coleman. He finally gets the name of her lover out of her, and she tells him it’s Ben Coleman from Miami Beach. Didn’t make sense. She slumped back in her chair to think about that one. Something was amiss. Her affair was with Grant Keller, at least that’s who Sandy thought they were talking about all along. Everyone in her office thought Keller was Julia’s lover—the pair were caught making out in his car. But Lester apparently didn’t know about Keller. Why did his wife say, Coleman? Why did she want him to go after Coleman? “When she told you her lover was Coleman and to go after him, had you ever heard his name before?”
He shook his head. “And she didn’t tell me to go after him. She said she was afraid I would go after him.”
“Okay, but Julia knew exactly what you’d do if you knew his name. And while she’s telling you, she’s playing with the gun. She probably gave it a little nudge toward you.”
“She left it on the table, I took it later.”
“Why’d you take it? Did you intend to shoot him?”
“Why did I take the gun? Hello! Do you think I’m some tough guy street fighter? I’m not going to confront the guy who’s messing with my wife with my bare hands. He might hurt me.”
“Go on. You told me you meant to only frighten him, so he’d stay away from her.”
“When he parked on the street, I walked up. We exchanged a few words, and then I couldn’t believe how fast he reacted. When I saw his gun come out, I fired.”
A gun! There it was—for the first time he admitted he shot Coleman, and he saw a gun! For the first time, he mentioned the victim had a gun. Nigel had been correct, there was something in the victim’s hand—and indeed, it was a gun.
“Lester for chrissake, why have been withholding all this from me? This is what I need. This is what I’ve been trying to get out of you all along. What is wrong with you?”
“I didn’t want to admit any of this because I was afraid of getting Julia in trouble.”
“So you weren’t helping me with your defense because you were protecting her?” He was right about part of it. Julia would be guilty of conspiracy or accessory before the fact, if she had set him up to kill Coleman.
“I thought with him out of the way she’d take me back, even though she said she was going to divorce me and marry him. I didn’t want to lose her.”
Didn’t want to lose her money was more accurate, Sandy thought. “Okay, try it again. You just wanted to frighten him to save your marriage. You walked up, his gun came out and you fired.”
He nodded.
“I need to talk with Julia immediately. Where is she now?”
“I haven’t seen her since yesterday morning. She didn’t come home again last night.”
“Your wife’s been missing for two days? Doesn’t that concern you?”
“She’s done it before. I never questioned her because I didn’t want her questioning me.”
She shook her head while she studied him. With his admission that he did in fact kill Coleman, his reason of jealousy seemed believable. Shooting your spouse’s lover wasn’t unheard of, still it just didn’t seem that simple to her. All suspicions aside, she was thrilled he was finally talking. And she realized he had handed her the jewel in her crowning defense. “Lester, back up again. You said you were following Coleman when he parked on the street. Then what?”
“Yeah, I saw him park on the street in front of Mahoney’s Restaurant.”
“Then what?”
“I’ve already told you all this. I walked up to him.”
“Go on, damn it. What did you mean when you said you couldn’t believe how fast he reacted?”
“Oh that, yeah, when I saw his gun come out, I fired.”
“Say that again!”
“When I saw his gun come out, I fired.” Lester was becoming annoyed and shouted, “When I saw his gun come out, I fired!”
She stopped and thought. “Did you speak to him before his gun came out?”
“I asked him if he was the man who was seeing my wife. He told me to get the fuck out of his face. Then he reached into his coat and pulled out the gun.”
That sounded as though Coleman was trying to scare Lester off by flashing his gun. “Lester, where was your gun as you were walking up to his car? In your pocket?”
“No, in my hand.”
“Damn. Where was your hand holding the gun?”
“I don’t understand.”
“Did you hide the gun behind your back because you didn’t want anyone to see it? Were you holding the gun down at your side?”
“I guess I was holding it up.”
“But he was seated behind the wheel of his car. You were standing in the street a bit back, according to the video, so he couldn’t have seen your gun.”
“Maybe he could have seen it. I don’t know. I don’t remember.”
She needed to consider this new angle. After all that had happened, was it possible Lester was technically innocent? Of course, it was premeditation to get the gun and stalk Coleman in the first place, but not if he had no intention of killing the guy. He said he meant to frighten him off, so he’d stay away from Julia. He didn’t just walk up to his victim and fire. The video showed them exchanging words. The guy was a glob of emotional putty in his wife’s hands to get himself into that position, yet if he fired with Coleman’s gun pointed at him, she could argue self-defense.
“You see, you thought you were protecting Julia and helping yourself by not telling me the truth. On the contrary, unless I know it all I can’t find critical discrepancies and angles. From now on, you just talk. Let me decide what’s important.”
Now that he’d stopped with all the denials and was cooperating, a viable defense was emerging. It now sounded like self-defense. A definite case of Stand Your Ground. For better or worse, she was excited that now she had something tangible to work with.
She said, “Okay. Maybe he did see your gun or maybe not. Whatever. You fired only after Coleman took out his gun.”
“Yes, yes, yes! When I saw his gun come out, I fired! How many more fucking times do I have to say it?”
“Maybe only one more, fucking time—on the witness stand.”
Of course, all of this was just his version. Who knows what actually transpired between Lester and Julia? She needed to find Julia and talk with her.



Chapter Twenty-two
 
Sandy thanked the officer who drove her back home from the crime scene—Charlene’s death scene. He explained an officer would be stationed in front of her house all night. Once inside, she phoned Martin immediately, “Sorry it’s so late. I was thinking of Nigel. I imagine he’s upset.”
“We were playing Gin Rummy, laughing and listening to the storm, when you called earlier with the news. Nigel broke down when I told him. Almost collapsed. I’ve never seen anything quite like it. The shock of it more than anything, I suppose. I told him to lie down on the couch, and he was okay for a few minutes. I asked if he knew of any reason she’d have gone over to the Bardner house. Possibly trying to be helpful, was all he could think of. Then he broke down again went up to the guest room and stayed there. Unbelievable Charlene shot dead.”
“They were seeing each other, weren’t they?”
“That certainly would explain it,” Martin said. “You told Nigel you didn’t want him to socialize with her. Even if he had, I can’t imagine a couple of dates putting him in this much distress.”
“Remember, we gave him those days off. He was justifiably angry with me. That would put him in the mood to defy me. After all that had happened, I really didn’t care if he saw her. I knew they started with texts in the office after that. I didn’t say anything. My guess is they were together every night since—none of my business. They were two sweet kids, and I thought I should stay out of it.”
“I’ve been watching the report on TV,” he said. “They interviewed Jaworski, other than that they’re just repeating information. They mentioned Lester was a suspect. Made a big deal of his being out of jail on bail in the Coleman case. Does Mel actually suspect he shot both of them?”
“Perhaps at first. They were scouring the bushes trying to find the murder weapon. The M.E. stated it looked like a .45 was used. Lester couldn’t handle such a weapon, let alone figure out how to fire it.”
“And it didn’t look like he was holding a .45 in that street-corner video,” he said, “What does Julia have to say about all this?”
“She’s among the missing, over forty-eight hours now. Eddy told me the police are looking for her.”
“Could Julia have shot Charlene?” he asked. “Could she have called Charlene over to the house? Have they even met? She isn’t likely to be carrying about a heavy .45 automatic either.”
“She didn’t call Charlene, idiot Lester admitted he did because he was quote lonely unquote. I know, I know, it’s unbelievable.” She could picture Martin also rolling his eyes.
“I trust they’re still out looking for Leo? He’s the one running around threatening everyone. What do you think? I know we don’t really have time to solve a second murder.”
“The tables are turned, Martin. Now I’m after Leo. It will be my pleasure to find Charlene’s killer and bring him to justice. I can’t imagine that he knew Charlene even existed—still, it must be him—who else?”
“You can bet Mel thinks the same. He’s not giving you twenty-four-hour protection because he’s worried about Julia coming after you.”
“Big news. Tonight, Lester finally admitted to me he shot Coleman.”
“Hardly a news flash.”
“No, but here’s the kicker—he saw Coleman with a gun in his hand, and that was why he fired. Don’t you love it? And you won’t believe this one—Julia told Lester she was having an affair with Coleman.”
“No way! He’d been in town only a couple of weeks. That really surprises me, Sandy. I’ve met her, seen her at luncheons. Julia Bardner is aggressive in business, but personally rather reserved. No way would that woman take up with a Miami Beach hood. I think she lied to Lester for some reason.”
“You might be right. However, some women are attracted to bad boys. Being a good girl can really get boring.”
He chuckled into the phone, and said, “How does she even know Coleman?”
“I’ll ask her as soon as I can find her.”
“Did Lester give you any idea why he was going after Coleman in the first place? Was it because he was stealing his wife?”
“Yes, apparently jealousy. Julia hinted to him that Coleman was going to break up their marriage. He admitted he stalked him. He had a gun in his hand, possibly intending to just scare Coleman, and he shot only after Coleman pulled his gun.”
“That’s fantastic. Is that what he in fact said, Sandy, or is that the way you’ll spin it?”
“Both. I don’t think he’s lying, Martin. And if he tells it that way on the stand, we have our Stand Your Ground defense.”
“I’m not so certain of that. Mel could argue Lester was the aggressor and Coleman was the one standing his ground when threatened.”
“Maybe you’re right.” She was talking off the top of her head; it would take time and research to build a solid case. “What if Coleman didn’t see Lester’s gun. What if Lester was holding it out of sight? Then Coleman becomes the aggressor.”
“Good luck with that one. Let’s hope that’s the way he tells it. At least, it’s his word against a dead man. I don’t think it’s clear on the video,” he said. “Okay, so we finally learn the connection between perpetrator and victim. And now we know the motive was jealousy.”
“If it was jealousy, then perhaps the money had nothing to do with it. At least as far as Lester was concerned—so where’s the money?”
After a moment, Martin said, “It’s late, hang up and go to bed.”
She was almost ready for bed when Jaworski called, “So late, I was going to leave a voice mail. They found Julia Bardner half dead in a hotel room. She was just rushed to the hospital. OD’d on something. They aren’t sure if she’ll pull through.”



Chapter Twenty-three
 
Sandy woke up gasping. Murky happenings were fighting against sleep trying to awaken her. It had been her intention to sleep in most of the next morning since she’d been up late with the Charlene Faulk tragedy. But her sleep was troubled and she awoke at dawn—something was bothering her. After sitting on the edge of the bed for a minute, she started remembering. Charlene was dead. Leo was still out there. And Lester had told her some crazy story about saving his marriage by shooting Coleman.
Something else… what?
She walked with a slight wobble through her quiet house to the front window and slightly parted the drapes. She squinted against the bright new morning. The cold front with its storm had moved on. Not a cloud south of Tallahassee. When she saw the patrol vehicle at the curb, with the glint of the chrome roof rack lights in the brilliant sunlight, the rest of it fell into place—Julia Bardner was hanging on to life in the emergency ward.
She wondered what had happened. Could have been an accidental overdose or something, but she doubted it—too much was going on. She pressed her eyes closed for a second and hoped the woman had survived. Survived and could overpower whatever demons were tormenting her. Sandy wanted to tell her that none of these happenings was worth giving up her life for, assuming it was a suicide attempt. And quite selfishly, she had questions for an alive woman that needed answering to successfully defend Lester. She’d hurry to the hospital hoping Julia saw a more hopeful situation in the light of a new day and would cooperate.
After a shower, a cup of instant coffee and a piece of toast, she dressed and was out the door. The officer left his vehicle and greeted her on the porch—said his name was Brewster. She asked if he wanted a cup of coffee or needed the bathroom. No, he’d just started his shift and was good. “But I need to show you something I just noticed.”
He started walking across the sopping wet lawn to the far corner of her house facing the street and she followed.
He stopped and put out his arm to block her. “I did a circle-check of your house, when I first got here a few minutes ago and noticed something unusual.” He pointed. “Let me guess, that corner window over there is your bedroom.”
She winced, knowing what was coming.
“I noticed a cigarette butt beneath that window. Didn’t touch it, but it looked fresh-not wet from the rain. Another butt nearby, older and soaked. Someone’s been around here more than once.”
She made an involuntary shudder while he was talking. She was certain she kept the blinds closed at night. Her bedroom curtains were sometimes open, but she assumed no one could see in with the blinds closed, although she’d never actually gone outside after dark and checked.
Officer Brewster continued, “We were told you’re being stalked, that’s why we’re here, but our view of this side of the house from our parked patrol car is blocked by those bushes. Someone could have walked in from the back.”
“It’s okay. I don’t want the police walking around patrolling the grounds. This is a quiet street. After thirty years of Chip Goddard and his Police Chief father, the older neighbors are used to seeing a police vehicle in this driveway. They don’t want a lawyer in their neighborhood who is so notorious she has criminals gunning for her. A low profile officer at the curb at night temporarily is all I want.”
“I’m reporting this now. I assume you have no objection. This is evidence of stalking if we catch the guy.”
“It warrants a report, yet it’s not much of a crime scene. Good work, officer. Those cigarette butts were cork-tipped, weren’t they?”
“So you expected this?” The officer started to turn and then looked back at her. “Careless of the creep to leave those butts behind.”
“No. He wanted me to know.”
She phoned Eddy and explained it was Leo’s work. Doing it to scare her, letting her know he was serious. There would be no footprints in the grass and no DNA on the butts. For the neighbor’s sake, would he please forget the entire CSI hullabaloo and send out just a single detective to make a report.
“You might be right,” the detective said, “but I don’t see where frightening you gets him closer to the money. Following is one thing, you might lead him to the money. He has something else in mind if he wants to look in your windows and watch you.”
She had already shivered at the possibilities. “Okay, Eddy, do what you have to do, but do it quietly. Anyway, you don’t need me here, and I need a ride to the office. I left my car there last night in the storm.”
Ten minutes later a patrol car arrived for her. Brewster remained at the scene.
Once in the patrol car, she said, “Okay, you know where my office is, three blocks north of the courthouse. You can drop me there, so I can pick up my car. Then, I’m rushing off to the hospital in my own car.”
“My orders are to shadow you wherever you go, Miss Reid.”
“That’s more than I need. I just want a patrol car outside my house whenever I’m home and at the office whenever it’s open. Okay?”
“Sorry, I don’t work for you—although it’d be the best job in the department if I did.” he grinned. She got in the front seat. He drove down to the corner and swung out into the morning commuter traffic.
On the way, she phoned Eddy and protested about the security overkill. He told her to take it up with Shapiro. Then she asked him about the latest on Julia Bardner? Will she make it?
“Sleeping pills. Out of danger now, we think.”
“Geez, attempted suicide. Can you clear it with the hospital, so I can get in and talk with her?”
“Get in line. I have questions for her when she’s recovered enough to speak.”
“Why are the police interested in an attempted suicide? Oh, you mean question her about the Charlene Faulk shooting. Although, if she just tried to kill herself, she might not speak to anyone, and certainly not a policeman.”
“Good point. I’ll have a plain-clothes female talk to her.”
“She knows me, Eddy. Let me do it, and I’ll let you know whatever she says. I’ll try to find out whether her reason for trying to kill herself has anything to do with the Faulk shooting.” She took his silence to be an okay. “I guess you’re still looking for Leo—well, he’s out there somewhere. I’ll go to the office after the hospital and call you.”
Still well before nine when they pulled into the office parking lot to get her car. The office wasn’t open yet, and no patrol car was parked in front. Martin’s car was beside the building where he’d left it the day before when they rushed off for the meeting at the courthouse. She thanked the officer and took off in her own car. During the drive to the hospital, she noticed the patrol car behind was so close it looked as if it were being towed.
Within the hour, after waiting at the hospital to clear up some red tape about her authority, she was at the bedside of Julia, who was groggy but conscious. Sandy wanted to elicit as much information as possible before the woman regained her strength and her defenses. “Do you know who I am, Julia?”
From under the sheet she heard, “Go away and let me die.”
“What were you running away from, Julia?”
Finally, the woman answered almost too softly for her to hear, “Myself.”
“Lester is worried about you. We’re all worried about you.”
“God, my head hurts.” Julia drew the sheet down enough to peek around the room. She appeared pale, drained and wrinkled. Like a woman just brought back from death. She tried to focus her eyes on Sandy.
“Do you know who I am?”
Julia closed her eyes while giving a slight nod.
“We’ll tackle all of your problems one by one, Julia. And when we get everything cleared up, you’ll want to keep on living.”
She was surprised the woman could even speak. “Don’t bet on it. Anyway, I’m not talking with anyone ever again.”
“I need some answers.” Sandy leaned closer. “Lester has already told me you were having an affair with Ben Coleman. So you can skip all those denials and just start explaining.”
Julia held the sheet tightly around her neck. “I will tell you one thing only. That jerk Coleman wasn’t my lover. I told Lester that to make him jealous. So he’d give up Charlene and come back to me.”
She rested a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Lover or not, I’ll never understand why a classy woman like you would mess around with a badass like Coleman. How’d you meet him?”
She looked away. “Don’t want to talk about it. Please get out of here.”
“Then why’d Lester want him dead? The way he tells it, you got him all worked up with jealousy. First, you tell your lover you have a lover, and then you say you will divorce him. Sort of like a left hook followed by a right uppercut.”
Julia had to have provoked him; it was the only explanation that made sense. A common theme in the annals of criminal law and in the movies—the wife manipulates her boyfriend into killing her husband, so they can run off together. This was a twist. She had the wife manipulating her husband into killing her boyfriend.
“Okay, you wanted Lester to go after Coleman,” she went on. “You convinced him Coleman was his problem, that you intended to marry the guy, and Lester would be out on the street. You wanted to make him jealous, so he’d scare off Coleman. You wanted him to take care of Coleman. And he did. Why did you want Coleman out of the picture?”
Silence.
“Tell me about the gun.”
Julia voice was weak. “I usually keep a pistol in the glove compartment. From time to time, I drive around strange neighborhoods after dark showing properties. But Monday night, the night we argued, I brought it in the house while I was waiting for Lester.”
“You wanted the gun handy because you were afraid Lester would become violent when you accused him of cheating. So he does have a violent side. What kind of gun?”
“Don’t know, small, a .36 or something.”
“You mean a .38.”
“Whatever. I might have left it on the kitchen table, went to bed and forgot about it.”
“You didn’t forget about it, did you, Julia? You left a loaded gun on the table and later looked for it and it was gone.” She was stunned by the admission that Julia had instigated the murder. “You left the gun out on purpose, so he’d be able to see it, didn’t you? That’s why you’re drowning in guilt. That’s why you wanted to do away with yourself.”
“That was just part of it. I heard that my husband’s girlfriend had been shot in my driveway no less. That shook me. I still don’t know what that was all about. And then the storm. What I had done really started to hit me. That storm put my nerves on edge, set me off. All of that terrible thunder and lightning. All of it meant for me, for what I’d done. I took the sleeping pills out of my handbag. Coleman didn’t deserve to die. Maybe Charlene didn’t either. I don’t know about her.”
“Are you suggesting Charlene might have deserved to die? Have you ever met her?”
“Just that once when she came into my real estate office.”
That statement hung in the air. Sandy tried to keep a normal voice, “When was this?”
“About three weeks ago. I thought at first she was with Coleman, it was the same day he first came in.”
Sandy tried not to sound surprised. “Charlene and Coleman came in together?”
“I don’t think so. She came in first, something about renting shop space in a strip mall. Beauty Salon or some such. I got rid of her. I don’t do small time.”
“Did they seem to know each other?” Sandy was having trouble believing what she was hearing. “Tell me more.”
“So, Coleman was a real estate prospect, now we’re getting someplace.”
“That’s it. She left, and I started pushing properties on Coleman.”
“That was the first you met Coleman… that day Charlene came in?”
Julia nodded. “Maybe they knew each other. Maybe just a coincidence. All I know is it was the same day.”
“Do you know how Lester met Charlene?” She recalled Lester saying it was in a wine shop.
“Wouldn’t have been difficult. Dragging a fifty dollar bill through any honky bar would get him a couple of hits.”
Sandy’s face turned red at that crack and she glared at Julia. “Charlene wasn’t like that. She was respectable. An office manager at an exercise spa. Nice apartment.” She couldn’t believe Charlene was involved in anything other than a lousy love affair with a wife cheater. She wasn’t satisfied. She’d need to get back to the subject later. “Julia, you still haven’t told me why you wanted Coleman dead? Now I can guess it must have been something about real estate.”
She rolled away and curled up.
“What you’ve just said seriously incriminates you, Julia. I’d advise you to get an attorney right away, like today before you talk to anyone else. Do you know of a lawyer?”
“Grant Keller is a close friend who’s always helped me, he’ll know what to do,” she spoke into the pillow.
Close friend indeed, Sandy thought. She wanted to keep the woman talking and not drift back asleep. “Wait a minute.” She slapped her forehead with the palm of her hand. “Leo told me Coleman was up here looking for an investment—real estate, of course. Geez, how could I have missed it? You’re the one with the money, aren’t you? You have Coleman’s quarter million dollars. Are you listening?”
“Who’s Leo?”
“You got the money away from Coleman somehow and then talked Lester into killing him so you could keep it. Tell me if I’m getting warm.”
Julia abruptly rolled back over to face her. “Who the hell is Leo?”
“Leo is a mean hoodlum up here from Miami Beach looking for the money his partner Coleman brought up to Park Beach.”
“You mean he’s a criminal? Oh my god.” She propped up on one elbow and brushed aside the disheveled hair. “So he was the guy on the phone asking me for the money! At first, I thought he was some nut. I didn’t catch on to what he was talking about. I never dreamed Coleman had a partner. Then the guy threatened me. That’s when I grabbed some things, left the house and went into hiding.” She curled up again under the blanket.
“Leo phoned you asking for the money?” That meant Leo had connected Coleman with Julia and had located her. More pieces were coming together; Leo threatens Julia—Leo shoots Charlene. Leo might have assumed Charlene was Julia, in the middle of the thunderstorm, and shot her as she stepped out of her car at Julia’s house. “Leo tried to kill you. The way I figure it, Leo was the one who shot Charlene in your driveway. Next, he’ll be coming after you. Julia, you have to tell me everything. You need protection.”
Sandy stood looking down at the distraught woman who had definitely caused the death of Benjamin Coleman and possibly of Charlene Faulk. No wonder she’d wanted to do away with herself. “You were the probable target, Julia. When Leo reads in the newspaper he shot Charlene by mistake, he’ll come back looking for you. You can’t run forever. Time to come clean about all of this, Julia. I can stop all this. Give me the money, and I’ll give it back to Leo, then everyone will be safe.”
Julia had started shaking. Crying and shaking. Then she screamed out hysterically.
A nurse rushed in and went to her side, scowling at Sandy. “You idiot, don’t you know when to back off? This poor woman was near death last night. You trying to make her relapse? Get out of here this instant or I’m calling the authorities.”
“I am the authorities. Someone is trying to kill her, and I’m trying to save her.”
“Some authority you are. She’s on a suicide watch right now—I don’t think she’s worried much about someone killing her. But we’re worried about her skipping out of here and trying to kill herself again. Now leave!”
“You’re right, I’m sorry. I came on too strong. I’ll see that a police officer is posted outside her door. To keep her in and the bad guys out.” Sandy smiled contritely and bowed while backing out of the room. But she wasn’t through with Julia. She didn’t have all the answers yet and she suspected Julia had them all.
She took out her phone and called Eddy Jaworski. “Sorry, I was out when you stopped by. I’m at the hospital. Just left Julia Bardner.”
“What’s her condition this morning?”
“On a ledge trying to decide if she wants to jump off again. I believe she needs protection.”
“Protecting her from herself? A suicide watch is the hospital’s responsibility, not the police,” the detective said.
“I believe Leo is gunning for her. You may want to consider having a guard outside her room. And if Leo shot Charlene, as I believe he did, you now have an additional reason for going after him. He’s no longer just running around threatening, he actually shot someone.” She explained her theory that Leo had shot Charlene by mistake thinking it was Julia.
Eddy said, “What are you saying? Why would Leo want Julia dead?”
His question stopped her. She had just screwed up. She squeezed her eyes shut tightly and cringed at what she had just said to the detective. She hadn’t thought it through before speaking. She dare not mention Leo was going after Julia, without explaining that Julia was involved in a real estate deal with Coleman, wanted Lester to do away with him and it was Julia who had the money. She didn’t want to give the prosecution all those incriminating details and angles at that point.
She had to answer Eddy, but hated to lie, “Leo said he’d shoot someone, didn’t he? Of course, I’m just sort of rambling trying to get all my thoughts together.” It was partly the truth.
“Why did she want to kill herself?”
Sandy couldn’t say Julia’s suicide attempt was about her complicity in Coleman’s murder. “She didn’t address that specifically, Eddy. You can imagine the woman’s state of mind right now.”
“You’d better not be lying to me,” he said, “I’ll get a room guard up there, if you think it’s necessary, but you’ve gone far ahead of me on this. I’ve pulled strings for you, and you’ve left me in the dark.”
“Sorry Eddy, haven’t had time. I rushed over here first thing this morning. I’m heading for the office now. Do they have protection over there?”
“You’ll have a patrol car parked outside your office all day.”
“Great, thanks for that. We can meet over there if you like. I won’t leave you in the dark, buddy.”



Chapter Twenty-four
 
Sandy left Julia’s hospital room and took the elevator down to the hospital cafeteria. She needed to calm herself down and make some calls. She wondered if Lester could shed any light on Julia’s revelation that, at some point, she met Charlene in her office. She had missed a call from Martin and wanted to bring him up to date. Her phone rang while she was standing in line for coffee. Mel said, “I was thinking about you, how are you?”
“I’m good, what’s happening?”
“Nothing official, just that we’ve both been busy. Haven’t had time to call you. Everything happened so fast last night. We almost had a happening between us, didn’t we? I wanted to let you know… how wonderful you were.”
“Really a roller-coaster wasn’t it? I mean from a high down to a low.”
“Yes, yes, that’s what I mean, Sandy. So, I’ve been thinking, perhaps you’d have me over for another drink.”
She thought, not now dummy. Geez, he’s got lousy timing. She wouldn’t mind him picking up where he left off sometime, but much later. “Things are hectic again for me, Mel. It’s hard to schedule a moment such as we had last night.”
“Of course, and I’m busy as well. I’m not trying to schedule anything. It’s just that our time together last night was important to me. I don’t want it to just fade away and not count for anything. I didn’t mean to be pushing you.”
“Believe me, I didn’t take what happened lightly. It definitely meant something. We’ll be seeing each other, okay?” She had told Mel the truth; their hot moment had definitely meant something, except she wasn’t sure what. He asked her to keep him posted and hung up. 
Martin was waiting to hear from her. She called, and his first words were, “This Leo thing is getting dangerous. Watching you at your house puts an entirely different perspective on this.”
“How did you hear about it?”
“As you know, I left my car at the office overnight. A patrol car brought Nigel and me to the office this morning. On the way, I asked the officer to detour past your house. We panicked when we saw all the police cars. Jaworski was there and clued us in on what was happening. He said you have a police escort with you this morning. So I guess you’re okay now, but I’m sorry you had all this happening. How are you taking it?”
“It didn’t affect my sleep because I didn’t know the creep was out there until I headed out the door with my coffee this morning. I could have slept better, but I wasn’t aware of anything happening last night.” She stopped and let a small shiver pass. “When you learn you have been spied on like that, you try to remember what you were doing, how you were dressed and how you were moving around your house.”
“From your voice, I’m not certain you’re taking this seriously enough. He’s not looking in your windows because he thinks he’s going to catch you counting his money. I’m certain a man like that would have an interest in you personally. Did he give any indication, when you were in the hotel room with him, that he had more interest in you than the money?”
“A couple of crude remarks, the usual male crap.” No use getting Martin all upset. There was nothing he could do. “Nothing really overt from the guy.”
“I hope that’s the truth. This isn’t something to take lightly. No doubt, he wants both you and the money and in that order. This is a criminal who is used to taking what he wants. Criminals as a group aren’t big on delayed gratification. If he had wanted, he could have been in your bedroom last night. You and Nigel are both staying at my place tonight.”
“Thanks for putting such a nice image to it, Martin, but I’m already appropriately frightened. No, Peeping Leo won’t make a move on me until he gets that money. If he intended to break in, he wouldn’t have planted his cigarettes outside my window to scare me.” She hoped she was correct about that. She appreciated Martin’s concern, but felt he was getting extreme. “Thanks for checking. I’m at the hospital now. Just talked with Julia. She had an interesting story to tell—some of it is true. I’m on my way to the office next, and we’ll continue the discussion. How’s Nigel this morning?”
“I’m uncertain. This morning over coffee at the house, he told me he and Charlene became very close, very fast. He didn’t say so, but I’m guessing they got lost in each other for a few days. I’m trying to keep him busy here at the office to keep his mind off her. I have him knocking himself out on the computer trying to find information on Leo. I reminded him how important it was to get back to it. He said he wanted to check first to be certain Charlene had some suitable next of kin to handle a funeral. I told him it was a good idea. What else do you have?”
“Disturbing news about Charlene. Julia said Coleman was a business prospect who she met for the first time, when he walked into her real estate office a few minutes after Charlene walked out.”
“Wait, I must think about that one,” Martin said. “When was this?”
“About three weeks ago, she said. Charlene was inquiring about renting store space. Which may have been just some sort of ruse. She left and shortly after Coleman walked in. At least according to Julia.”
“Did they seem to be together?”
“Julia didn’t know, but it’s one hell of a coincidence in any case. Makes you wonder if they were planning something. And three weeks ago, Charlene was still having an affair with Lester. Why would she walk in and talk to his wife?”
“Perhaps that was back when she didn’t know he was married,” Martin suggested. “And remember, Coleman’s from Miami Beach and Charlene made a trip down there with Lester about three weeks ago. Came back and broke it off with Lester, didn’t she?”
“What are you getting at, Martin?”
“Just trying to connect the dots.”
“There are no connecting dots. Something is wrong here. Charlene is innocent.”
“So innocent she got shot last night.”
“I still believe Leo shot her.”
“But maybe he knew he was shooting Charlene, not Julia. Hey, I’m just playing the devil’s advocate here. I’m trying to think like someone who’s not so taken with Charlene.”
“I realize that Charlene’s possible involvement changes everything. So, now we must dig into that angle.”
“Remember, we vouched for her with Shapiro and Jaworski,” Martin said. “I convinced Eddy she was of no interest to the prosecution in the murder investigation. We swore Charlene was clean and had no connection with Coleman. Now our necks are stuck a mile out. Perhaps we should have done more background checking on her.”
“Geez, I’ll be losing sleep until I figure out this one.”
“Where are you right now?”
“Hospital cafeteria having coffee.”
“So, Julia is still recovering from her suicide attempt, was she in her right mind when she told you all this?”
“She is falling apart. She admitted to provoking Lester into killing Coleman by claiming he was her lover. I have to find out why she wanted him dead.”
“How does one provoke one into committing murder?”
“Julia told him she was divorcing him and marrying Coleman. She hinted he should do something about his rival, and he took the bait. Remember, we’re dealing with Lester Bardner, who isn’t tied too tightly to start with. He might have intended to only scare off Coleman, but that’s just my hope, I don’t know for certain. In any case, money wasn’t his motive. It was jealousy, desperation and confusion about his position. He felt he had to do something.”
“Okay, so that’s why Lester wanted Coleman dead. But why did Julia want him dead. And how did Julia come to know the guy—what was the connection?”
“I took much too long to figure it out. A big clue hit me in the face, but I missed it. Leo mentioned to me Coleman was up here checking out investments on the island. I mentioned that to Mel, but forgot to mention it to you. I was preoccupied with motive and money and missed the possible connection of Julia being a real estate agent.”
“No, you were alone with a thug in a hotel room and preoccupied with saving yourself.” Martin said.
“I wish I’d told you what Leo said, because you’d have picked up on it in a flash. Leo must have read in the newspaper that the suspect’s wife was a real estate agent. He knew Coleman was up here looking for investment property and put two and two together. She just told me Leo called her demanding the money, and she played dumb not understanding who she was dealing with.” She sighed audibly into the phone. “Too bad I didn’t put two and two together much earlier. Charlene might still be alive.”
“You’re too hard on yourself,” he said, “We were trying to figure out how Lester knew Coleman. We should have been worrying about how Julia knew Coleman. She sat here in the office and lied about knowing him. It sounds as if she has Coleman’s money and provoked Lester into killing him to keep it. Even so, it makes little sense.”
Her phone beeped. “Got a call, Martin, see you soon.”
She answered and a husky voice said, “Time’s up.”
She tried to think fast. Her mouth went dry.
“Can’t wait any longer, Babycakes. Police have been asking about me. Getting too hot for me in your stinkin’ little town.”
“You’re the one stinking up the town, you bastard. Haven’t you done enough? How dare you call me after what you did last night?” Just then, she doubled her vow to get the guy and make him suffer for Charlene.
“I’ll have to stop and think about which nasty thing you’re talking about. I did two or three last night.”
The angry approach might make her feel better, yet wasn’t getting her any closer to catching him. She took a chance, “Leo, you were right about who had your money—the real estate agent. But I convinced her, if she wanted to keep on living, she had to give me the money so I could get it to you. I was going to call you. I now have your money. Right here in a large envelope.” She took a deep breath, “I’ll bring it to you. Where are you now?”
“When you’re hiding you don’t tell people where you are. We’ll meet somewhere. Where are you now?”
She lied, “In the Ocean Palm Hotel parking lot, I thought you might still be here.”
“I saw a Home Depot just west of there. We’ll meet in their parking lot. In thirty minutes.” He hung up.
She called Shapiro and breathlessly explained the situation, “He wants to meet in the Home Deport parking lot in thirty minutes.”
“Okay, we’re on our way over there. Park directly in front of the main store entrance. Stay in your car with the engine running. Got that? Our team will be in unmarked cars. You won’t see us. Do not get out of your car. We need to use you as a decoy. Wait until he approaches you in some manner because we don’t know what he looks like or what he’s driving. When he makes a definite move toward you, get out of there. We’ll surround him.”
She hung up and her phone rang. Nigel said, “I’ve got some info on Leo.”
“Oh, Nigel, I’m so sorry about Charlene. Look, you may have to give me your new findings tomorrow, if I’m still in one piece.” She hurried out the front exit and stopped short. She’d forgotten about the patrol car waiting for her, positioned so the officer could watch both entrances.
She turned and trotted down the long, side hallway holding the phone to her ear.
Nigel was saying, “I started with the assumption that Leo and Coleman were close. You know, cohorts in Miami Beach. I found an arrest for Coleman three years ago in Atlantic City. Arrested along with a Leroy Lyons. Get it? Lyons, Lion—Leo the lion?”
“You’re clever. You must explain it all to me later when I have time.” She ran out the side entrance and looked back at the patrol car. It was facing away from her, but she still could be seen if she ran for her car. She spotted a golf cart marked “Security” parked next to the side entrance. She hopped in the cart and took off around the building in the opposite direction. She bounced over a grassy median and dropped her phone. She grabbed it before it slid off the seat.
Nigel was still talking, “… I started calling local hotels asking for Leroy Lyons and found he’s staying at the local Marriott—.”
“What?” She hit the brakes hard and the golf cart slid to stop. She was finally listening. “Go on, go on.”
“He drives a gray Cadillac with Dade County plates.”
“Oh my god! Bless you! Okay, stay by the phone, I might need you.” She called Shapiro again. “Leo is at the Marriott... That’s very close. I have time. I’ll cruise the Marriott parking lot. Maybe I’ll spot his car. I’ll follow him and you can intercept him. He’s driving a gray Caddy.”
“No, Sandy, that’s too dangerous. Don’t get close to him. Let us handle it. Just drive on out to the Home Depot as we planned.”
She drove the cart over to her parked car, jumped in, and headed for the hospital parking lot exit. “Home Depot might be a trick, Mel. He might be planning something else. If I hurry, I can check the Marriott parking area and still make it out to Home Depot within thirty minutes, if I don’t spot him.”
“Sandy, no!”
As she drove out the hospital exit, she looked back and saw the patrol car still parked by the entrance. Nine blocks down and she was at the Marriott parking lot.
She circled slowly. Nothing. She went around once more. In the far parking area over by the trees, she saw a gray Cadillac with dark tinted windows backed into the curb. Damn, she thought, Florida requires only one license plate, and it’s on the rear. She couldn’t see from where she was. She parked a row away, got out and slowly crept over to the Caddy approaching from the rear. From a distance, she could tell it was a Florida plate, but not close enough to read the county name. She moved gradually closer. There! It was a Dade County plate.
Suddenly, the driver-side door of the Caddy swung open. She froze. Leo leaned out, pointing a gun at her.
“Come closer. Don’t want you running away. Shooting you in the back would upset my whole day.” He clicked the slide back on the .45 automatic.
“Is that the gun you used to kill Charlene Faulk?”
“Never heard of her. Ask me about Sandy Reid, and what I have in mind for her.” He narrowed his nasty eyes. “You don’t seem all that nervous right now. You ever been threatened at gunpoint before?”
She nodded.
“Well, you’re good at it. Now where’s the money?”
“Julia wouldn’t give it to me. Says she’ll hand it over only to you. I came to tell you where she’s waiting.”
“Lying comes easy to you lawyers, doesn’t it? You weren’t looking for the money, you were looking for me. And you found me. I underestimated you. Big mistake you showing up like this without the money.” He motioned with the gun. “Get in the car, Babycakes. I’ve been thinking about you.”
“Getting me in your car won’t get you any closer to your money.”
“We’ll talk about the money after.” As he began to step out of the car, he started to shift the gun to his other hand.
She kicked the car door hard. Slamming it violently catching his arm. He let out a yelp. The gun clattered to the ground. Both jumped for it. She was closer, reached out and almost had it. He grabbed her ankle and yanked her back. She kicked and gave him a two-inch spiked heel across his nose. She shoved the gun farther away with her foot. He got to his feet. She kicked out and tripped him. Both lunged again for the gun. She was half his size and quicker. She got it! Still half-lying on the ground, she turned toward him. He froze. She had him at point blank range, one tiny flicker of her finger and he’s dead.
He struggled to back away, holding his hands out in front, blood streaming from his nose. “Put the gun down, you won’t shoot. Anyway, that gun won’t fire the way it is. Look the safety’s on, you have to take it off.”
He wanted her to shift her eyes down at the gun, but she’d fired similar automatics at the gun range and knew it was nonsense. “I saw you rack the slide. That means there’s one in the chamber all ready to go bang. Would you like me to test it on you, Babycakes?”
She was still lying on the ground, propped up on her elbows with both hands holding the gun pointed at him. “Get down flat on the ground or I shoot. I’ll do it for Charlene. A sweet girl who didn’t have a mean bone in her body. And died for no reason at all—unlike you, who deserves to die.”
“Now put the gun down. I never killed no one, at least not lately. Certainly wouldn’t have killed you. Want you alive.” He started moving back away from her haltingly. “You won’t shoot. We’re the same breed, two of a kind. A couple of hustlers from the streets. You’re aiming at one of your own. We don’t shoot each other—the fools get shot. You and me—we die last.” Blood from his broken nose was flowing freely, down his blue shirt and over his cheap jacket. He tried to wipe it with his sleeve. “You won’t shoot... you won’t shoot.”
She tightened her grip on the gun. “Get down!”
He kept moving slowly backward while staring at her. He reached the open car door, slid into the front seat and slammed the car door fast.
His life wasn’t worth living, but she couldn’t bring herself to kill him. The best she could do was wish him dead. She let out a sigh and lowered the gun.
He started the car. Just as it began to move, she rolled over, pressed the muzzle of the gun against the side of the rear tire and fired. The Cadillac squealed away, and she watched it melt into the traffic.
Seconds later Jaworski’s unmarked cruiser screeched to a stop. He yelled through the open window, “Which way did he go?”
“South on U.S. 1, but he won’t get far skidding on three tires.”
The crash itself wasn’t that loud, but the explosion shook the neighborhood and blew shrapnel against nearby houses on the block. Looking south, they could see the shoots of fire, flames and dark smoke rising in the air above the tall palm trees.
Eddy said, “Looks like the world is through with that guy.”
“He can smoke all he wants now,” she said, “everybody smokes in hell.”



Chapter Twenty-five
 
Martin had gone to the police department to be with Sandy as she finished giving her statement about the confrontation and death of Leo. While waiting, he called Nigel and briefly gave him the news—thanks to Nigel’s investigation, she had successfully gone up against Leo who consequently died in a car wreck. Nigel said he was eagerly waiting to hear all the details. Late-afternoon they were able to get to the office.
Nigel was waiting at the door. “Martin told me you confronted Leo? What the devil does that mean?”
Martin answered, “She stalked him, fought with him, wrestled the gun away from him and shot out his tire. He died in a fiery car crash trying to escape her.”
“Nothing like a bit of mayhem to cheer up Sandy,” Nigel quipped. “But then, I suppose well-behaved women rarely make history.”
“Next she’ll be leaping tall buildings with a single bound,” Martin added.
“Amazing, and she looks as if she simply stepped out for coffee.” Nigel said.
“Perhaps her cape is covering her injuries,” Martin offered.
“No, I just clean up well.”
They followed her into her office. “Sandy, you must tell me the entire story,” Nigel said. “You gave the bastard quick justice for shooting Charlene, I trust he didn’t die too swiftly.”
“You’re the one who saved the day,” she said. “You’ve earned an increase in salary.”
“I suppose,” he said meekly.
“No, seriously. You’ve proven you know how to play with the big boys, and we don’t want to lose you, right Martin?”
Through a huge grin, Nigel asked, “What about Julia Bardner?”
“Julia’s a bad girl. As I told Martin on the phone, she’s had the money all along. Somehow, she got it away from Coleman, who came to town looking for real estate. My next step with Julia is to find out what sort of real estate deal she and Coleman were in, that got him killed. She’ll be discharged as soon as the hospital drops the suicide watch,” Sandy said. “Eventually she’ll be charged with conspiracy to kill Coleman, I would think.” In her mind, Sandy still had the unanswered question of why Charlene was in Julia’s office.
Martin said, “We know Lester didn’t kill for money, he killed out of jealousy and in desperation for losing everything. But we don’t know what went on between Julia and Coleman.”
“Lester is loosening up, more cooperation, more honesty,” she said. “He claims Coleman was holding a gun when shot, which is consistent with your video enhancement.” She leaned back on her desk chair. “So bring me up to date with what’s happening in the office.”
“First, we celebrate,” Martin said. “With Leo out of the picture, we can relax for a while, since no one’s life is being threatened. The calm around here seems almost exhilarating, not as good as a martini, however.” He smiled and looked over at her. “Let’s all walk over to the Windward Bar.”
She said, “Oh Martin, as great as that sounds I’m simply not up to it. Can we celebrate tomorrow? I’m going home, take a shower and crash.”
Nigel walked to his desk to answer the phone. He soon came back and announced, “That fellow from out of town is on the line.”
“What fellow?”
“The one you seem unwilling to brush off.”
She laughed. “Mind your own business, Laddie. He’s just an old friend.”
Martin hastily left her office and walked up front with Nigel.
She picked up the phone. “Kyle, I’m sorry. I realize I promised you a dinner date, but you’ve no idea what I’ve been through today. I’m still hearing bombs go off.” She listened to his mild protest and with each of his words, she felt guiltier. She swiveled her back to the door and whispered, “Okay, come on over to my house. But I’m not getting all dressed up and going out. Maybe we can order something delivered. Just don’t expect me to be very good company this evening.”



Chapter Twenty-six
 
Two hours later, after a glorious, refreshing shower, and after throwing on a black, scoop-neck tee and jeans, Sandy opened her door to Kyle. He stood there with a bottle of wine in one hand, a sack of Chinese takeout in the other and a grin on his face. “Your favorite, shrimp fried rice and egg rolls,” he announced proudly.
She started to comment on his remembering what she liked, but didn’t want to start off the conversation with sentimentality. “Very nice, I’m starving, let’s go in the kitchen.”
Glancing around, he followed her, “Nice place. You’re doing fine, Sandy.” Then he stood still while his eyes circled the living room. “Wait a minute, how about these furnishings? Where did you get all this? Do you realize what you have here?”
She came into the room beside him. “Yes, I realize what I have. Oh, that’s right, you work for an interior design firm. Well, I didn’t pick it all out myself, but I sure paid for it.”
“Well, I bet you certainly did. I don’t understand… I mean this stuff is good.”
“We’ve had a couple profitable years at the law office. Martin helped me decorate. We had some disagreements, but I love it.”
“This Martin Bronner guy, your partner, I’d like to meet him.” Kyle continued to gaze around. “That striking hot-red wall in the dining room—his idea?”
“I wouldn’t have had the nerve for it.”
“Yes,” he said, quickly brushing the subject aside. “Look, I’m sorry I’ve crashed back into your life. Should have known you’d be close with someone. So you two are—.”
“Friends.”
He had walked to the far wall to admire the huge watercolors. “Friends, or just friends?” he said, casually.
“I’d like to be friendlier with him, but that’s not your concern.”
“I understand. Sorry, if he’s gay. I mean—.” He swept his hand around as though it explained all the thoughtful decorating.
“He’s not gay, merely knowledgeable.”
“Is he rich?”
“Yes.”
“Handsome?”
“Yes.”
“Does he have a sister?”
She gestured toward the kitchen. “You going to open the wine, or not?”
His smile faded. “Am I screwing up something by being down here? I’m sure I seemed presumptuous, but I didn’t really expect you to drop everything and spend your time on my vacation.”
“To tell the truth, I’m beginning to feel more relaxed with only you around and no one to remind me of all the office problems I’ve been going through,” she admitted. “We’ll have a couple of hours this evening. I wish it could be more, but I simply must make an early evening of it.”
He set the packages on the kitchen counter and took out the wine. “You still like Chenin Blanc?”
She nodded. “I have a cold one open in the fridge. I’ll save yours, thank you.”
He took the white food cartons out of the bag. “They gave me three dozen little packets of hot sauce here, but only one soy sauce. Why do they always do that?”
She took the wine from the refrigerator and handed it to him. She put place mats and plates on the kitchen table and took down wine glasses. “Let’s take the wine into the other room. The Chinese can wait for a couple minutes.”
He poured the wine and handed her a glass. They clinked and sipped, then carried their glasses into the living room. Both leaned back on the couch.
“I’ve been pushing you around, Kyle, I’m sorry. I went through all the closure-with-Kyle emotions four years ago. Much has happened since I last saw you. Now, I’m having trouble reconnecting with you again. Don’t know why I’ve treated an old trusted friend like that. It’ll be fun to talk with you again. When you showed up at the office, we talked about the old times for a minute and it was fun although I was distracted. I’ve been preoccupied trying to sort out some professional happenings.”
“You seem to have it made down here in Florida. You must be brushing off men right and left. Don’t tell me you’ve never been serious with some hunk during the last four years.”
“His name was Chip Goddard.” She set her wine down on the glass-topped coffee table.
“You just said his name as though he was the worst thing that ever happened to you.”
She grinned. “He was the best—his death was the worst.”
“Oh, sorry about that.”
“He was a detective here in Park Beach, ex-Marine, one of the good guys.”
“What happened?”
“A little over a year ago. One weekend he was assigned to this joint FBI task force. Chip saw some druggie bad guy sneaking up behind an FBI agent. He yelled a warning. The druggie swung his aim over at Chip, and they exchanged shots. Both went down. The druggie died at the scene. Chip saved the agent’s life… and died in the hospital.”
“No wonder you seem at loose ends romance wise. I’m barging in here being flip, and you’re still in mourning.”
“You didn’t know. I’m fine. Great guy, great love affair. I’m over the mourning, but not over the memories. That’s what happens, isn’t it? He left this house to me.”
“You were living here with him?”
“No, and I didn’t have a clue about his intention to leave me the house. He had no family and figured that we’d be engaged, if not already married, before I ever learned what was in his will. It’s an older house and has good memories. Martin convinced me to keep it, and he helped me with the remodeling and decorating suggestions.”
“If you were that close, why didn’t you move in with Chip?”
“I still had a strong independent streak in me—the liberated woman. I wanted to get my law practice going, so I’d be independently successful. Wanted to be able to run and take refuge in my own place. A lovely dilemma. I loved him and didn’t want to lose him, but I certainly wasn’t ready for marriage. Although I had almost decided to go ahead with an engagement.” She drew a long breath. “Then for a while after his death, I couldn’t imagine myself getting physical with someone.” She took another sip. “How’s your love life, Kyle, since we’re asking each other impertinent questions?”
“Nothing much romance-wise after you left.”
“We didn’t have a romance, remember?”
“No romance?”
“That’s the way I remember it, and I was watching all the time.”
“Of course—crazy passion and heat, but no romance. Why is it you refuse to acknowledge our past relationship? You deny the closeness, you deny the kisses, you even began by denying the sex. I guess you were so busy up there focusing on finishing law school you didn’t have time to admit we were having a romance.”
She wanted the subject changed. “You started telling me about your love life.”
“Since you left, now and then, here and there, I’d fall into something worthwhile.”
“You good-lookers don’t have to sweat it much, do you?”
“The game has changed. These days, it’s easy for all the guys no matter their looks. In the old days, you’d get slapped if you asked for it—now, you’d just get either a smile or a frown. You dislike some for being too easy and some for being untouchable. Who would have thought finding someone special in between could be so tricky?”
“You don’t look very needy to me.”
“To tell the truth, I’m pleased you have your life all together down here. You deserve it. Philly must seem far away.” He watched her face for a reaction, but she was staring down at her drink. “If you had explained your need to leave, I could have given you a proper farewell.”
“You mean Goodbye-Sex. I couldn’t have handled that,” she said without looking up.
“Why?”
She was quiet for moment, aware he was waiting for an answer. “Just couldn’t have, let’s drop it.” After packing her car that night, she had gone back up to his apartment to wait for him. And then realized she couldn’t endure looking at him while saying goodbye, let alone the final kiss, the final hug. She had begun a note for him, but it started getting sappy and sentimental—she tore it up and left.
He had a far-away look in his eyes when he said quietly, “They say old lovers never completely go away. Even when you get them out of your heart, they’re still in your mind.”
“Kyle, don’t play the love card. We weren’t lovers. We never spoke the three magic words to each other.”
“Remember the time I said I was going to drive down to the Jersey shore, and you asked to go with me?”
“Is that the way it happened? I remember we drove down together.”
“And that night, we stumbled on to that little club a block from the beach, Margate wasn’t it?”
“No, Brigantine. Yeah, a crowded bar with pitcher beer and a great combo.”
“And we danced... and we kissed.”
“You’re right, Kyle, we did kiss.” She smiled even wider. “Remember what happened next? You got turned on talking to some redhead.”
“That is so wrong. Is that the way you remember it? It was you, Sandy. The only woman I remember in that place was you. You looked stunning. It was getting late, and we were sitting at the bar. You seemed enchanted by that beach hunk—my worst nightmare—sitting on the stool next to you. He swiveled to start talking to you, and you swiveled to face him. He had on some macho tank top and rinky-dink cutoffs. So his half-naked, suntanned body was right in front of you. The bar was noisy, I couldn’t hear what you two were saying and I suspected the worst. I was going crazy expecting him to whisper something in your ear. Expecting you to swivel around and tell me I’d be driving back to Philly alone, not to expect you back at the apartment. As soon as I realized what was happening, I quickly asked you to dance.”
She closed her eyes and nodded. “It’s all coming back to me now.”
“Our dancing was going great, remember? We danced a half-dozen songs without stopping. I was holding you close, my face was lost in your hair, and I was lost in you. I could have gone on forever. You started pressing up against me. Your body felt so warm it was as if our bodies were melting into each other. I wanted to take you right there on the dance floor. Then you grabbed me and kissed me. You’d never kissed me hot like that even in bed.”
“I do remember, Kyle. I couldn’t wait to get at you,” she said quietly.
“That’s when we rushed out of the bar and ripped our clothes off in the back seat of my car like a couple of teenagers. You were totally into it. You tore a button off your blouse.”
“It was the clasp off my skirt, I had yanked it up around my waist. Had to hold it together with my hand on the way back to Philly.”
“You sat close to me driving back and fell asleep on my shoulder. You never sat next to me like that.”
“I remember that time. My wild side.” She finished the last of her wine in one long swallow.
They sat quietly, remembering.
“It’d be a shame if you’ve lost that wild side.” He looked hesitant about going on. “I was about to ask, are you afraid you might recapture some of those feelings you had for me before?”
“I admit we had feelings for each other, but they’re long gone.” The subject was bothering her. “I wasn’t actually in love, were you?”
“I was afraid to admit it at the time. Just as you’re afraid to admit it to yourself right now. You can’t always choose who you fall in love with.”
After a moment, she said, “Think whatever you want, I can’t stop you.” It was nice to know he’d been in love with her.
He noticed her empty glass, brought the bottle in from the kitchen and refilled their glasses. “You don’t look like a woman who’s worried about where her next kiss is coming from.”
She saw the cheerful look on his face. He sat back down with his legs stretched forward, crossed at the ankles and leaning back entirely relaxed. He had always been accepting of her and non-judgmental.
“Okay, Kyle, I have always been able to talk with you, so I’ll at least say this, there are two special men in town who can—.”
“Give you a rush? And one of them is this Martin.”
She nodded without smiling. “Three years ago, he proposed. I turned him down as I was just getting all heated up with Chip. Yet we both wanted to remain close friends working together in the law office. So as not to upset me with an awkward office situation, Martin was careful to eliminate any suggestion of romantic interest in me. In turn, I tried to be as sexless as possible around the office, so as not to frustrate him.”
“And did that arrangement work?”
“Absolutely. However, now I’m in the process of opening back up and find him immensely sexy. Meanwhile, he’s still holding back not quite certain if I’m through mourning for Chip.” Never before had she actually put those thoughts all together in her mind. “Both men are attractive, and I’d go on to sex without question. In fact, I had a nice start going with the other guy last night.”
“During that thunderstorm? Those loud crashes and those lightning flashes—oh my god, Sandy, that was you?”
She laughed with him. “Unfortunately, we were interrupted.” She had asked herself later if she was sorry they had been interrupted. Now, she was admitting it aloud. “Don’t ask me why I’m talking about it, but yes, I liked him, trusted him and was entirely into it. I’m sorry we didn’t get to have a night of it.” She continued, “Having said that, I’m not certain I’m serious enough to have an ongoing sexual relationship with either one. Mel is the big deal State Attorney for this judicial district—what you call a District Attorney up in some states. Martin is wealthy, but doesn’t show it, doesn’t have to work but wants to. He’s of those men who can look at four forks at a dinner party and never pick up the wrong one. A joy to work around, makes me laugh, smells good. Well-traveled, however, has been sticking close to home for the last few years.”
“No doubt sticking close to home because you’re close to home. Sounds as if one is hard, prosecuting criminals and dealing with both culprits and the police. The other sounds soft.”
“Mel isn’t real hard, let’s call him al dente. And anyone who deals with Martin thinking he’s a softie had better keep their wits about them. Although one is obviously eager, I wouldn’t blame the other if he gave up all hope long ago.”
“You know all about men, do you? He hasn’t given up hope, believe me. Such a fire never goes out and your slightest encouragement will set him ablaze.”
“I’m not sure about your fire metaphor, the guy is very cool. The men are so different you wouldn’t think a choice would be difficult—assuming I want to start a relationship.”
“A relationship? I thought you were talking marriage. I don’t get it.”
She shook her head. “I’m not ready to get married. What gave you the marriage idea? I just want companionship, an intimate relationship I can count on without a bunch of nonsense. I don’t have time for meaningless… excursions.”
“Okay, but why all this preliminary planning, doubts and questioning of yourself, and judging of the two guys. Napoleon took less time planning the battle of Waterloo. For chrissake, flip a coin and go have sex with one or the other, or both. Who cares at the start, you‘ve already said you’d go to bed with either.”
“You’re right in a way. I simply want a nice committed relationship, and then we’ll see what happens. Sure, if it doesn’t work out, and the other is still available, then I’m a lucky girl to have a choice. I realize I don’t have to be absolutely certain at the start.”
“Stop right there, Sandy. I know you’re bright, clever and fearless, and could sell sand to an Arab, yet sometimes you act like a dolt. You know what you need?”
“Now he will explain sexual relationships to the dolt. Can I call you later if I have any questions?”
“You need to stop thinking and enjoy the ride as you did last night. It doesn’t have to be a serious relationship. Just take the first step. Date one and then the other and let it happen. After a little time passes, I believe your choice will be clear to you. I’m sure both of these fortunate guys understand the occasional sex concept. You’re golden—you make the rules. Sounds as if you already have a nice start with Mel. Do you want him to pick up where he left off?”
“Absolutely not. I want him to begin again from the very start—it was going pretty good.” Her smile faded after a moment, and she said, “Does that mean I’ve already chosen Mel as the one I want it to happen with?”
“Certainly, it would be better to decide who you want and go after him. But if you’re uncertain, then continue on as you are with your well-ordered life.”
“Ah, the easy way out—a decision to do nothing. I guess that’s what I had in mind until—just now. Talking with you about my love life has given me a new insight.” She turned on the couch to face him. “I'm going to change—even if slightly. I'll open up and let the intimacy happen. Thank you, Kyle.” She held his hand and spoke with a sisterly tone. “Your honesty makes it's easy to talk with you.”
“Perhaps there’s more heat in you than you realize, I can feel it over here.”
She laughed at him. “Do women really fall for that dumb line?”
He grinned. “It worked on you four years ago.”
She frowned for a second and then laughed. “Kyle, making it here with you tonight doesn’t satisfy my need for intimacy.”
“I satisfied your need for intimacy for over a year. We had sweet lovemaking, but since you’re afraid of that word, I’ll call it sweet sex making.”
“That was then. This is now. As much as I value the memory of our friendship, I don’t regret moving. You aren’t part of the equation down here.” She patted him on his knee.
“Are you thinking about me right now or those two other guys?”
“To be perfectly honest, I’m thinking about us dancing at that noisy bar in Brigantine that warm summer night. And you wanting to take me, on the dance floor.”
“I’ve gone back there—many times.”
“I don’t believe you! You went back to that bar in Brigantine?”
“In my mind. I’ve relived it all in my mind. Some memories are so special you add them to the story of your life.” He turned on the couch, boldly took the drink from her hand and set it on the coffee table. Then he enclosed her hand in his and pressed it to his chest. “Did you ever think about that night before I mentioned it just now?” 
“I suppose,” she answered, not moving her hand away from him. “Everything vividly came back to me as soon as you brought it back to mind.” She had thought of him often during her first few months in Florida, but not until she was away could she look back and appreciate the feelings of intense intimacy she had discovered during their impassioned year together.
“And you’re still thinking about it,” his voice was cracking, “I’m dying to hold you again, Sandy. There’s no one like you. I found that out.”
“Why don’t you take me right now?” she said quietly.
“What?”
“You don’t understand the question?”
He reached over, placed his hand behind her head and gathered her to him. Her lips came up to his without the slightest hesitancy.
When the lingering kiss finally broke, he whispered, “It’s a good thing we were never actually in love.”
“Yeah, come on.”



Chapter Twenty-seven
 
Nigel’s smiling face greeted Sandy when she arrived at the office late on the following morning. “You’ve had quite a few calls, including a TV reporter. The call slips are on your desk. Detective Jaworski stopped by to see you. We talked for a while—he’s really a cool guy, isn’t he? I didn’t know you’d be late coming in this morning. No problem, I took care of everything. Martin told me when we got here to not expect you until noon.”
She glanced at her watch, raised her eyebrows and shrugged. “Hey, we’re talking only two hours here.”
“I almost called you, but he told me not to. Said you no doubt were busy taking care of some old business.”
She smiled. “Martin is just too smart for words.”
She walked back to her office and sat at her desk amazed at the quietness in the office. Indeed, her entire world seemed quiet, untroubled and well-ordered. Yet something was amiss with her desktop—it shouldn’t be so neat and orderly. She suspected the fine hand of Nigel had been at work. Pencils were in line, the phone perfectly positioned, the files squared up with their edges in line. Open records were still open, as she had left them, except they were in a special stack at the side. A reference tome she’d left open was still open, but turned face down. Her entire desktop had been reorganized, yet she surprised herself by liking what he’d done.
She returned Eddy’s call. He told her, “We had a lot of manpower out searching for Leo. Thanks to you, that’s all done with. We’re still working on the Coleman murder case, of course, and the Charlene Faulk drive-by shooting.”
“Charlene Faulk! I thought that case was all over. I gave you the .45 I took away from Leo. Didn’t it check out?”
“Didn’t you hear? No match. Ballistics says the bullet that killed her didn’t come from Leo’s gun. We searched his hotel room and the burned-out wreckage. We don’t believe he had another gun.”
“Geez, and I assumed that case was all wrapped up. I’m sitting here rather relaxed, taking care of some personal business, congratulating myself and someone’s running around with a .45.”
“Plenty of those around. Might have been a random drive-by, but you wouldn’t expect it in that neighborhood.” The detective asked, “Did you hear about Bardner’s neighbor who heard the shots?”
“Mel said something about the guy next door hearing shots.”
“Well, the neighbor called the police. His front porch, security camera happens to point out in the direction of the Bardner driveway. It picked up part of the shooting on video. Of course, I got all excited and tore over there.”
“You must live right.”
“No such luck. I viewed the video. It does show Charlene getting out of her car and collapsing to the ground after being shot. At least, now we’re certain the shot came from the direction of the street. Unfortunately, the camera wasn’t positioned to view anything in the street. No one else is in the scene in the front yard. So it offers no clue as to who shot her.”
“Even so, it supports Lester Bardner saying he was inside the house. Sorry it turned out to be no help to you. That shooting seemed so simple when we thought Leo had done it. Okay, finding Charlene’s killer goes back to the top of my list. Hey, Eddy, I need to talk with Julia Bardner again.”
“Again? I realize you’ve been busy wiping out bad guys, but you promised we’d talk about what Julia has to say.” Eddy said, “So, let’s be fair. You bring me up to date on what’s going on, and then you can talk with Julia again.”
“The situation has changed, Eddy. She’s getting an attorney to protect her interests in the Coleman case and has decided to let him answer your questions on the Faulk shooting as well.”
“So I can’t talk to her about either case!” His voice sounded so strained, she guessed he was speaking through clenched teeth. “ Do I detect a Sandy Reid influence in all this? You screwing around with me on this one? You’re the one who is advising her, aren’t you? Why would you do something like this to me?”
“It’s not like that, Eddy. There are several angles to this. So much has happened so fast. I need to sit down with Martin and discuss how much I can tell you without jeopardizing our defense of Lester. After that, I can meet with you and share the info.”
“So where does that leave me? I’m working two criminal investigations, and you blew a hole through both of them.”
“I promise we’ll talk later, and I’ll make it all up to you. But, I need to go back to the hospital and talk with Julia right away.”
“Don’t ask me why I’m doing this, but okay. Go talk with her. Anyway, you’d better hurry. The nurse said she seemed better this morning. The hospital did a brief suicide predisposition check and is dropping the suicide watch. She’s being discharged right about now.”
“Geez, once she leaves the hospital, she could disappear or try to kill herself again. Eddy, I need a big favor.”
“Hello! I just did a big one for you five seconds ago.”
“Please call the hospital and tell them not to release Julia until I can get over there and talk with her again.”
“On what grounds.”
“Make something up.” Eddy hung up without saying goodbye. He was upset with her, but she knew he’d make the call to the hospital.
Nigel was at his front desk and Martin’s door was open when she walked up the hall. “It wasn’t Leo who shot Charlene after all,” she announced. “Gun doesn’t match. Leo told me he didn’t shoot anyone, but I didn’t believe him.”
Nigel said, “You mean now there’s someone new I’ll be hating for the rest of my life?”
“Damn it all.” Martin seldom used the word. “Does Eddy have a new suspect?”
“No, and here’s the new deal for us. Lester’s defense will have to go on the back burner—finding Charlene’s killer is more important. And we still don’t know about the connection between Charlene and Coleman.”
Nigel’s eyes widened. “Connection between Charlene and Coleman? What’s going on here?”
She and Martin exchanged glances. It had slipped out. She was ready to make up some cover story, when Martin shook his head at her. He said to Nigel, “Julia claims Charlene came into her office the day Coleman first came in. If it happened, then it’s an amazing coincidence and we have to examine it.”
“And you thought I couldn’t handle knowing about it. Thanks a lot guys.”
Martin said, “You were grieving… you didn’t need to hear about it just then.”
“I’m discussing it again with Julia today,” she said. “You two get your heads together and review all we know so far. Admittedly, it’s not much. Right now I’ve haven’t the slightest idea where to suggest you start. Nigel why don’t you run a background check on Julia Bardner for the file. We don’t know too much right now, do we?”
Martin said, “We do know Julia ended up with Coleman’s money and provoked Lester into killing him, but we don’t really know why.”
“We do know Charlene was killed in Lester’s front yard, and we can’t blame it on him or on dead Leo,” Nigel said.
She said, “We have nothing to suggest anyone wanted Charlene dead. I say we stick with the mistaken identity in the thunderstorm theory and assume Julia was the target.”
Nigel said, “If you need another coincidence to backup to your theory, I checked with the motor vehicle website—Julia has a white Mercedes and Charlene had a white Chevrolet.”
“So, the question is who would want Julia dead? If I can find out why Julia wanted Coleman dead, then maybe I’ll know why someone wanted Julia dead.”



Chapter Twenty-eight
 
Within the hour, Sandy was back at the hospital. Julia had already admitted she had Coleman’s money. Even so, the idea that she provoked Lester into killing him to keep from giving back some money was just too simple. Some people would murder for money, but she didn’t think Julia Bardner was one of them. Something more significant than money was going on. She was certain that if she could find out the real reason Coleman had to be killed, she’d also learn how it was connected with Charlene being shot.
Julia was sitting on the edge of her hospital bed waiting, all dressed, hair combed and not looking too bad. Her jacket and a small package of personal items were beside her on the bed. She scowled at Sandy and then leaned back on the bed. “I want out of here. I want to go home. Lester was just here. He kept questioning me about why I tried to kill myself. I pretended to be out of it and didn’t discuss it with him. He finally left. The police said for some reason I can’t leave the hospital.”
“I can get you released, but I need some answers.”
“I don’t want to talk to anyone, least of all you. I know you’re helping Lester, but I just want to go home. Why do I have to I talk with you?”
“Because you need to get over a world of guilt feelings, you have some large problems and you’re depressed.”
“If I were dead I wouldn’t be depressed.”
With that statement, she was reminded her task included not just getting the truth out of Julia, but keeping her from another suicide attempt as well. She was usually good at getting to the truth, with suicide prevention she needed help. She didn’t want to get in over her head. “For starters, Julia, did the hospital have you see a psychiatrist to help you get beyond whatever you’re going through?”
“A man in a white coat was here this morning to talk with me before I could be released. He had a clipboard and was asking questions and checking them off on a form. I explained that I was upset about Charlene Faulk being killed, for one thing. He immediately wrote down that a death of a friend was the reason I tried to take my own life. Not even close—but I didn’t correct him. That seemed to satisfy him. He turned on his heels and left. The nurses were talking about it later—they were aware the shooting happened at my house. They asked if I knew her. I should have said, sure she was my husband’s mistress, so I had her killed.”
“You didn’t have her killed,” Sandy said hopefully.
“If I hadn’t screwed up and got Coleman killed, she might be alive.”
“You needed to get Coleman out of the way for some reason. And I don’t think the reason was to get the two hundred and fifty grand, although somehow you ended up with his money.” Sandy was still piecing together the rest of it. “I don’t think you’re evil enough to kill for money. You killed for something more important than money. How did you get yourself involved in such a shameful thing?”
“It didn't seem shameful, it seemed useful, practical—a simple answer. And that’s what I needed, a simple answer fast.”
“You didn't try to kill yourself over a simple answer.”
“It got complicated fast.”
“Tell me about Coleman.”
“He was a prospect up from Miami Beach looking for some sort of real estate opportunity. He came off as an unsophisticated and untrustworthy character, if you know what I mean. I had an old listing for a small strip mall owned by this elderly citrus grower I’d known for years. You know small time—beauty shop, nail place, consignment shop. Bottom-drawer stuff. Everyone forgot it was even on the market. So, I told Coleman he could steal it for two million if he acted fast. He got interested, thinking he was dealing with some small town yokels. I called the owner and told him I had someone interested. He said he wanted a million for it. He never expected to sell it anyway. The old guy had bought it way back when for peanuts.”
“And a million bucks seemed like all the money in the world.”
“You got it. Anyway, I happened to have dinner with Grant Keller that night, you know the lawyer. And we were laughing that the old guy would probably have a heart attack, if I handed him two million, when all he wanted was one. So, Grant says don’t tell him he can get two. What! I said. Grant says he’ll buy it himself for one million and then resell it to Coleman for two and pocket the million. At first, I thought he was kidding. I protested, but he said the old guy wasn’t expecting any more and had one foot in the grave anyway. And Coleman wouldn’t care as long as he got it for two million. Grant would split the million with me.”
“Finally, you get around to mentioning Grant Keller. That’s who your affair was really with.”
Julia covered her mouth with her hand, her expression was twisted.
“So you and Keller cooked up a real estate swindle. Coleman’s two hundred fifty grand was to seal the deal,” Sandy guessed. “The deposit was in cash, wasn’t it? Didn’t you think it was strange? Didn’t you suspect he was a criminal walking in with cash?”
“There are all sorts of reasons why people hoard cash. It used to be more frequent, like some rancher wants to buy the adjoining acreage and dumps the entire purchase price on my desk in cash. Coleman seemed the type who wouldn’t trust banks. Where it came from wasn’t any of my business. I stuck it in the office safe—it’s still there.” She took in a deep breath. “So I drew up one contract with Keller buying it for one million and took the contract to the old man. He says he has to go out of town and will sign it when he gets back. I draw up the second contract selling it to Coleman for two million and Coleman signs it and gives me the deposit.”
“Sounds like fraud to me.”
“That’s what I told Grant. I told him I couldn’t do all those things. He got angry and said just do it. He’d back me up if there was any problem. So, there we were with a contract to sell a property we didn’t even own. You don’t say no to Grant Keller.”
“So, in addition to selling a property you didn’t own, you two cheated the seller out of a million bucks.”
Julia covered her eyes with her hands for a full minute before continuing. “Then the worst happened. The entire scheme fell apart. The old guy tells me he’s decided not to sell after all. I panicked. Told him I’d sue for breach of contract and so forth. He said he was sorry, go ahead and sue. So I tell Coleman the deals off. He smells a rat. Wants his two hundred and fifty thousand back, of course, and says he intends to sue everyone in sight. Giving him the deposit back wasn’t a problem, but now there’s fraudulent paperwork floating around, and I’m in big trouble. If Coleman asks a lawyer about suing me, it’ll take the guy about five seconds to see through everything. So, I ran to Grant asking what to do. And you know what?”
Sandy guessed, “Suddenly, he didn’t want anything to do with you.”
“Not at that point. He said just take care of Coleman and our problems were over. He didn’t care how, just get rid of him. You see, Sandy, I got myself so screwed up there was no way out. I was thinking the money would make everything possible. If we could pocket the million, Grant promised—.” She looked away.
“Promised what? To marry you?”
She nodded. “I didn’t want to lose him. I’d be left with no one in my life. I totally lost it. I could lose my license and possibly go to jail for fraud. My life was over. Except I thought there was a way out. Since no one else knew about the deal, I could get rid of Ben Coleman. It was my way out, and it all made sense at the time. I could lose my license and my business, or I could get rid of Coleman. I could go to jail for fraud, or I could get rid of Coleman. And perhaps it wouldn’t come down to actually killing him. I’ve always been so ethical and straight laced. But, I felt trapped with no other choice.”
“If you could only get someone to kill the guy.”
“At least scare him off. In fact, I assumed I’d have to be the one to take care of him. That’s when I got out the pistol and loaded it. Holding that gun in my hand was terrifying. I was physically sick that night. There’s a big line between thinking murder and doing murder. I realized I couldn’t shoot anyone. I never considered having Lester do it for me, until the next night, when he came home late looking guilty. I knew he had been having an affair from the very first. I’d been disappointed in our marriage for a long time. I had gone along with his cheating, since it kept him away from me, and he was being discreet. I was mad at everything in the world to start with that night and somewhere in the middle of the yelling—.” She put her head down.
“You conned Lester into it.”
“He’s easy to control anyway. And with the closing date on the sale approaching, I had to do something. I confronted him about his affair and after some yelling and playacting, I lied and said I was also having an affair, and my lover wanted me to get a divorce. Lester insisted on knowing who my boyfriend was. The more I held off telling him, because I said he’d go after guy if he knew, the more he insisted on knowing. Finally, the idea got through to him. I pretended to relent and cleverly told him Ben Coleman was my lover. In my crazy way of thinking, I held out the hope that maybe Coleman would see this nutty husband running around with a gun, and figure it wasn’t worth the problems. I’d throw a scare into him and say, here’s your deposit back now get out of town.”
“So the argument was all a pretense. You wanted Lester to know all along, so he’d get Coleman out of your life and solve your problem with the fraud. Come on, you couldn’t have really believed a Miami Beach hood would be scared away by a pussycat like Lester. Guns scare people like you and me, Coleman probably teethed on one.”
“But remember, I wasn’t aware he was a criminal at that point, and Leo wasn’t on the scene yet. I believed he was just a flaky guy who was thinking he could strike it rich in real estate. Never dreamed he was dangerous.”
“Regardless, you expected Lester to kill him, didn’t you?”
She shook her head. “I thought it might somehow work without murder. I needed to get rid of him. I didn’t plan on all the complications.”
“Do you know what Lester did with the gun?”
“He brought it home and put it back on the kitchen table. I threw it off the bridge like on TV.” She glanced over at Sandy as if wondering how much to confess. “I held on to the belief that Lester wouldn’t have to kill him, and if he did, he wouldn’t be caught. But it didn’t work out that way.”
“Yeah, I noticed. Meanwhile, Keller is simply sitting back letting you solve the problem.”
“He said he couldn’t be brought into any of it. But we were still okay with each other until Coleman was shot and Lester was on the front page.”
“Now I see the role of Grant Keller in all this,” Sandy said. “When Lester was arrested, Keller got nervous and that’s when he tried to manage things. Am I right? He’s the one who came up with the cute coffee bar alibi for Lester. He’s the one who wanted to confuse everyone and throw the name of Charlene Faulk into the pot. He told you to hint that Charlene was involved somehow with Coleman’s murder. You lied to me about her coming into your office the same day as Coleman. She was never there.”
“I panicked. Keller was saying we were through, and he had to start covering his tracks as though our affair never happened.”
“Cover his tracks? What was he talking about?”
“I have no idea. We would go to a lodge in north county, but I was careful to never be seen. No one ever saw us together around this town. I asked what about me? He said he hadn’t signed either contract yet and would deny he knew anything about whatever crooked scheme I might be trying to pull off. Said he was too busy to talk about it and hung up. That tore me up. He was my last hope. I phoned back, but he wouldn’t take my call.”
“That’s when you gave up.”
“After it happened, I began to feel guilty over what I’d done to Lester, the death of Coleman, the loss of Grant, my ruined reputation, the humiliation if it became a rumor that I took up with some Miami Beach lowlife. I couldn’t handle it all. Just wanted to erase all that had happened. I was sitting on the edge of the bed in a strange hotel with the bottle of sleeping pills in my hand, trying to decide whether to end it—and then I heard the thunder coming down from the sky.” She shuddered and locked her arms across her chest thinking about it. “I can’t believe this is me. I’ve never chiseled anyone in business. My reputation was spotless.”
“Now answer me this, did Grant know you intended to solve your problem by killing Coleman?”
“I suppose not. He never said kill, just said give Coleman his money back and get rid of him.”
“You’ve nothing in writing or anything like that tying him in? What about copies of the fraudulent sales contract? What about the copies you gave Coleman.”
“I hadn’t delivered them to him yet. Grant told me to destroy all the copies, but the seller might still have his. Some old people don’t throw anything away.”
“So if it came right down to it, Grant would just say he scarcely knows you, had no knowledge of any scheme and is shocked and amazed that a business woman such as you would do something so drastic to solve some real estate business problem. I notice he’s not buzzing around the hospital here worried sick he might have lost you.”
“He’s a busy guy, or maybe he hasn’t heard.” She didn’t look as though she believed it. “So what happens now in my pitiful life—go home and think about things? Perhaps eventually, get up enough courage to take sleeping pills again.”
“Don’t you feel better now that you’ve told someone all this? You’ve confessed to me and I’m trying to understand.”
“You are?”
“I understand you were under extreme pressure, felt trapped and have been victimized by Grant. Unfortunately, you weren’t thinking straight and made some bad decisions. I can’t excuse any of it, yet I feel sorry for you.”
“You don’t even know me. You don’t even like me. I just admitted I’m a liar and a thief.”
“True, I don’t particularly like you, but that doesn’t mean you’re not worth helping.”
“So, I need an attorney because I committed fraud. Is that why you’re here?” She paused, and then frowned. “Oh, I get it. You’re trying to be my lawyer, aren’t you? Trying to sign me up so you’ll be representing both of us with double your fees, so you’ll drain our family dry. You’re one sneaky shyster. You took advantage of me when I was just coming out my drugged stupor. I should never have told you all this stuff. I know you’re trying to pull something.”
“Yes, I’m trying to pull your husband out of a first-degree murder charge. I couldn’t represent you if I wanted to because of the conflict of interest in defending Lester. I want you to have proper representation, so you’re not running around talking and screwing up his case anymore than he’s already screwing it up. I hope you cooperate with your attorney better than your husband does with me. A little support would be helpful. Now, do you know someone who can represent you?”
“I know several lawyers. And by god, I’ll start listening to them and not you. I don’t trust you anymore. In fact, maybe I’ll change Lester’s attorney as well.”
“Just be certain you get a good criminal defense lawyer for yourself, okay? And be certain he or she isn’t in Keller’s pocket.”
“It’s all very confusing… and suicide makes everything go away. Am I free to go now?”
“You need a ride?” She didn’t think the woman should be left alone at home.
“Why would you give me a ride? Don’t you have something better to do than look after a wretched excuse for a human being? You’re offering me a ride where, down to the police station?”
“An ambulance brought you here. I’ll take you home. You can start trying to put your life back together.”
“You’re right, I need to go home and get myself together.” Julia slid off the bed, picked up her belongings and followed Sandy down the hall to the elevators.
While walking through the hospital lobby, Sandy called Martin. “Can you stick around the office for a while? I really need your advice. I’m taking Julia home right now. See you at the office within the hour.”
She turned her back to Julia and into the phone with a low voice, said, “I know who killed Charlene Faulk.”



Chapter Twenty-nine
 
By mid-afternoon that day, Sandy had driven Julia across the Intracoastal Bridge to her lush home on the barrier island. The wide, paver driveway led up to a three-car garage blended in with a two-level British West Indies style home seen just beyond the private courtyard. While not directly on the beach, the four bedroom affair had many amenities and the ocean could be seen from the patio swimming pool.
Lester wasn’t there, no sign of where he might be. Sandy waited around until Julia’s girlfriend drove over to be with her. The friend had heard about the suicide attempt and was quite concerned. Sandy doubted Julia would share the true reasons for wanting to take her own life. Julia seemed to be calming down. It was not the time for more questions. She left to meet with Martin and Nigel at the office.
She found them back in Martin’s large comfortable office lunching on pizza. Martin sat easily behind his desk. Nigel had pulled up a side chair.
“I just left Julia at home. She’d had enough of me, was starting to get too defensive. But I need to go back and talk with her again in the morning. I’m hearing a lot of good information, but she needs to get an attorney and tell it all to the police.” She took a slice of pizza, kicked off her shoes and stretched back with her legs up on the couch.
“She and Grant Keller were having an affair, she admitted that.” Sandy continued explaining how the two had entangled themselves in a fraudulent real estate deal, and how Keller had attempted to duck out and leave Julia taking the heat. “Coleman smelled a rat in the deal, thought he was being jerked around and threatened to make trouble. He might not have been a sophisticated real estate investor, but he knew when someone was screwing him over. It wasn’t as simple as giving Coleman his money back as the fraudulent contract might become known after the deal fell through. They attempted to scare him off—with disastrous results.”
“I imagine their big problem suddenly became a huge problem when Coleman was shot,” Martin said. “And somehow this leads to Charlene getting shot, and your suspicion of who did the deed?”
“Keller freaked when his lover’s husband was arrested for murder. His reputation and political aspirations were unexpectedly in jeopardy. Julia was his lover, she was in a fraudulent real estate deal with him and linked him to the murdered Coleman. It didn’t take Keller long to figure out that eventually Julia would be questioned, and she’d be forced to bring him into it. She was a danger that had to be eliminated. If Keller wanted her dead, he wouldn’t do it himself because if their close connection might become known, he’d be an immediate suspect. And since he would never mistake Charlene for Julia even at night in a thunderstorm, he must have used a hitman.”
“What was all that nonsense about Charlene being connected to Coleman?” Nigel asked.
“Just Keller trying to blow smoke,” she said. “He told Julia to lie and give Lester an airtight alibi—always a good defense. The second best defense is reasonable doubt as to who committed the crime. Keller had Julia tell me that Charlene came into her office almost simultaneously with Coleman, which immediately raised suspicions about her with us. He assumed I’d be hungry for all the defense angles I could get, would run with it and suggest there was reasonable doubt about Lester’s guilt. Thereby giving the jurors a reason to acquit him.”
Nigel smiled. “I’ve been reading up on the reasonable doubt strategy. You create a diversion by suggesting someone else might have committed the crime, regardless of how farfetched it may be.”
“And some jurors will mistake the resulting confusion for reasonable doubt,” Martin added.
“But she wasn’t even in the street video, only Lester,” Nigel protested.
Martin said, “Keller didn’t care. One can always plant the idea that perhaps she was in the background or forced Lester to do it, or some other cockamamie scenario. He wasn’t aware that we knew Charlene well and would never have bought that story.”
“I’m hoping to get the state attorney’s office interested,” she said. “Unless Julia lives to tell about it, Keller’s motive for wanting Julia dead to hide his involvement with her will never become known. If he takes out Julia, their affair and the real estate scheme, which resulted in the murder of Coleman and Charlene, dies with her. And Keller goes on his merry way. We need to nail Keller for hiring the hitman. Right now, we don’t have a shred of evidence.”
“So, go ahead and ring the bell on them now. Tell the police what you know. Why do we care?” Nigel said.
“In short, we need Julia to get an attorney who will approach the state attorney and make a deal to testify against Keller. Right now, without Julia we have no evidence against him. I can’t go to the authorities with the hearsay that she told me such and such and accuse Keller of a crime. It’s up to Julia Bardner herself to come forward, and that means she has to hire an attorney.”
“But it sounds as if she still wants to protect Keller. Why would she give evidence against him?” Nigel said.
“She’s a woman scorned, for one thing,” Martin said. “And the possibility Keller will try to murder her, for another. All told, the woman scorned thing is probably more important to her.”
“She still has feelings for him,” Sandy said. “She must be convinced that Keller is through with her and confessing is the only way to get all this behind her and move on. And the way to do that is to get an attorney and make a deal with the prosecution. I believe the state attorney would allow the entire real estate fraud charge to be swept away and never considered, if she would give evidence against Grant Keller. She’s reluctant to do that as she still loves him and doesn’t want to be the one to bring him down. I need to convince her Keller is coming after her. I’m not certain I can do that. I hope she’ll talk to me tomorrow.”
Nigel said, “The fact that Charlene was murdered should be enough to scare the hell out of her. What did she say when you explained Keller had already hired someone to kill her and failed.”
“I don’t dare mention my suspicion that Keller had already tried to kill her, as she would certainly tell him, and we don’t want him to know we suspect him and put him on guard. If he hasn’t already destroyed all the evidence, he’d do it then.”
“Got it,” Nigel said, “By the way, the background check you asked me to run on Julia Bardner is on your desk. I found it under her maiden name Leandro. There was both a Julia and a Juliet Leandro. Looks like mother and daughter, so I ran both. You want to see them now?”
“Might as well.”
“They are ordinary and dull. Unless you call growing up in Panama City, Florida exciting. I knew a girl at Indiana State from Panama City. She took me home one weekend. She didn’t tell me her folks were in Europe. She wanted to christen every room in the house. She was exciting—the town not so much. I haven’t nailed down Julia’s college yet. I assume she went somewhere fancy in the northeast.”
Nigel brought in the report. After reading about halfway through, she began shaking her head. “This can’t be correct.” She flipped back and forth between the two reports, finished reading and glanced at her watch. “This won’t wait until tomorrow. I’m going back out to see her right now.” She swung her legs down off the couch, found her shoes and grabbed another slice of pizza. “Wish me luck.”



Chapter Thirty
 
Sandy drove back over the Intracoastal Bridge to the island and the upscale beach side area where the Bardner house was located. She found Julia home alone and feeling okay, although reluctant to see Sandy back on her doorstep. She appeared much better, but nowhere near her former strong business woman self. Yet, how receptive would she be to Sandy’s urging that she get a lawyer and turn on Keller? Hiding his involvement with her was his motive for wanting Julia dead and hiring a hitman.
She held the door open. “If I can stand having my stomach pumped and being detoxed, I guess I can put up with Sandy Reid again. Okay, I forgot to thank you for the ride home, but why are you back, and how can I get you out of my life?”
“Sounds like a hopeful new attitude. You’re almost ready to face the world again.” Sandy followed her into the immense living room. They sat opposite each other in a charming conversational grouping of upholstered chairs by the window with a view of the side garden.
“Can’t face myself in the mirror. How can I face others?” She said it as though she really didn’t care. “So tell me how to make this real estate fraud go away. Other than suicide, of course.”
“The real estate swindle is the least of your worries, Julia.”
“What do you mean? The real estate scheme started everything and led to the shooting of Coleman. It’s my livelihood. How can you possibly say it’s the least of my worries?”
“The entire story about how you knew Ben Coleman and encouraged your husband to kill him will come out eventually. In addition, you consciously made your gun available and ditched the murder weapon in the drink. It will all come out in Lester’s murder trial if not before. The prosecution has you dead certain right now as an accessory to murder or for conspiracy to commit murder, which in Florida carries the same penalty as the person who pulls the trigger.” Sandy didn’t want to talk her back into suicide, nevertheless the woman needed to face it all. “All of that was horrible, but you don’t deserve to be executed for it. Get an attorney. He’ll make a deal with the state attorney.”
Sandy assumed a plea deal would be for Julia to reveal her involvement with Keller. In essence testifying against him. In return, the state would drop the real estate fraud charges and lessen all charges against her concerning the Coleman affair. Sandy seemed to be gaining the confidence of the woman, but still doubted Julia would turn on Keller at this point.
“You’re in big trouble facing almost certain charges of conspiracy to commit murder for your role in getting Coleman killed. Whatever the charges, you might not live long enough to stand trial. Remember, we talked about Grant Keller needing to cover his tracks. Well, you are one of his tracks that needs to be covered. You are a loose end that needs to be tied. You’re more than just a danger to his reputation and political ambitions. You could put him in prison.”
“You aren’t talking about murder?”
“You’re sitting there wondering why he doesn’t call you, meanwhile he’s plotting an attempt on your life. He knows you’ll be arrested. He knows you’ll be forced to bring him into it. And he knows you can bring him down. You can start putting an end to all of this or go into hiding and hope he doesn’t find you.”
“That’s absurd, Grant would never kill me, he loves me. Earlier, you were telling me Leo was gunning for me and shot Charlene by mistake. Now you’re saying Grant is the one trying to kill me. I think you’re the one who needs help.”
Sandy was losing; her strongest argument was that Keller had hired a killer to murder Julia and would try again, but she couldn’t risk explaining it and risking Julia telling Keller and putting him on guard. “You wouldn’t be in this position if Keller hadn’t tried to swindle that old citrus grower out of a million bucks. Face it, the love affair is over. He’d never divorce his wife and give up his ambitions for you. He knows you’ll be arrested and forced to talk about him. You need to get him arrested before he has an opportunity to murder you. It’s that simple.”
“What if I turn him in and he doesn’t get prosecuted? Then where do I run?” Julia waved off the idea. “No, I won’t testify against Grant.”
“You’ll feel differently the instant you’re behind cold bars wearing an orange jumpsuit. You are soon to be investigated regarding your part in Coleman’s murder. Are you really going to try to go through all of this and keep him out of it? It won’t work. It can’t be done and Grant knows it can’t be done.”
“Do you have any idea how tempting suicide looks right now?”
“Come on! You might be able to start fresh. You gave your life away, now take it back. Make no mistake you’ll be arrested, and it will be a long, hard time. But today is the day you can start back to normal. You can do it, Julia, you can start over. Coming clean is the way out of this. Own up and take responsibility for what you’ve done. Forget Grant and start worrying about yourself.” At that point, she was pleased that Julia seemed resigned to facing the reality of her uncomfortable circumstances.
However, Julia unexpectedly stopped in mid-sentence. Her eyes circled the room. “No, I refuse to do it. I’ve come too far. I will not give up all this.”
Sandy was puzzled by the abrupt change in the woman’s behavior. Gone was the shoulder-slumping, downhearted look. The woman had straightened up and was now striking a pose straight and prim on the edge of her chair. Sandy began to recognize her as the cool, classy-looking, professional business woman who first walked into Sandy’s office.
Whereas as a moment ago, Julia had appeared badly shaken by the horrible events, even to the point of suicide, and had appeared about to confess her guilt and face the consequences. Now she seemed to have gathered new resolve and regained her old confidence and bravado. And not as Sandy had hoped. Sandy watched her, wondering about her next move.
“I need not confess and cower, awaiting the command of some public servant as you are advising. I am well-known and respected. My many friends and acquaintances simply will not believe that I’m guilty of anything. And I have the resources to fight the criminal charges you seem to believe are inevitable.” She drew a long breath, and said quite sternly, “Ridiculous, my sitting here feeling sorry for myself. No one but you knows any of this. Only you have put it all together. There is no proof and whatever you say I will deny.”
Sandy had lost her. “So, you intend to ignore reality, stonewall it and pretend you are innocent. Pretend you know nothing about your husband killing Coleman, know nothing of an affair with Keller or of committing fraud with him. And most of all, you will pretend that Keller loves you and will cooperate in clearing you of criminal charges.”
“The reality is Julia Bardner will continue on as usual.” The woman turned stiffly to face Sandy. She raised an imperious eyebrow and in an arrogant tone said, “And now, since I am back to normal, how do you like your tea, my dear?”
Sandy mocked her, “Usually with a cup of hot water and a tea bag, my dear.”
The woman raised both eyebrows in surprise. She stood, took a step away unsure of how to proceed and then turned back. “Perhaps you intended to help me, I’m not certain of that. But now you are insulting. To think I actually invited you into my home and listened to your advice. And in return you smart mouth me. Well, our relationship is over. You will no longer be the attorney for Lester and me. We’ll find another attorney, and I’ll see to it that all of my influential friends are aware of your unprofessional demeanor. I couldn’t care less that you’re supposed to be such a hotshot lawyer.”
Sandy said, “Julia Bardner is a pretender at least and a fraud at most.”
They locked eyes and stared.
Julia was the first to look away, she said, “And what, may I ask, are you talking about?”
“Your little deception.”
“I’ll admit I went too far with Coleman. Yet with my money I can get the best lawyer there is and tie all this up in court for years.”
“Keller isn’t going to give you years. You have a target on your back. Does he know about your posturing?”
“You mean about Coleman?” She was frowning and her voice had lost its forcefulness.
“No, I mean Panama City, Florida.”
Julia’s face gradually faded from a florid red down to a bloodless blot—from the offended to the contrite. Finally, she said, “What gave me away?”
“Well, it wasn’t your acting, which was flawless. I was entirely taken in. Although, I always assumed you were putting on some airs, I never doubted your legitimacy. Quite aside from your excellent performance, the years just didn’t add up. By my calculation, you must have come here straight from Panama City. And since you’ve been here ten years, you haven’t had time for an affluent New York life with two Wall Street husbands.”
“So I stretched my background a little. It is nothing.”
“The biggie is you’re not licensed to sell real estate in Florida—never have been. Your seventy-year-old mother, Juliet Leandro holds the license. My guess is you’ve been operating under your mother’s name all these years. And the reason you can’t get a license for yourself is probably one you don’t want known.”
The slumped shoulders and sagged face were back. “What happens now? I suppose you’re going to tell everyone.”
“You can drop the posturing with me. Otherwise, my dear, I don’t give a damn. You’ll have to deal with the deception and fall from grace yourself at some point. I have concerns that are more important. The point is, as soon as this investigation gets underway, and you are named as a person of interest, all of your background is going to come out.”
Julia pushed off her heels, reached down to rub her feet for a moment, then leaned back with a heavy sigh. A few more seconds ticked by before she grinned, and said, “Hell, I didn’t have a penny when I blew into this town. Guess I can do it again—in some other burg. Forget all those nasty things I said about you. That was the actress speaking.”
“I’d like that tea now, Julia. If the offer is still open.”
“Please call me Julie.” She stood and walked barefoot across the sleek hardwood floors to the kitchen.
Sandy followed, saying, “You must really be something. You did all this in just ten years and you didn’t marry rich. Amazing.”
“I thought Lester was rich—that would have made it easier. He gets what amounts to a generous allowance from his family trust. And it’s far more than he needs and enough to support two people—anywhere other than on this island.” She put the teapot on the stove.
“But this house?”
“My mother, Juliet, sold real estate in Florida’s panhandle, nothing special, barely a living. I learned at her knee and intended to follow in her footsteps, but I was going to set the world on fire. Then I screwed up at age eighteen when my boyfriend and I got busted for some stupid bad checks we tried to pass. I did some easy time, got probation but still had a record and couldn’t qualify for a real estate license. So, I started selling using her number. Sometimes I sign her name, Juliet Leandro—my maiden name is Leandro—and no one seems to care. If someone bothers to check my license with Tallahassee, they’ll find a Juliet Leandro listed, think it’s me and not check further.”
“Where’s your mom now?”
“Still up there. I set her up and support her in a fancy retirement village. She’s happy for the first time in her life. I visit her when I can get away. She’s still laughing about what I’m doing.” Julia set out a selection of tea boxes for Sandy’s choosing. “Five years ago, the former owner of this house contacted me ready to list this place for sale. I was fairly certain the market was coming back, so I offered the woman cash on the spot at her asking price, before the property could be listed and the price bid up. All very legitimate. Realtors fall into such opportunities every day. The catch was I was counting on the value to go up so I could refinance and take money out. My neck was out there a mile, but I had guessed right. After a nail-biting, nearly disastrous struggle to get the necessary money together, it was mine. At last, I could move away from all the ordinary people on the mainland and gain the credibility to access high-end real estate deals.”
Sandy laughed at her joke. “Of course, away from all those ordinary people. I congratulate you on your success. You made yourself fit in with the affluent folks here on the island. I’m serious. This house and your lifestyle speak for itself.”
The water was boiling. Sandy had her cup and tea bag ready. Julia said, “I put the milk in first, then the hot water. I tell people that is the way my aunt in London taught me as a child.”
“Then you blew it, Julie. You got greedy. Decided to cheat some old-timer out of a million he’d never miss, and you didn’t need.”
“You don’t know Grant, he’s a marvelous man. He said not to worry, he’s done it before and knew what he was doing.”
“You can tell yourself it was love, but it was greed.” Sandy wasn’t entirely certain, perhaps it was all about love.
“Grant’s going to be governor of Florida one day. Couldn’t you just picture me in the Governor’s Mansion—playing First Lady would have been a walk in the park for an actress like me.”
“Marriage to him will happen only in your dreams. You’re blind, Julie. Somewhere, somehow, you went blind.”
The woman was quiet for a minute before saying, “Then please help me, Sandy.”



Chapter Thirty-one
 
On the day after confronting Julia, Sandy returned to the office. As she came in Nigel asked her, “We heard you were meeting with Detective Jaworski this morning.”
She shook her head and motioned for him to follow her back to Martin’s office. They made themselves comfortable and she continued, “I had hoped Eddy would go with me to talk to Mel about investigating Grant Keller. As it turned out, I managed to alienate him to the point where he actually turned his back on me and walked away. So I went over and talked to Mel myself and found that he’s also unwilling to help us.”
Martin looked at her quizzically. “Start with Eddy.”
She explained Eddy was well aware she’d been speaking with Julia Bardner and had yet to share any info with him, not on the Faulk shooting nor the Coleman case. She had intended to brief him on everything she learned—everything that didn’t interfere with the defense of Lester, of course. She had talked Julia into explaining her involvement, but her involvement amounted to a confession, and Sandy had to advise her to get a lawyer.
“I told Eddy that Grant Keller was having an affair with Julia Bardner, and they were in a real estate scheme gone bad, which led to him telling her to get rid of Coleman. Even though he didn’t mean to go kill the guy, Julia sent lumbering Lester to scare Coleman away. After Coleman was shot, Keller’s reputation was threatened to the point he had to be certain Julia wouldn’t start talking. He knew that Julia would be in such a life-threatening position she’d be willing to turn state’s evidence. I explained we thought Keller had used a hired gun to kill her, Charlene gets the bullet by mistake, and Keller needs to try again. I had to inform Eddy that with her attorney on the scene, he wouldn’t be able to interrogate her. But my hope was the attorney would have her come forward with everything in return for a plea deal.”
Nigel said, “Even I can see she needs her own attorney. She provoked her husband into going after Coleman and provided him with the murder weapon. She has to be guilty of something.”
She nodded, “Either a case of conspiracy or accessory to murder. Anyway, Eddy accused me of crossing him and blocking him out of the investigation, which I guess I did even though it certainly wasn’t my intention. I said he’d be pleased with the result when it’s all played out. He didn’t want to hear any excuses. He said if he hadn’t allowed me to see Julia first, he could have talked with her and got considerable information from her before the thought of getting an attorney ever entered her head. He gave me one of those accusatory stares detectives save for criminals. After that, it was pointless to ask for his help in going after Keller.” She looked at Martin for approval.
Martin agreed, “The details have to come from Julia’s attorney as soon as possible. If Keller gets named as a suspect in this, his attorney will tear her to pieces. That is, unless Keller does away with her first. Somehow you’ve managed to keep her cooperating.”
“I hope she’s cooperating. My logic is trying to compete with her love for Keller. I can only hope she’ll follow through and indeed get an attorney. Eddy told me he was going out to interrogate Julia this morning. I begged him not to. She was truly on the edge. I calmed her and tipped her in our direction for her own good. She was fine when I left her last night. Yet, talking to the police might set her off. For the first time, Eddy turned his back on me. Told me to just go do my thing and not to bother him.” She leaned back in her chair. “So, I’ve screwed up that relationship, but I believe I’ve handled Julia properly. Sometimes people deserve a break. Sometimes people need a little forgiveness.”
Nigel stood, and said, “And sometimes people deserve to go to jail.” He folded his arms across his chest. His eyebrows pinched together in a frown. “How can you ignore all this woman has done? If it wasn’t for her, Coleman and Charlene would both be alive.”
“I agree she’s not blameless,” Sandy said. “Even so, Keller is the bad guy who must be taken down. Without his instigation to steal a million, Julia would not have needed to go after Coleman in the first place. She shouldn’t have done it, and perhaps I’m too sympathetic, but I see Julia as more of a victim.”
“A victim of love,” Martin offered. “It would make a great song title.”
“I left Eddy and went over and laid all this on Mel. If we could get him on our side, with all his state and federal law enforcement resources, I was certain everything would start going our way. We could then hand Eddy the Faulk shooting all wrapped up on a silver platter.”
“Shapiro and Keller are not exactly buddy-buddy.” Martin said. “I’m interested to hear his reaction to your theory that the man is guilty of murder. Keller is one of the most prominent lawyers in south Florida. On the board of the local college and president of our county bar association as you know.”
“It was the first Mel had heard of Keller’s involvement. He told me he really didn’t care about their affair, and everyone knows it’s normal for Keller to be juggling a dozen real estate deals at any one time. Eventually, one of them is bound to go sour and stink up the place. He told me that tagging the Faulk drive-by shooting on Keller doesn’t make sense. If Julia got into trouble, naturally he’d try to put distance between them. Even so, a man such as Keller would not murder his lover to keep her quiet. He’d simply deny everything and tag her as some sort of crazy woman. In short, Mel didn’t buy it and told me to pick on someone my own size.”
Martin said, “I suppose the public might overlook a wheeler-dealer doing a questionable real estate deal. Even his affair with Julia might be forgiven under normal circumstances. Except Keller wasn’t facing a normal circumstance. Coleman’s murder will be thoroughly investigated.
Make no mistake about it, in his mind Julia has to go. And if his hired gun had shot her as planned, we’d never know Keller was connected to any of it.”
“I told him all that.” She had told Mel that Keller dumped Julia when the real estate scheme went bad. His parting words suggested he needed to erase all traces of their affair as though it never happened. He had plans to run for state senate. He’d certainly be afraid of her getting twisted out of shape and running to the press with what she knows in the middle of his campaign and flushing his political ambitions, and perhaps his life, down the sewer. He knows that the investigation of Lester in the Coleman case will bring her under oath.
“Julia is a danger to him,” she continued. “Jilted lovers are like fired employees who leave the premises and show back up with a shotgun. He has to get rid of her, and he’ll try again.”
Martin said, “I can see Shapiro’s point. It’s all too shaky and we’ve no proof. He needs more than just trusting you. He also has political plans to run for Florida State Attorney. If he goes after Keller he has to be certain he can nail him.”
“That’s exactly what he said. He simply cannot send investigators out to dig into Keller’s affairs. His reputation as state attorney is at stake. He told me he wasn’t going to prosecute Keller for some screwy real estate deal by itself. Conspiracy to commit murder, yes. But first he needs evidence. Keller has too much political influence, too many important friends.”
Nigel said, “It’s the classic, if you attack the King, you damn well better kill the King.”
“So here’s what we have to deal with. The state attorney’s office will continue investigating Charlene’s murder, but refuses to target Keller as a suspect at this time. And he wants us to keep it quiet until we have more information.”
“In other words, we have permission to make an omelet, as long as we don’t break any eggs,” Nigel observed.
“And Sandy’s so good at breaking eggs.” Martin smirked. “We have no official interest in the Charlene case, but a strong personal one. She was our friend and it appears that we’re the ones who have to get the goods on the most likely suspect.”
She said, “And now we have to also worry about what Julia is liable to say to Eddy.”
“If she talks about the Coleman case,” Martin said, “it could interfere with our defense of her husband, although her part in it will come out eventually anyway. It’s more critical to solve the Faulk murder. If she decides not get a lawyer and not to come clean, then the world may never know what Keller has been doing.”
“This would be tough going even if we had law enforcement resources to help us. We’ll never catch Keller holding a smoking gun, he’s too smart. I believe we must focus on finding the shooter, and then try to connect him back to Keller.”
“So now we’re hunting for a hired gun,” Nigel said, “and not a very sharp one at that considering he shot the wrong person. Keller certainly didn’t get his money’s worth.”
“We’re starting from zero,” she said. “Grant Keller is a clever fellow. He could have brought in a hitman from someplace for a few hours, and then the guy’s gone forever.”
“Chicago,” Nigel suggested. “Don’t you watch TV? Everyone knows hit men are always brought in from Chicago.”
“Nigel, if I thought you weren’t joking, I’d say start checking on everyone from Chicago who flew in on the day Charlene was murdered, stayed one night and returned to Chicago,” she said.
“We’ve been on our own before,” Martin said. “We’ll find a way to nail Keller for this.”
She and Nigel walked to the front office, where he gave her the schedule for the day and handed her some pink call slips. He said, “You have no immediate crises.”
“You’ve had a faraway look on your face ever since I first came in, Nigel. Where are you today?”
“Miles away, sorry.”
“Let’s step into my office for a minute.” She followed him in, closed the door and sat on the couch beside him. “It’s Charlene, isn’t it? I am so sorry that we haven’t talked. I haven’t stopped for a minute but that’s no excuse. You’re important to me and I should have taken time to talk. We could have grieved together. Even though my loss is a fraction of yours, I want you to know that Martin and I share your sorrow.” They were the closest thing to a family he had in the States.
“I know you care and thank you. I’m good. It’s not as though I lost a lifelong friend. I knew her for only a few short hours. The real sadness is her life cut short.”
“I think you’re downplaying your grief, but you do seem to be handling it well. I just thought you might need to talk with someone.”
“I already had a long talk with Martin.”
“Oh, I didn’t realize that.” It hadn’t occurred to her that Martin might have done that, but she wasn’t surprised. “That’s great.”
“Yes, that stormy night I stayed at his place. I had a bad night, but we talked the following morning… a marvelous talk, as though he could read my mind. I’m good. Thanks again, Sandy.”
He stood and stepped to the door. “I’ve been in contact with this woman in the M.E. office, an assistant. I was concerned about how things were being handled over there. Charlene’s mother had been told her death was a drive-by shooting. She assumed they meant a random shooting. I suppose that’s okay, they weren’t close. She was to show up and claim the body, and I wanted to go meet her. The assistant just called and said the mother decided there was no reason for her to come to Park Beach personally and had made arrangements for the body to be shipped to Tampa.”
“Well, it was good of you to check that all was done properly. Her mother would have loved knowing Charlene had friends such as you.” She noticed his eyes were now rimmed in red.
He shrugged. “Grant Keller must pay severely.”
She nodded. “He will.”
“I tried to check on his whereabouts the night of the shooting.”
“Great idea, but be careful snooping around. Remember Shapiro doesn’t want us to make any noises about Keller being a suspect.”
Nigel went on, “I was hoping that some gun shop had a video of him buying a .45. No such luck, he was in Orlando.”
“How’d you find that out?”
“I called his office. Said I was on the club’s speaker’s committee and wondered why he hadn’t made a scheduled appearance. This woman didn’t even ask which club. She checked and said no speaking engagements were on his calendar, and he was at a meeting in Orlando and stayed over because of the storm. Very sorry, she was. She’d have him call me. What was my organization again? I said it was okay, I understood.”
“Clever lad, I want Martin to hear this.” They walked back to his office. “Keller made certain he had an alibi,” she told Martin, “he was out of town when Charlene was shot.”
Nigel told him what he’d learned.
Martin said, “On that day, in the middle of a high-wind advisory and a severe thunderstorm forecast, he decided to drive right up into the center of the storm.”
They were still in his office when suddenly they heard music coming from the front office.
She asked Nigel, “You have music at your desk?”
“Pomp and Circumstance,” Martin said, “is there a graduation ceremony taking place in our waiting room?”
Nigel laughed. “It’s the ringtone on my phone.” He hurried up the hall and shortly came back studying his smartphone. “Oh, this is interesting. Holly Davies left a text message. It’s the address we needed for her mystery man, Bruce Fowler.”
“She has your number?” Sandy asked.
“We haven’t been texting if that’s what you’re thinking. When she stormed out of here last time, she asked for it. Said she didn’t want to call the office directly because she never wanted to speak to Martin again.”
Sandy and Martin exchanged frowns, and then she said, “I thought we were through with her, or she was through with us, or something.”
“I thought we’d never hear from her again,” Martin said, “Where does he live?”
After looking down at his phone, Nigel answered, “Twenty-six eleven Hibiscus Lane, Unit 16.”
“That’s on the barrier island,” Martin said, “not a bad address, maybe the guy’s rich after all. But that address isn’t a beach front condo. I always thought that guy was lying to her. At any rate, this has gone on long enough. Perhaps I should saunter over there and introduce myself.”
She gave him a hard look, “What?” She couldn’t resist butting in.
He went on, “I don’t care if I do upset Holly’s farfetched dream. I owe her that much and it’s beginning to interfere with my sleep.”
She said, “I suspected it was still on your mind. Look, Martin, it might be a nice thing to do, but it’s none of your business, and she’ll hate you, if you shatter what she sees as a life-changing opportunity. This might be one of life’s lessons she has to learn for herself.”
“You’re right, of course. I shouldn’t barge in. Nevertheless, perhaps I can come up with some pretense to talk with him—go over there and check him out without bringing Holly into it.”
“You intend to purposely deceive the man?” she said. “Why, that would be sneaky and underhanded. Can I go with you? I want to take a look at this strange guy myself. My little red car or your long black one?”



Chapter Thirty-two
 
The Shady Palms Apartments on Hibiscus Lane were located in blessed shade back among a thick stand of oaks. It appeared to be a nice place for Bruce Fowler to be living, but it certainly wasn’t an upscale beach front condo. The white stucco building was unexpectedly small. A neat eighteen units situated on two stories. Sandy and Martin walked up the exterior stairs at the end of the building, knocked on the door of Unit 16 and got no response.
“Let’s do a ‘knock ‘n talk’ Martin. You take the ground level and I’ll keep trying up here.”
Units 15 and 14 were No-Answer, unit 13 was a Door-Slammer, and 12 was opened by a pleasant looking gent of sixty years or so.
“Oh, hello.” The smiling man appeared slightly surprised. “Well, get a load of who’s on my doorstep? A little early for campaigning isn’t it, the election is months away? Why don’t you come in? Sandy Reese, isn’t it?” He stepped back and held the door for her. He looked normal enough with his white polo shirt, tan shorts and sandals.
“Close enough.” She stayed where she was. “Have we met? I was looking for your neighbor Bruce Fowler.” She waited to see what sort of response that brought forth.
“Well, come in where it’s cool. No, we haven’t met. Call me Gene. Mind if I call you, Sandy? I recognize you from the newspaper and TV. Usually, you’re on the courthouse steps with the cameras rolling and a microphone shoved in your face. I can tell you, Fowler can normally be found in his apartment day or night. Doesn’t have a regular job. In case you’re watching for him, He drives a new blue pickup these days and always parks in back.”
“Thanks, I believe I will come in.”
He closed the door after her, motioned to the couch and offered iced tea. She thanked him and he swung around toward the kitchen.
She called after him, “I didn’t realize I was famous.”
“You looked somewhat startled when I recognized you. Perhaps you’re not genuinely famous, but you’re more well-known than you realize. Don’t you wonder why a crowd parts and stands back when you approach?”
“Now you’ve gone too far.”
“Okay, but every town has people who somehow everyone recognizes, although they might not remember the name. Then one day you wake up, and they’ve named a street after you. You’re one of those.” He brought in a frosty glass of tea and set it on a coaster. “I’m Gene Vaulter. So you’re not campaigning, and you looked very serious in mentioning Fowler. You’re on the clock aren’t you?”
She said, “Are you ex law enforcement? Some cops say, ‘on-the-clock’, when they’re out of uniform but on duty.”
“No, I’m an old-time public relations guy. How may I help you?”
“I need background on Fowler. I heard he has family money. Is that why he doesn’t need to work?”
“I know nothing about his family, but I doubt he comes from money. Since I know who I’m talking with, I’ll be blunt. I don’t care for the guy. My grandmother would have called him a lay-about, doesn’t do much. He seems to be high most of the time. Gets free rent on that apartment because he handles the odd jobs, including cutting the grass, for all the landlord’s properties. Is that the sort of background info you’re looking for?”
She nodded. “You keep talking and I’ll keep smiling.”
“I don’t allow him in my apartment. Wish he lived elsewhere. Once, he mentioned to me he was getting himself a wife. Didn’t say get married, said getting a wife, and then he’d have it made. Ask either of my two ex wives if I ever had it made. If a wife and kids show up in that apartment, then I’m moving on. I can imagine the type of woman he’d attract.”
“Thanks, Gene, you’ve helped tremendously.” She took a long gulp and stood. “I’m sorry, I need to make an urgent call.” Vaulter told her to stay where she was and excused himself to give her privacy.
She called and Nigel said, “Oh Sandy, I was about to call you.”
She said, “Phone Holly what’s-her-name and ask her to come to our office as soon as possible. We have to warn her—Bruce Fowler is a fraud and could be a danger to her.”
“Okay, I’ll reach her somehow. Sandy, I checked on that address I gave you for Bruce Fowler. I’ve been checking. Guess who owns that property where Fowler has been living? None other than Grant Keller! Isn’t that a coincidence—our suspect’s name popping up in Holly’s affair?”
She had to shake her head to make her mind stop racing, so she could think. Then she said, “Thanks Nigel, find Holly.” She called out to Vaulter in the kitchen, “Does Grant Keller own this property?”
“Yeah. I don’t mind him, but he must have looked in the gutter to find Fowler.”
“One more call.” She phoned Martin, who was still downstairs knocking on doors. “Meet me at the car. Fowler’s a fraud. We’re on our way to The Coffee Mug.” She started draining her glass of iced tea.
Vaulter said, “May I call you at your office? You’ve heard of Senator Carl Perkins of Iowa, head of the Senate Finance Committee?”
“I guess.”
“I put him in office, ran his first campaign—years ago. I’ve followed your career in the media. I’d be honored to set up and run your campaign. I know exactly how to do it, and I’d work for the joy of helping you. I realize you’re in a hurry right now. May I phone you sometime and talk about it?”
“You can call me and explain what the hell you’re talking about. Thanks Gene. And one more thing, don’t tell Fowler we were asking about him.”
As they drove from the barrier island across the Intracoastal Bridge and into the downtown area of Park Beach, she filled in Martin on what she’d just learned.
He said, “It doesn’t surprise me that Keller owns a bunch of properties on the island, but I don’t know that it means anything important to us.”
She shrugged. “I hate coincidences. I’m trying to think of possible connections. Anyway, we have some good info on Fowler from his neighbor, Gene Vaulter. By the way, he wants to be my campaign manager.” She made a face and looked over at him for a reaction.
He was grinning. “Don’t yell at me, I just heard about it myself. Well, you know Mel intends to run for Florida Attorney General?”
“I heard some people want him to run. And he’ll be a good one. Honest people like him should be the ones wielding authority and serving the public. What does that have to do with me?”
“Well, your name is being tossed around to replace him as state attorney for this judicial district.”
“Replace him? You never mentioned that. That’s crazy. I don’t believe I’d mix well with politics. No way.”
“It’s honest people like you who should be wielding authority and serving the public.”
“In the first place I’m not qualified. And second, I don’t want it. I’d be prosecuting the accused. I prefer to defend them.”
“Think of the positive effect you could bring to the justice system. You’d be the one to decide who should be held and who should be set free, before they ever stepped foot in a courtroom.”
“Out of the question.”
“Well, it’s something to think about.”
They drove into the commercial area, on down Palm Avenue to 35th and parked around the corner from The Coffee Mug.
“Can you run in, Martin? I’m certain Fowler is a fraud. It would be good to warn her before she gets in too deep. You can handle her, she adores you. If the guy is in there, give him a punch in the nose for me.”
“I’ll go in, but she hates me.” He was back out within five minutes, rushing to the car. He got in slightly out of breath. “Holly didn’t show up for work today. Didn’t call in. No one’s been able to reach her.”
“Nigel has her number, and I have her address. If he can’t get through to her today, and she’s still missing in the morning, we’ll start a search.”



Chapter Thirty-three
 
The following morning Sandy was surprised when she pulled into her usual parking spot next to the law office and heard a car door close behind her. She looked back and a young woman was hurrying toward her. The woman wore jeans, a gray sweatshirt and a baseball cap covering her hair. No makeup whatever. At first, she didn’t recognize Holly Davies. “You’re even prettier without the makeup.”
Instead of a smile, it was pain that crossed the young woman’s face as she stumbled forward. Sandy kept her from falling.
“I’m okay, I’m okay,” Holly mumbled, “Didn’t sleep, no breakfast.”
“We’ll get you something to eat. Come inside.”
“No, I’ve been waiting for you. I don’t want Martin to see me.”
“Why, he’s your friend.”
“Because of what I’ve done.” She leaned against Sandy’s car and looked down at her sneakers. “I couldn’t go into work yesterday. My girlfriend there called and said Nigel was looking for me, asking me to come talk with him. I wasn’t going to, but Bruce started calling me a lot last night. I didn’t answer him.”
“And you’re frightened of him. We’ll go in and talk in my office. Just you and me.” Sandy took out her phone and called the office. “Nigel, I’m outside in the parking lot. Anyone else in there beside you and Martin?”
“No, is there a problem?”
“I’m coming in with Holly. Please don’t speak to her.” She took Holly’s arm who at first resisted and then walked along into the building. Holly kept her head down as they went into Sandy’s office.
She sat with her hands clasped between her knees. “Sandy, I’ve done something terrible, and I can’t tell anyone. I didn’t know where else to go.”
“You’re doing the right thing,” Sandy said, “Look, would you like coffee or something?”
Holly shook her head without looking up.
“You didn’t have any breakfast. I’ll send for something.”
Holly shook her head again. “I might as well tell you. I went to Bruce’s apartment. He kept asking me and two nights ago, I decided to go. And… I let him do it.”
“Okay, well now you’re here and you’re safe. Just try to relax. We’ll just talk together—woman to woman. Okay? Martin and I immediately went to the address you texted to Nigel. Bruce wasn’t there, but we obtained enough information to know he’s dangerous. We tried to reach you yesterday. Tell me what happened. From the looks of you it wasn’t good.”
“As soon as Bruce closed the door behind me—.” She took a deep breath. “This isn’t cool, can I just skip a lot of stuff?”
“Sure, tell me whatever you want. Don’t make yourself too uncomfortable.”
“Anyway, I ended up on the bed. I was surprised because he’d always said sex wouldn’t be part of the deal. He was a different person. So mean to me, I didn’t recognize him. But I didn’t want to argue with him. I tried to calm him down. I asked him about protection. I’m not… active, you know. I’m all show and no go. Haven’t even gotten on the pill yet. He just laughed at me, told me not to dare move and went into the bathroom. So, I looked in his nightstand to see if he had anything we could use.”
“You can skip some of the details from here on in.”
“No way am I ever telling anyone the details. That’s when I saw this huge black gun in the nightstand, you know—.”
Sandy’s eyes widened and she interrupted, “Bruce Fowler has a huge black gun?” Click, click. She could almost hear the wheels in her head starting to move.
Holly nodded and continued, “At the time, I didn’t think about running because we were going to make love, and the gun didn’t have anything to do with us. Anyway—.” She closed her eyes tightly and shook her hands in front of her face. “—when it was over, he laughed at me. Said I’d been staring at him all wide-eyed and innocent, like I didn’t know how it was supposed to be, all the while he was… smashing it. That’s what he called it. He said he didn’t want to just lie there pretending we were close and listening to any relationship shit, so I should just go and clean myself up. And not to lock the bathroom door—he said never lock the bathroom door.”
“I’m so sorry you went through all that.”
“I went in the bathroom. I couldn’t stand looking at myself in the mirror. I tried to fix my face, but everything was messed up since I’d be crying.”
“You tried to fix your face, with what, tissues?”
“A washcloth. Wasn’t fresh, but I used it. I got dressed and came out—he yelled, said he had told me to clean up, never told me I could get dressed. He stormed around yelling about me getting dressed. I was afraid he’d hit me. Then he smiled and seemed nice, said he didn’t mean any of it, and everything would be cool. Said he wanted me to stay there with him. He’d bring me some food. Said it was going to be cool. Said the dress would be fun, leave it on and get back on the bed. I didn’t like him anymore—I hated him. I screamed. Ran out of the bedroom and headed for the door. He grabbed my throat. Dragged me back into the bedroom. Threw me back toward the bed, slamming me into the nightstand.” She pushed up her right sleeve to show bruises. “The entire drawer fell out and junk went all over the floor. I grabbed the gun and it went off. Don’t know what I did—as soon as I picked up the gun it went off. I was swinging the gun all around. He was freaking and yelling. I’m screaming. I didn’t know what to do. He ducked into the bathroom and locked the door.”
“You mean you grabbed that gun to defend yourself? Holly, that’s terrific, very brave of you. Had he been hit?” Sandy asked, expecting the worst.
Holly grinned for the first time, “No, I wish I’d shot him, but I shot the dumb bed. What if I had killed him?”
“That would be very bad, but we would deal with it.” Sandy stood abruptly. So, Bruce has a big black gun “Wait just a second.” She opened the door slightly and called for Nigel. He hurried over, and they spoke through the crack of the door. “Nigel, print out a life-size, color photo of a standard Glock 45. I want it exactly life-size. Rush it back to me.”
“On it.”
Martin opened his office door and stepped out into the hallway looking puzzled. She waved him away and closed the door. “What’d you do with the gun, Holly?”
“Must have dropped it there. Don’t even remember driving home.”
“And this was the night before last, you say. Holly, I guess you cleaned yourself up when you got home. How thoroughly—do you know what I mean?”
“You mean what mother calls ‘down there’. Yes, when I got home, I cried—took two showers. Mom heard me taking the second one, knocked on my door and asked if I was all right. I don’t know how thoroughly, like sort of I guess. I washed out my undies.” She looked straight at Sandy and bit the corner of her lip. “You said we’d talk woman to woman and that’s okay, but I’m not a woman am I? I can imitate a woman, but I’m not ready. I don’t know this stuff, not on the pill, don’t know hygiene, I don’t even know sex.”
“And that’s just the start of what you don’t know.”
“I started it all. I wanted him to be interested in me because I wanted to be the one he chose. That’s why I was all out there. And I didn’t object the first time. I know people say I have a right to dress any way I want, and the man has to stop when I say, no. But real life doesn’t exactly work that way.”
“Makes sense when you look back at it, doesn’t it?”
“How could I have thought of marrying him? I don’t care how rich he is or how much money I’d get.”
“Holly, there never was any inheritance, never any money, never any love. He’s shown you what he wants. You’re learning fast. You’ll be all right. Do you trust me, Holly?”
“Oh god, now you’re going to scold me and give me a talking to, aren’t you?” She could scarcely get the words out as her eyes began to well up.
Sandy stepped nearer to comfort her with a hand on her shoulder. In a soft voice she said, “No, you’ve done nothing wrong. And I’m not ready to agree that the earlier sex was consensual, you were under duress from the moment he opened the door. The first time might have been rape as well—I need to review all the circumstances. It makes no difference whether consensual or not, it’s the second attempted rape we’re going for. He will have difficulty denying the subsequent attempted rape, if we have evidence that supports your story about the earlier sex, and evidence you shot the gun to protect yourself. It was smart for you to come in here.”
“I’m really afraid of him. Do you think he’ll come after me?”
“Trust me we’ve got him. He will pay for frightening and abusing you.”
Nigel rapped softly on the door, reached through the opening to hand her the computer photo and left. She handed it to Holly. “Does this look anything like the gun you fired?”
Holly looked at it for no more than a second before she dropped it as though it were in flames. “Oh my god!”
Sandy felt like pumping her fist in the air; learning that Fowler possibly had a Glock .45 was a gift from the gods. So, the guy that does odd jobs for Keller has a Glock .45 and a brand new pickup as well. Her face was beaming and Holly noticed. “Is that good, Sandy?”
Sandy nodded. “Before I say anything else, I want you to know how proud I am of you for fighting back. You didn’t just give in. Now here’s what just happened here this morning. All the power has suddenly shifted over to you. From now on, Bruce Fowler is helpless. He’s a total loser and will be miserable for the rest of his life. We’ll see to that. Starting right now, he has to cower and hide. You’re the one with the power. You’re the one in control. Would you do me a favor?”
The young woman nodded, unsure of what was happening.
“Sit up straight.”
“What?”
“Come on, sit up straight in that chair. Put your feet flat on the floor. Good. Now uncross your arms. You are the one with power… clench your fists… good. Raise your chin. Now you look better. Take a deep breath. You are regaining all your personal power. You feel it? From now on you’re in control.” She smiled and Holly grinned. “We’re going from here to the hospital for a medical exam. A policewoman I know will meet us there. She’ll ask questions that will embarrass you, but every detail you can give is another nail in Bruce’s coffin. There’ll be a medical exam as you might have injuries you’re not aware of. At that time, they’ll consider pregnancy prevention and screening for STD. Then, we’re going over to see a pleasant police detective friend who I know very well. Are you with me so far?”
“I have to go through all that, huh?”
“Bruce is the cause of all this, and we will make him pay for doing this to you. Half of the procedures today are to be certain you get back to normal quickly, the other half you’re doing so Bruce is punished, and no other woman has to go through what you did. So, you’re doing it for yourself, and you’re doing it for other women.”
“You won’t leave me at the hospital will you?”
“No, I’ll either be by your side or waiting nearby. Are you ready? How about we swing in for a nice breakfast sandwich along the way?”
“I’d like that coffee now.”
Sandy took out her phone and dialed Eddy Jaworski. “Yeah, It’s me… are we cool, you’re not mad at me? No, I’m not going to ask you anything about your meeting with Julia Bardner. New subject. Good. You be around later? You’ll need to see a judge about a search warrant. I’ll explain later, but I believe I know where the Charlene Faulk murder weapon is.” She hung up and looked at Holly. “Okay, sweetheart, we’ll go out the back.”
“That’s all right. I can walk out the front. Martin is going to know all about this anyway, isn’t he?”
“He and I will work together to see that Bruce is arrested and sent to prison. But you don’t have to see Martin this morning.”
“But I want to—I want to apologize for not taking his advice.”
“That’s cool. You aren’t aware of this, but Martin was the one who refused to write you off, he was the one who insisted we go out and confront Bruce to check him out.” She took Holly’s arm. “Okay, let’s walk back to his office. You can make an apology if you want, but I imagine all he wants from you is a big smile.”



Chapter Thirty-four
 
After leaving the hospital, Sandy and Holly Davies spent the rest of that morning at the police station giving a statement to Detective Jaworski. After Jaworski had what he needed from Holly, he took Sandy aside to speak privately.
“Forget what I said about being cool with you. You’ve gone totally over the top on this one, Sandy.”
“Okay, so you’re still upset about my getting to Julia before you did. I don’t blame you and again I apologize. I guess you’re not going to tell me if she got her lawyer or what she said.”
“You know the answer to that.” He looked more disappointed than mad. “You know I could charge you with obstruction of justice for hiding Julia from me.”
“Hiding? I thought you went out to her house and interrogated her.”
“Okay, maybe you don’t know. I haven’t yet talked with her—can’t find her. Her phone is in service, but she’s not answering.”
“I swear I didn’t hide her, Eddy. I left her at her house sadly shaking her head and agreeing to get an attorney and tell all.” She bit her lip for a moment. “Geez, she could be lying dead in a hotel room clutching a bottle of pills. I’ll try calling. I know she’ll talk with me.”
Sandy called Lester and asked about Julia. He said, “She wasn’t home when I got here and was gone all night. Don’t know where she is.”
“She driving her Mercedes?”
“If you’re looking for it, it’s in our garage. Do you know why she always wanted a Mercedes? Well, one summer I was up in New York—.”
“Later, Lester.” She hung up, dialed Julia and was surprised when Julia said, “I don’t why I answered, Sandy. I thought we were beginning to be okay with each other. Turns out you’ve been giving me bad advice.”
“Julie! Where are you, are you safe?”
“Of course I’m safe, I’m with Grant. He picked me up last evening, and we had a wonderful makeup session. I told him everything you said, and he explained how you were lying to me. A good lawyer can get me out of all this at the preliminary hearing, he said. I won’t ever be arrested, let alone go to jail. He even talked about divorcing his wife.”
“Wake up, Julie. It’s all lies.”
“I feel giddy as a teenager. Everything is fine now between us. He couldn’t be sweeter. Right now we’re tucked away in a little love nest. Grant had to run out on business for a couple of hours. He’s talking about us driving up to the Georgia mountains maybe tomorrow. He’s so excited about spending time alone with me, doesn’t want me out of the bed. Won’t even let me go home and pack.”
“It will be a one-way trip to Georgia for you Julie. Get away from him. He wants to kill you. You’ll never leave the mountains alive. When you have a chance, run for it and call me. I’ll find you and pick you up.”
“I’m not mad at you, Sandy. I know you’ve been trying to help me, but really, you’re the one who needs help, goodbye.”
She turned to Eddy. “Do you know of any lodge up in north county? Julia mentioned it the other day.”
“I overheard you talking with her. You call her Julie... pretty close huh? You believe Grant Keller is actually dangerous, don’t you. I hope you know what you’re doing. Yes, there’s a shooting and fishing lodge up in north county. Why?”
“I don’t believe that’s it.” She started searching on her smartphone. “Here’s a Pelican Lodge.”
“Yeah, forgot about that one. It’s a private club on the ocean. They’ll never let you past the gate, if that’s what you’re thinking. Even police can’t enter unless accompanied by a member.”
 
 
It was just after noon when she took Holly home with instructions to relax for the rest of the day, to wait about confiding with her mother; they didn’t need her mother reacting badly and dialing 911. And to not answer any calls from Bruce Fowler. It was okay to go into work at The Coffee Mug, but to call Sandy if Bruce Fowler made an appearance.
Mel Shapiro had agreed to meet with her to discuss the rape examination. She called Martin and asked him to join them. She drove directly to the county courthouse and went up to the fourth floor offices of Mel Shapiro.
Martin was already there talking with the state attorney. “We just received the hospital exam report and Holly’s statements from Jaworski.” Martin frowned as he handed her the exam report. “You won’t like this.”
“Hold that for a second. Grant Keller has Julia Bardner in his clutches right now.”
“You mean like a hostage? Is this where I roll my eyes?” Mel said.
“Exactly, but she doesn’t know it. Can you get beyond the gate at Pelican Lodge?”
“We could call in a swat team and use a drone. That would smoke him out with a minimum of gunfire. Shall I alert the media?”
Martin said, “Relax, Sandy, and take a deep breath.”
He was right. She needed to calm down. There was no reason to suppose Keller had any urgency in doing away with Julia. He might just be trying to get in control and prevent her from discussing everything with a lawyer. Yet there’s only one reason Keller would take her up into the Georgia mountains. She explained her phone call with Julia.
Martin said, “Even so, there nothing we can do about Julia’s situation at this point. The best way to help her is to get to Keller’s hired killer. So let’s deal with Holly’s situation right now.”
Sandy nodded approval and scanned the hospital exam report, but her mind was torn between Holly and Julia. “I’m astounded at this, Mel, the hospital found no evidence of sexual activity. No vaginal tears, no sperm, no STD. They swabbed for DNA and believe they have a useable sample, but we don’t have a Fowler sample for matching, and it’ll take weeks to get the DNA result anyway.”
Mel tapped a finger on the report. “Finding semen is no help if it was consensual. In fact, a DNA match means nothing if it was consensual.”
“Okay,” she said, “let’s forget the first part, the consensual part for a minute. Holly grabbed that gun and it fired accidentally, but she grabbed it to protect herself from the attempted rape. Get a warrant to search for the gun and the bullet hole in the mattress or wherever it ended up. You don’t fire off a .45 in a small bedroom without leaving evidence. When you get the gun, then arrest him for attempted rape.”
“Proof of a gun being fired doesn’t prove he attempted to rape her. Policewoman tested Holly for GSR but it would have washed off her hands long before. All we have is her word on any of this. She claims they first had consensual sex—which we can’t prove—and then he got mad when she refused a second time. He could claim she was playing with the gun when it discharged.” He pushed back from the desk. “Frankly, Sandy, I don’t have enough here to get a search warrant, let alone prosecute Bruce Fowler for attempted rape.”
“I disagree, Mel. We don’t yet know what took place to get her into bed. At the beginning, she still thought she was dealing with a normal guy. Because she was infatuated with him, she might have disregarded or misinterpreted his roughly pushing her around. If I got this in a courtroom, I believe I could convince a jury that even the sex the first time was not consensual, especially with his overt attempted rape later.”
Mel said, “Perhaps you could, however, your argument would be all psychological. Considering the negative hospital exam, we have no evidence to back up her story. Frankly guys, the attempted rape case is a non-starter. It’s not going to play out.”
“You believe Holly, don’t you, Mel?” Martin asked.
“Remember, she’s young. She was roughed up and traumatized. And on top of everything else, she fired a .45, which must have sounded like a cannon in that bedroom—her ears have to still be ringing.”
Mel looked over and saw Sandy gritting her teeth. She said, “I’d stake my life that it happened the way she told it!”
“Okay, okay.” The state attorney flipped the file closed and pushed it away. “I just hope you didn’t promise the girl you’d bring this guy to justice.”
She reached over and slapped his desk with the palm of her hand. “Of course, I promised her I’d bring the loser to justice!”
Martin was startled but was keeping quiet. Sandy was doing just fine.
Mel sat upright, pulled the file back before him and opened it as though he hadn’t already thoroughly studied the few pages. “Okay, let’s go over it again. You suspect Holly was pushed around and threatened as soon as she stepped into Fowler’s apartment, although she claims the sex was consensual.”
“He kept asking her to come to his apartment. She finally agreed, and has it in her mind that the entire episode was consensual, since she was trying to keep him interested in her. But flirting isn’t consenting to sex. Well, sometimes it is, but that’s beside the point.”
At that moment, Mel looked eager to agree with anything she said. “Of course, when he came at her the second time it definitely was attempted rape.” He got up, walked around and leaned against his desk. “What you’re really after is the gun, isn’t it? You believe that gun was used to shoot Charlene Faulk.”
Martin said, “I’m certain she doesn’t mean to minimize what Holly went through, but catching the murderer of Charlene is more important. Getting our hands on that gun is more important than Holly being threatened. In the end, we’re hoping we can resolve everything.”
She nodded, “We definitely need the gun Fowler used, and I’m worried that we’ll never get our hands on it. Mel, I need that warrant.”
“Don’t get too eager, Sandy. What if we implement the warrant and don’t find a gun? Then Fowler’s on notice. Keller’s on notice. They’d cover their tracks as never before and we’re left with nothing. And we’d never get either of them.”
All were silent for a minute, then Mel asked, “Are you certain Fowler knows nothing about your activities so far?”
“Doesn’t suspect a thing, as far as we know,” Martin answered. “He doesn’t know Holly has talked to us and that we’re in her corner. I assume he’s plotting his next move on Holly, with no idea that someone has connected the cute girl he lured into his apartment, with the woman he shot in Bardner’s front yard.”
She said, “As it stands right now, he has no idea we’re on his tail for anything. That’s a huge advantage for us. But the problem is, if you so much as bring him in for a traffic violation, he’ll be nervous. And when he leaves, he’ll head straight for that gun and ditch it. If he has any suspicion he’s in trouble for anything that gun is history. We need a search warrant for the gun before the police talk to him about anything.”
“Or, we can bring him in for interrogation, but only once,” Mel said. “I can’t ask for a search warrant out of the blue without some sort of investigation having taken place,” Mel explained. “I can’t tell the judge we haven’t even talked to the guy.”
She said, “What if Eddy brings Fowler in for questioning, pretending it’s about a reported attempted rape, but actually it’s to get info about the gun?”
Mel said, “But the gun has nothing to do with the rape. Fowler never threatened her with the gun. We’d be trying to fool the judge. We want the gun for Charlene’s murder—a completely different case.”
“Well, Holly fired it,” she said loudly.
“Holly’s statement about firing a gun wouldn’t be enough for a search warrant to look for a gun in connection with the attempted rape. I need more to ask a judge for a warrant.”
She stood. “How about this? What if we catch him lying about things we know to be true?” Her eyes were searching upward as she thought. “At the start, Fowler has no idea why he’s been picked up, and we have to catch him lying. One of those lies is easy, you ask him if owns a gun. Of course, he’ll answer in the negative because if he says, yes, then he might be asked to produce it.”
Martin said, “So, no gun is lie number one.”
“Now, if he claims no gun was fired, then you’ve caught him in a second lie because Holly fired the gun accidentally, so there is damage proof somewhere in his apartment. He might even lie about Holly being in his apartment at all, and that would be a third lie. I believe her DNA can be found in his bathroom, maybe on a washcloth.”
Martin said, “I love it.”
Mel had started nodding his head.
She narrowed her eyes, “Then you could tell the judge, since Fowler’s lying about all this stuff, we think he’s lying about having a gun.” She knew she had it. “Would her statement and his lies be enough probable cause to get a search warrant for a gun?”
“I see what you’re getting at,” Mel said. “We tell the judge, we believe her statement about the gun because we’ve caught him in all these lies. He has blown his credibility. Yes, with that angle, I believe the judge would agree there is probable cause to search for a gun.”
Martin said, “You know, if this works, we’ll have succeeded in connecting Holly Davies and Charlene Faulk, something we would never have bet on. Of course, we’re assuming it’s the murder weapon, and he’s stupid enough to keep it around. Still, he might have. A Glock .45 is an expensive gun, and he most likely couldn’t bear to toss it off the bridge.”
Mel’s grin changed to a frown. “What if a gun isn’t found in his apartment, or one is found and it isn’t the murder weapon? You need to brace yourself for the possibility that Fowler’s gun is not the Faulk murder weapon.”
“I don’t believe in coincidences.”
“I agree, no coincidence,” Martin said, “Keller must have provided Fowler with a suitable murder weapon—he didn’t want Fowler going into a gun shop and buying a Glock. And, Fowler wouldn’t have called attention to himself by going into a gun shop after the murder to buy another one. Where else could the Glock Holly found have come from? No, it might be gone by now, but that was the Faulk murder weapon in his nightstand.”
She stood. “Can you get Eddy up here now, so we can discuss our strategy? We don’t dare make a move until we definitely know we can take Fowler down on the first try. How soon can we pick up Fowler? You’re going to get a search warrant ready, right?”
“Settle down, okay?” The state attorney reached for the phone. “We need to work on the proper sequence of questions. We don’t need an actual confession at this time, just enough probable cause to get a search warrant. We’ll discuss all that with Eddy.”
“We have one shot at him,” Martin said. “So we’d better have a plan and it better work.”



Chapter Thirty-five
 
At 1:30 p.m. the next day, Mel, Sandy and Martin were looking through the observation window into the interrogation room—watching and listening to Detective Eddy Jaworski and the suspect, Bruce Fowler. The interrogation room at the Park Beach, Florida police station wasn’t just some room that happened to become available. It was a carefully designed 8 by 10 foot room located in a quiet area of the building away from the hustling parade of uniformed personnel.
The windowless room contained three ordinary, armless wood chairs and a small metal table bolted to the floor. Fowler, wearing a blue short-sleeved sport shirt and jeans, sat at the table located near the rear wall. The detective sat to the right of the suspect with an unobstructed view of his arms and legs to make possible the reading of his body language. A file folder and notepad were positioned on the detective’s lap. The earphone in his ear permitted those in the observation room to give him suggestions if needed. The third chair in the room was for an observer or the suspect’s attorney and in this case was empty. The two-way mirror, through which he was being watched, was on the far wall in front of the suspect, and placed high enough so the suspect could not see his reflection when seated. The two video cameras were hidden. The physical layout of the room was designed to make the suspect uncomfortable and maximize his sense of powerlessness, leaving him with the general feeling of wanting out of there as soon as possible.
The detective’s initial conversation was intended to establish rapport. Jaworski had plenty in his bag of tricks yet seldom raised his voice. In the case of Fowler, he skipped the normally nonthreatening introductory questions, such as where do you live and what work do you do; harmless questions designed to loosen up the suspect. Because, as Jaworski, Mel and Sandy had discussed the previous day, they did not want Fowler thinking about his landlord-employer, Grant Keller. If Fowler suspected this interview had anything to do with the murder he’d been hired to commit, he’d clam up, request an attorney and likely be released to go home. And then he’d have time to get rid of the gun before a search warrant could be implemented.
After several minutes of unimportant conversation to get him talking, the detective abruptly asked, “What time did Holly Davies arrive at your apartment?”
After recovering from obvious surprise, Fowler said, “Is that what this is about?”
“What time?”
“Don’t remember. She accusing me of something?”
Not a good start. Jaworski was disappointed with that answer. Fowler had not been told why he was being questioned, and they had hoped, when he heard Holly’s name, he’d feel enough guilt about his rough episode with her in his apartment, that he’d deny she was there—but he hadn’t lied. They needed to catch him in lying, so that when he denied he had a gun, his obvious pattern of deceit would be sufficient cause for a search warrant. It was still early.
The detective continued, “Holly says, she didn’t resist at all the first time, and I’m okay with that, you know. You two going at it—no problem. None of my business. You’re here because of the second time. You see, Bruce, forcing her to have sex the second time is why you’re here.”
“Never had sex with her at all. So, I never forced her to do nothing.”
His denying any sex at all was a problem. The hospital report had failed to prove any sexual activity. The detective would need to lie to trap Bruce at the proper time. “She says you forced her to have sex the second time. Look at me Bruce. What was that all about?”
“She’s lying.”
“Says she got dressed and came out of the bathroom.”
Fowler stiffened in the chair and didn’t answer.
“That’s when you told her to get undressed again. Like you ordered her.”
“Never happened.”
“She says that’s when you pulled out a gun and forced her.”
“Told you, she’s lying.”
“You never pulled out a gun, how did you force her to have sex?”
“Never forced her to do anything.”
“You mean you didn’t need to force her?” The detective moved his chair up closer to the table. “You know, if we thought you two just had another go at it, then you wouldn’t be here. Any sensible guy would have helped himself since it was right there. That’s normal—none of our business. You have a gun?”
“No way.”
“Never had a gun in your apartment?”
“Already said, no.”
“Holly says she saw a gun. So what’s with the gun? When did you flash the gun, when she first came in?”
“You’re doing it aren’t you? Trying to get me. I can see right through all your shit. No sex—no first time—no second time. Now let me out of here.”
It was time for the detective to come out with a lie. “Well, you see, Bruce, that gives you several problems because Holly spent the next morning being examined for sexual activity, and the tests prove it was you. No big deal, about that. She admits she went to your place to have sex, and she admits the first time she was cool with it. Says, she carefully undressed and folded her dress and put it on a chair. Does that sound about right?”
Bruce turned away from the detective.
“Let me get this straight. This pretty girl went there to have sex with you, and she gets undressed. Are we okay so far Bruce? Bruce look at me.”
“You’re lying about all of this.”
“No, I’m okay with all of it. This pretty girl went there to have sex with you, and she gets undressed. Okay? The problem is afterwards she wanted to go home, and you forced her to stay. She’s yelling, no, and you didn’t stop. Either you’re lying or she’s lying—and she’s the one with bruises on her body.”
Bruce raised his hand and rubbed the back of his neck. “Never happened.”
“Now, you expect me to believe you invited her up there and that pretty girl undresses and is smiling at you—and what? Nothing? Help me out here, Bruce. I’d like to close this file right now and we could both go home. But what do I put down? She’s smiling and you fell asleep, your zipper stuck, you tell me. You don’t like women—you couldn’t get it up, what?”
Bruce brought his eyebrows down and pursed his lips.
“Come on, Bruce, you’ve got to help me out. You’ve got some explaining to do about what happened after that gun came out.”
His eyes darted over and he stared at the detective. “That dumb bitch is flat out lying about the second time. She really liked it that first time, said how totally amazing I was. I didn’t touch her after that. She might have stumbled or something going out. There’s no gun at all. You’ve got to believe me. She’s the one who’s lying. Can I go now?”
“So you did have sex the first time.” He said it quietly. The scheme had worked. Fowler had lied about no sex at all and then admitted to the first time. That was another lie. He had already lied about not having a gun, and they have a witness, Holly, who says he does. Plus, if a .45 were fired in his apartment, there would be evidence somewhere. They probably had all they needed for the search warrant. He still wanted to get something incriminating on the attempted rape, in case the gun wasn’t found. He went on, “You shouldn’t lie to me, Bruce. Okay, we’re still cool and I believe you. Well, I guess that does it.” Jaworski ran his finger down the file paper in front of him. “Oh, here’s something. Why didn’t you want to have sex again?”
“I don’t know!”
“Hello, she’s there! The evening had just started. Most guys would be thinking more than once—like maybe all night. You just couldn’t handle it again, is that it?” The detective stopped talking for a full minute. “Holly went up there to be with you assuming you’d no doubt have sex. Didn’t I tell you that? So, was it you who didn’t want to make it happen again? Maybe you just weren’t good to go again—hey, that can happen. She wants it and you want it, and you’ve already told me there was no second time. Or maybe it was her, she didn’t want to. Oh, that’s right. You told me she wanted to go home after the first go around.”
Bruce looked confused. “She had to get home, or something.” His head was drooping down, and he was slumped in the chair.
“Well, damn, that’s a woman for you. So, you wanted it and she refused. Is that what we’re getting to?”
No response for a minute. Then, “Am I under arrest?”
“No, Bruce.”
“I want a lawyer.”
“Okay, no problem, but first we’ll take a little ride.”
If Fowler had been able to see through the mirror in front of him, he’d have seen three people high-fiveing. They probably didn’t have enough for the attempted rape charge, but they had enough for a warrant.
 
State Attorney Melvin Shapiro had the search warrant prepared in advance. And Detective Sergeant Edwin Jaworski had his team on standby. By 3:45 p.m. that afternoon, a search warrant was issued.
Immediately upon leaving the judge’s chambers, Shapiro called Sandy, who was in Martin’s office with Martin and Nigel waiting for the news. It was good. The judge had signed the warrant, and Jaworski’s team was on the move.
The joy of having the warrant implemented was short lived. The three continued sitting in Martin’s office filling the next hour with small talk to avoid focusing on the possibility of failure. Until Martin said, “Situations such as this quickly separate the pessimists from the optimists. Will the gun be there or not? And if it is there, will it be the murder weapon?”
“I’m optimistic,” she said. “If the murder weapon is found in Fowler’s apartment, then Keller is a goner and this case is all wrapped up. I have to be optimistic because right now I can’t think of a Plan B.”
Martin said, “I agree.”
“That’s not surprising,” Nigel said. “I notice it takes quite a bit to make you disagreeable.”
Martin smiled at him. “Well, which are you?”
Nigel shuffled around before answering. “Although I should play nice and agree, I must admit that I’m pessimistic about a gun being found. I reserve the right to explain later.”
“At least we all agree that waiting is painful,” Martin observed.
Nigel said, “I can see how the successful interrogation was accomplished. At first Fowler says he didn’t touch Holly, then Jaworski lies and tells him Holly claims there was a second time and the second time was rape. Faced with that false evidence, Fowler then changes his story and admits to the first time, thereby destroying his credibility. I get that part. However, I’m bothered by the idea that the police are permitted to lie to get a confession.”
Martin explained, “It goes back to an established theory that an innocent person would never confess to a crime they didn’t commit, even if confronted by false evidence. Therefore, it’s considered a legitimate interrogation technique to trap a guilty person with false evidence and not a violation of rights to lie to an innocent person.”
Nigel shrugged, meaning he supposed it made sense.
There was no further word until just before 6:00 p.m., when Shapiro called again, “Not good news, Sandy.” He went on for some time explaining, before ending with, “I’m so sorry.”



Chapter Thirty-six
 
“I didn’t expect the gun to be found in his apartment,” Nigel was saying.
“Wait, Nigel, I’ll move closer so you can kick me,” Sandy said. “Okay, okay, Fowler was smarter than I thought and ditched the gun.”
“We all knew it wasn’t a certainty,” Martin said, coming to her defense. “If that’s what you’re getting at, Nigel.”
The server placed a second round of drinks on the table and picked up the empties.
“No, you had him pegged correctly,” Nigel said, “and I agree he was too dumb to get rid of the murder weapon—at least at first. But that was earlier. He foolishly kept the gun around and indeed, it was the murder weapon that Holly accidentally fired. After he fought with her, and she fired the gun, I believe that was the point he got spooked enough to come to his senses. He considered that a close call—and finally tossed the gun only a day or two before the search warrant was issued. You guys did everything right—it was worth a try.”
“If she fired that gun, where’s the slug?” Martin asked. “What did Mel say about that?”
She explained, “They found evidence a bullet went in and back out of the mattress. After passing through, it must have lodged in some object by the bed such as a book or stack of magazines—something Fowler then threw away, perhaps unknowingly. There’s no proving when that mattress was damaged—might have been years before. Anyway, no slug was found, so no comparison can be made with the bullet that hit Charlene.”
“So now we’re left with nothing. I’m so far down right now, everything looks like up,” she said. “If I die in the middle of this Bloody Mary, will you finish it for me?”
Martin nodded. “Your drink looks good, Nigel, what is it?”
“I asked for a Bacardi Breezer—my favorite in the UK. The bartender shook her pretty head and said she’d try to fake it. I told her never mind and asked for something Floridian. She fixed up this Margarita special for me.”
“Did I order this second Bloody Mary?” she asked. “This feels too much like a celebration. I know Mel now thinks Fowler wasn’t the hitman, and Keller had nothing to do with it. If that’s not bad enough, Eddy still doesn’t seem all that warm and friendly with me.” She wagged a finger at Nigel, “And don’t you say anything.”
Martin said, “Keller has contacts in the police department and undoubtedly has heard about what happened. If there’s any evidence or paper trail left behind, he is busy destroying it as we speak. And probably thinking that Julia is more of a threat to him than ever.”
“There are two more murders waiting to happen,” Nigel said. “Keller won’t let either Bruce Fowler or Julia Bardner walk around with what they know. My guess is this time he’ll do it all himself. Julia’s body will be found—an unfortunate suicide. Fowler will strangely disappear. And you might also be at risk, Sandy, since Julia told you everything.”
“Enough of feeling sorry for ourselves,” she said. “What now? I’ve thought all along it would be tough to connect Keller directly to the murder. First, we have to somehow connect Fowler to the murder, and then worry about connecting Fowler to Keller.”
“So where do we start?” Nigel asked.
Martin said, “Well, Fowler had to be paid. We could look for money he received and try to trace the source. We think Keller obtained the gun, but Fowler might have practiced with it, perhaps at the gun range. Maybe he talked to someone out at the gun range. Maybe he went in a gun shop to buy cleaning supplies for a Glock. Angles such as that might give us a start.”
“Following the money might not work,” she said. “Keller no doubt has several bank accounts with large amounts going in and out constantly. Fowler does have a new pickup truck. I guess that’s something. But him having sudden money is purely circumstantial and doesn’t connect him with either the murder or Keller. That gun itself is now at the bottom of the Intracoastal. We are not in a good situation, and we’re still without any help from the police.”
Her phone rang, Mel Shapiro said, “You okay? I understand you are unbelievably disappointed. If the murder weapon had been found, Keller would be a goner. Fowler certainly would have turned on him.”
“It was our big chance,” she said. “Even though all of this was officially about an attempted rape charge, Keller must now suspect we’re on to him about the murder. After all this, are you any more inclined to help me go after Keller?”
“I’m not aware of any new evidence. As much as I’d love to nail him, I don’t see where anything has changed. I realize you want to keep going after him, but why don’t you put the case out of your mind and take it easy for a couple days. Maybe we can find something to do together. I’ll give you a call later. Okay?”
Nigel had been thinking. “If I were Fowler, I’d be totally shook right now. First, Jaworski does a job on him in that interrogation room, then he’s sitting nervously around police headquarters for a couple of hours wondering what the hell is going on, while they get the warrant. Next, he’s in a squad car going God knows where, and suddenly he realizes they’re taking him to his own apartment! Then he watches the cops bust in, tear his place apart, find a hoard of stuff he doesn’t want found and rip his mattress apart. It’s hours before he gets out of those cuffs and they let him go. He has to be a basket case right now.”
Martin said, “You’re right. And by now, Keller has heard about it and wishes he’d hired a professional from Chicago to do the dirty work.”
She stared at Nigel for a moment, frowning in thought, and then her face brightened. She gave him a thumbs up and pushed away her untouched drink. “Nigel do you still have that text from Holly on your smartphone, with the address of Fowler?”
“What are you doing?” Martin asked.
“I’m crawling out on a limb. Nigel, access the white pages on your phone and get the number of the occupant of #12 in that apartment building. I talked to the guy, his name is Gene something.” She waited while Nigel’s thumbs went waltzing around the screen.
After a moment. “His name is Eugene Vaulter. Want his number?”
“Call him, please.”
After another moment. “Mr. Vaulter? Can you hold please for Sandy Reid... well, it’s nice you would hold on forever, but that won’t be necessary, sir. She’s right here.”
She took the phone from Nigel. “Hello Gene, I understand you had some excitement in your building today... yeah, we sent the cops after him. We’re about to solve your undesirable neighbor problem for good. Is it possible for you to check and tell me if Fowler is home right now… oh, out the rear window you can see his pickup? Good. Thanks. We’ll chat some time and I’ll explain it all. Bye.”
She winked at both men as she took out her own phone and dialed. “Hello, Julie, Sandy. I was worried about you… you haven’t been home. You ever make it to the Georgia mountains? No, you’re still at the lodge… How did I know about the lodge? Well, I guess you told me… No? Whatever. I have some interesting news for you. Someone just told me the police located the hitman Keller used to kill Charlene… I don’t care if you believe me. Yeah, was some handyman. Someone said the police just searched his apartment. He admitted Grant paid him to shoot you and he shot Charlene by mistake. Says he wants a lawyer. It’s still confidential and might just be a rumor, so don’t pass it around. But you may never see Grant in street clothes again. Just thought you might like to know. Take care of yourself. Gotta run.”
She got up, walked over to Nigel and planted a kiss on his cheek.
“What’s that for?” the surprised young man said.
“You’re pretty good at this cops and robbers game.” She turned toward the door. “Come on, let’s all take a ride over to Bruce Fowler’s place. I’m going to give him some good advice.”



Chapter Thirty-seven
 
It took the passing of three days before the elements of excitement began to decrease to a customary level of activity around the Bronner and Reid law office. Sandy had come down from her adrenaline high and was already becoming slightly bored with the return to the quiet normalcy of the office routine.
Martin had been pretending to work, but he was planning something he had in mind for her. They had often enjoyed lunches, after-work drinks together and several dinner occasions, which had all gone well. Recently, he’d mentioned having her over for dinner at his place once again. She seemed enthusiastic. Now, with the serious office business out of the way, he was fairly certain the timing was right and she would accept. He had yet to ask her.
Nigel had immediately started on some esoteric programming concoction to maximize the office computers, which no one else understood. Just now, he was taking a break with Sandy and Martin in her office talking about the arrest of Grant Keller. He said, “The paper didn’t give you any credit for handing Charlene’s killer to the police, but Detective Eddy Jaworski certainly was prominently mentioned.”
“That’s what I had in mind all along. Eddy deserves the credit.”
“When you phoned Julia, after the warrant turned up nothing, and lied to her about Fowler naming Keller, weren’t you taking a chance she might not immediately call Keller to warn him?”
“Not in my mind. I knew she still loved the guy even though he would have killed her to stay free. When I went out to see Fowler, I told him Keller was coming after him because he thought Fowler had already confessed. That’s when he admitted Keller had just called minutes before I’d arrived and wanted to meet with him out at the county dump late that night. When I told him Keller had intended to kill him all along, and he was as good as dead—he was ready to confess.”
“It seems Keller sent a wimp to do a man’s job,” Martin said. “Of course, he has to have been enraged at Fowler killing the wrong person, but he was stuck and had to pay up to keep him quiet until he could do away with him. Keller is the most evil of the entire group. He greedily puts himself into a shady real estate deal to make a million, and then when the deal gets screwed up, he tells Julia he’s washing his hands of the entire affair including her.”
She said, “Keller and Fowler are conspirators charged with first-degree murder. Both are in jail facing long trials. They’ll never step free again.”
“Julia thought it easier to get rid of Coleman, rather than ruin her real estate career,” Martin said. “She now faces a possible charge of conspiracy to commit murder, and certainly charges of fraud and larceny. In spite of all that, it’s likely the prosecution will cut her a deal, if she’ll testify against Keller. However it plays out, she’ll serve some minor time. And she’ll never sell real estate again, which was her livelihood. But she’s smart and after she does her time, there are other jobs in real estate and property management that don’t require a license.”
“Lester should be furious with Julia,” Martin said. “She lied to him and cared so little for him as to hand him a gun, set him up to go murder someone and suffer the consequences.”
Sandy said. “As of right now, they’re both out on bail and living together in her house. He told me he approached Julia about them forgiving each other and putting all differences aside.”
Martin smiled. “Well, that sounds very chivalrous, almost romantic.”
“She wanted no part of it, saying he was doing it only because he needed a place to live. He called me asking for sympathy. He couldn’t give me a sensible reason for sticking with her—certainly not love. He finally admitted he was thinking she’d be in prison, and he’d be free to live in her house. That house might need to be sold to pay legal bills, but in any case, Lester is out and they’re headed for divorce.”
Nigel wondered, “Would Leo have shot you in the parking lot, if he’d got that gun away from you?”
She shook her head. “Leo wanted me in his car. Let’s just leave it at that.”
“And as it turned out he never shot anyone,” Nigel said, “and died chasing a stack of dirty money.”
“Money isn’t dirty, people are,” she said.
Martin stood, walked over to the bookcase and ran a finger absent-mindedly along the leather spine of a thick law book. “We’ll work together on Lester’s defense, but I’m not certain that Stand Your Ground will do much other than confuse the jury.”
She shrugged. “Perhaps confusion will be enough. The prosecution will likely go for two charges. First-degree murder, since Lester did grab a gun and hunt Coleman down. And also second-degree because Mel knows we have that defense in our pocket and doesn’t want to lose completely. In the courtroom, I’ll make certain the jury knows they’re looking at an emotional, jealous husband on meds, trying to save his marriage from the evil crook of Miami Beach.”
Martin continued, “You can bet, Mel won’t ask for the death penalty. He wants to run for Florida Attorney General and needs the liberal support. Honestly now, what do you think will happen to Lester?”
“It’ll be an emotional trial,” she said. “If the Stand Your Ground works, then he’ll totally walk. If not, then at the last minute, I’ll take a plea bargain and go for second-degree with a light sentence. I don’t know if Lester could have brought himself to pull the trigger. But he sure did freak when Coleman pulled the gun out.”
“There is someone else whose destiny we haven’t discussed,” Nigel said. “What becomes of Holly Davies?”
“She’s down on herself for believing Fowler’s lies. He would have faked a marriage and just lived with her until she wised up. She’s satisfied that he is being punished,” Sandy answered. “Holly is smarter, with a more appealing personality than I first realized. She’ll be okay. She has some maturing to do and needs to have a suitable male role model, which might explain her need to ingratiate herself with Martin.”
“Well, I do hope things work out for her,” Nigel said.
“Remember I told you, it was inappropriate for you to socialize with someone who had an active issue with our office?” she said, “I was wrong about Charlene, and socializing is no longer an issue with Holly. If you’re interested, you could contact her now that the dust has settled. You may find she remains somewhat emotional and vulnerable, but she needs a true gentleman to lean on as she regains her trust in men—if you would be willing to help.”
“Is she still trying to be a Goth Girl and worshiping demons?” Nigel asked.
“Says she’s over all that.”
“Bloody shame, black toenail polish turns me on.” They smiled politely, so he said seriously, “Sorry Sandy, thank you for all the nice words, but I’m not the one to help Holly. For one thing, I’m not quite ready for another amorous intrigue just yet.” He couldn’t help thinking she was fixing him up for his own sake as well as Holly’s. “When I’m ready, I’ll look around and find someone. Do the young women in this town ever do any rollerblading along the beach?”
“When you’re ready, I’m sure you’ll do fine,” she said.
“Don’t tell me we’ve come to the end of our problems,” Nigel said. “I won’t know how to act if the office isn’t in crisis mode.”
Martin said, “Well, to start with, you need to clear your stuff out of the reception area. Someone else will be moving in. Sandy and I have decided we should hire an office manager. Someone who not only can handle the front desk, but also keep all our scheduling and filing in order.”
Nigel noticeably swallowed hard. “Then I’m—.”
“In addition to assisting us, you’ll be doing the research, and the new office manager will report to you,” she said. “You’ll have much more responsibility—now that your pay has been doubled. Of course, you’ll need to have your own office. You’ll take our third small office. And if you decide to pursue a law degree, you’ll already be settled in there where you can study.”
“Doubled?” he said as calmly as possible. A law degree? He appeared puzzled at that statement. “This where I hug you both, I suppose.”
“No.” She laughed. “This is where you leave us alone for a minute, so we can talk about you.”
Martin said, “We need to discuss how best to make these office changes. If we do it correctly, we can handle many more clients.”
“Assuming they don’t all bring along a collection of murdering spouses,” she added.
After Nigel had floated away, Martin said, “Seems strange, relaxing here in your office with no overhanging emergency. We can now cruise through our remaining case load.”
With her mind more at ease, she thought back to how well, for better or for worse, they had kept the romance out of the office. She was thinking about their friendship, when she asked, “Martin, do you believe a man and a woman can be just friends without the sex thing being an issue?” In the past, she’d never have broached such a tantalizing question with him. But, she felt so close to him right then and thought their relationship was taking on a new dimension.
It didn’t take him long to respond, “I believe it depends on what the original attraction was that inspired them to be friendly. If that attraction was non-sexual, then the sex thing need not be an issue.”
“What if the original attraction was physical?”
“If the attraction was physical, then a platonic friendship must be based on sexual repression to remain merely a friendship.” He looked slightly bewildered. “Of course, friends that are attracted to each other can have sex and stay friends. Once the sex thing is out of the way, they can move beyond it and be friends without becoming lovers.”
“That sounds rather tricky.”
“Admittedly idealistic.”
As soon as he’d begun to answer, Martin realized she was talking about herself just as he had been talking about himself. Ever since she’d turned down his proposal three years ago, he’d been quite careful not to even hint at his unrequited love for her, lest she be put off by the uncomfortable situation and avoid him. As guarded as he attempted to be, she’d have to be blind during the last three years not to notice his heart worn on his sleeve.
He wondered what this was all about. He knew that she was well aware of his feelings for her and would never intentionally tease him, yet here she was speaking of romantic urges. What was he to think? Whether it was intentional or unconscious, he took it as a signal from her that the situation had changed. Perhaps, this was the time to approach her again. He had come on too stiff and formal three years ago, and it had overwhelmed her. He had been overly decorous with his old-fashioned proposal. What she had wanted was something less mannerly and more exciting. He wouldn’t make that mistake again. If he got another chance, he would not overlook the passion.
Was it coincidence or fate that he’d already planned to ask her to dinner tonight at his place? After her romantic urges question, it would be a logical time to invite her and a difficult time for her to refuse. All the stars were aligned. He quietly said, “This is short notice, but I’d be very pleased if you’d come over to my place this evening. Just the two of us. I have something nice in mind for dinner.” He held his breath.
“I’d love it. Would you mind too terribly if we didn’t discuss any business?”
The sun came up in his face. “I’ll try to contain myself. Seven sound okay?”
She checked her desk clock. “Perfect,” she said. That would give her time to get polished up and do something with her hair.
After Martin went out the front door, Nigel walked over to her office. “You’ve things to do. I’ll lock up.”
“Fine.”
She closed the folder in front of her, pushed it aside and turned off her desk lamp. She raised her eyes. Nigel was leaning against the door jamb grinning at her.
“What are you smiling at?”



Chapter Thirty-eight
 
After dinner, Sandy walked with Martin out onto the rear patio of his house and into the soft tropical night. The flagstone patio was framed by a rich green tropical border with pathways into an expanse of lush lawn, which gently sloped uninterrupted down through a wide wooded area to the boat dock on the river. The moonlit pool glowed lazily in the background.
Over the three years since they met, they had shared many dinners, sometimes at his private club, and occasional social functions and cultural events. Since the premature death of her fiancé the previous year, they had been seeing more of each other outside the office. She’d been to his house twice in the last month. Once for a small party he’d given and another time for after-theater drinks.
They were sitting at the circular patio table sipping Grand Marnier when she asked, “Is there a story behind this beautiful table and chairs? The wood looks like the deck on an expensive yacht.”
“Same wood. Made in Sweden with teak from Manipur. Don’t ask me where Manipur is.”
“You’re being modest. You’ve been around the world twelve times, twice under water. I’m sure you not only know where Manipur is, you know the population and inevitably some obscure custom of how the women dress.” She was a little envious of all the women he undoubtedly met in his travels.
He grinned. “You exaggerate. Okay, it’s somewhere in India, never been there. You marveled at my dinner preparation and seemed to enjoy it. What’s your final judgment?”
“I usually don’t eat things I can’t pronounce, but it was delicious.”
“Kabashira, from a recipe I discovered in Canton, using fresh scallops. Normally, they’re served on a scallop shell, which in some Asian cultures, as you may know, is considered the symbol of the vulva.”
“I had to ask, didn’t I? And the wine? No doubt, there is a fascinating story about the white wine you served tonight. I’m certain it wasn’t flown in from France because you’d never waste money like that.”
“Actually, the vines were imported from France. However, that was a couple hundred years ago. No, the wine is Californian—Napa Valley. A very different Sauvignon I thought you’d like. One of my favorites, and I was surprised to find it on a back shelf in the supermarket at no special price.”
“I did like it. I notice you’re not madly into the wine game.”
“You mean like swirling it in the glass and holding it up to the light to check color and clarity. No, but I did go through that phase. Now, I know what I like, if I misjudge sometimes—no big deal. After all, we’re talking about fruit juice.”
“Well, the dinner tonight was superb.”
“The urge comes and goes. I enjoyed cooking for you tonight. As you know, Amelia was the live-in caregiver for dad and wanted to stay on as my housekeeper, which was fine with me. Although she cooked for him, I didn’t want her cooking regularly for me. Father left her a generous pension, so she doesn’t need to work at all. She comes in two or three times a week, does the grocery shopping for me, which is an unimaginable luxury in itself and uses the kitchen as she pleases. Now and then, I’ll come home and find a note that something she made is on the stove or in the oven. I prefer to take my meals in the study, however, if I cook and she’s around, we’ll eat together in the kitchen.”
Sandy had been to several of the oversized homes built on the narrow island, between the Atlantic Ocean and the Intracoastal Waterway. She always thought the Bronner home was the most beautiful—granted, he had a full-time gardener. It also happened to be the oldest home on the island.
Over the years, the charming, island homes had become too expensive to update or remodel, and modern homes had been built on the priceless waterfront lots. One by one, much of the island had lost its charm. Martin Bronner and his predecessors were the exception. Cost was no object and extensive updating of the house had been done with no evidence of modernity. Hidden behind the venerable walls and ceilings of every room were state-of-the-art plumbing, electrical and air conditioning systems. No creaks or groans when you stepped on the aged wood flooring in that house.
“There seems to be a story behind every item in your marvelous house, Martin.” Indeed, it was a house full of fine furniture, paintings, antiques and personal treasures—the trappings of old wealth. She got the feeling that butlers in white jackets and gloves should be circulating with silver trays.
“Let’s walk through the garden.” She stood and took his hand. “The moon is so bright tonight, so beautiful. Did you have it flown in?”
“You’re not usually out at night away from the distracting lights of civilization,” he said. “Tonight the moon is so bright it’s actually casting moon shadows.”
She watched him moving about the garden, pointing out flowers with names she’d never heard and couldn’t pronounce, and holding his hand out to lightly touch one in passing. “It’s always peaceful back here,” she said. “All lush, green and fragrant. One step from Eden.” She watched the pink hibiscus swaying in the nighttime breeze off the ocean. “You just step out of your door into a garden of beauty and endless delight, far away from the sorrows of the world.”
“Too bad delights can’t be endless.” He met her gaze and went on, “I suppose without the sorrowful times you couldn’t have the delightful times.”
“The trick,” she offered, “is to make the good times last longer than the sorrowful times.”
“Confucius says the good times make up in height what they lack in length.”
“That’s good, he really say that?”
“Probably not. Whenever I can’t think of the correct attribution, I bluff and say I’m quoting either Confucius or Oscar Wilde. Usually works.”
“Is this one of the good times?” she asked.
“How could it be better?”
She knew how—being closer to him. Walking there in the moonlight, Mel would have made a move on her an hour ago, but that wouldn’t happen with Martin. With that thought, she realized it wasn’t Mel she wanted to be with.
She understood enough of Martin’s history to know he certainly wasn’t shy around women. But, he treated their friendship like a fragile piece of art and her like a goddess, and one doesn’t try to make out with a goddess. The stilted situation between them over the past three years was of her own making with her avoidance of closeness and her subtle rejections to keep him at arm’s length. Although it had seemed proper at the time, now she was sorry. Sorry she had created such an adoring friend who would never steal a kiss. Incredible that in three years they hadn’t even held hands. Now all that had to be undone. Like starting the same relationship all over with different rules. Time for her to kill all that goddess crap.
There had always been something warm between them that was impossible for her to deny. Something that heightened when they were together, something both of them understood. Perhaps, more heat between them than she’d recognized.
Three years was a long time for Martin to carry a torch without her fanning the flame. Looking back, it was three years of him loving and caring about her, and three years of her trying to ignore him. Three years of ignoring how he had seemed to become sexier each year. And just recently, as she was trying to decide about a relationship with either Martin or Mel, she realized how fortunate that his devotion had not drifted away. After years, he still smiled whenever he saw her. The flame never went out, even while he knew her heart wasn’t open to him and might never be. She suspected her slightest encouragement would set him ablaze. She certainly hoped so. She intended to turn up the heat and find out.
Her choice was now clear. The awareness started two hours ago with Martin’s sweet kiss when she arrived. His usual greeting, outside the office when appropriate, was an air kiss on each cheek. That’s what she expected tonight. Instead, he greeted her with a polite, almost chaste, kiss on the lips and carried on as though it was entirely normal, although they both realized it was bold. Strangely, she wasn’t surprised. The kiss wasn’t stolen, wasn’t forced; it was soft and tender and seemed quite natural for the moment. An unexpected kiss at the perfect moment can light a fire of desire, and that kiss had hit her in the middle of her decision making. Nice going, Martin. Perfect timing—absolutely perfect, she thought. She wanted more and from now on she’d be ready.
More romantic thoughts about him came forth over the evening. She didn’t intend to let the evening just pass while trusting to luck. She would make certain that what she wanted would happen. Nothing would be left to chance until the sensuality was underway; nothing left to chance until that intimate moment when there was no turning back for him.
She walked ahead of him to the edge of the pool and looked down at the water, a delightful blue from the colored pool walls and shimmering from the underwater lights. “The water is tempting. I didn’t come prepared.” She slipped off a sandal and dipped a toe into the cool blueness.
“I don’t have a stock of swim suits around, but I do have large silk scarves from Myanmar for guests to use as a parea. It’s been done.”
“I swam here at one of your pool parties, remember?”
“Do I remember? I’m not certain. Were you the one wearing the pearl-white bikini with the halter top triangles, side-tied bikini bottom, festooned with little fuchsia flowers clustered around tiny viridian leaves?”
She smiled and stared down as though mesmerized by the glistening water. “Any woman who doesn’t want to swim naked in a swimming pool doesn’t have a soul.”
“But are they naked if covered by water?”
“Don’t go analytical on me, Martin,” she quipped. “It’s the thought that counts—Oscar Wilde.”
“By George, she’s got it.”
She knew he’d been waiting for a green light for three years. Would he now recognize it when she flashed it on before his eyes? She was the one starting to feel the heat, and just then was questioning herself as to why they were three feet apart. She walked to a nearby chaise longue close to the pool and sat at the end. “Come sit here,” she said, patting the spot.
The kiss when she had first arrived that night was their second. The first was three years earlier, when he took her and his ailing father for a weekend to the music festival in Sarasota, Florida. On the last evening, after dinner, he surprised her by sweeping her up into an unbelievable waltz. One by one the other couples stopped and stood watching from the dance floor edge. The orchestra realized instantly something special was happening and smoothly repeated the entire selection twice without skipping a beat. With her head still spinning and the crowd applauding, he drew her to him, and they held a long kiss as though the kiss had also been choreographed—the crowd roared with approval. Later, he modestly explained his college dance club had won international awards.
At the end of that memorable evening in Sarasota, he took her hands in his and proposed marriage in his best old-world manner. His proposal had been sweet and romantic and carried the strong implication that, if she accepted, he would lay the world at her feet.
That was then. Was she now looking at the same Martin?
He saw the far-away look in her eyes. “Sandy?”
She blinked and turned to him. “Do you remember our waltz?”
He didn’t need to ask what waltz. “Silly question.”
“The Merry Widow Waltz by Lehar,” she said.
“I didn’t realize you recognized it.”
“I didn’t… well, it sounded familiar. I had to look up the title later.”
“How nice. When was this?”
“Earlier this evening, after I went home and was thinking about you and your invitation to come here tonight.” She took his hand. “A good friend of mine once told me, some memories are so special you have to add them to the story of your life.”
Talking to Kyle had brought together many of her scattered thoughts, and she had heard herself speaking some of those thoughts aloud to him that night. Of course, many things had pointed her to this evening with Martin, and she wasn’t giving Kyle credit for getting them together. She harbored no remaining romantic thoughts about Kyle, but she had to admit their conversation was the spark she needed to get her love life moving again.
“Sandy, I don’t know you as well as I thought.” In truth, he had made a study of Sandy Reid and knew her quite well. It was just that he was surprised by her clear recollection of the waltz.
“Well then maybe you should get to know me better.” Her voice was serious now.
Although he had been referring to the waltz, he was not startled when she replied with such an unguarded comment. Not defensive in the least. 
He had noticed lately she seemed to be letting her defenses down. And he knew it wasn’t just for him. He didn’t consider her night with the former boyfriend from Philadelphia particularly significant. After all, they had lived together, which was an entirely different level of intimacy and nothing new should be read into it. He would have done the same if unattached and an old flame crossed his path.
Yet, whatever was happening between her and Mel was a serious threat and could not be ignored. It was much more of an indicator that the defenses she had naturally raised during mourning seemed to be gone. She was a different person now. The vibrant, fresh Sandy Reid that he had met before her romance with Chip was back. It was the time to be bold.
He leaned closer and softly pressed his lips to her forehead, holding them there for a moment, inhaling the scent of her hair and the faint trace of her perfume, its crisp fragrance a daily treat in the office. 
She tipped her head back and smiled at him, “We’ve been avoiding these moments haven’t we?” She touched his cheek with her hand. “I know you were respecting my feelings while Chip was around and of course later after he died. All very nice and appropriate. Nevertheless, you’ve withheld your charms from me for much too long.”
“I was taking my signals from you, Sandy.”
“I noticed. You’re one step ahead of me, aren’t you?”
He smiled. “I’m not so sure of that.”
He’d always assumed the memory of that weekend in Sarasota was his own private remembrance. Yet, remarkably, the waltz melody had stayed in her head for years. He listened as she began talking about that Sarasota trip. Much to his surprise, she replayed that evening for him almost hour by hour. It was the first she’d ever mentioned how she felt when she had turned down his proposal that night. He knew the reason.
He knew his considerable wealth was not a positive point for her. It had always been an impediment to any serious thought she might give to spending a lifetime with him. He knew that for her the world of fabulous wealth would be a nice place to visit, but she couldn’t imagine living there. He was taking no chances this time. There would be no hint of a lifetime together coming from him. She seemed to be welcoming intimacy here tonight, but he was uncertain what she had in mind. Just being with her was all that was important. He’d take whatever she offered.
They sat there side-by-side in the moonlit garden, under a curtain of live oaks and Spanish moss, and began to reminisce. Mentioning the ups and downs, joys and disappointments, that had made them close friends. Before long, his arm was around her shoulder pressing her closer and her head rested on his shoulder, as though they always sat out there in the evening talking year after year.
“There’s so much I love about you,” she said, almost an hour later.
He sensed the lateness and didn’t want her driving home alone. If he asked her to stay the night, would she think it was planned? “I don’t want the evening to end, even so, it’s getting late. I suggest you stay here.”
“Excellent.” She looked back at the huge house. “Are you sure you have room? I wouldn’t want you sleeping on the couch.”
“Let’s go have a look.”
He had given her a tour of the house on previous occasions. Back then, she just thought of it as a grand old house with countless rooms and furnishings that belonged in the Smithsonian. She hadn’t paid much attention. They were in the upstairs hall, when he said, “There are four guest rooms— you’ll have your choice, although I can already guess which one you’ll choose. And it won’t be the one with the chintz curtains. Sleep in as long as you like. Amelia will arrive in the morning, if you hear someone downstairs in the kitchen. I’ll leave a note that you’re here. I usually make my own breakfast. Rest assured, she’ll want to fuss over you and no doubt insist on making an excessive breakfast.”
“Sounds marvelous. But don’t have her bring a coffee tray up to my room in the morning and open the drapes, or anything such as that.” She wasn’t kidding.
“No, but you’ll find a coffee service on a table in the hall outside your door in the morning.” He shrugged as though it was entirely out of his control.
“Here is my parent’s bedroom, quite nice.” He pushed the bedroom door open so she could step in. “Their balcony looks out toward the ocean. Mine overlooks the waterway. I might switch to it one day, but I like my bedroom.” He took her hand and turned toward the hall. “I have just the perfect guest room for you.”
She resisted. “I’d like to see your bedroom first.”
His bedroom was quite large, which made the king-size bed appear small. It rested, opposite the stone fireplace, against a wall decorated in cream textured wallpaper offering a neutral background for the several clusters of modern abstract paintings. The bedroom furniture was of deep mahogany matched with the baseboard trim and crown molding.
She walked through his closet-lined dressing room and stepped into the huge bathroom and shower area. “So this is where the Master takes his shower, shaves his face and does all those manly things. What’s that chrome rack thing built into the wall over there?”
“Towel Warmer.”
“Of course, silly me.” Back in the dressing room, she said, “May I open a closet door?”
“Yes, but—.”
“Geez, how many pairs of black shoes does one man need? And look, you have five hundred suits here, and they’re all the same color,” she joked. She raised an arm of one suit jacket and tenderly held it to her face. “Smells like Martin.”
Once back in the bedroom, he watched as she stood for a moment admiring the fireplace, neatly prepared with kindling and logs for the unlikely event of a chilly summer evening. Then she walked across the room to the French Doors. He helped her open them, took her hand, and they walked out and stood on the large balcony. They could see a cove off the river dotted with undulating boats on moorings and on across to the lights of the main part of the city on the western horizon.
He said, “We can see better out here without the glare from the bedroom light behind us. May I turn that bedroom lamp down?”
“Just a little.”
“I can also turn off those garden and pool lights down there as well, if that would help.”
“No, they look like a reflection of the stars. As though, I’m on a distant planet so high the stars are below me. Look, between the trees. I can see the lights on the Ocean Boulevard Bridge over the Waterway there.” She pointed. “And on the other side, there are the lights of a cruise ship far out into the Atlantic.” The warm night air floated over her body. “Absolutely sensuous.”
She stepped back into the bedroom. “Oh, it’s truly magical here. Martin, I have a huge favor to ask. If I’m sleeping over, I’d love to sleep in this room tonight... if you have no objection.”
“None whatever. I’ll sleep in one of the guest rooms. It will be great knowing you’re in the house.”
She sat on the edge of the bed, looking lazily around his bedroom, and her eyes moved up to the high ceiling thinking. “Now that you've turned the lamps down low, I'm beginning to see the light.” She grinned, kicked off her shoes and stretched out on the bed on her back, trying to appear as soft and vulnerable as possible. He hesitated then sat beside her.
She reached her arms over her head and touched the headboard. “If you saw a woman spread out on the bed like this, what would you think?” Her body stood out in contrast to the deep red bedspread.
“I’d think I was in the wrong bedroom.”
“What if it was the right bedroom... and the right woman?” She reached her hand out toward him.
He took her hand, opened it and pressed her palm to his lips. He closed his eyes and kissed the palm still disbelieving what she was offering him. He leaned over her and brushed a stray wisp of hair away from her face, his thumb running gently down her neck. His touch soft yet confident. For years, he’d forced himself to avoid staring at her, and now her eyes were locked back on him and not glancing away. The undeniable look of surrender.
As though memorizing every second, he fixed his eyes on her lips, which seemed fuller and brighter as though simmering with heat. She parted her lips slightly and unconsciously skimmed over them with the tip of her tongue. He couldn’t resist brushing a fingertip gently across her soft lips capturing the sweet wetness. He touched the fingertip to his own lips as if tasting honey. He leaned in calmly, kissed her on the side of her neck, and grazed his lips down to her shoulder. Then, with her face cupped in his hands, he kissed her lips softly. He held the kiss as if she might never give him another. He began to taste the enchantment that came from somewhere deep inside her; the kiss suddenly became inflamed as she began giving back and drew him to her. During all those years, neither had given up on knowing the magic that was now about to happen. And when it did happen, nothing was ever the same again.
 
The End
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One Deadly Sister
Four Star Mystery Novel Rating
She doesn’t carry a gun but then neither does a pit bull ~
An almost-too-clever young law student reluctantly attempts to rescue her estranged brother caught up in woman-trouble and a murder charge in a hostile Florida town. He isn't looking for trouble, but doesn't have a clue about women, and gets seduced and framed, leaving the sister in an ever-increasing entanglement of deceit, double-cross and danger.
 
The Price of Candy
Four Star Mystery Novel Rating
Passion makes fools of us all ~
An old acquaintance interrupts Sandy Reid’s law studies and gets her seriously involved in unraveling the mystery of a body on a Florida beach. Sandy uncovers the identity of the prominent Congressman who gave the beautiful hitchhiker a ride to Florida and confronts him. Now that the naked body has been discovered, he risks having his misdirected passion exposed and his reputation and prosperous way of life devastated.
The almost-too-clever young law student must solve the mystery surrounding the unidentified dead woman on the beach, unscramble a related child kidnapping that the mother won’t report, and clear herself of a murder charge that threatens to destroy her dream of becoming a lawyer. Along the way, she discovers she has fallen victim to a sensuous passion of her own.
 
Such Wicked Friends
Four Star Mystery Novel Rating
Sometimes friends are more dangerous than enemies ~
Sandy Reid stumbles over a potential client—shot between the eyes. She believes the murdered woman is asking her to find the killer. How else to explain the mysterious spot of blood Sandy later discovers on her own hand? Then a friend kills himself. Or was it a second murder cleverly disguised as suicide? Now with two people dead, Sandy can’t resist getting involved and is drawn into a plot that stretches out to national ramifications. At the last moment, she discovers her gutsy scheme to entrap the killer is more dangerous than expected and has to play out exactly right for her to get out alive.
 
Chasing Suspect Three
Four Star Mystery Novel Rating
Clients don't just hire her, they turn her loose. ~
Sandy Reid is back and the assertive young criminal defense attorney finally lands her first big murder case. As she digs in and begins to destroy the state attorney's case, she is convinced her client is lying. Is she rushing to save an innocent woman or helping a killer get away with murder?
She faces a client who seems innocent of shooting her husband until she opens her mouth, the client's mysterious boyfriend who has no past and is unquestionably shady yet doesn't cast a shadow, and the victim's sister whose fashionable façade hides a layer of predatory sex. The sister also happens to be a former girlfriend of Sandy's lover and wants him back in her life. And they all have a reason to lie.
Sandy finds herself questioning her lover's faithfulness at the same time she's deciding whether to go too far with an FBI agent with movie-star looks who won't take no for an answer. Her gutsy search for the killer leads her away from her quiet Florida ocean side town and down to the tropical palms along Biscayne Bay, and the steamy streets of Miami that are dark with something more than the night.
 
Alive After Friday
Four Star Mystery Novel Rating
Their first mistake was choosing her as a victim. ~
When an extortion plot strikes too close to home, Sandy Reid is forced to come up with a world of money to save her lover. Once again her hard-headed nature ignores the risks and with sidekick Martin she’s off on a gripping whirl around sun-drenched Palm Beach County, Florida; including confronting a sexy stranger who’s easy to brush off until the gun comes out, a cheating wife who gets more action than she can handle and a Barbie Doll beauty who would never jump into bed with just any couple who asks. Meanwhile, must straight-laced Martin resort to seduction to learn the critical secret of the enticing woman who already has two murdered men in her past? All this because a pair of shadowy characters make the biggest mistake of their lives when they target Sandy.
 
Into the Heat
Four Star Mystery Novel Rating
Friends and enemies—both turning up the heat. ~
Sandy Reid must untangle the mix of a man who targets the wrong guy as his wife’s lover, a Goth Girl wannabe whose dream date turns into a real-life nightmare and a nice girl dying to break it off with a cheating husband. All while Sandy’s trying to straighten out her own love life. Just as she’s struggling (not too hard) to choose between admirers, a former flame shows up and turns up the heat. Meanwhile Martin’s sexy possibilities range from a shady lady to his moonlit dream girl. In the end, Sandy must stay one step ahead of a Miami hood who assumes she’s willing to use everything she has to get what she wants. Won’t the bad guys ever learn?—Don’t make eye contact with Sandy Reid and if she attacks play dead.
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