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      Realtor Georgia Mason is all about business... "the family business." Ever since her father opened his first office in their hometown of Port Grace three decades ago, it’s been all uphill. The family gem now resides several locations in some of America's biggest cities, and when her father passed away he left her the keys. Georgia in turn kept the ball rolling turning it into a dynasty. Making the well-dressed aforementioned woman one of the wealthiest entrepreneurs in the country. Chinks would eventually begin to appear in the family armor however when the Port Grace location starts hemorrhaging money. Forcing Georgia to return home to where it all started. 


      Upon her arrival however, she is shocked and mortified to discover the office manager Bruce has been murdered! But by whom? and Why? Georgia must get to the bottom of it all if she is to bring closure and justice to Bruce's family. As well as save the very company that her father built. But the truth will be very hard to come by and might be quite a painful pill to swallow in the end. Bruce was not just an innocent victim, and finding his killer will lead to an even more shocking reveal. But if Georgia doesn't close this deal in time. It might just spell the end of her family's business! 
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        Chapter 1

      

    
    
      Georgia rolled down her window to let in the familiar warmth and salty smell of Port Grace. She hadn’t been back to her seaside childhood home in over three years. But despite living in New York and having personal properties spaced all over the US, Port Grace would always be home.

      In the passenger seat, Mittens stretched up to look out the window and meowed.

      “Glad to be back, too, girl?” said Georgia as she pulled into the roundabout driveway of the immaculate beach house.

      In response, the brown and white tabby gripped the edge of the half-rolled window and hoisted herself up.

      “Mittens, no!” said Georgia, slamming the brake as the Tabby leapt from the moving vehicle.

      Georgia sighed as she opened the door of the Rolls Royce and got out with all the grace of royalty in her light, asymmetrical blue dress and strappy silver heels. She had a penchant for dressing with both elegance and versatility. On her, the ensemble could appear just as appropriate for a board meeting as a movie premier or shopping on the downtown strip.

      Georgia flipped her long, black fishtail braid over her shoulder and turned to look for Mittens only to look down and find the tabby sitting by her feet and looking impatiently up at her.

      Mittens licked her lips and made a sound that clearly meant, “What are you waiting for?”

      Georgia laughed and went around to the trunk. This time she wasn’t staying just for the holidays with Dad. She was here to revamp the original home office of Mason Real Estate. The trunk was packed to the brink with designer bags and suitcases. As she began to unload them, she started laying out preliminary strategies for turning around the local office in her head.

      She had been shocked by the steady decline in revenue from the Port Grace branch of her family’s real estate business when she was pouring over year-end reports. It seemed as soon as her father had slipped into semi-retirement, the Port Grace office, the first office her had father opened over thirty years ago, had sunk into disaster. She planned to get to the bottom of it.

      Georgia looked around the open floor plan of the beach house, taking in the large living room, kitchen, and the wide glass door to the patio in just a few flicks of her eyes. Just the same as when she left them. She looked down at the pile of luggage next to the staircase and forced a puff of air through her closed lips.

      “Unpacking can wait, don’t you think, Mittens?”

      As usual, Mittens responded, this time with enthusiastic agreement, purring as she wound her way through Georgia’s legs.

      “Let’s go see Dad.”

      She didn’t have far to go. She locked the door, picked up Mittens, and started the walk to her father’s place four houses down. A slight breeze waved the palm trees and brought the scent and sound of the ocean to Georgia’s nose and ears. She breathed deeply, appreciating the lack of that fishy smell that seemed inescapable in other parts of Port Grace. Mango Grove was prime real estate because it was about as far away from the docks (the town’s main source of revenue) as you could get.

      Bill Mason’s house was essentially the same style as his daughter’s but slightly bigger. There was a study on the main floor and a few extra rooms upstairs, not to mention the gorgeous dock that went out over the ocean right in his backyard.

      Georgia rang the doorbell with some difficulty, because Mittens was squirming and mewling in her arms. She did not like to be carried around like a handbag.

      Her father—tall, slightly portly, with iron-gray hair and ruddy cheeks—opened the door wearing his golfing clothes and a giant smile.

      “There’s my gal!” he said, opening his arms wide for a hug.

      Georgia ushered Mittens inside and hugged her father, cushioned by the decent-sized belly her father had only started to grow in the past five years. The one time she had fretted about his weight gain, he’d said, “Georgia, honey, I’m old. There’s no denying it. Now that your mother’s gone, I might as well enjoy my last years in the company of my second great love, good food. Besides, I’m not the face of the company anymore. You are.”

      “You want anything to drink or eat?” he said now. “Rosy made some enchiladas that are almost as good as your mother’s.”

      “Somehow I doubt that, but I’m starving. I’ll give it a try.”

      Georgia’s mother’s great grandparents had come from Spain, and her mother had been raised in New Mexico, home of the only green chilies worth eating. Her mother’s heritage was the source of Georgia’s black hair, big brown eyes, and her love of all things spicy. It had also sparked her interest in becoming fluent in Spanish, which had served her well in real estate.

      “So, how are things?” said Bill as he warmed up the leftover enchiladas. “You got a steady fella yet?”

      “Daddy,” said Georgia with a small laugh and an eye roll.

      “What?” said Bill, throwing up his hands and flashing her a silly, cross-eyed face like he’d done since she was little.

      “No, there isn’t. I’ve been there, done that, and I have more important things to focus on. Now drop it. I’m here for business, remember?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” said Bill with a flick of his hand.

      He set the enchiladas in front of her, and she tried to focus on them instead of the fact that she was a forty-one-year-old divorcée with no children. She had a stellar career. That was what she had chosen to focus on, and it was enough.

      “Wow. These are pretty good,” she said after swallowing the first bite.

      “Told you.”

      “You did. Now tell me something else,” said Georgia, unconsciously putting on her business face. “What’s up with the local branch? Who’s running it into the ground, and why are you letting them?”

      Bill sighed and leaned against the counter.

      “I left the branch under Bruce Fowler’s management. You remember Bruce, right?”

      “Of course. He came for dinner a few times when I was little.”

      “Well, he’s one of my oldest friends, but I’m not so sure leaving him in charge was the brightest idea I’ve ever had.”

      

      While Georgia sat at her father’s table eating enchiladas, Bruce Fowler sat with one leg on his secretary’s polished wood desk. At sixty-five, the suave pose was a little precarious, but he was well practiced.

      “I’m serious,” he said. “You must let me know where you got it so I can get you ten more just like it.”

      Cynthia fingered the pleated blouse Bruce loved so much (probably because only two of the four little buttons down the top were fastened) and waved a playfully dismissive hand at her boss while she giggled.

      “You’ll do no such thing,” she said, tucking a strand of her red hair behind her ear demurely.

      “I will,” said Bruce, flashing his pristine smile that always distracted from the age lines on his face. “I think I’ll make that blouse office dress code.”

      “This blouse is from a boutique in New York. It’s very expensive,” said Cynthia, twiddling a pen between her polished fingernails and holding Bruce’s eyes with her own.

      “Beautiful women are entitled to beautiful things, no matter the cost,” said Bruce with a wink.

      Cynthia blushed and giggled again, but the ringing of the phone interrupted her response. Bruce got himself down from the desk, careful not to lose his balance, and watched Cynthia answer. Cynthia’s mouth pulled down in a subtle frown, and she held the phone out to Bruce a little aggressively.

      “It’s your wife. Do you want to take it here or in your office?”

      “Here’s fine.”

      Before he took the phone, Bruce adjusted his suit and ran a hand along the side of his gelled, fake brown hair, composing himself.

      “Hello, Victoria, darling. Yes, dinner sounds wonderful, so long as I can get away in time. Victoria, you know I have a job to do, and sometimes…” Bruce sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Don’t start with me. If I can make it, I’ll make it. If not, that’s the way it is.” There was a long pause while Bruce listened and stared at the ceiling. “Fine. Bring the car around if you want, but don’t get angry if you have to wait out there a while. I love you too, darling. Yes. Yes. Goodbye.”

      Bruce handed the phone back to the now stormy-faced Cynthia. He threw her a wink that softened her features. Bruce flashed another smile and made to go into his office, but a young blonde in a red blazer and pencil skirt entered the lobby, the click of her red heels muted by the carpet.

      “Mr. Fowler, can I have a moment?” she said, running up to him as best she could in her three-inch heels, a leather binder clutched to her chest.

      Bruce gave her an appreciative sweep with his eyes, his signature smile lighting his face.

      “Delia, dear, I always have a moment for you.”

      “Should we speak here or…?” She paused to bite her bottom lip and flick her hazel eyes to the door behind him before saying, “In your office?”

      Bruce’s chuckle was lighthearted, but he shot a glance toward Cynthia’s desk and caught her watching from the corner of her eye.

      “Come on in, but, uh, leave the door open. It gets stuffy.”

      Delia sat herself down in the leather chair across the mahogany desk from Bruce, the slit on her red pencil skirt demanding his attention when she crossed her legs.

      Outside the office, Cynthia’s typing quieted, and she put a few calls on hold, straining her ears toward the office. A small smile played at the edges of her mouth once she had satisfied herself that the conversation was simply about a property that had failed an inspection.

      Soon, Delia’s muffled heel clicks headed toward the office door.

      “Shut it, please, would you, Delia?”

      Delia’s right eyebrow climbed her forehead.

      “I thought it was too stuffy.”

      “I’m used to it, dear. I was only concerned about your comfort.”

      “Mm-hmm,” said Delia, trying to look cross but smirking a little despite herself.

      She shut the office door and strutted back out the way she’d come in without sparing Cynthia a glance or a single word.

      The office door stayed shut with Bruce holed up inside it as the sunny afternoon turned into a balmy night. He knew the trouble the branch was in as well as Georgia did, though he didn’t ever show it outside the comfort of his own office. Bruce was a man of fine taste—in wine, suits, cigars, cars, and women. In that order. And he wasn’t about to change his lifestyle because the numbers on his computer screen were shrinking. However, holed up in the office, he worked away the hours with sweat on his brow, trying to come up with a fast solution to turn things around. Around dinnertime, his cell phone rang several times. He never picked it up.

      The sound of feet outside the office around eleven made him look up with his brow wrinkled. He’d thought Cynthia had already gone home.

      “Cynthia? Is that you? Overtime’s not worth it unless I get to look at that pretty face while you’re doing it.”

      Silence. Perhaps he had imagined it. He turned his weary eyes back to the computer just as the doorknob twisted with a quiet click. The creak of the door made Bruce look up. The beginnings of his killer smile curled his lips, but then his eyes widened. The bullet hit him square in the chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 2

      

    
    
      “Oh my god, Dad, you still have this same carpet in here?” said Georgia when the elevator doors opened on the second floor.

      “It’s been replaced a few times, but yeah. What’s wrong with that? I like this carpet.”

      Georgia made a face at the drab, bluish gray floor but didn’t say anything else. She wasn’t here to redecorate. At least the main lobby on the ground floor made a good first impression to customers with its shiny white floors, modern furniture, and framed pictures of their most expensive properties.

      Georgia stifled a yawn as she walked down the hall past agents’ office doors.

      “When does the staff arrive? Eight?”

      “Yeah, but usually Bruce is here early, or at least he used to be,” said Bill as they stopped in front of a door marked Bruce Fowler: Department Head. “Usually stays late, too. He may not have been the best choice to run the business, but you can’t say the man doesn’t work hard.”

      “Bruce?” Bill called as they entered the lobby area of the office.

      When there was no response, Georgia said, “Is he going to have a problem with me running things and giving orders for a while? If he can’t work with female clients, how is he going to take to a woman being his boss?”

      “Well, I never said he couldn’t work with female clients.”

      “Yes, you did. You let slip that he doesn’t like pushy female clients, and I looked over the records last night. Every deal that Bruce bombed involved a female client who had specific requests or didn’t agree with his choices. If he gives me trouble, I may have to find a new manager. I just want you to know that. Will you back my play?”

      Bill looked at his daughter with a mixture of worry and pride.

      “I’d hate to do it to Bruce, but I’ll trust whatever decision you make. And if he gets rude with you, let me know. I’ll set him straight,” said Bill, his brow furrowing. “You’re right. Bruce has always been a schmoozer, but any woman who isn’t taken in by his charms gets the cold shoulder. He’s…old fashioned when it comes to women.”

      “Doesn’t sound promising,” said Georgia. “Well, I’d like to take a look at the more recent sales before the staff gets here. All the records I have are from the year-end report.”

      “It should all be in the office. It’s probably locked, though. I don’t have that key anymore.”

      Georgia tried the knob anyway and the door swung open easily. She took a step into the office before she saw the body. It took a few heart-racing seconds to pull in the air necessary to scream.

      

      Police Chief Cooper Harris was a Port Grace local and something of a town celebrity. Tall, tan, with chocolatey hair, stunning blue eyes, and a movie star’s rugged jaw, he turned plenty of heads. Being the only candidate without a donut problem or waning hearing or eyesight helped his advancement as well. Although, at forty-eight, he wasn’t totally without signs of age either. However, the flecks of silver in his hair and the smile lines around his mouth and eyes did nothing to detract from his charm.

      Georgia looked him over appreciatively when he first entered, but the shock of finding a dead body was still making her heart beat erratically, and she didn’t give his looks a second thought.

      Cooper, however, did a double take when he saw Georgia standing in the office lobby. The crime scene techs had arrived first, and there was already crime scene tape across the inner office doorway, and the whole room was abuzz with movement and camera flashes.

      “Are you the woman who found the body?”

      “Uh, yes,” said Georgia. She took a deep breath to calm her shaky voice and held out a hand. “Georgia Mason. This is my father, Bill Mason. He was with me when I found Bruce.”

      “Mason, as in the name on the building?” said Cooper, impressed by the firm confidence of Georgia’s handshake.

      “Yes. My father and I are co-owners of Mason Real Estate, but I handle most of the business now,” said Georgia, forcing herself not to bite her nails. She kept seeing Bruce slumped over his desk.

      “Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you both, though the circumstances aren’t pleasurable,” said Cooper with a sad smile that he hoped would win him Georgia’s eye contact, but she kept looking from her father to the taped-off office door. “I’m Chief Harris. Is there anywhere we can sit down and talk away from all this noise?”

      “Chief?” said Georgia, finally looking him in the eye. “What are you doing at a crime scene? Isn’t that your detectives’ job?”

      “I see you know a bit about police work,” said Cooper with a small laugh.

      “I have a friend who’s sort of in the business,” said Georgia, holding herself a little straighter. “A private investigator. I’ve helped him out a few times.”

      “Well, then you may be of more help than most witnesses,” said Cooper, noting Georgia’s small smile. “As for your question, you’re right. On most forces, the chief sits back and barks orders from a desk. And I do my fair share of that, but in Port Grace, murder is rather out of the ordinary. I thought I should handle this one myself.”

      “We can talk out in the hall,” said Bill. “There’s a chair or two out there for clients to sit in when they’re waiting on an agent.”

      “Excellent. Speaking of agents, are any of the other employees here?”

      “They should be here by eight,” said Georgia, looking at her watch. “So not long.”

      “Then we’ll wait for them out in the hall,” said Cooper, holding out an arm toward the door.

      Out in the hall, they pulled a few chairs together and got settled. Georgia noticed that her father’s hands were shaking on the armrests. She put a hand over his. Cooper pulled out a notepad and pen.

      “Can you please tell me how you discovered Mister…?”

      “Fowler. Bruce Fowler,” said Georgia, before launching into the short story.

      “So, what can you tell me about Mr. Fowler?” said Cooper after she was done.

      “Dad would have to tell you what he was like personally,” said Georgia cautiously, glancing sideways at her father, “but I just got in town from New York yesterday because I’m here to get this branch up and running at the standard of our other offices. Since my father went into semi-retirement, Mr. Fowler has been running this branch, and due to problems with clients, he’s let the business…slip a little.”

      “What do you mean, problems with clients?” said Cooper, leaning forward and writing on the notepad.

      “He seemed unable to work professionally with single female clients. Some complained of unwanted advances. Others cited that he was rude, argumentative, or unwilling to listen to what they wanted, and they withdrew their business.”

      “So, uh, not the ladies’ man,” said Cooper with a smirk that Georgia found both mischievous and endearing.

      “Actually, Bruce is…was real good at charming women,” said Bill, speaking up for the first time. “He definitely had a type, though. Sort of submissive. He never did well with the headstrong girls, not even back when we were young. He has…had an old-fashioned approach to women. He didn’t like “chatterers,” as he called them. He liked sweet talking girls, but not girls who talked about politics, if you know what I mean. He didn’t want to hire female agents at first. He thought women weren’t cut out for business. I convinced him otherwise though, and he came around. He isn’t too stuck in his ways…wasn’t.”

      “I see,” said Cooper, tracing his jaw with his thumb, contemplating. “Was he married?”

      “Twice,” said Bill with a strained smile. “The first ended a long time ago. They were too young. He, uh, wasn’t ready for monogamy.”

      “He cheated?” said Georgia.

      “Well, yes. I told you he could charm women.” Bill cleared his throat awkwardly. “The new wife, Victoria, they’ve been together a few years now. She’s exactly what he needed. I wasn’t surprised when he settled down.”

      “What do you mean by that?” said Cooper.

      “Well, she’s his type. Lovely, soft-spoken, classy, but not very driven. She doesn’t work. She loves to cook. She’s also…she’s a bit younger than him. But really, that’s what he needed. With a woman like that, he didn’t get the urge to wander. At least, that’s what he told me when they got engaged. He had turned a page in his personal life. I was proud of him. It’s part of the reason I thought he could handle the new responsibility here.”

      Cooper leaned back in his chair, eyeing Bill and nodding his head.

      “You don’t think he’s been…how did you put it…wandering anymore?”

      “No. No, I don’t,” said Bill, jutting his chin a little.

      Georgia could tell he hadn’t liked unearthing his friend’s troubles to a stranger. He probably wouldn’t have at all had he not been so shaken.

      Cooper put his hands up palm out and said with a smile, “Sorry, have to ask.”

      “It’s one of the most common reasons for murder,” said Georgia.

      “Right you are,” said Cooper with a wink. Georgia smirked playfully instead of returning it. Cooper looked away for a moment, slightly embarrassed, before continuing. “Do either of you know of anyone who had problems with Mr. Fowler? The ex-wife maybe?”

      “Definitely not Elizabeth,” said Bill. “That was decades ago, and last I heard she was living in Miami with a new husband and a few kids. Bruce’s personality could annoy some people, but I don’t know of anyone who had a big enough problem with him to kill him.”

      “Mr. Fowler have any kids?”

      “No.”

      Cooper drummed his fingers on the armchair and then stood up. “I guess that’s all for now. You’re free to go.”

      “If it’s all right with you, I’d like to stick around,” said Georgia. “I haven’t even met the staff yet, and with all this going on, they’re going to need to know that somebody will be around to reestablish normalcy. I’d like to be there for them.”

      Cooper tried and only somewhat succeeded in hiding his enthusiasm when he said, “No trouble at all, so long as you stay out here. You’re a mighty fine boss, Miss Mason. It is Miss, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. Thank you for letting me stay, Chief Harris. Would you mind if I was present for your interviews with the staff? Like I said, I have some experience.”

      Cooper looked at her for a moment in silence and then said, “I don’t see the harm in you listening to preliminary interviews, so long as your staff doesn’t mind.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      “Well, I’m going home,” said Bill, a tightness in his voice. “Call me when you’re ready to leave, Georgia.”

      “All right, Dad,” said Georgia, rubbing his shoulder. “Would you mind picking up Mittens from my house and watching her? I don’t know how long I’ll be here.”

      “Sure, hon.”

      When Bill had made his way to the elevator, Georgia turned back to Cooper and said, “If you’ll excuse me, I need to make a phone call.”

      “Sure. I need to get back in there and make a call of my own. Mr. Fowler’s wife needs to be notified. When your staff arrives, send them my way.”

      “Will do.”

      Georgia took out her cell and dialed a familiar number.

      “Georgia! What a surprise. How are ya, doll?”

      Though she’d heard it thousands of times, Georgia couldn’t help but roll her eyes when Ryan called her doll. Even at forty-five, he was still a kid living his dream of being one of the suave, black-and-white private detectives from his beloved noir films.

      “Hey, Ryan. Not so good. I showed up to the home office for the first time today and found the department head dead in his office.”

      “Cripes, doll! Are you serious?”

      “He was an old friend of my dad’s.”

      “I’m sorry, G.”

      “Thanks. Listen, the police chief here is a nice guy and all, but I have a feeling this might be one of his first murders. It’s a small force. I’m not sure they can handle it. You think you could make a trip seaside?”

      “Anything for you, doll. I’ve got to wrap up a surveillance job, but I can be out of here by tonight or tomorrow morning, probably.”

      “You’re the best.”

      “Don’t I know it. You just try your best to keep the excitement to a minimum until I get there. Seriously, how do so many crazy things happen around you? I think maybe I should be investigating you.”

      “See you soon,” said Georgia with an eye roll he couldn’t see.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 3

      

    
    
      Georgia put the phone back in her purse right as the elevator dinged.

      “What’s going on? Who are you? Why are there cop cars outside?” said the curvy redhead who came out of the elevator.

      “I’m Georgia Mason. I’m—”

      “Oh yeah. You’re Bill’s girl. Bruce mentioned you’d be coming. What’s going on?”

      “I don’t really know how to tell you this,” said Georgia, looking around for Chief Harris, “but Mr. Fowler is dead.”

      The redhead took a step back and put a hand to her chest. Then her whole face twisted in anguish and she let out a wail so loud and terrible it made Georgia jump. Georgia stared, struck dumb, as the woman sank to her knees and wailed into her hands.

      “Oh, Bruce, no!”

      Chief Harris came flying out into the hallway. After a quick, questioning look at Georgia, who shrugged her shoulders, Cooper bent down next to the woman.

      “Ma’am, I’m very sorry for your loss,” he said gently. “Are you Mrs. Fowler? I didn’t expect you to get here so fast.”

      “I’m not his wife!” said the woman, glaring at Cooper as though the notion was an insult. “I’m his secretary!”

      Georgia and Cooper exchanged a suspicious look.

      “Oh, well,” said Cooper, clearing his throat, “were you here last night?”

      “Yes, but Mr. Fowler stayed late again,” the woman said through her sobs.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Cynthia Myers.”

      “Miss Myers, I know this is a shock. Please take a seat.”

      Cooper helped Cynthia into a chair, looking a little overwhelmed by her continuous wails.

      “Miss Myers,” he began cautiously, “you may have been one of the last people to see Mr. Fowler alive. Once you’re feeling a little better, would you mind answering some questions?”

      “Not at all,” said Cynthia from behind her hands.

      The elevator dinged again. A man and woman got out, looking just as confused as Cynthia had. Cooper walked down the hall to speak with them, but Georgia stayed with Cynthia. Something about the secretary’s dramatic reaction was gnawing at her. She sat in the chair next to Cynthia’s and put a gentle hand on her shoulder. At her touch, Cynthia’s wails quieted. She sniffled into her hands for a moment and then looked up at Georgia with watery eyes.

      “You cared very much for Bruce?” said Georgia.

      “Yes. I mean, I saw him every day. It’s sort of hard not to care, you know? Especially about somebody as charming and funny as Bruce.” Cynthia’s smile at fond memories of Bruce shattered into sobs again.

      Georgia scolded herself for being so quick to jump to conclusions. Of course Cynthia would be upset by the death of a man she had worked with every day. Georgia herself was not prone to such dramatic outbursts of pain and shock, but plenty of people were, and Cynthia seemed to be one of them. It was just that, with so many complaints about Bruce from females, Georgia hadn’t quite believed her father when he had said many women found Bruce charming. But Cynthia proved Bill right.

      Georgia glanced over at the elevator. The two agents who’d just arrived were shaking their heads at everything Cooper said, and Cooper wasn’t completely hiding his disappointment.

      “Thank you for sitting with me,” said Cynthia, pulling back Georgia’s attention.

      “Of course.”

      The elevator opened for a third time to reveal a slim blonde in a jade green blazer, a matching pencil skirt, and a white blouse.

      Georgia watched Cooper say something to the two agents he was speaking with, and the man and woman both passed the blonde on their way into the elevator. Cooper was letting them go, so they must not have known anything useful.

      Georgia frowned. She would have liked to have talked to them, at least introduced herself. She had told the cop so. She wasn’t going to let him send another of her staff members away, so she told Cynthia she would be back.

      “Oh my God!” the blonde was saying as Georgia approached. “Mr. Fowler is dead?”

      Tears glittered in her eyes, but she did not burst into hysterics as Cynthia had.

      “He was murdered actually,” said Cooper.

      The woman put a hand over her mouth. “Murder?”

      “Yes, so I’m very sorry, but I’m going to have to ask you some questions.”

      The woman dropped her hand, cleared her throat, and straightened her blazer. “Of course. I understand.”

      Georgia decided she liked the woman. She was tough, and she looked put together. When Georgia reached Chief Harris’s side, the woman blinked at her for a second and then held out her hand.

      “You’re Georgia Mason, aren’t you?”

      “Yes. I don’t know if you were told, but I came to help out the branch. I never anticipated this. I’m sorry we had to meet this way.”

      “Yes. I recognized you from your picture in our brochure. Mr. Fowler told us you would be coming. I, well, I researched you a bit,” the woman said with an embarrassed smile. “I’m officially a big fan of what you’ve done for the business. My name is Delia Schultz.”

      “You flatter me,” said Georgia. “Very nice to meet you.”

      “So you’re a big deal, huh?” said Cooper, looking both bemused at her intrusion and impressed by what he had heard.

      “Something like that,” said Georgia with a smirk.

      “Miss Schultz,” said Cooper, pulling his eyes from Georgia with effort, “when did you last see Mr. Fowler?”

      “Last night, just a little before eight.”

      Georgia sensed Cooper’s excitement and saw the twitch of his jaw as he tried to contain it.

      “I stayed a little late because, as Miss Mason knows, things have been a little tough around here, and I have bills to pay. I needed Mr. Fowler’s advice about a property, so I stopped by his office to see if he was still there. After we talked, I decided to go home. As I was leaving his office, his secretary asked if he needed anything else. He didn’t, so we walked out together. That’s her over there actually.”

      “Yes. That’s about as much as I’ve gotten from her,” said Cooper, looking to where Delia pointed. “She’s a little distraught.”

      “I’d never really talked to her until last night,” said Delia, “but she seems a bit of a drama queen.”

      “What did you talk about?”

      “Well, it wasn’t just the two of us. See, when we got outside, Mrs. Fowler was waiting in a car. It was sort of weird, but she rolled down the window and called us over, and I mean, you can’t really blow off the boss’s wife.” Georgia and Cooper returned Delia’s sly smile. “She asked Cynthia if Mr. Fowler would be out soon. Apparently she’d been waiting over an hour to go to dinner with him and he wasn’t answering his phone. Cynthia said he was still working, and that seemed to really make Mrs. Fowler angry, but then she got this strange, wild look on her face, and out of nowhere she asked Cynthia and I to join her for drinks. She said something like, ‘Let him wait around on me for a change. When he’s ready to go, I won’t be here. Let’s go have some fun.’ It seemed rude to decline, and she had that crazy look in her eye. I didn’t really know either of them, but we had a pretty decent time. Girls’ night.”

      “Did you see or hear anything out of the ordinary before you left the office? Had Mr. Fowler had any recent arguments with anyone?”

      “No arguments, but now that you mention it, I remember when we came out of the elevator, we heard a thudding noise from the stairwell. It made us jump, but I didn’t think much of it. It’s an old building. It makes lots of noises. You could ask the janitor if he heard something. We passed him on our way to the elevator, but he looked like he was packing up for the night.”

      “Thank you, Miss Schultz. You’ve been very helpful. Here’s my card. Call if you think of anything else. You’re free to go.”

      Delia took the card and looked to Georgia. “I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow morning?”

      “I’ll be here, but I understand if you and the other staff would like a day off.”

      “Mr. Fowler loved this company. The best thing we can do in his memory is get things turned around as soon as possible.”

      Georgia gave Delia an appreciative nod and a smile.

      “Our coroner tells me liver temp suggests Mr. Fowler died right around eight p.m.,” said Cooper once the elevator closed on Delia. “I’ll need Cynthia to verify the story. If it’s true, they may have just missed the killer. If their stories don’t match up, one of them could be the killer.”

      “I hope not,” said Georgia with a grimace. “They both seem nice, and I can’t afford to lose more staff.”

      “Something about the secretary is rubbing me the wrong way,” said Cooper.

      “Yeah, I know what you mean,” said Georgia hesitantly.

      But after talking to Cynthia and getting her story through the tears and sniffles, it matched Delia’s down to the noise in the stairwell and Victoria Fowler’s odd behavior.

      “Now I’m back to square one,” said Cooper, rubbing at his jaw, looking distressed. “Everyone I’ve talked to has an alibi, and all I’ve got to go on is a thudding noise. Maybe the janitor will give me something, but somehow I doubt it.”

      “I made a call to my P.I. friend. He’s coming into town tomorrow,” said Georgia, prepared for a negative reaction from the chief.

      “Really? That could be helpful,” he said, surprising Georgia. “I…well, in case you hadn’t noticed…I’m sort of rusty when it comes to homicide. Help is much appreciated.”

      “You’re a humble man, Chief Harris. I like that. My friend and I will keep an eye on the staff, see if we can get anything else out of them in a more casual setting.”

      “I’d appreciate that, Miss Mason. And you can call me Cooper.”

      

      Ryan arrived around noon the following day. Georgia was deep in financial reports and property information. She had made an office for herself out of a small, unused room on the ground floor, since Bruce’s office was a crime scene. Cynthia sat in a chair next to a little table with a phone, doing her best to perform her secretarial duties for Georgia, but every time the phone rang with someone asking for Bruce, she had to hand the phone to Georgia in between renewed tears.

      When Ryan knocked and opened the door, Georgia hardly registered his presence for a moment. She did a double take, and the burly, dirty-blond man in a brown trench coat and fedora opened his arms for a hug.

      “Hiya, doll. You called for sexy private I? I’m here to deliver.”

      Georgia laughed and got up to embrace him.

      “So, if I know you, you want to get straight down to business,” said Ryan after a casual exchange about his flight and how he’d been doing. “Give me the scoop.”

      Ryan sat in Georgia’s chair while she told him everything she knew. She began to feel a familiar buzz, talking to her old college friend. Her mother had been a puzzle solver, and she’d passed the trait on to Georgia. Georgia loved a good challenge in the work field, and she loved a good mystery in her books, movies, and television. Being friends with Ryan had allowed her to solve a few mysteries in real life, too.

      “Ask Chief Harris for copies of Bruce’s finances and phone records,” said Ryan when she was done. “Sounds like he’d just about give you anything if you ask nice. I’m curious about the wife, and I think you’re right to suspect the secretary of something, but right now, let’s find that janitor. You think he’s here now?”
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      The janitor’s name was Doug Cranston, and Georgia and Ryan found him in a storage room on the ground floor, eating his lunch atop a file cabinet.

      “Yeah, I remember seeing them walking toward the elevator together around the time I was getting ready to leave,” said Doug when Georgia gave him descriptions of Cynthia and Delia. “That redhead is always leaving gum stuck to the inside of her office trashcan. Drives me batty.”

      “So, you were the last one in the building with Mr. Fowler?” said Ryan.

      Doug’s brow furrowed. “Hey, don’t be getting any ideas,” he said, taking one hand away from his sub sandwich to point a finger at Ryan. “I barely knew the man. I didn’t want him dead. I just wanted to get home from this crappy job.”

      “No one said you wanted him dead,” said Ryan, fixing Doug with an intimidating look that suggested Doug had just given something away.

      Georgia saw Doug’s anger closing up his face, making his posture closed and defensive as he put down the sandwich and crossed his arms.

      “Mr. Cranston,” said Georgia, putting herself slightly in front of Ryan, “we’re only asking you these questions because we need your help. You were the last person in the building before the killer struck. Miss Myers and Miss Schultz say they heard a noise in the stairwell on the ground floor as they were leaving. We were wondering if you heard or saw anything on this floor.”

      Doug sat a little straighter and picked his sandwich back up.

      “No, I never saw anything. I was putting my cleaning things up in that tiny little janitor’s closet. Whoever did it would have had to walk right by me. There’s only the one hallway up there. They would have had to wait for me to leave, or killed me, too.” Doug set his sandwich down at the thought. “As for hearing anything, I listen to music through my earbuds when I work.”

      “So you left shortly after the two women?” said Ryan.

      “Yeah, only about five, ten minutes later.”

      “Did you see them getting into a car with another woman when you came out?”

      “No. The only cars in the parking lot when I left were mine and Mr. Fowler’s.”

      After they’d left Doug to enjoy the rest of his lunch break, Georgia said, “Do you believe him?”

      “He didn’t show any of the typical signs of lying,” said Ryan. “Didn’t seem nervous. He did get defensive real fast when I pointed out he was the last one here. I think, for now, everyone we’ve talked to needs to be kept in mind, but I wouldn’t put him high on the list.”

      “The only person we haven’t talked to is Bruce’s wife,” said Georgia. “I think I’ll give her a call and see if she’ll have us over.”

      “I’ll go grab us some lunch,” said Ryan. “You have a preference?”

      “Yeah. The Rainbow Fish is the best seafood in town, and it’s just down the street. You can’t come to a seaside town and not try the seafood.”

      “Seafood it is then.”

      Ryan set off for his car, and Georgia pushed open her office door.

      “Cynthia, can you get Mrs. Fowler on the phone for me?”

      “Why do you want to talk to her?” said Cynthia, her nose wrinkled. “She doesn’t know anything about real estate. She doesn’t care about this business. She just cares that it pays for her jewelry.”

      “Nevertheless,” said Georgia, her voice stern, “I’d like to speak with her. Get her on the phone, please.”

      Cynthia scowled the whole time she dialed.

      

      “Nice house,” said Georgia as she and Ryan walked around the fountain in the middle of the drive. “The beach is within walking distance.”

      “Well, if you manage a real estate business, I guess it would be kind of embarrassing to have a crummy house,” said Ryan with a chuckle.

      Georgia shook her head at him, smiling, and said, “Take off that coat, Ryan. You look like an idiot. It’s eighty degrees out here.”

      “Great style comes at a price, doll face.”

      Georgia snorted and rang the doorbell. A stunning brunette with sharp features and sweet blue eyes opened the door in a yellow sundress.

      “Mrs. Fowler?” said Georgia, a little taken aback at how young the woman looked. She could be no older than early thirties. When her father had said Victoria was younger, Georgia had pictured a woman more her own age, although she herself was often mistaken for thirty-five. Perhaps Mrs. Fowler had a youthful face, too.

      “Yes. You must be Miss Mason,” said Victoria, her voice soft as bunny fur.

      “You can call me Georgia.” She held out a hand that Victoria shook weakly.

      “Is this the private investigator you hired to help with my husband’s case?”

      “Yes. This is Ryan Yates. He normally works in New York, so he’s had lots of experience.”

      “Please come in,” said Victoria with a closed-lip smile.

      She ushered them into a TV room with a giant flat screen inside a dark wood armoire, a large L-shaped sofa, and an easy chair.

      “Would you like to sit in here or on the patio? It’s shaded.”

      “I think my friend here might roast if we sit outside,” said Georgia. “Making him take off that trench coat is like making him cut off a limb.”

      Ryan wrinkled his brow at Georgia and shook off the coat to reveal a white button-down.

      “The patio sounds grand,” he said.

      “It’s a miracle!” said Georgia.

      “Okay, well, follow me,” said Victoria, looking a little perplexed.

      The patio had an awning to shade the palm-tree woven patio furniture. Georgia leaned back in one of the chairs and enjoyed the slight breeze on her neck.

      “It’s very kind of you, hiring a New York private investigator for my husband,” said Victoria, folding her hands primly over her crossed legs.

      “Your husband was a good friend of my father’s. It’s the least I could do.”

      “These local cops are flailing about like buffoons,” said Victoria. “That Chief Harris kept asking me the same thing over and over, just in different ways.”

      “What was that?” said Ryan.

      “About why I asked those two girls to have drinks with me, Cynthia and Delia. I told him over and over that I was fed up. Bruce was married to his work as much as to me. I can’t tell you how many times he cancelled our plans to stay late at the office. When he stood me up again that night and wouldn’t answer his phone, I’d had it. I saw those two girls and I said to myself, ‘Teach him a lesson, Victoria. Have some fun without him. Make him wonder where you are and what you’re doing. Then maybe he’ll pay attention again.’ I knew Cynthia casually from stopping by the Bruce’s office, so I asked them to go out for drinks with me.”

      “So, Bruce had changed since you first got married? He’d started neglecting you a little bit?” said Ryan, his lips pulled down in a pitying look.

      “I know it’s because he’d been having problems at work,” said Victoria, getting teary, her soft voice shaking. “I get it. It was just hard. He used to be so attentive. He used to compliment me all the time—call me beautiful, tell me what a wonderful cook I was, tell me he couldn’t live without me. That started to change after Bill Mason put him in charge about a year and a half ago. It was like he didn’t have time for me anymore. It was those pushy clients, always stressing him out. I missed him, and now I’ll just have to go on missing him forever.”

      She let out a sob and covered her face. Ryan pulled out a hanky and offered it to her.

      “Thank you. You’re very kind,” she said, dabbing at her watery eyes and leaving spots of mascara on the hanky. “I’m sorry.”

      “No need to apologize,” said Georgia, with a sad but encouraging smile. “We’re sorry to have to bring it all up.”

      “It’s okay. I want to help.”

      “Mrs. Fowler, what did you mean by pushy clients?” said Ryan.

      “Someone was always giving him trouble,” said Victoria with a scowl. “One of the more recent ones was a woman named Hilary something. Oh Bruce raved about her. He hardly even touched the dinner I made that night. If only I could’ve gotten my hands on her. He was grouchy the whole time he was working with her. Then she had the audacity to call up our house and yell at the both of us over the phone.”

      “What was she so angry about?”

      “Oh, she blamed Bruce because she lost a deal on a house. It was her own darn fault! She wouldn’t listen to Bruce. She wanted to play hardball with the seller. Bruce told her you had to be charming and negotiate terms. Bruce knew how to talk.” Victoria sighed dreamily. “He swept me off my feet the first day I met him. That Hilary woman wouldn’t listen. Before Bruce could find some even ground about how they were going to handle the deal, the house sold to someone else. Bruce was furious. He wouldn’t answer her calls at the office, so she called here. Yelled right in my ear when I answered, saying he’d sabotaged her deal. She’s a vile woman. No wonder she’s single. Acting like a man is no way to win one.” She gazed off into memory again. “Bruce always said he was smitten by my feminine charm. Oh, how I miss him.”

      She put the hanky to her eyes again and let out a little whimper.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Fowler,” said Ryan, standing up. “We’ll look into this Hilary woman. We’ll find who did this.”

      

      Chief Harris’s office was a cramped room in the back of a cramped precinct. His metal desk wobbled when he leaned on it, and the hard chairs hurt Georgia’s lower back. Still, she was intrigued by all the trinkets, pictures, and memorabilia Cooper had managed to pack into his tiny office. Just by looking around, she deduced he loved football, old action movies, and crime novels.

      “I’m happy to let you look over the phone and financial records, Mr. Yates,” said Cooper, “but I’m not sure you’ll find anything. I’ve checked every number the wife called in the past two months and found nothing. And Mr. Fowler had more of a shopping problem than her. He was the one draining the financials—his own and the real estate business’s. Of course, she may have killed him for that.”

      “But she has an alibi,” said Georgia.

      “Yes,” said Cooper, putting an elbow on his desk and propping up his head with a sour look, “but I thought perhaps she had hired someone. Her spontaneous request for drinks with the other two women seems strange to me, like she was trying to create an alibi for herself. But I’ve found no evidence of her contacting a hit man.”

      “What about the secretary’s personal phone records?” said Ryan. “She make any late-night calls to Mr. Fowler?”

      “An affair?” said Cooper. “I had suspected that too, but again, no phone call evidence.”

      “They did see each other almost every day. Phone calls wouldn’t be necessary,” said Georgia. “But my dad seemed sure Bruce had changed his ways, and Victoria didn’t hint at any suspicions. She seemed to have only fond memories of her husband.”

      “You’d be surprised how easily grief and devotion can be faked during a thirty-minute interview,” said Ryan.

      “The client who called Bruce’s home, the one I told you about on the phone,” said Georgia to Cooper, “I found her in our records. Her name is Hilary Frankenburg. She filed numerous furious complaints with the company and left a nasty review on the website. She seems to have a temper.”

      “I’ll have my boys look into her,” said Cooper. “Thanks for the lead.”

      “The way I see it, we have three real suspects,” said Ryan. “The wife is number one; her alibi doesn’t matter. The spouse did it nine times out of ten, and she acted strange that night. Second, this Hilary Frankenburg and her nasty temper. Third, the secretary, just because something about her reaction was strange. She has an alibi and we have no evidence of an affair, but it’s good to have at least three suspects. Georgia and I can do some research on all of them, too.”

      “Excellent. I will share any new leads with you both as well,” said Cooper.

      “Sounds good,” said Georgia, “but one more thing. If you interview Hilary Frankenburg, I want to be there.”
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      Georgia rang her father’s doorbell a second time. Still no answer. The lights were on. She dug the spare key out of the depths of her purse and opened the door.

      “Dad? You home?”

      “Georgia, you get up here and get this crazy cat this instant!”

      Suppressing a laugh with her hand, Georgia kicked off her heels and rushed up the stairs.

      In the bedroom, Bill Mason stood in his blue silk pajama top and boxer shorts holding a broom. The silk pajama bottoms were dancing on top of the wardrobe, Mittens curled up inside them, purring and rolling about, her tail flicking back and forth from out of one of the leg holes. As Georgia watched, her father attempted to scare Mittens off with the broom, but Mittens only shot out a paw from the waistband and batted the broom. When Bill tried to smack her off the wardrobe with it, Mittens extracted both front paws and her head from the bottoms, hugged the broom to herself, and chewed on it.

      Georgia’s giggles made Bill turn on her, put his hand on his hip, and point at Mittens with the broom.

      “This cat is worse than a two-year-old,” he thundered. “It’s been up there for twenty minutes doing this. This isn’t the first thing it’s done either. Broke a vase out on the patio chasing a lizard, climbed up and sat on my head while I was trying to watch my shows, got in the laundry basket and threw clothes everywhere! You really need to train this thing, Georgia.”

      “Maybe if you called her ‘she’ instead of ‘it,’ she’d behave better,” said Georgia with a smirk. “She’s a cat, not a dog, Dad. She doesn’t sit or roll over. She’s too dignified for that. She’s an independent woman.”

      Bill grumbled something incoherent before jabbing the broom at his daughter.

      “Get the independent woman down from there before she rips my favorite pajamas to shreds.”

      “Put down the broom and I will.”

      Bill tossed the broom on the floor, and Georgia stood on tiptoe by the wardrobe.

      “Here, Mittens, baby. Come on, kitty,” she said, clucking her tongue.

      Stretching as far as she could, Georgia reached into the pajamas and tickled Mittens under the chin. The tabby poked her head out and meowed in greeting, playing with Georgia’s finger. Georgia clucked and crooned until Mittens extracted herself from the pajamas and walked to the edge of the wardrobe where Georgia could get a solid grip on her. She pulled her off the wardrobe and cradled her like a baby while Bill retrieved his bottoms.

      Georgia shook a finger at the tabby and said, “Mittens, you’re a guest in this house. You’ve got to be on your best behavior.”

      Mittens patted at Georgia’s scolding finger and purred. Georgia laughed and kissed her pink nose.

      “Are your pajamas salvageable, Daddy?” said Georgia in a tone that suggested an eye roll wasn’t far behind.

      Bill inspected the bottoms through narrowed eyes and grumbled something like, “Shouldn’t have to fight the cat just to get in my pj’s.”

      “So they’re perfectly okay?”

      “That’s not the point,” said Bill, pulling on the bottoms with as much dignity as he could muster.

      “I’m sorry, Daddy,” said Georgia, her tone understanding despite the grin on her face. “You don’t have to watch Mittens anymore. I just thought you might like the company.”

      “It wasn’t all bad,” said Bill with a shrug. “She did curl up on my belly and start purring after I got her to leave my head alone. I felt sort of like the Godfather.”

      Georgia threw her head back in a hearty laugh, and Bill beamed.

      “You laugh just like your mother,” he said.

      Georgia set Mittens down and smiled.

      “Working with Chief Harris to help find Bruce’s killer has got me thinking about her a lot,” she said.

      “How so?” said Bill, gesturing for her to precede him out of the bedroom.

      “She loved a good mystery,” said Georgia.

      “More than anyone else I’d ever met. Remember how she used to solve the neighborhood problems—finding missing gardening tools, figuring out who’d hit Mrs. Niemen’s mailbox?”

      Georgia smiled at the memories as she and her dad settled into the living room.

      “Of course I remember,” said Georgia, stroking Mittens in her lap. “Not every kid can say their mom was in the paper for catching a neighborhood burglar.”

      “Yeah, that was pretty amazing,” said Bill, looking off fondly into space. “Although it about gave me a heart attack when I caught her sitting by the window with a long-lensed camera in the middle of the night. I was worried she’d get herself in trouble.”

      “What’d she have to say about that?”

      “Told me there was plenty of things I should be worrying about, but she wasn’t one of them,” said Bill with a chuckle. “She was right. I still worried, though. Just like I’m a little uneasy about you working on Bruce’s murder, even with Ryan and Chief Harris around.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      “Guess I can’t convince you to just focus on the work at the branch, huh?”

      “Nope,” said Georgia with a smile.

      “You’ve always taken after her. She’d be proud.”

      A tightness closed Georgia’s throat for a moment before she said, “I used to try and solve mysteries in school. I figured out Bobby Pruitt was the one who’d taken my friend Sadie’s chocolate chip cookies out of her lunch. I told Mom when I got home, and she made me chocolate chip cookies of my own.”

      “Sounds about right,” said Bill.

      They sat in comfortable silence for a bit before Bill said, “I can’t believe someone I know was murdered. It doesn’t seem real. I keep finding myself thinking of things I should have said to him.”

      “I’m sorry, Dad.”

      “Thanks, hon.”

      Georgia sat silently chewing on her bottom lip, wondering if she should ask the question that was gnawing at her.

      “Dad,” she said eventually, “are you sure Bruce wasn’t having an affair?”

      Bill’s eyes narrowed and his jawline hardened. “Why? Did some girl come forward?”

      “No. It’s just a hunch we have.”

      “Well a hunch isn’t enough to sully a man’s name, Georgia,” said Bill. “Bruce was past all that. It was a mistake he made when he was young. It shouldn’t be held over him for the rest of his life. He loved Victoria. He told me so, and I never saw anything to suggest otherwise. He liked to flirt, sure. It was his way of having fun, and it was just about the only way he knew to talk to women, but he was settled down and true to his wife.”

      “All right, Dad,” said Georgia softly, seeing she’d upset him. “I didn’t mean to insult Bruce’s memory. I know he was your friend.”

      “It’s all right, hon. I just don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

      “Okay, Daddy. Tell me another story about Mom.”

      They passed the rest of the evening away like that, sitting in the living room and reminiscing about the woman they had both loved so dearly. Bill seemed really happy for the first time since discovering Bruce’s death. He even gave Mittens a good night scratch on the head before Georgia headed out to her own place. Georgia managed to fall asleep quickly, the case nearly forgotten.

      It came back full force, however, in the form of the morning paper. Georgia nearly choked on her coffee when she saw it. Bruce’s murder had been front-page news ever since his body had been discovered. This morning’s headline read: FOWLER’S FORMER CLIENT SAYS ‘GOOD RIDDANCE.’ Georgia read the whole article twice. It was Hilary Frankenburg. The article said an “inside source” in the police department claimed Miss Frankenburg was under suspicion after having a falling out with Mr. Fowler over a business exchange. When reporters interviewed her, she had been so brash as to say “good riddance” about his death. She had also threatened to sue Mason Real Estate.

      Georgia’s phone rang.

      “You read the paper?” said Ryan as soon as she answered.

      “Yeah. She’s really got a mouth on her,” said Georgia, her nose wrinkled in distaste.

      “Call your policeman friend,” said Ryan. “He needs to get a handle on his men. One of his guys leaked a suspect to the press. Whoever it is might leak another, and our girls will start clamming up.

      “I’m sure the chief is going to want to talk to Miss Frankenburg sooner rather than later. Make sure he keeps his promise and lets us tag along.”

      “Got it. I’ll call you back.”

      Georgia dialed the station and punched in Chief Harris’s extension. She started talking as soon as the line clicked opened.

      “Chief Harris, I—”

      “I’ve told you to call me Cooper.”

      “Fine,” she said with an eye roll. “What’s the deal with your guys leaking suspects, Cooper?”

      “I’m getting to the bottom of it,” said Cooper with a growl in his voice. “Don’t worry. I’m pretty sure it’s Gillespie, and believe me, if I can prove it, I’m going to rake him over the coals so hard he won’t sit for a month. It’s a small town, Miss Mason. Gossip is just about everybody’s cardinal sin around here, even officers’.”

      “I know. I’m from here, remember?” said Georgia. “Now, about Hilary. You’re going to interview her, right?”

      “You thought I was going to leave you out,” said Cooper, and Georgia could hear the wry smile in his voice.

      “Maybe.”

      “She’s claiming she was misrepresented in the paper, but she’s agreed to let us interview her at work. Grab your P.I. friend.”
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      “I ought to sue the paper for libel,” said Hilary as soon as Cooper, Georgia, and Ryan had settled in her cushy office.

      Hilary was an assistant manager at an insurance company. She kept her brown curls cut short and wore a drab brown pants suit. Georgia couldn’t help but compare her to the colorful and eye-catching Mrs. Fowler and decided the two women would never get along.

      “You should look into it, Chief,” said Hilary, her bird-like face flushing red with anger. “Of course, you can’t even keep your own men quiet.”

      “How exactly were you misrepresented, Miss Frankenburg?” said Cooper through a tight jaw.

      “When the reporter got the tip from his police source”—she drew dramatic air quotes around the term—“he tried to contact me for a statement, but I refused. He got to one of my agents instead, a sweet girl but not very savvy. She answered all his questions about my problems with Fowler. I’d been working with her on a project during the time I was trying to buy the house, and I’d let off some of my steam to her. The quote the reporter used was something Sylvia told him I’d said after I fired Fowler, not after he died. I’ve contacted the paper already, and they assure me the freelancer they bought the story from will never be used again, but we’ll see.”

      “What’s this employee of yours’ full name?” said Cooper, pen poised over his notebook.

      “Sylvia Donaldson.”

      Georgia watched Cooper write it down and put “Confirm” next to it.

      “I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt here, Miss Frankenburg, and assume that what you’ve just told me is true,” said Cooper. “Still, you seem to have a lot of anger toward Mr. Fowler.”

      “You’ve left a lot of heated complaints and reviews with the company,” said Ryan, pulling a folder from a brown leather briefcase. “I have a few of them in here.” He began laying papers out on Hilary’s desk. “In this one, you refer to Mr. Fowler as ‘a chauvinistic dirtbag’ who lost you your ‘dream home’ because ‘he has an ego so big he must be compensating for something.’”

      Hilary blushed and gave a quiet, nervous laugh before she said, “Yes, well, it was my dream home, and he was a chauvinist pig, and it was his fault I didn’t get the house. But I think maybe I need a—”

      “Could you tell us a little about what went wrong between you?” said Georgia, making both men look at her in surprise. “As I said when we came in, I co-own the company as a whole. I’ve come to fix problems with this branch, and I’d like to know where Mr. Fowler went wrong.”

      Hilary opened right back up, her eyes wide with indignation as she went on for fifteen minutes about all the ways Bruce had refused to listen to her wishes and suggestions. She told a very different story than Victoria had.

      “He wanted me to play fast and loose with the bid,” she told them. “He would raise it one day and lower it the next based on his ‘gut feelings’ about the property and the seller. He was trying to get contractors and inspectors to come out and find something wrong with the house to get the seller to lower the price. He was always up to some crazy scheme, and I could tell the seller was getting tired of it. I told Fowler over and over that I knew how much I could afford and that it was within the seller’s requested price. I wanted to just stick to it, pay the down payment, and get the house for goodness’ sake! The seller liked me, but Bruce Fowler drove him crazy, and the house went to someone else.”

      When Georgia asked about how Bruce had treated her personally, she threw up her hands and said, “Oh Lord, don’t get me started! He called me a Chatty Cathy who didn’t know a mortgage from an electricity bill. He called me ‘one of those damn feminists.’ He even had the stones to tell me I’d never get a man if I kept trying to act like one. What does that even mean?”

      “After all of that, I can understand your anger,” said Cooper. “Are you sure you didn’t get a little too hot under the collar? Mrs. Fowler claims you called their home and screamed about Bruce sabotaging you.”

      “I, well, I lost my temper a little,” said Hilary, the blush back in her cheeks, “but that was the day after I lost the house. I was devastated. I wanted him to refund me at least part of the fees I’d paid him since he didn’t do his job. I never called again.”

      “Where were you at around eight o’clock on the night Mr. Fowler was killed?” said Cooper. He shrugged, put his hands out in a supplicating gesture, and said with a smile, “I have to ask.”

      “I was at home,” said Hilary, fidgeting with her nails. “I’m afraid no one can really verify that. I didn’t have anyone over. I had work.” Her eyes flashed, and she sat with her chin up as she added defiantly, “If I had known I would be blamed for a murder, I would have been sure to have an alibi. I was just going about my regular business.”

      “All right. Thank you very much, Miss Frankenburg,” said Cooper. “That will be all for now, but try and keep your business local for the time being, hmm?”

      When the three investigators had taken their leave, Ryan nudged Georgia with his shoulder and said, “Great job keeping her talking when she was going to ask for a lawyer.”

      Georgia nudged him back and said, “Thanks. And thanks for not calling me doll.”

      “Yeah, don’t get used to it.”

      Georgia was too busy joking around and drinking in her friend’s praise to notice Cooper adjust his tie uncomfortably as he watched the two of them, his previously bright expression taking on a disappointed, downward tilt.

      “You’re a natural,” he said, flashing her a smile when she finally turned his way.

      Her returned smile seemed to perk him up. He ran a hand through his hair and opened his mouth, his eyes fixed on Georgia’s, right as Ryan bumped Georgia again and said, “Want to go out for dinner and drinks tonight?”

      As Georgia turned from Cooper to Ryan, Cooper looked down at his shoes, his jaw tense, and shoved his hands in his pockets.

      “Yeah. Sounds great,” said Georgia. “We need to catch up.”

      “It’s a date then.”

      Cooper cleared his throat and said in a lackluster voice that Georgia took note of, “I’ve got to get back to the station, do some more digging on Hilary. I’ll have to confirm what she said about the paper getting it wrong. With no solid alibi, she’s our best suspect.”

      Georgia cocked one eyebrow. Cooper wouldn’t meet her eye.

      “All right,” said Georgia. “Thanks for letting us tag along. You’ll let us know if you find anything?”

      “Sure.”

      Cooper headed off toward his cruiser, and Georgia watched him go, curious.

      “See you at around eight?” said Ryan.

      “Yep.”

      “See you then…”—he shot her a wink and a two-fingered salute—“doll face.”

      

      Back at the office, pouring over financials, Georgia ran her hands over her face. The branch was in even direr straights than she’d thought. She had to get the place up and running at full capacity again. That would mean a new manager. It would also mean getting the agents in the spirit again in the face of a tragedy.

      She called a meeting with the agents in the building’s one conference room. Looking at the half dozen faces, Georgia was struck by just how small this branch was compared to the others she’d worked with over the years, even though this was the original office. Each agent would have to pull a lot of weight to turn things around.

      “I know things have been rough,” said Georgia, standing with power and confidence at the front of the room, trying her best to look both friendly and in charge. “I know many of you have noticed the decline in business over the past year or so. I’m not here to point fingers. I never anticipated coming to you in the face of a tragedy, so please understand that I feel your pain and that if I seem harsh over the coming weeks, it is directly business related and has nothing to do with anything else. The ugly truth is that this branch is in trouble. Your jobs are in trouble. Understand it and face it, for that is the only way to beat it. You’re all good agents. It’s why you were hired to the leading real estate agency in North America. You have talent. Use it, and give it your all. Fight for your jobs and your futures.

      “I have talent, too. It’s how I’ve gotten where I am. I’m not saying this to brag. I’m saying it to let you know you can trust me. Follow my lead. Give me your input. We will work as a team, and we will make this branch great again. I guarantee it.”

      Georgia stood straight, her charts, data, and strategies on the screen and boards behind her, smiling lightly. After a few moments of silence, the cheering began.

      

      “So what’s the most hopping joint in town?” said Ryan when he picked her up at the office at eight.

      Georgia snorted. “The Fisherman’s Barrel. And it’s only ‘hopping’ because it’s the only bar in town.”

      “One bar? You’re kidding me.”

      “Wish I was,” said Georgia with a sigh. “Everybody knows everybody, including me, and having the successful local girl come back and show up at the local watering hole with a guy who looks like he just jumped out of a noir film is going to get the gossip mill running at full speed.”

      “All the more reason to go.”

      When they’d made it to the bar, shoved their way inside, and made it past all the people who stopped Georgia to say things like, “Hey, it’s Bill’s girl. I remember when you were in diapers,” and, “Oh my God, Georgia! Is that you? I heard you married some big-time Wall Street guy. Is this him?” Georgia and Ryan managed to get a booth in the back corner.

      “No offense, but everywhere smells like fish is this town,” said Ryan. “I think it may permanently affect my nose.”

      “You get used to it. It’s stronger here because they serve seafood.”

      “Of course they do.”

      “Best fish and chips around.”

      A waiter came over, and they both ordered a beer and a plate of fish and chips. Georgia got hers battered Cajun style.

      “So, how are things in New York?” said Georgia. She had been travelling out west before coming to Port Grace, and it had been a while since she’d been in the Big Apple.

      “Business is steady as usual,” said Ryan. “If there’s one thing you can count on in New York, it’s the crime rate.”

      “I don’t know whether to say great or sorry.”

      The two friends exchanged a smile as their beers arrived.

      “How’s Sam?” said Georgia, taking her first drink and licking the foam from her top lip.

      Ryan had just lifted his mug to his lips, but now he carefully set it back down.

      “She’s…” He took a deep breath, staring into his glass. “We broke up.”

      “Oh my God, when?” said Georgia, reaching out to take Ryan’s hand.

      He and Samantha had been together for six years. Georgia had been sure they would get married. She liked Sam. Sam matched Ryan’s wit, kept him in line, and had found the old-timey P.I. personality charming.

      “Few days ago,” said Ryan, taking a sip of his beer and not meeting Georgia’s eye. “Same day I flew down here, actually.”

      Georgia slowly pulled her hand back. “It wasn’t about that, though, right? Not about you coming here?”

      Ryan shrugged, still looking anywhere but at her.

      “Ryan,” she said, dragging out the word and cocking an eyebrow. “What happened?”

      Ryan twiddled his thumbs as he said, “We had dinner plans that night. No occasion, just dinner. But when I told her I couldn’t make it because I was catching a plane here, she freaked out. I told her it was important, that a friend of your dad’s had been killed, but she was hardly listening. She kept screaming that after all these years I was still putting—” He scratched at his cheeks. “I was still putting other things first. She wasn’t number one, never had been. Things like that.”

      “I’m so sorry, Ryan,” said Georgia, guilt twisting at her gut. “But hey, she’ll get over it. She loves you. She was probably just having a hard day, and it doesn’t sound like you gave her much warning at all. She was probably just stressed. You’ll go home, she’ll be calmed down, and you’ll make up.”

      “What if I don’t want to make up?” said Ryan.

      He finally looked directly at her, and suddenly she didn’t want him to. The food came out just then, and she breathed a little easier.

      “Looks great, doesn’t it?” she said, smiling a little too big.

      “Yeah, sure does,” said Ryan, but he wasn’t looking at the food.
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      “Miss Mason,” said Cynthia, “Chief Harris is on the line for you.”

      Georgia had a pounding headache and was glad for the excuse to look away from her computer screen. Georgia picked up the phone on her desk so that Cynthia could keep answering calls on the phone on her little table.

      “Hello, Chief,” said Georgia. “When exactly is the yellow tape going to come off that office? I’m practically working in a broom cupboard.”

      Cynthia’s phone rang at that same moment, proving Georgia’s point. Georgia raised her voice a little to try and drown out Cynthia’s conversation. Sadly, Cynthia did the same.

      “We should have everything documented, collected, and cleared up by the end of tomorrow,” said Cooper.

      “Great! So to what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Nothing good, I’m afraid,” said Cooper. But to Georgia he sounded rather chipper. “Nothing found at the crime scene implicates Hilary Frankenburg, and even though we can’t confirm her alibi, we can’t disprove it either.”

      “So, we’re still moving nowhere fast?”

      “Exactly. But I think we have some good hunches. I just need a new pair of eyes to come down here and look at all this crime scene evidence. I’ve been over it so many times, it’s all running together. Can I persuade you to volunteer for the position?”

      “Well…I’m pretty busy. Don’t you have a squad of detectives at your disposal?” said Georgia, hating to turn down the chance at an exciting distraction but feeling guilty about abandoning her workload.

      “I suppose,” said Cooper, markedly less chipper, “but they are all working other cases, too, and none of them have talked directly to the suspects. I’m also convinced you should have been a cop.”

      One side of Georgia’s mouth curled up in a smile. “Oh, all right, if you’re desperate.”

      “Terribly. To make up for pulling you from your work, I’ll order takeout.”

      “Deal,” said Georgia, putting her thumb nail between her smiling teeth, a pleasant feeling she thought she might never feel again threatening to blossom in her chest.

      When Georgia arrived in Cooper’s office, the Chinese takeout was already unpacked and set out on his cluttered desk.

      “Grab what you like, and I’ll eat the rest,” said Cooper, fanning his arms to better display the feast.

      Georgia grabbed the Kung Pao and a container of fried rice and, after removing a cluster of papers from the seat, settled into an uncomfortable chair.

      “You really should get organized,” she said, putting the papers in a neat pile on the desk. “No wonder you can’t sort through all this.”

      “It’s organized chaos. I’ve seen everything there is to see; I just can’t find anything that helps us find the killer.”

      “No fingerprints at the scene?”

      “Tons. That’s the problem,” said Cooper. He paused to eat half an egg roll in one bite. “Everybody went to see the boss man about something at one point or another. The outer and inner offices have the fingerprints of just about everybody who works there somewhere or another, including yours. Cynthia’s are in a lot more places, but that’s to be expected. You know whose fingerprints I didn’t find at the scene?”

      “Hilary’s?”

      “Exactly. I don’t know what to do anymore. Every other viable suspect has an alibi. I’ve also had one of my people go through Bruce’s recent emails, but unless he’s got an account we don’t know about, he’s only using it to send business emails and notes to his wife.”

      “Maybe we should look deeper into Bruce’s work,” said Georgia. “Maybe he ticked off somebody more dangerous than Hilary Frankenburg.

      “Sounds like a great idea.”

      “I’ll go get my laptop out of my car. It’s connected to the company’s file system.”

      When Georgia returned with the laptop, Cooper pulled her a chair up next to his behind the desk. Georgia entered the database with a few quick strokes and set to work searching everything she could find about every property, client interaction, and complaint connected to Bruce.

      “Geez, I type with two fingers,” said Cooper.

      “Really?” said Georgia, whipping her head to look at him in disbelief as she chuckled. “My dad does that.”

      “Yeah, well, I know how to work the computer; it’s just that it and I don’t get along.”

      Georgia laughed and said, “If you saw Ryan with a computer, you’d think he was a wizard.”Cooper gave a stiff smile and chewed a bite of his takeout slowly, building up courage as he watched her turn back to the screen.

      “So, you and he are pretty close?”

      “Who? Me and Ryan?”

      “Yeah.”

      Georgia kept her eyes locked on the screen, typing in more keywords than necessary and rereading the same sentence to keep herself looking busy. She could sense where this was going.

      “We’ve known each other since college. He’s one of my best friends.”

      “Just friends?”

      Georgia fought hard to hold back an annoyed sigh. She hated this dance. It made her uncomfortable. Why couldn’t he just come out and ask it? Why couldn’t he say why he even cared in the first place?

      “Yes.”

      “All right,” said Cooper, his eyes bright with a suppressed smile. “Just checking so I could set the local gossipers straight.”

      “What? What gossip?” said Georgia, even more annoyed now.

      “Oh, just the typical small-town nosiness. Some people saw you both at The Fisherman’s Barrel last night, and some people thought he was your husband, and then somebody else said they heard you got divorced, and so now they assume he’s your new boyfriend. Then, of course, somebody else said they heard he was helping with the murder investigation, so people come to me asking who he is and what your relationship is. Like I said, typical stuff.”

      “Yeah. Typical,” said Georgia with a grimace. Suddenly she missed New York.

      They searched Georgia’s files late into the night and made a list of anybody who’d made a complaint against Bruce or whom Bruce had beat in a business deal. It was a pretty large list, and Cooper said he’d get his people on it, though he didn’t seem too confident. Most people on the list had never had contact with Bruce more than the once, and none of the complaints were written in overly-heated language.

      When Ryan called Georgia and Cooper to a meeting in Mason Real Estate’s conference room a day later, he didn’t have anything groundbreaking either.

      “I’ve exhausted just about all of my research abilities, and I’ve come up with next to nothing on all three of our suspects,” he said. “Victoria Fowler used to be Victoria Wheelan. She was born in a lower middle class family and was working as a receptionist at a doctor’s office when she met Bruce, who is about thirty years her senior. She has no criminal record, and I could find no evidence of her contacting a hit man or buying a gun herself.”

      “Neither could my people,” said Cooper.

      “Her social media pages are full of statuses about her wonderful husband and all the lovely things she gets to do now that she’s upper class,” said Ryan. “No hint that she suspected an affair.”

      “Wow. I hadn’t even thought to check social media,” said Cooper.

      “You should start. It’s great for detective work.

      “Anyways, Hilary Frankenburg is definitely a lady with a temper. She has an arrest from her early twenties because she threw a rock through a window at a protest in college.

      “Yeah. She got community service,” said Cooper.

      “Right. Her social media also suggests she has a road rage problem. She had a lot about her problems with Bruce on her social media sites at the time the deal was going down. Before that, there were a lot of pictures and happy statuses about the new house she was going to be getting. However, she hasn’t mentioned anything about Bruce or the house for months. She seems to have cooled down. Or, she could have channeled the rage into figuring out how to kill him, but I haven’t found anything tying her directly to the murder.”

      “What about Cynthia?” said Georgia.

      “She’s a bit of a character. Her social media is covered with a mix of kitten and puppy videos, quips about the benefits of wine, and tons of stuff about relationships. She definitely has some daddy issues, if you’ll excuse the term. Her favorite actors are Sean Connery and Robert DeNiro, and she has tons of statuses and pictures about them and how she’d love to sleep with them.

      “I was intrigued by her taste in men, so I went farther back in her posts to see if I could find old boyfriends. Just over a year ago, she was exchanging messages with an older man who was recently divorced. At first it was all kisses and rainbows, but I found some posts between them that got pretty nasty. He broke it off, and she went ballistic. He was threatening to take out a restraining order. If she and Bruce were having an affair and he broke it off…. But none of that matters if we can’t prove an affair, and I can’t yet.”

      “How are the names on our list coming along?” Georgia asked Cooper.

      “Nothing so far.”

      Georgia sighed and rubbed her temples.

      Her stress only grew over the next few days. She’d sent ads out all over the internet and papers saying the Port Grace branch of Mason Real Estate was in search of new management, and the volume of resumes she’d received was overwhelming. The fact that she was looking for Bruce’s replacement in the very office Bruce had died in wasn’t helping her nerves either, though she appreciated the space. She was just thinking that perhaps she should send some resumes to one of her trusted colleagues from New York to help her narrow down the selection when Cynthia’s voice came through the speaker on her desk phone.

      “Miss Schultz would like a word with you, Miss Mason. Shall I send her in?”

      Georgia pressed the intercom button and said, “Yes, please.”

      “Sorry to bother you,” said Delia as she entered.

      She wore another stylish blazer and pencil skirt ensemble, a folder in her hand, and Georgia was struck again by the confidence and presence she exuded.

      “No trouble. I could use a distraction. What can I do for you?”

      “Well, now that Mr. Fowler is gone, I presume you’re looking for a new manager, correct?” she said with a perfect smile. She spoke with no hesitation, casually taking a seat in one of the two leather chairs opposite Georgia.

      “Um, yes,” said Georgia, a little stunned.

      Delia’s smile never wavered as she put the folder on the desk.

      “Here’s a copy of my resume and portfolio. I know I don’t have any real experience in management, but I understand this business. I love this business. I can help you turn things around here.”

      Georgia slowly pulled the folder toward herself. She hadn’t been considering any of the current agents to fill the position. None of them had managerial experience, and they either didn’t have a stellar track record or, like Delia, they hadn’t been in the business very long.

      “I wasn’t planning on promoting from within,” said Georgia, “but you’ve impressed me so far. I’ll take a look.”

      Delia’s smile grew even bigger.

      “Oh thank you so much,” she said, rising gracefully and extending a hand.

      “You’re welcome,” said Georgia, shaking Delia’s hand.

      When Delia left, Georgia sat and stared at a picture on the wall, thinking hard. Something about the exchange with Delia wasn’t sitting right. She was reaching for the phone to call Chief Harris when Cynthia’s voice blared out of the speaker again, making her jump.

      “Miss Mason, your father is on line one.”

      “Thank you, Cynthia.”

      Georgia pressed line one and picked up the receiver. She’d barely said hello before Bill hollered, “Georgia! The cat is on the roof! She’s meowing. I think she’s stuck. What should I do? She could get hurt!”

      Georgia plopped her forehead on the desk for a moment before putting the phone back to her ear and saying, “I’ll be right there.”
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      When Mittens was safely on the ground eating the can of tuna Georgia had used to lure her down and Bill was finished ranting about how he was too old for this kind of stress, Georgia got Ryan and Cooper on a three-way call.

      “I think we should look into Delia Schultz,” she told them, shutting her father’s bedroom door for some peace and quiet.

      “Isn’t she the agent who went out with Victoria and Cynthia?” said Cooper.

      “Yeah.”

      “So you want to check out another suspect with a clear-cut alibi?” said Cooper.

      “Why?” said Ryan.

      “She came into my office today to apply for Bruce’s job,” said Georgia, speaking quickly so neither of them would interrupt her. “It’s way above her experience level, but that’s not what struck me. She was so casual with the way she talked about Bruce, almost callous. She said, ‘Now that Bruce is gone, you’ll be looking for a new manager.’ She said ‘gone’ so casually, like he got fired or quit or something. And the way she said ‘now’ sounded like it was something she’d been expecting. I don’t know; I just got a weird feeling.”

      “You think she could have killed him to get his job?” said Ryan.

      “Maybe.”

      “Seems a little misguided if she isn’t the automatic next choice for the job,” said Ryan, “but I’ve seen stranger motives.”

      “Have you both forgotten about the alibi?” said Cooper. “We need suspects who don’t have one if we want to get anywhere.”

      “Alibis can be faked or bought,” said Ryan. “You could be onto something, Georgia. I’ll look into it.”

      “I’ll keep looking into the list we made, Georgia,” said Cooper.

      “Thank you both.”

      Ryan said, “Anything for you, doll,” just as Cooper said, “Anytime, Georgia.”

      Georgia went back downstairs to find Bill in his lounging chair with Mittens curled up on his stomach. Georgia stifled a giggle with her hand. Bill looked her way and contorted his face into his best Godfather imitation.

      He stroked Mitten’s back as he said, “You come to me in your time of need.”

      Georgia laughed and said, “That’s pretty good, but I actually came to you in your time of need, remember? Keep Mittens inside until I get back, okay?”

      “Got it. See you later, hon.”

      On the way back to the office, Georgia decided to try to figure out once and for all if Cynthia had been having an affair with Bruce, but she would have to be careful. If she wasn’t subtle, Cynthia might get suspicious and clam up.

      “Everything all right with your dad?” Cynthia asked when Georgia returned. “He sounded pretty riled up.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s babysitting my cat, and she’s a bit of a handful.”

      “Oh, I see,” said Cynthia with a giggle.

      “I think he’s actually grown to like Mittens, though,” said Georgia, choosing her words carefully. “He won’t admit it, but I think he’s been lonely. Now, with one of his oldest friends not only dead, but murdered, I think he appreciates the companionship, you know?”

      “Yeah,” said Cynthia with a sad smile. She sighed and said, “Poor Bruce.”

      “You must have known him pretty well,” said Georgia. “I noticed you call him by his first name.”

      A blush rose high and fierce on Cynthia’s pale, lightly freckled face. “Yes, well, people think of a secretary just as an aid, but it’s a much closer relationship than that. I fielded all his calls. I knew who he enjoyed talking to and who he didn’t. I knew how he liked his coffee and his favorite places to get lunch. When he was upset, I was the closest person to vent to. A certain bond of trust can’t help but form when two people are with each other eight hours a day, five days a week.”

      “Of course,” said Georgia softly, not wanting to break Cynthia out of the almost trance-like reverie she’d fallen into.

      “My and Bruce’s and bond was special,” said Cynthia dreamily.

      “How so?” said Georgia, her tone a little too eager.

      Cynthia snapped her head toward Georgia and blushed again.

      “Oh, I mean, not in any specific way,” she said, fiddling with the pens and pencils in a cute pink mug on her desk. “I guess I just mean we were more like friends than just boss and secretary, you know?”

      “Sure,” said Georgia, hiding her disappointment with a soft smile.

      Georgia went to the coffee maker sitting on a small end table next to the outer office’s waiting area and fixed herself a cup, regrouping and letting Cynthia relax.

      “I suppose his poor wife is in more pain than anyone else,” said Georgia after taking a sip of her coffee.

      “Oh yes. I’m sure precious Victoria is all torn up,” said Cynthia, a sneer twisting her pretty face as she banged on her computer keys.

      Then her eyes flicked up to Georgia and the sneer vanished.

      “You didn’t like his wife?” said Georgia, feigning casual surprise. “I thought you had a pretty good time with her when she invited you out the other night.”

      Cynthia made a slightly exasperated noise and said, “She just wasn’t right for him. She was always calling the office to nag him about silly stuff and beg him to come home. She was so needy. Bruce was a businessman. He loved his work. She didn’t understand that. She drove him crazy. She didn’t complain about the money he made, though—always coming in here with her designer handbags and diamond jewelry flashing all over the place.”

      “Even when the company started having money problems?”

      “Bruce didn’t want anyone to know about the money problems. He was going to fix it all, so why bother?” said Cynthia, fixing Georgia with a lofty look that dared her to say otherwise. “He didn’t tell her about the problems, I don’t think. He knew she would freak out. He told me, though. Like I said, he confided in me. He trusted me. We were very close. She didn’t deserve him. I—”

      Cynthia blushed again and looked down at her desk.

      “I don’t want to talk about him anymore,” she said, the hint of a sob in her voice. “It hurts too much.”

      “I understand. I didn’t mean to upset you,” said Georgia. “How about you go home a little early today? I can handle the phone calls for the next few hours.”

      Cynthia brightened right up. “Thanks! You’re sure?”

      “Go on home. You deserve a break.”

      As soon as Cynthia was gone, Georgia called Ryan.

      “I just talked with Cynthia, and I’m even more convinced she and Bruce were having an affair,” she told him. “But she still seems smitten. I’m not sure he broke it off with her or that she would want to kill him. She doesn’t like Victoria at all, and she seems to think Victoria liked Bruce’s money more than Bruce.”

      “You starting to lean toward the wife?” said Ryan.

      “Yeah, but there’s still the alibi problem with her, too,” said Georgia, rubbing at a headache. “I’m really starting to question the whole alibi. It seems so weird. I don’t see why Cynthia would accept drinks with Victoria, unless she had ulterior motives. But who’s lying, and why? And how do we prove it?”

      “Delia and Cynthia are definitely lying about something,” said Ryan.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I looked into Delia like I said I would,” said Ryan. “Delia’s Facebook profile says she went to the same high school as Cynthia. They are also listed as Facebook friends. Not that big of a deal. Doesn’t necessarily mean they knew each other. Plenty of people’s so-called friends on Facebook are barely acquaintances.”

      “But?”

      “But I kept digging. I found a copy of Cynthia’s resume and cover letter that she sent to get the secretary job in Bruce’s emails, and she used Delia as a personal reference to help her get the gig.”

      “So they were both lying about hardly knowing each other?” said Georgia, her head spinning.

      “Yep, and that’s not all. A Google search of Delia’s name gave me a review she posted for a hotel a few towns over. The review talks about what a great time she and her boyfriend had there.”

      “So she has a boyfriend. So what?”

      “The boyfriend is a mystery man. Her Facebook relationship status is listed as ‘It’s complicated,’ and her few posts about him are cryptic. Whenever she posted any little blip suggesting his existence, her friends had a commenting frenzy, but she never answered any of their questions.”

      “Weird.”

      “Yeah,” said Ryan. “I’m not sure how it ties in just yet, if it does at all, but it’s definitely worth a second look, especially since she’s angling for Bruce’s job. Maybe she got her mystery boyfriend to get him out of the way.”

      “And just a second ago, I was sure it was Victoria,” said Georgia. “My head hurts.”

      “We should do something fun tonight—relieve some stress.”

      “Want to come over to my dad’s for pizza, beer, and a movie?”

      “You are a classy lady, Miss Mason,” said Ryan. “Sounds like a blast. You sure Bill is down?”

      “Positive. Maybe we’ll watch the Godfather. He’ll like that.”

      Bill was in fact thrilled to hear that Ryan would be coming over.

      “That kid makes me laugh,” he said.

      “He’ll be here in half an hour. I should probably go ahead and order the pizza,” she said, pulling off her heels and wishing she’d stopped by her house to change into something more comfortable.

      It was too late now. She needed some time to talk with her father before Ryan arrived.

      “What do you want on it?” she said.

      “Oh, I’ll eat anything; you know that. Just get what you and Ryan like.”

      When the pizza was ordered, Georgia sat down on the living room couch and looked at her father sitting in his easy chair, Mittens curled up on his belly.

      “Dad, how well do you know Delia Schultz?”

      “The young blond agent at the office?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why? Is this about the investigation?”

      “Yes,” said Georgia, deciding it was best not to expound.

      “I hired her. She was there about a year before I retired, but I don’t know much about her except that she’s got real talent and she’s very driven. Don’t know much about her personally.”

      “So you don’t know if she was seeing anyone?”

      “A boyfriend? Haven’t got a clue. Why is that important?”

      “It may not be,” said Georgia with a sigh. Then, on a hunch, she said hesitantly, “What did Bruce think of her?”

      “Oh, he was real fond of her,” said Bill with a small chuckle, looking down at Mittens as he petted her. “I think she may have been changing his opinions about women in the work force. Plus, ole Bruce always did appreciate a beautiful woman. He was always saying she had the hair of an angel and legs that wouldn’t quit.”

      “He had a thing for her? Was it mutual?”

      Bill gave Georgia a hard look. “Now, Georgia, you’ve got to quit that,” he said. “That was just Bruce. He was a flirt. It was his nature. It doesn’t mean he acted on every little attraction he had. He loved his wife! Told me so all the time. Quit going down that road.”

      Georgia bit her tongue and said, “All right, Dad. Sorry I asked.” But under her breath she said, “The clues keep taking me down that road.”
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      She sat with her father in silence for a few minutes, facts and clues swirling in her head.

      “I need to make a phone call,” she told Bill.

      She retreated once again to her father’s bedroom and called Chief Harris on the personal number he’d given her a few days before. She felt a little awkward about it.

      “Georgia, what a pleasant surprise,” said Cooper.

      “I would have called the office, but I assumed you’d be at home by now.”

      “That’s what I gave you the number for.”

      “Right,” said Georgia, hating the awkwardness in her voice. “I’ve got quite a bit to tell you.”

      She launched into the story about her conversation with Cynthia, her suspicion that Cynthia had indeed had an affair with Bruce but was still smitten, her conclusion that Victoria would have the most motive if she’d found out, Ryan’s discovery that Cynthia and Delia had lied about knowing each other, and her latest conversation with her father.

      “What do you make of it all?” she said, a little out of breath.

      “I think Ryan could be onto something about Delia hiring her secret boyfriend to get Bruce out of the way so she could get his job,” said Cooper. “If Bruce had a thing for Delia, it would be easier for her to let her boyfriend get close to Bruce. But none of this explains her alibi. We need to question all three of them again and see if any of them left the bar for any amount of time. If we find out one woman went missing for a bit that night, I think we will have found our killer.”

      “Can I tag along for the interviews?”

      “Sure. We’ll get started tomorrow,” said Cooper.

      “Great! Thanks Ch—Cooper. Got to run. I’ll—”

      “Wait!” Cooper cleared his throat. “Uh, Georgia, maybe tomorrow, after the interviews…”

      Georgia felt a slight flutter in her stomach. It had been a long time since she’d been asked out on a date.

      “Maybe you’d want to get dinner with me,” said Cooper, and Georgia was flattered to hear the nervous hope in his voice. “I know a really great Italian place in the next town over.”

      Georgia bit her lip, hesitating. Was it really a good idea to go on a date with the Port Grace police chief she was casually working with? She would be returning to New York as soon as she found a new manager. Why start something if it couldn’t last?

      Because I need to have some fun, she thought.

      “What time should I be ready?”

      

      Georgia woke up in her father’s spare bedroom with a slight hangover from a great night with Ryan and her father: watching the Godfather, eating pizza, and talking about anything and everything. She figured she must have fallen asleep downstairs on the couch, because the last thing she remembered was having a ludicrous argument with Ryan about the differences between turtles and tortoises. Ryan must have carried her up here, because her father couldn’t do that anymore. The thought made her smile.

      She lay on her back in bed, glad it was Saturday and she didn’t have to go into the office. She got a little giddy when she remembered her date with Cooper, and suddenly she couldn’t lie still.

      She went downstairs wearing the clothes from the night before. Mittens jumped up on the counter to greet her as she started making coffee. With the coffee maker bubbling and steaming, Georgia opened a can of cat food for Mittens, who thanked her by purring as she did a figure eight through Georgia’s legs on her way to the food.

      Georgia nearly had breakfast ready by the time her father came downstairs.

      “Wow. Smells great in here,” said Bill through a yawn. “What are you making?”

      “Omelets with peppers and spinach, bacon, and strawberry pancakes. It’ll be ready in a minute. Go ahead and sit down.”

      Bill eagerly obeyed and said, “Sounds great! I haven’t had a big Saturday morning breakfast in ages. I’m happy to give Rosy the weekends off, but I sure do miss her cooking. She leaves me leftovers, of course, but not breakfast food. It doesn’t keep.”

      “Yeah, well, I know how much you love your breakfast,” said Georgia as she set a full plate in front of him.

      Bill rubbed his hands together in delight as he looked down at the plate, but just before he could reach out and grab a piece of bacon, Mittens flew up on the table and snatched both pieces out from under his fingers.

      “Hey!” said Bill.

      Georgia yelled at Mittens, but she leapt off the table and streaked out of the patio door Georgia had left cracked open to let in the fresh sea air.

      “The cat just stole my bacon!” said Bill, a mixture of outrage and bitter disappointment on his face as he pointed to the place Mittens had vanished.

      He looked at Georgia with big, sad eyes, like a child who did not understand why he had been punished, and Georgia couldn’t help but burst out laughing.

      “It’s not funny, Georgia!”

      “Don’t worry, Daddy!” said Georgia through her laughter. “I’ve got more bacon.”

      She put two more pieces on his plate. He picked one up and took a bite.

      He chuckled and said, “I guess it was a little funny.”

      They finished breakfast in peace, but Mittens was not done with her hijinks for the day. The mischievous tabby was in top form.

      After breakfast, Georgia walked down the road to her own home to change into shorts and a T-shirt. When she returned, she heard the showering running upstairs and settled in with a paperback on the living room couch. She’d only gotten a few pages in, however, when her father screamed from the shower.

      Georgia shot up from the couch and was halfway up the stairs before Bill yelled, “Get out of here, you crazy feline!”

      Georgia went to one knee on the stairs, clutching the bannister in a fit of hysterical giggles.

      “Drop that! Quit it! I thought cats hated water.”

      Georgia made it to the master bathroom just as Mittens began yowling and chattering in protest and Bill started yelling, “Take that! Don’t like that, do you, kitty? Get out of here.”

      “Dad?” said Georgia, rapping on the bathroom door.

      “Georgia! Thank goodness. Come get this nutty cat! She’s jumped in my shower, and every time I throw her out, she just comes right back in.”

      “I’m not coming in there while you’re in the shower,” said Georgia.

      “Georgia, she’s playing with the soap. She’s gotten it all slippery in here. I’m going to slip and bust a hip if you don’t get in here.”

      “Daddy, you are not that old!”

      “I am when it’s convenient to me.”

      Georgia laughed and said, “Don’t I know it. Put a towel on and I’ll come in and get her.”

      There was some shuffling and thumping and meowing, and then Bill said, “All right, I’m decent. Hurry up.”

      When Georgia opened the door, Mittens ran up to her and yowled as if to say, “Look what he did, Mother!”

      Mittens was soaked, and lines of blue, half foamy shampoo ran all down her back.

      “You squirted her with shampoo?” said Georgia, one eyebrow raised and a hand on her hip.

      “She wouldn’t get out,” said Bill with a shrug.

      Once Georgia had rinsed Mittens off, she called Cooper. When he answered, she heard sirens and the blare of horns.

      “Where are you?”

      “The middle of the highway,” said Cooper loudly enough to make Georgia flinch. “A semi flipped over just outside town, took out a sedan with it. Flat-screens went all over the road, and it turns out they’re stolen merchandise.”

      “Oh my God!”

      “Yeah. It’s a mess.”

      “So, I guess that means the interviews will have to wait.”

      “Looks like it. But don’t worry. Our date is still on, come hell or high water.”

      Despite her disappointment about the interviews, Georgia felt herself blush.

      “I’ll be waiting.”

      “Great! Sorry, but I have to go.”

      With her day now free, Georgia and Bill went sailing on Bill’s boat for most of the day, eating a packed lunch out on open sea. Georgia returned to her own house feeling refreshed and excited for her date, despite her apprehensions. With Mittens safely settled on her scratching post, Georgia got ready for her date.

      She had just finished her makeup and was about to put on the amethyst and diamond earrings that matched her dark purple silk blouse when the doorbell rang.

      “Ryan! What’s up?” said Georgia when she answered the door.

      “Got a call for a big job today back in New York,” said Ryan. “I’m going to have to head back tomorrow, so I wanted to come over to say goodbye and…maybe talk about a few things. Maybe over dinner?”

      Georgia bit her lip. “Oh, Ryan, I’d love to, but I already have plans. Cooper, I mean Chief Harris, is going to be here in just a few minutes actually.”

      “You have plans with Harris?”

      “He asked me out to dinner yesterday. I really can’t blow him off.”

      “Oh, yeah, of course not,” said Ryan, shoving his hands into his trench coat pockets. “Well, see you later, doll face.”

      Georgia hugged Ryan and said, “I’ll be back in New York soon. We’ll talk then.”

      “Sure.”

      Georgia couldn’t help but notice that he walked away without his usual confident swagger.

      

      “Turns out the guy was linked to an FBI case,” said Cooper, closing his menu. “The feds are coming to pick him up tomorrow.”

      “Wow,” said Georgia in between sips of her wine. “So, you’re even more of a hotshot now, right?”

      Cooper laughed, his smile bright enough to hold Georgia’s full attention. The date was going unexpectedly well so far. He’d been right on time and had brought her a bouquet of daffodils he’d picked from his mother’s garden. “You should have heard the inquisition I got when I went over to get them,” he’d told her with a laugh. The restaurant was intimate and cozy, but bright, and the smells coming from the kitchen were to die for.

      “Nah. The FBI guy I talked to still treated me like a dumb cop from the boonies, but that’s to be expected. Enough about work. What are you going to order?”

      “I’m leaning toward the cacciatore.”

      “It’s great. They use an arrabiata sauce in theirs, though, so heads up. It’s a little spicy.”

      “That’s why I picked it.”

      “You like spicy food?”

      “Yeah. I was raised on New Mexico’s green chile and red chile peppers.”

      “New Mexico, huh?”

      “Yeah. My mom was from there.”

      She expected him to make a joke about liking girls with a little spice in their blood or to ask if she spoke Spanish.

      Instead, he said, “I’ve always thought the west was beautiful. Did you go out there a lot as a kid?”

      “For holidays and stuff, yeah,” said Georgia, pleasantly surprised to avoid the old clichés.

      “Tell me about it,” said Cooper, settling into a more comfortable, leaned-back position, as if he was preparing to listen to her for hours.

      Georgia smiled at him and felt a pleasant warmth growing in her chest. It might have been the wine, but she was pretty sure it was something better.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 10

      

    
    
      “Long time, no see,” said Georgia when she opened the door for Cooper the next morning.

      She had to admit, as nice as he’d looked the night before in his button-down and jeans, there was something extra handsome about the way he looked in his blue police uniform. Perhaps it was because it went so well with his eyes.

      She felt that same flutter in her chest she’d felt the night before, but she did her best to shove it aside. She couldn’t let it turn into anything serious, and something about him definitely had the potential to do so. Last night, she could tell he’d wanted to kiss her good night, and a part of her had screamed just to let it happen, but the logical, put-together business woman side of her had won out in the end. The date had been nice, wonderful in fact, but Cooper Harris needed to stay a friend. Nothing could come of it.

      “Hello, Georgia,” he said with an easy grin. “You ready to wrangle some confessions out of our suspects?”

      “Always,” said Georgia. “But why such an early start? And on a Sunday?”

      “Because a cop doesn’t have to adhere to typical business hours, and catching people on a Sunday morning, when they are usually at their most relaxed, is the best way to throw them off balance, especially if they’re lying.”

      “All right. If you say so. Who are we interviewing first?”

      “Delia,” said Cooper. “Since we can’t totally prove Cynthia and Bruce were having an affair, Delia has the most clear-cut motive: the job position.”

      “So, do I get to ride up front and play with the siren, or do I have to sit in the back?” said Georgia, eyeing Cooper’s police cruiser in the drive.

      “Definitely up front,” said Cooper, giving her his arm. “I love having an excuse to play with the siren.”

      He opened the door for her and showed her the switch to turn on the siren. Georgia flipped it on right there in the driveway and kept it on until Cooper said, “We’re coming up on her neighborhood now. It would be best if she didn’t hear us coming. We want to catch her off guard.”

      Delia lived in a cute little subdivision with a community center and pool. Her house looked like a something from a fairy tale. It was a small, two-story wooden home painted sky blue with a dark blue shingled roof and a bright red door.

      “Looks like she has company,” said Cooper.

      Three cars took up all the space on the short drive, so Cooper parked the cruiser on the street.

      Georgia and Cooper walked up the short drive together, and Cooper rang the bell. They heard the chime faintly behind the door, but no one came. Georgia knocked after a minute or so, and still no one came.

      “That’s weird. Do you think one of the cars belongs to the mystery—” Georgia looked around as she talked only to find that Cooper was making his way around the house, following the line of bushes circling it. She trotted off after him.

      In the back of the house was a little yard surrounded by a chest-high, black iron fence woven with ivy. What they saw on the other side made Georgia’s heartbeat quicken. Delia, Cynthia, and Victoria all sat at a patio table laden with mimosas, muffins, tea, coffee, sausage balls, and other finger foods. As Georgia stood frozen, watching, Cynthia and Delia laughed at something Victoria had just said.

      “I never could hold a tune,” said Cynthia, setting off another round of laughter.

      “Good morning, ladies,” said Cooper, approaching the gate in the fence.

      All three women made little noises of shock. Cynthia jumped and knocked over a tea cup.

      “I’m sorry to startle you,” said Cooper. “We tried the door, but no one answered.”

      “Chief Harris,” said Delia, getting up and flashing a perfectly white, but rather stiff, smile, “what on earth brings you here? And Miss Mason, what a surprise. Would you like to join us for brunch?”

      Georgia couldn’t answer. Her brain was zipping at a dizzying speed, making the connections and putting it all together. She’d solved it! And all she could do was mutely follow Cooper through the gate. Her excitement had caught the words in her throat.

      “We’re here to ask you a few more questions,” said Cooper. “In fact, we were going to stop by all three of you lovely ladies’ houses, but you’ve saved us the trouble.”

      “We’ve answered all your questions, Chief,” said Victoria. “Yours and hers.” She shot a less-than-friendly look at Georgia. “I just want to be left in peace to mourn my husband.”

      “I find that hard to believe,” said Georgia, making all eyes lock on her, “since you killed him.”

      Victoria’s mouth gaped open.

      “How dare you?” she said just as Cooper pointed a thumb at her and asked Georgia, “She did it?”

      “Not just her,” said Georgia, her heart racing as she looked at Cooper. “They’re all in it together!”

      Victoria shrieked in outrage and dropped her jaw even farther, Cynthia burst into tears, and Delia looked Georgia right in the eye and said, “Prove it.”

      Cooper observed all three women’s reactions, and his hand went to the cuffs on his belt.

      “Explain it to me, Georgia,” he said. “How do you know? I have to have probable cause to arrest them.”

      “Arrest us?” said Victoria, her blue eyes narrowed in anger. “This is ridiculous. She isn’t even a cop.”

      “Please sit down and remain quiet, Mrs. Fowler,” said Cooper, “or I’ll take all of you down to the station right now to finish my questioning.”

      “Well, I’d had suspicions for a few days now,” said Georgia, “because three of our best suspects having the same alibi when so many things pointed to them was really fishy to me. But I know for certain now. Casual acquaintances don’t have brunch.”

      “Really, you’re basing all this on us having brunch?” said Delia, crossing her arms and raising a skeptical eyebrow.

      “Yes, actually,” said Georgia. “See, there’s no other reason for you all to lie about being friends. Victoria claimed she invited you out for drinks on a whim. You, Delia, claimed you barely knew Cynthia, but we found out you went to the same high school and that Cynthia used you as her personal reference to get the secretary job. Why would the three of you lie about something as innocent as being friends unless you were trying to distance yourselves from each other in order to distance yourselves from the crime?”

      Cynthia let out a particularly loud sob in response while Delia tried her best to remain stoic and Victoria stammered nonsensically. Georgia zeroed in on Cynthia as the weak link.

      “Cynthia, how did they convince you to do it?” said Georgia, her tone sad and sympathetic. “You loved Bruce more than either of them, didn’t you?”

      “Yes!” wailed Cynthia. “But he didn’t love me back. He kept saying he was going to leave Victoria, but he never did. And then he cheated on me with Delia!”

      “Whoa, hold on,” said Cooper. “Delia was sleeping with him, too? How old was this guy again?”

      “Delia didn’t love him, though, did she, Cynthia?” said Georgia.

      “No! Neither of them loved him like I did.”

      “Delia was just using him to advance her career,” said Georgia, fixing the young blonde with an icy stare.

      Delia stared right back with a defiant glare of her own.

      “How did you know he had an affair with Delia?” said Cooper.

      “It was just a hunch,” said Georgia. “If they all did it together, then Delia’s secret boyfriend wasn’t a hit man. My dad said Bruce had a thing for Delia, and Delia was keen for a higher position in the company. I put two and two together.”

      “This is insane. You have no proof,” said Delia, “just the sniffling lies of a ditzy secretary.”

      Cynthia’s cry of outrage made a small smile tug at Georgia’s mouth. If she played this right, they would all tear each other apart.

      “You just wanted a pay raise, maybe a senior agent position, right, Delia?” said Georgia. “But you just couldn’t stand the fact that Bruce had the gall to cheat on you with someone like Cynthia. But why did you care so much if you were only using him?”

      Delia’s jaw worked furiously, and finally she couldn’t hold back the words.

      “It was the principle of it!” she said, her eyes wild. “That old fart thought he could sleep with anything with boobs. He thought we were all trash. Well, I’m not trash, and I’m not a cheap fling like some people I know.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” said Cynthia, her tears dried up by rage.

      “You know what it means.”

      After another ear-piercing shriek of rage, Cynthia thrust a polished nail at Delia and said, “She came up with the whole thing! I didn’t want to do it! She put all kinds of nasty stuff in my head.”

      “I don’t know what you two are whining about,” said Victoria, her tone venomous. “I was his wife, and he cheated on me with you two tramps!”

      “You never understood him! You never loved him!” said Cynthia.

      “Hey!” said Delia, pointing at Victoria. “Don’t give me that crap. It was my idea to tell you what was going on. I let you get your revenge.”

      “Wait,” said Cooper, shaking his head in disbelief. “You went to the wife and told her you were having an affair with her husband and asked her if she wanted to help you kill him?”

      “Victoria was half telling the truth when she said she only knew Cynthia casually from visiting the office,” said Georgia. The picture was getting clearer. “Cynthia and Delia were friends, but for a while they kept their affairs secret from each other, probably at Bruce’s request that they keep the affairs quiet. When they found out about each other, Delia decided to tell Victoria everything out of revenge. That’s when the murder plot formed. Of course, nothing bonds you quite like conspiracy to commit murder. Victoria became part of the group.”

      “She was never my friend,” said Cynthia defiantly. “Not really. She’s the one who shot him! I told you she never loved him. She shot him in the chest and didn’t even fl-flinch.”

      Cynthia burst into tears again.

      “Who bought the gun, Cynthia?” said Georgia.

      “Delia.”

      “I figured. You are the most resourceful of the bunch, aren’t you, Delia?”

      “Bite me,” said Delia.

      “You were also smart enough to convince Victoria to pull the trigger,” said Georgia. “That way, if you were caught, Victoria would get the harshest sentence. If the weapon was found, Victoria’s prints would be on it. I doubt it was hard. Victoria had the most to be angry about and the most to gain. Bruce’s life insurance is quite substantial.”

      Victoria gaped at Delia, and then her mouth twisted into a snarl. “You bitch!” she screamed, and she flew at Delia, nails out like claws.

      The two women went to the ground in a frenzy of hair and nails and high heels. Cooper jumped into the fray and managed to tear them apart.

      “They’re just as guilty as me!” said Victoria. “They were both there. Delia bought the gun, and Cynthia was the one who said we needed to let the janitor see us leave and park our cars a block away.”

      “I’ve heard enough,” Cooper said. “You are all under arrest.”

      Georgia watched with satisfaction as Cooper read them all their rights. He only had one pair of cuffs on his belt and one spare set in his car, which Georgia retrieved, so Cynthia went into the back of the cruiser without cuffs.

      “Great work, Georgia,” said Cooper once he had closed the door. “That was amazing, getting them to turn on each other like that.”

      “Thanks,” said Georgia with a huge grin.

      “I guess this means that, with the mystery solved, you’re going to be heading back to New York soon?” said Cooper, his smile sad.

      “Actually, now I’m short a manager, an agent, and a secretary. I think I’m going to have to stick around a bit longer.”

      Cooper laughed and said, “Yeah, I suppose that is a dilemma. So, does this mean we could maybe have a few more nights like last night?”

      “I think maybe it does.”

      “In that case, would you like to do the honor and turn on the siren?” he asked with a wink.

      “Definitely.”

      On the way to the station, Georgia called Ryan to tell him the good news. She also told him the bad news: she wouldn’t be coming back to New York for a while.

      “That’s great work, Georgia,” said Ryan. “I’m proud of you, doll face. I’d like to think you learned it all from me, but I’d be kidding myself.”

      After Georgia laughed, Ryan said, “I got a slightly later flight than I had planned. I’m still in town, but I’ll be leaving any minute. You think maybe we could have that talk?”

      Georgia bit her lip, uncertain she wanted to have that talk. It might open doors that could threaten their friendship. But she turned to Cooper and said, “Could you drop me off at the Marriot?”

      Ryan was outside loading his bags into an airport shuttle car when Georgia got out of the cruiser.

      “Didn’t think you were going to make it,” he said, giving her a hug.

      “I guess we sort of have to be quick.”

      Ryan looked at her with a half-sad smile. “Georgia, I care about you a lot. I don’t want things to be awkward between us, but Sam breaking it off the way she did got me thinking. You’ve always been something more than a friend to me. You’re my North Star, too beautiful and high up for me to reach, but I look to you all the same, for direction, for happiness, for beauty. You…I…” He sighed and adjusted his fedora. “You know where to find me, Georgia.”

      Georgia didn’t know what to say. There were tears in her eyes, but still, Cooper was in the back of her mind. She gave Ryan another hug.

      

      Back at home later that day, Bill sat open-mouthed in his easy chair by the end of his daughter’s story.

      “I’m so proud of you, hon. Your mom would be, too.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” said Georgia. She gave him a hug and said, “So, it looks like we’ll get to spend some more time together.”

      Mittens jumped up onto the coffee table and meowed. Bill looked from Mittens to Georgia.

      “Does that mean the cat stays, too?”

      

      Find out what is discovered in the next installment of The Port Grace Mysteries! Coming Soon!
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