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      Cindy and Mattheus, finally together, prepare to take time off and live together—when a stunning upset in their relationship tears them apart. Cindy flies home to New York, resigned to never work as a detective—and never see Mattheus—again.

And then a shocking phone call comes out of the blue: it is Mattheus. A new body has turned up. Cindy at first refuses—until he tells her who it is: his wife. They finally found her on the shores of Key West. Brutally murdered, they suspect, by an abusive boyfriend.

Mattheus’ world is upside down, and Cindy has no choice but to fly back down to the islands and help him uncover what really happened. Why did she turn up now, after so many years? How did she turn up in Key West, so far from where he’d last seen her? Why had she never contacted him? Who was she dating? And have the police caught the right man?

Their investigation takes them deep into the underworld of Key West, a gorgeous, idyllic place where the locals gather to watch the sunset every night with an evening drink. It is an enchanting place—but as Cindy learns, it is also a place with a dark underbelly. Cindy prods deeper into the murder, and her investigation takes her into the world of an abused woman’s shelter.

Soon, she is convinced the police have the wrong man. She and Mattheus, thrown together again, reconsider their feelings for one another. But there may not be time: Cindy finds out too much and comes in danger herself. As the murder hits too close to home, it may be too late for them both.
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PROLOGUE


 


 


 


While soft ocean breezes wafted through palm
trees, no one in Key West was even dimly aware that a brutal killing, filled
with torment, had taken place the night before. 


As the sun went down on another day, the body
of a beautiful woman, near the water’s edge, rolled softly towards the mud.  In
the background, musicians started to play, getting ready for the sunset
festival, as her shadow dissolved in the fading light. 


Unaware of the dead woman’s eyes, open,
staring, streams of people, laughing and dancing, wound their way to the ocean promenade.
They did this every evening to celebrate the sun going down and to say goodbye
to the passing day. As they ate Key Lime Pie, rollicked and played, no one had
any idea that the killer was right among them, laughing, head held up high. 


The drenched body was found two days later, as the
sunset celebration was going on.  Each day down here was precious, each sunset gorgeous.
 Nothing could get in the way of that.
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CHAPTER 1


 


 


Cindy looked out over the edge of the balcony
at Mattheus’s bare, sun-tanned, rippled chest, working in the garden. He looked
so happy to be back in his home in Grenada, especially with Cindy beside him.
He’d wanted to share his place with someone for so long. It was like a dream
come true, he’d said. 


Mattheus had bought the small house a few years
ago, after his wife Shelly had gone missing in New Orleans, six years ago.  After
over a year of fruitless searching for her killer he’d come down here to
recover and work. Cindy understood why he’d chosen this house: it was off the
beaten track, isolated, perched at the edge of a cliff, with a fantastic view
of the shimmering, azure sea. 


Cindy had been eager to see the house. It was a
place Mattheus had talked about often; it meant a great deal to him and he was
proud of it. Soft breezes wafted upon Cindy as she watched Mattheus clear the
brush to make room for new plantings.  There were large rocks on either side of
the garden, and incredible trees surrounded it. A winding wooden path Mattheus
had built with his own hands gently led down. Although he’d been away awhile, the
house had a lived-in feeling, except that the garden was heavy with dead wood
that needed to be cleared. Looking around, Cindy wondered what it would be like
spending vacation time here alone with Mattheus for a couple of weeks.


“I want you to love every bit of the house,”
Mattheus had said in the cab, after their plane had landed. They’d sat close,
pressed together, enjoying their newfound intimacy. Now that they’d taken the
next step in their relationship and made love, the strange tension that had always
been there, under the surface, was mostly gone. Mostly, not completely. Cindy
wasn’t entirely comfortable with her decision to come down to Grenada and stay
with Mattheus in his home—everything, she felt, had happened too quickly. Was
still happening too quickly.


It was actually strange coming back down here, to
the place where she and Mattheus met, where Cindy had taken on her first case
as a detective. It had been right after Clint had died, after she’d discovered
her own husband’s murderer. Life was so different then. She had felt so
abandoned and alone.


This time, during their trip down, Cindy had smiled
the whole time, looking at Mattheus’s handsome, rugged face. He’d kept his arm
around her, pulling her close. What a journey they’d been on, she’d thought. It
was hard to believe that not only were they still together, but that their
relationship had grown. 


It felt so good being connected to Mattheus now,
to let her doubts and questions about him fade. She thought of the moment she’d
consciously decided to trust him, as their last case together was ending. Cindy
was ashamed how jealous and suspicious she’d become of him. It was as if a storm
had hit her and didn’t let up. She’d never felt that way before, and when she finally
saw that her distrust was unwarranted, it was a huge relief. As a detective, she
needed to be suspicious, but not, she was beginning to realize, in her personal
life. She had to learn how to separate the two, or her suspiciousness would tie
her in knots she’d never be free of.


“I want you to feel really at home here,”
Mattheus had said as the taxi neared.


“I’m sure I’ll love it,” Cindy said, “how could
I not?”


People came to Grenada from all over the world
to bask in its beauty and be renewed.She deserved to be happy too, didn’t she?
She needed to start her life over again. 


“Maybe this will become your home, too?” Mattheus
had murmured in the taxi, stroking Cindy’s shoulder slowly.


Cindy hadn’t responded. She wasn’t sure exactly
what he’d meant and didn’t want to jump to conclusions. She’d gotten into
trouble doing that with him before.


The taxi had wound its way up a steep hill
towards the craggy, stucco house. For a moment, Cindy had a flash of fear,
seeing it perched at the edge of a cliff.


When the taxi pulled up, Mattheus took her
luggage and carried it to the front door. Then he turned around and held his
arms open wide.


 Cindy couldn’t hold back another second. It
was time to take the plunge. She ran into Mattheus’s arms with abandon. They
were warm and encircled her, making her feel as if she wanted to stay in them forever.


“Welcome to my world,” Mattheus whispered in
her ear, “a new era has begun.”


Cindy flushed. She’d felt that way too, but was
nervous for the moment. What would this new era bring? What would it be like
for the two of them to be in Grenada, to just spend time alone together without
a case to focus on? They’d decided to give themselves a chance to find out.
Cindy’s stomach fluttered as she let Mattheus lift her up and carry her through
the door. 


After what seemed like a long while, Mattheus
slowly put her down and 


Cindy looked around. The living room had two
stories, with brick walls, huge glass windows and sprawling plants. 


“The place is magical,” she said, taking it in.


Mattheus was pleased. He put his arm around her
waist, pulled her closer, and walked her through the living room to the open flagstone
porch. 


“Time for the grand tour,” he said, and they started
walking. “This place has been good to me. I needed to be alone here when I
first got here. It’s great to be back here now with you, though.”


She held his hand tight, thrilled they would
now have the time they needed so badly. She wanted to get to know him more,  to
spend long hours with him on the beach, walk in town, go to the Sculpture
Garden, go to the art galleries, sit on rocks near the waterfalls. They’d do
all the things she’d never had a chance to do again with Clint, things they’d
been cheated out of when he was killed so suddenly on their honeymoon.


There are second chances, Cindy mused. When one
wave fades out, there’s another behind it.


Mattheus stopped at a tall window.


“If you look out here you can see seagulls,
wild birds, sunsets. Sometimes it feels like you’re the only person in the
world.”


Cindy smiled, the view was breathtaking. They
went down a few steps to the den, and the walls were lined with bookcases and
shelves holding Mattheus’s mementos, plaques, rocks, awards, and an old,
weathered surfboard. 


Cindy winced for just a second. It reminded her
of Clint. This was no time to be thinking of Clint. Cindy had done that long
enough now, and so had Mattheus. Like Cindy, he’d let his wife’s murder run his
life, and when he hadn’t been able to find her killer, he’d become a detective,
chasing down one murderer after another. It had become an obsession, and this
was the time for both of them to pause and be grateful for the unexpected
destiny that had brought them into each other’s lives.  


After the den, it was a few steps up to Mattheus’s
bedroom—a guy’s room, filled with a huge, crumpled bed, strewn with magazines.  The
walls were covered with photographs – some of the ocean, birds, rocks and many
photos of a beautiful woman, looking straight out at them. In many photos she
was close to Mattheus, nestled in his arms. Cindy stared at her. It had to be
Shelly. 


“That’s your wife?” Cindy’d asked. She hadn’t
seen a picture of her before.


“That was my wife,” Mattheus corrected her,
glancing at the photos.  


Cindy was taken aback. At first glance, Shelly
actually looked a bit like her, with the same auburn hair and freckles.


“She was lovely,” said Cindy.


“And the woman I’m with now is more than
lovely, she’s ravishing,” said Mattheus, scooping Cindy into his arms.


Cindy blinked, snapping out of it. She stood
there, on the balcony, watching Mattheus working in the garden, she was filled
with both love and longing for him. It was wonderful feeling this way again—and
terrifying as well.


 Mattheus must have sensed it, because he turned
around, looked up and waved. “I’ll be up in a minute,” he shouted.


Cindy trembled and smiled. “I can’t wait a
minute,” she called.


He laughed, put the rake down and started back
up.


Cindy held her arms out to greet him.


He rushed into them, lifted her up and carried
her as if she were a feather into the living room.  He put her down on the
couch and turned his full attention upon her. 


“Do you like it here?” he breathed, excited.


“Love it,” said Cindy.


“I hoped so,” he murmured. “It’s completely
different being here with you. The house feels full.”


Cindy closed her eyes, taking his warmth in. It
had been a long time since she’d felt so wanted. 


“Cindy, this house suits you. It belongs to
you, too. I don’t want to be here anymore without you.  Will you move in?”


The question came too quickly. Cindy’s mind
began racing.  Was he serious? She’d hardly spent any time in her own home since
Clint had died. This past year and a half it had just been her and Mattheus,
traveling, working on cases. The small home she had back in Cove Bay waited for
her. Nothing in it had been moved or changed since Clint had died. Even though
she’d hardly spent a night in it, she’d kept it as a place to return to. One of
these days Cindy thought she’d grow tired of solving cases, would be ready to
return and start a new life. Would it be possible to make a life down in
Grenada? Was it too soon to move in with Mattheus? 


“That’s quite an offer, Mattheus,” Cindy’s eyes
opened wide.


He smiled, his beautiful blue eyes glued to her
deeply.


“Move in with me,” he said, in a husky tone.


Cindy knew Mattheus was restless, impulsive. He’d
feel strongly one moment and then something else would come up.


“I’m not changing my mind about this either,”
Mattheus added, as if reading her thoughts.


“This comes out of the blue,” Cindy laughed.


“Not really,” said Mattheus, “I’ve been
thinking about it for quite a while.”


“Well, I’m glad you let me in on it,” said Cindy.



“It makes sense,” he said, his eyes sparkling.
“We fit together in every way. We’re better people with each other, we’re
smarter, stronger.”


Cindy’s heart began pounding. He was right,
they were better with each other. And what was really left back home to return
to? Cindy was happy at Mattheus’s side. She loved working with him, sleeping
with him, talking, travelling. What was there to lose? She took a deep breath
and prepared her response.
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CHAPTER 2


 


 


“Why not?” said Cindy, amazing herself, “let’s
give it a try.”  


Mattheus grinned and grasped her hands tight in
his. 


“Fantastic! That’s what I love about you—you’re
gutsy and daring,” he said. “I never know what to expect. Do whatever you need
to really feel comfortable here. Make this your home, too.” 


As the first step in making this her home, Cindy
had to do some decorating, take old things down, bring in new touches.


“Just go slow,” Mattheus pleaded. “This is my
life you’re re-arranging.”


“What about my life?” Cindy joked. “I’m moving
in with you. My life’s not only being re-arranged, it’s being pulled apart at
the seams.”


“And put back together in a way that’s far
better for both of us,” Mattheus reassured her.


Cindy always loved the way Mattheus took a
sensitive moment and put it in a larger context.  It made her feel safe and
understood. 


“I’m going out to work in the shed in the back
now,” he said. “Just remember, I love you, Cindy.”


She took a deep, swift breath. It was startling
and wonderful to hear him say it so casually and naturally in the middle of an
ordinary afternoon. 


“I love you, too, Mattheus,” Cindy replied.


Mattheus went outside and Cindy browsed through
the rooms. She loved the new rhythm that was forming between them, easy,
relaxed, homey. She hadn’t realized how much she craved this unstructured time together.
It was creating a new foundation for their relationship, one they could both
depend on. 


Cindy went into the bedroom. It was clear that
the first changes had to be made there. The photos of Mattheus and Shelly were
everywhere, with hardly any space between them. There were pictures of them in
all kinds of settings - at home, in parks, boats, parties, smoky night clubs.
It was as if Mattheus had captured every moment of their lives, not willing to
forget anything.


At first Cindy couldn’t look at the photos closely,
it was painful to see someone else in Mattheus’s arms. But she had to clear
them away, decide which ones to pack, and which to leave around.  She went over
to the end table first, took the framed photograph of them and looked at it
closely. 


Shelly and Mattheus seemed enormously happy
together, arms around each other, smiling and laughing. It seemed as if neither
of them had a care in the world. Life must have been good to them, then. They
looked as if they were riding a wave that seemed to be going in one direction
only. The idea that the wave would crash at the shore and low tide come in
seemed to be the furthest thing from their minds.  


Cindy remembered Mattheus telling her that he
and Shelly met soon after college, and from the first day they got together
were hardly ever apart. When they married he was working in his own business as
a court reporter in New Orleans, and she was studying to become a counselor. 


 Cindy looked at Shelly more closely. Even
though they resembled each other superficially, their eyes were different.  Shelly’s
were huge and green with changing expressions. In some photos she looked
charming and intelligent, in others like a stray cat, wily and confusing. In
all the photographs Mattheus looked strong and vibrant beside her, as if he had
everything he’d ever wanted.


Shelly was dressed in many different outfits, except
that she always had the same unusual shell necklace on. Cindy noticed it
immediately. No two shells were alike; the necklace seemed to be individually
strung. In several photos Shelly’s hands touched the necklace, as if it meant
the world to her. 


Cindy stared at Shelly for a long moment. It
was hard to imagine that such a beautiful, young woman had been taken down in
the prime of life. Same as Clint, thought Cindy. For a moment, she ached for
Mattheus, losing someone so precious to him. 


It was strange dipping into the details of
Mattheus’s past life. Cindy put the photo on the bed. There were so many of
them, she couldn’t leave them all around and make this bedroom their own. She
also couldn’t just take them all away, wipe out his memories. It was a delicate
balance and Cindy wanted to be sensitive about it. 


As she stood there, scanning the photos and
taking some down, the bedroom door opened.  


“Just popped in to see how you were doing,”
said Mattheus.


Cindy turned to him slowly. “Shelly was very
beautiful,” Cindy said softly, picking up a photograph again.


“Yes, she was,” Mattheus echoed, glancing at
the photo in Cindy’s hand.  “I like having these photos around. I like thinking
of her still alive – the way she was, as if nothing ever happened.”


Cindy put the photo down, suddenly feeling
flushed. The day had grown humid and rain was predicted for later on.


“You don’t have a problem with the photos, do
you?” Mattheus asked, coming closer, looking at them strewn on the bed.


“Not a problem, there’s just too many of them,”
Cindy tried to be playful. “We need to make room for pictures of us.”


Mattheus put his hands on her shoulders. “I get
it,” he said. “Down with the old, up with the new.”


“I wouldn’t put it that way,” said Cindy.


Little raindrops started tapping the window.


“Starting to rain earlier than we expected,”
Mattheus said, a feeling of gloom coming over him.


“Let’s take a walk in the rain,” said Cindy. “We
can go over to the café near the Waterfalls and have lunch.”


“I’ve got a lot to do here, though,” Mattheus
said, as the phone rang sharply, interrupting their conversation.


This was the first call they’d received in the
house. Cindy had hoped no one would call for a long while, give them time to
settle in.


Mattheus picked up the phone, a little
surprised. Cindy watched his jaw clench as he listened.


“Yes, got it,” he said, his eyes focusing
sharply at a point on the floor.


“When did it happen?”


Cindy wondered if it were Sand, Mattheus’s old partner
down here on the police force.  Sand had never liked Cindy, right from the
start. He felt it was his job to look after Mattheus and didn’t want any woman
taking it away. Cindy was sure he wouldn’t be thrilled to hear that she was
back with Mattheus in Grenada now. She wondered if Mattheus had told him? 


“That’s really something,” Mattheus said on the
phone in a semi garbled tone. 


Cindy waited for him to make eye contact with
her, to clue her in on what was going on.


“Yes, she’s here,” Mattheus continued. “I’m
sure she’ll be fascinated.”


Cindy took a step closer. It didn’t sound as if
it were Sand.  The rain began hitting the window early than expected. Cindy
hoped it wouldn’t rule out their outing.


“Yes, of course, we’ll talk it over and get
back to you as soon as we can.”Mattheus hung the phone up and shook his head.


“Who was it?” asked Cindy, “Sand?”


“No, it was a woman calling from St. Thomas.
She tracked us down here through Sand.”


“You told him he could give out our personal
number?” Cindy was irritated.


“This lady’s daughter just turned up murdered
in her own backyard,” Mattheus spoke quickly. “She sounds like a mess over the
phone - desperate for help. Someone down at the police station in St. Thomas
told her about us.”


Cindy was stunned. This was the last thing she
expected. She and Mattheus had specifically agreed to take time down here alone
together. This was the first vacation she’d had in over a year.


“Bad timing,” said Cindy, shaking her head.


Mattheus rubbed his foot on the floor, uneasy.  “There’s
no good timing for a murder,” he said.


“No, there isn’t,” Cindy agreed.


“This woman needs us badly now.”


Cindy looked at him directly. “I need us badly
now, too,” she said.


Mattheus looked startled. “I don’t get it.”


“What’s there not to get? This is our time to
be together, set up house, see where we’re headed.”


“Headed?”


“This is our time,” Mattheus.


“Time doesn’t belong to anyone,” he said. “The
girl who was killed in St. Thomas thought it was her time to live, too.”


Cindy felt her body trembling. “You want to pick
up now and take the case?”  


“Yes, of course,” said Mattheus. “Why not?” He
seemed confused by Cindy’s reluctance.


“I told you I needed down time,” said Cindy.
“We’ve been on one case after the next.”


“And we do fabulously on them. We’re an
incredible team.” 


“Yes, we are. But I need more than being a
detective, Mattheus.”


“What?” None of it seemed to be computing for
him.


“I need a life, I need to unwind, I need a man
to be close to,” said Cindy.


“You’re close to me. We have a life. A
fantastic life, with adventure and also helping others. What could be better?”


“Really knowing each other could be better -
bonding, starting a life.”


Mattheus’s jaw clenched and his lips pursed
tightly.  “You plan to stay here in some romantic fantasy and never leave the
place?”


Cindy was stung.  “I never said that. I never
implied it.”


“This isn’t the Cindy I knew,” he went on. “You
were always thrilled to take on new cases. It excited you. You jumped to the
bit. What happened? What changed?”


“Nothing changed. I just need a break now. I
told you that.”


“Life doesn’t give us breaks just when we want
it.”


“My life does,” said Cindy. “I need to sort out
who I am and where I’m headed.”


Sheets of rain began falling then, coming in
through the open windows.


“Jesus, this storm is going to flood the
house,” said Mattheus as he ran to the windows. “I feel like you just pulled
the rug right out from under me,” he went on, shutting one window after the
next.


“What?” Cindy was confused.


“Like you pulled a switch – a one two punch,”
said Mattheus.


Cindy felt hot anger rise within her. Mattheus hadn’t
heard a thing she said. He was back to where they’d started, aching to stare
down the next killer.


“Do you actually expect me to call back this
woman and say we’re not coming?” Mattheus asked.


“Tell her what you want. I just can’t do it now!
I’m worn thin.”


Mattheus spun towards her then.


“I don’t know what in hell you’re thinking,
Cindy. You want to give up work, become a housewife, spend your days dusting,
shopping for food and taking pictures down?”


Cindy felt punched in the gut. Where was this
hatred coming from? He was the one who’d begged her to move in, said he didn’t
want to be here without her. Had he behaved this way with Shelly as well?


“The last thing in the world I want to do is
dust and shop for food for you,” Cindy shot back. “And keep all your pictures
up on the wall.” 


Then she turned and flew out of the room. 


“Where are you going?” Mattheus called loudly.


“I have no idea,” Cindy flung back.  “But one
thing’s for sure. I’m not staying here with you.


“You’re turning the tables on me,” said
Mattheus.


 Cindy felt afraid. Her gut told her to get on
the next plane back to the States.


Mattheus came rushing after her. “You’re running
out on me? Are you crazy?”


Cindy spun around, “No, Mattheus. It’s not me
running out on you. Take a good look. You’re running out on yourself.”
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CHAPTER 3


 


 


 


Cindy saw still shaking inside as she walked
off the plane back in New York, and she was reassured to look up and see her
sister, Ann. It had been a long while since they’d been together and the minute
they saw one another, they ran to each other and embraced. Just as soon as she
booked her flight home, Cindy’d called Ann and told her she was returning. 
Overjoyed, Ann immediately booked her own flight from Wisconsin to New York to
meet her sister at the gate.


“God, Ann, it’s so wonderful to see you,” Cindy
breathed, unable to believe that her sister had actually come all the way here
to greet her. It had been over a year since they’d seen each other.


“I’ve been waiting for this day,” said Ann,
hugging her. “So has Frank. It’s about time you came home.”  Then she stepped
back and looked Cindy over. “My God, you’ve lost weight. You look pretty
though, different too.”


Cindy was dressed casually, in jeans and a navy
shirt. Her long auburn hair had been tied back through the flight, but she let
it loose as soon as she got off the plane. Cindy’d lost about ten pounds over
the past year of running around with Mattheus, working on cases, not taking
much time to eat regularly.  


“What a year it’s been for you Cindy!” Ann
grabbed both of her arms and held them. “But it’s over now. You’re home.“


Cindy looked more closely at her sister. Ann
hadn’t changed one bit, she never did.  Ann was a bulwark of stability and that
was comforting, Ann was dressed in her familiar linen slacks, with a matching
blazer and bag.  Her dark brown eyes were steady and strong. Cindy hadn’t
realized how much she’d missed he sister and how wonderful it would be to see
her again. 


“Come on, let’s get out of here,” Ann started
to move them along.


The airport wasn’t overly crowded as Cindy’s
plane had landed mid-afternoon. People were drifting around casually. Cindy took
a moment to take it all in, to realize where she was. Her sudden decision to
leave Grenada and Mattheus had been shocking, but it still felt right. She
wasn’t going to stay there with him and have him talk to her like that. Who was
he anyway? This was a side of him she’d never seen. The flight had been quick
and easy and it was good to be back in the States, too, for now anyway.  


“You look like you’re a bit in shock,” Ann
laughed as Cindy gazed about.


Cindy didn’t want to tell her sister that at
this time yesterday she’d been in the process of moving in with Mattheus and
that her trip home was unexpected. Ann would definitely not take that well.


“We’ll get your bags and then hail a taxi,” said
Ann, taking the big sister role, as usual, organizing details, guiding Cindy along.
 


Cindy smiled. She didn’t really need to be led
around anymore, had navigated much more dangerous terrains this past year and
half, than a local airport. But how could Ann possibly realize how much Cindy
had changed? She hadn’t met Mattheus either, though Cindy had told Ann about
him from time to time.


“You’ll have to fill me in on everything,” said
Ann, as she put her hand on Cindy’s arm, steering her towards baggage claim. “To
what do I owe this wonderful pleasure of seeing so my sister again so suddenly?”


 Cindy let Ann do what was natural for her,
take control, and followed along at her side for now. As they wound their way
through the airport to get the bags Cindy wondered how she would tell her
sister what had gone on with Mattheus. She hadn’t made sense of it herself. 


“Thank God, you still have the house you bought
with Clint,” Ann went on in a chirping tone. “You were right not to put it on
the market.  Everyone needs a home to return to.”


Cindy had never thought of Cove Bay as a home
for her to return to. It had been Clint’s home town, his family and friends
were still living there, and it had been Clint’s dream to raise his own
children right there. But, the starter house they bought and lived in so
briefly had been difficult for her to let go of.


“I’m so relieved you’re back, I can hardly tell
you,” Ann went on.


Cindy squeezed her hand. Despite the
differences between them, Ann had always been a wonderful sister. It had been painful
to realize how upset Ann had been about Cindy’s decision to team up with
Mattheus as private detectives.  Ann had never come to peace with it, and the
bond between her and Cindy had suffered because of it.


Cindy’s bags came quickly and Ann grabbed the
large one, and started wheeling it towards the exit. Cindy lifted the smaller
bag and wheeled it, a few steps behind. She felt momentarily disoriented.  A
few hours ago she and Mattheus were together in his home, happy, nesting,
planning a life together. Then it was as if a hurricane had hit, and a huge
wave had rolled in from shore tearing them apart suddenly.  Not so different
from what with her and Clint. 


Ann stepped outside onto the curb and hailed a
taxi quickly.  Once inside Cindy put her head back on the seat to rest. As they
drove along the familiar highway Cindy looked out of the window. It was early
autumn, with crisp air and bright skies. She watched the trees roll by as the
cab wound its way back to Cove Bay.  It was almost as if she’d never left, as
if this year and half had never happened. 


“I called the local deli, and had them deliver
food,” said Ann, as Cindy was about to close her eyes. “It’s probably waiting
outside the door right now.” 


Ann had become familiar with the neighborhood
and stores during the time she’d stayed with Cindy after Clint had died. Cindy
thought back to those days briefly. She wouldn’t have survived them without her
sister at her side. There was never a detail that Ann overlooked.  


“Rest now, if you need to,” said Ann. “Later
you’ll tell me what happened with you and Mattheus, why you decided to return
so suddenly.”


Cindy’s stomach clenched. This was definitely
not something she could discuss with Ann.


“And we’ll have fun, too,” Ann continued. “It’s
high time you went on a shopping spree and got new clothes for this amazing new
chapter that’s coming up in your life.” 


“What new chapter?” asked Cindy.


“You’re home now,” Ann continued in her balanced
tone. “You’ve come back to your senses, I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised
if your old job on the paper isn’t right there, waiting for you. They told you
it would be available whenever you were ready. Didn’t they?”


Cindy had forgotten about that.


“I’m sure they miss you,” Ann went on. “Everyone
misses you.”


“Clint’s family does not miss me,” said Cindy,
hastily, “they were tremendously relieved when I got out of town.”


“Forget about them, they’re sick people,” Ann
said, sharply. “Besides, they didn’t know what they were saying or doing,
they’d just suffered a huge loss.”


The taxi hit a bump in the rode then, that tossing
Cindy and Ann up in the air, interrupting the conversation. Then, in a little
while the taxi made a sharp turn and drove down the long, familiar, deserted
road, right up to the end. Cindy’s clapboard beach house sat right there, where
it had always been.


They got out, paid the driver, took their
luggage and went to the door. As Ann had predicted, the deli had left several
bags of food in front.  Ann, laughing, picking up the bags cheerfully, as if
she were moving back into her own home.


“Everything we need is right here,” said Ann,
opening the front door.


Once inside the house, Cindy felt momentarily
overcome.  Just being there brought everything back, the marriage, the murder,
the nightmare that followed.


 Cindy walked into the living room. The
photographs of her and Clint together were still hanging on the walls. They
were smiling, laughing, holding hands. It was as if nothing had ever happened,
as if time stood still.


“I thought you’d taken these photos down,” Ann
said, looking around, distressed.


“I couldn’t,” replied Cindy.


Ann went inside the kitchen to unpack the
groceries, as she had done so many times. Before long, Cindy smelled the
familiar odor of freshly brewed coffee that Ann loved to make.


“Come on, in. Sit down,” Ann called from the
kitchen.


Cindy walked into the kitchen and sat at the
table that was still placed near the window, in the sun. It was still covered with
her favorite red checkered tablecloth. Cindy ran her fingers over it. She and
Clint had picked it out together.


Ann poured fresh coffee for them in two
hand-painted mugs. Those mugs had been engagement presents from Cindy’s old
friends. Somehow she hadn’t returned them. She’d returned almost all the other
gifts though.


“This feels like a trip backwards through
memory lane,” said Cindy softly.


“But it isn’t,” Ann bristled. “It’s a trip into
a brand new era.  There’s a reason you’re home now, Cindy, and I want to hear
it.”


Ann always felt there was a reason for
everything. But life wasn’t as black and white as Ann made it out to be. It
wasn’t always possible to pinpoint the cause for whatever happened, although Cindy
also used to believe that it was. She’d been a research assistant at a top
newspaper in the city, loved tracking down little known facts. Now that she’d
been working as a private detective, solving real life crimes, Cindy knew the
facts didn’t always add up to anything that mattered. You had to go deeper,
trust your intuition, tune into a gut feeling that couldn’t be explained. Whenever
Cindy did that, something important happened.  That’s why she had trusted her
instincts so deeply yesterday, when Mattheus had spoken to her the way he did.
Something inside insisted that she get out.


“Okay, Cindy,” Ann said then, eager to hear
more. “Let’s have it. What happened in Grenada?  Why the sudden flight home?”


Cindy wasn’t used to being questioned about her
own life. These days she was the one questioning others, looking into dark
corners. 


“I needed a break,” Cindy started.


Ann grimaced and shook her head. She wasn’t
buying it. 


“Just like that? If you just needed a break,
you would have let me know in plenty of time that you were coming home. You didn’t.
It was the last minute. Your voice sounded troubled.”


Cindy smiled. “You’re in the wrong profession,
Ann. You’re a better detective than me.”


Ann wasn’t budging, or smiling. “It’s common
sense. You got into some kind of trouble? Something weird happened with that
guy? I never had a good feeling when you talked about him. There were always
too many unanswered questions, too many holes in his life.”


Cindy didn’t like hearing Ann call Mattheus
that guy. 


“I didn’t get into any kind of trouble,” Cindy
said.  “Actually, I was about to move in with Mattheus - and then I thought
better of it.”


“What?” Ann gasped. “Move in with him? In
Grenada? That’s where you two met, right?”


“Yes, we worked together on the first case I
ever had. He was on the police force at the time.”


Ann’s face turned white. “You’re not actually
telling me that you were planning to live with him permanently in the Caribbean?”


“It’s not all that far away, Ann,” Cindy became
defensive. “Planes go back and forth all the time. It’s only a couple of hours
longer than visiting you in Wisconsin.”


“That’s not the point,” said Ann. 


“What is the point?”


“People who move to the Caribbean are always running
away from something.”


“That’s ridiculous,” said Cindy.


“Or they’re types that just want to hang out on
the beach all day long.”


Cindy felt insulted. “We didn’t hang around on
the beach all day.  We were detectives Ann, we solved crimes together.”


 Ann didn’t absorb a word Cindy said. 


“Okay, when you met Mattheus you’d just been
through a trauma, your judgment was off, Clint’s family was horrible to you. I
could understand why you wanted to get away.”


“That’s a damning evaluation,” Cindy bristled.
“I went down to Grenada for a reason – I was called there to help. And I did.”


Ann’s face soured. “I know, I read all the
articles you sent me about what you achieved. I’m not making light of it.”


“You are.”


“No,” said Ann. ““I’m not taking anything away
from your accomplishments, but this guy you got involved with, none of us has
ever met him. We wondered why you were afraid to introduce him to us?”


“I wasn’t afraid, it just hadn’t happened yet.
The time wasn’t right.”


“And, from what you told us,” Ann continued,
single mindedly, “it sounded like he was running away from something, too. You
have a history of bad judgment with guys, Cindy. You have to face that, now.”


Cindy felt maligned. She wondered for a moment
if she should have allowed Ann to come and greet her at all.


Cindy,” Ann sat up straighter. “I don’t want to
hurt you. I want you to have what you truly deserve. Is this the life you truly
want? Chasing after murderers with an ex-cop at your side? What about family
and children?”


“Of course I want family and children,” Cindy
was stung to the core.


“Does Mattheus” Ann looked at her directly.


“We’ never discussed it,” Cindy said, realizing
that for the first time.


Ann seemed truly aghast.  “You’re telling me
you were about to move in with a guy and you never discussed where your
relationship was headed?” 


“We were happy together,” said Cindy
emphatically.


“What does happy mean?” Ann looked as if she
were about to scream.


“We were happy, laughing, caring for each other,”
Cindy spoke breathlessly, “he got who I was. I got him. We had long talks that
meant a lot to me.”


“That’s not the whole story or you wouldn’t be
home.” 


“It’s never the whole story,” said Cindy.
“Things come out later that can be shocking. They take time to digest.”


Ann held her hands out for Cindy’s. “Cindy, you’ve
been through one catastrophe already, and now you have to rebuild your life.
You can’t risk another disaster. You can’t afford to waste time with guys who
come unhinged.”


Cindy bristled. It was painful to think of
Mattheus as coming unhinged.  And, it wasn’t the whole truth about him.


“You won’t be able to have children forever,”
Ann went on, “and you don’t even know if he wants a family.”


“I loved him, Ann,” Cindy blurted out.


Ann looked alarmed. “Love is one thing,” she
said, “and great sex in the Caribbean is something else. It could become a drug
that helped you get over what happened.”  


“That’s cruel, Ann,” said Cindy bitterly.


“No, it’s kind. The truth is always kind.
What’s cruel is being dragged around in some kind of crazy dream.”


Ann always had a way of putting things that
left Cindy silenced. There was always some truth to what she said - but not all.



Cindy shrugged lightly. “Well, I’m back anyway
now, aren’t I?”


“I don’t know,” said Ann, “are you?” 


*


The next day Ann insisted that the two of them go
into town to freshen up Cindy’s wardrobe. A shopping expedition would hit the
spot. The idea didn’t sound bad to Cindy, and she agreed.


She and Ann got into her car before noon and
drove slowly into town.  Cindy always enjoyed passing through the town of Cove
Bay. It was a quaint suburb and the people in it were well-groomed, charming
and reassuring, except for Clint’s family, of course. Cindy knew she should
give them a call and let them know she was back in town.  She didn’t want them
to hear about it from somebody else, but she dreaded talking to them. 


She and Ann drove past the large clock in the
center of town and the small, charming, upscale shops and outdoor cafes that
lined the streets. They passed Ben and Jerry’s, and found a parking spot on the
street under an old, oak tree. 


“We can shop for a while and then have lunch,”
Ann was excited. “It’s autumn already and you’ll definitely need warm things
for winter.”


Cindy let herself join in the festive
atmosphere Ann was creating, but had no idea where she’d be when winter
arrived. Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea to stay here for a while, see if her
old job was still open. It would give her time to sort things out. Ann was
right. Cindy loved working on cases when they came along, but they also took a toll.
Living so deeply in the dark under belly of the world, she needed time to come
up for air, unwind, wipe away the dark clouds that covered her mind.  She needed
to re-group, be nourished and filled once again with the goodness of life.  It
was appalling that Mattheus couldn’t 


understand that. 


Cindy tried to get him out of her mind, but
couldn’t. She’d been upset by the things he’d said about her, too. Did he resent
having to take care of a woman, having a woman make a home for him? Cindy
shivered. Her thoughts about him wandered all over the place now. What did
Mattheus really feel about women? What had his relationship with his wife
really been like? The shock of seeing the sudden change in him towards her set
off all kinds of alarms.  Cindy was proud that she left, she’d been self-protective.
But there was no way she could discuss this with Ann. Ann would be totally
horrified to hear these details, and she’d have a right to be.


The first shop Cindy and her sister walked into
was a charming boutique, with dresses in Cindy’s size, slacks, sweaters, bags.
Ann was delighted. 


“We can find everything we need right here,” Ann
said.


The lanky, well groomed, sales woman came over
to greet them.


 “We need dresses for the fall, some skirts and
sweaters,” said Ann.


Cindy felt like a child being taken out by her
mother. She smiled at the sales woman and held up her hand. 


“Just a couple of items,” Cindy said.


“No, this is on me, Cindy,” Ann whispered. “I
want to welcome you home.”


*


Three hours later as they returned in the car,
their hands filled with packages, Ann’s cheeks were flushed.


“Victory!” Ann exclaimed.


Cindy was grateful for her sister’s love and
smiled at her warmly. 


“You’re a wonderful sister, Ann, you always
have been.”


“I wish I could stay here longer,” Ann
whispered. “I want to support you in every way I can.”


The telephone rang then, startling both of
them. 


“Who can that be?” asked Cindy. “Nobody knows
we’re here.”  She picked up the phone quickly.


“You’re back, and you didn’t let us know? I
can’t believe it,” the voice had an edge to it. It was Marge, Clint’s sister.


“I just returned,” said Cindy. 


“My friend Tobey saw you and your sister
shopping in town. Obviously, your sister had plenty of time to find out and
join you. Why didn’t you call us?” Her voice was shrill, just as it always had
been. Cindy shivered.


“Well, now you know that I’m here,” said Cindy.


“Don’t take an attitude with me,” Marge
declared. “Is there some reason you chose to come back to Cove Bay now?”


“No particular reason,” said Cindy.


Cindy remembered the harsh, invasive behavior
of Clint’s family. From the moment she’d met them, she’d been the enemy. They
felt she was out to take away not only Clint, but everything they had. Nothing
could have been further from the truth, but no one ever gave her a chance.


 “We haven’t known where to even reach you for
over a year,” Marge went on petulantly. “There was no way to let you know about
dad’s funeral.”


Cindy grew quiet. “I’m sorry,” she said.


“How sorry could you really be if you kept
completely out of touch? How do you think it looked when you didn’t show up at dad’s
funeral?  The whole town talked about it for days.  So, now that the will’s
being probated you think you can just return?”


Clint’s family was back to square one, money.
It was all they ever thought about. Obviously Marge thought Cindy had come back
to claim Clint’s portion of the inheritance. 


Cindy bypassed her remarks. “When did your
father pass away?” she asked.


“The funeral was two weeks ago,” Marge’s voice
had a raspy tone. “It was an awful death. He suffered terribly, the drugs
didn’t work. Mom is totally wrecked. She hasn’t even begun to recover. If she
hears you’re back now, it’ll make things worse.”


“I’m sorry, Marge,” Cindy said. “I really am.”


“Why are you here? How long are staying?” Marge
wouldn’t let go.


“I have no idea,” said Cindy.


*


Cindy sent a condolence basket to Clint’s
family and did not receive a reply. Nothing had changed between them and Cindy
had no desire to step back into the undercurrent of pain and resentment they
lived in. They weren’t her family and never had been. Now that Clint was gone,
there was nothing left, no child to bind them, no happy memories.  There were
no financial ties either. This house was hers, even though they initially tried
to take it away. And now it was paid for in full. Cindy had received Clint’s
life insurance as well. This kept her going beautifully. She had no interest in
claiming Clint’s part of his father’s inheritance. Better to sever all ties to
them she thought, and be on her own.


Ann stayed another three days. They were
wonderful days, they went to the movies, and took long walks down near the
water and shared old stories about growing up. 


“Seems like you don’t want to talk about Mattheus,”
Ann commented lightly at one point. “Whatever happened must still be quite raw
and painful.”


“Yes, it is,” said Cindy, “I don’t want to talk
about it at all.” 


 While Ann baked cookies, Cindy worked in the
garden, planting autumn mums. Word got around town quickly that Cindy was back
and to her surprise, she received a call from Al, Clint’s best man. He wanted
to take her to dinner and find out how things had been. Even though Ann
encouraged her to go, Cindy couldn’t bring herself to do it. Too much water had
passed under the damn.  It was surprising and relieving for her to realize that
she no longer wanted or needed old ties to Clint. Life here would have been
different with him, but he wasn’t here anymore and she had to find a way to
move on. She had to find a place and life where she was welcome and fit in. 


When it came time for Ann to leave, Cindy drove
her to the airport, and promised to stay in close touch. As Ann walked through
the gate, Cindy felt her stomach drop, as though a trusted anchor was floating
away.


Cindy drove back slowly, taking detours and
winding side roads, looking at the trees, homes and neighborhoods, wondering
what she was doing here. Once she came to her house, she pulled up into the
driveway and sat in the car. Did she really belong here anymore? Was she simply
a ghost now, haunting old places, re-visiting old memories?


She got out of the car and went into the
house.  Cindy drifted through the rooms alone now, trying to gain her bearings.
 As she walked, her eyes fell on the beautiful bible the pastor, Tom Mallard,
have given her after Clint passed. She went to the end table, picked it up and
opened it randomly. To her amazement the page had one of the same passages that
had she loved and that had struck her so forcefully before.


For whatever is hidden is meant to be
disclosed, and what is concealed is meant to be brought out into the open.


Cindy sat down and stared at the words as evening
began falling. She shivered as she realized that the long, lonely nights of
winter were close by. The passage she read was a perfect description of the
work she’d been doing, the direction her life had taken her in. What were the
chances that she’d open to exactly the same page that had meant so much to her
then? What was it telling her about her life today?
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 Early the next morning Cindy went out into the
garden, first thing. Being close to the earth always calmed her and brought the
insight she needed. She was going to put a decision about what to do next on
back burner for now, and focus on planting autumn flowers.


 As she scraped the earth in a soft rhythm, her
cell phone rang. Cindy took it out of her pocked. It was probably Ann checking
in to see how Cindy was doing. She looked forward to saying hello and thanking
her again for being so wonderful.


“Cindy? Is that you?” To her horror it was
Mattheus.


Cindy took a deep, painful breath. “Yes,” she
said in a perfunctory, business like tone.


“Listen this is crazy,” Mattheus started. His
voice sounded strange, a bit slurred.


Cindy had no desire to get into a conversation
with him first thing in the morning. She had plans for the day. She wanted to
stay calm.


“Mattheus, what are you calling about?”


“I want you to come back,” he said bluntly. 


Cindy shivered. “Not now. I can’t.”


“You’re being stubborn and unreasonable,” he
went on.  “We’ve always gotten past our differences before.”


“What’s unreasonable about expecting you to
keep your word?” Cindy flared up, as a cool breeze played with her face.


“Nothing,” he said, suddenly sorrowfully. “I
said we’d have some time alone together. We did. I thought it was enough.”


Enough? Cindy had no idea what to do with that.



“You had your fill?” she asked flippantly.


“You’re building a case against me,” Mattheus’s
voice sounded strained. “I just meant we always got excited to go out on a new
case together.”


“Mattheus, I’m busy now, I have things to do.”


“Why are you being so stubborn?” He sounded
exhausted.


“I’m not the one who was stubborn,” Cindy
corrected him.


“Okay, you’re right,” he went on, sounding
defeated. “Look, we’ve both had a hard time with love. We’ve made our mistakes.
We’ve been defeated.”


What’s this, Cindy thought, a litany?


“You’re right about everything,” Mattheus
persisted, “just please come back.”


There was no point in having this conversation
now, Cindy thought. She’d just barely returned. They both needed plenty of time
to digest everything. What made the most sense was to hang up the phone.


“Mattheus, I have to go now,” said Cindy as she
prepared to disconnect.


“Don’t hang up,” he called out in a hollow
tone. “Wait a second. It’s not what you think.”


This was an awful way to start the day, Cindy
started to feel agitated.


“We’ll talk about it later,” she said, “some
other time.”


“Cindy. It’s urgent. I wouldn’t have called you
if it wasn’t. I have a new case. I need your help.”


“Mattheus, I need time.  I’ve told you over and
over again.”  


“It’s not what you think,” he repeated roughly.


Something in the tone of his voice jarred Cindy.
He didn’t sound like himself.


“What is it?” she said, exasperated.


“They’ve found Shelly’s body,” he could hardly
get the words out. “I got a call late last night.”


“What?” An ice chill went through Cindy’s body.
 “They found your wife’s body?” 


“In Key West, Florida, yesterday.  She was
brutally strangled. There were signs of a struggle. They’ve got all kinds of evidence.
The case is being re-opened.”


“Oh my God, Mattheus!” Cindy was in shock. Mattheus
had lived for the day they would find his wife’s killer. “They found her in Key
West?” Cindy could barely breathe. 


“Yeah. Who knew? The last place we expected. No
one even looked there.”


Mattheus had gone over the details of the
search with Cindy many times. He and his wife had lived in New Orleans and the
search had taken place there within a hundred mile radius of their home. In the
beginning there were leads and all kinds of theories, but nothing had panned
out. It had been hard to get a beat on why someone would have wanted to kill Shelly.
Friends all said that she and Mattheus had a wonderful marriage; they were
beautiful, smart, fun, and gracious to all they knew.


The possibility of a robbery was quickly discounted,
nothing in the home was missing and there was no sign of a break in. All sex
offenders living in the area were checked and cleared. Shelly did have one girlfriend
from college, Lana, who always hated her, but she was overseas at the time
Shelly disappeared.


The cops also looked into Shelly’s family. Her parents
lived in Oregon with her retarded brother, Mike.  The one strange note that
Mattheus couldn’t come to terms with was that Shelly’s parents never came down
to help with the search. When asked about it, her father mumbled that he always
knew she would come to no good.  Mattheus never knew what to make of that. After
she went missing, Shelly’s parents didn’t stay in touch with Mattheus. He didn’t
know why, but it hurt. 


 “I’m leaving for Key West later today,”
Mattheus’s voice sounded garbled and distraught on the phone. “I can’t do this
alone.”


“Of course not,” said Cindy.


“I need you badly,” said Mattheus. “Will you
come and help me find the killer?”


“I’ll be on the next plane down,” Cindy said. 


*


Key West, the last stop, down at the furthest
tip of the gulf stream, was surrounded by beautiful warm waters, palm trees and
history going back to the 17th century, when pirate ships came to
shore.  Now it was bustling and crowded with tourists, conferences, and those
who came for vacation to hang out at one of the great bars or cafes. 


The airport was small and funky. Cindy changed
planes at Miami to a small shuttle which headed down to the Keys. The flight
was quick and bumpy.  All the way down Cindy kept telling herself that she
wouldn’t stay long, just a few days, long enough to offer Mattheus support and help
him get back on his feet. Who else could he turn to?


Mattheus’s own parents had both died in a car
crash when he was young. His only living relative, his sister Lily, had called
every day after Shelly had gone missing, and then came to spend the first month
with him. After that, she returned to Alabama. Once Mattheus moved away from
Grenada, he barely heard from Lily either.


Cindy had no plans to tell Ann that she was
down here now, either. Ann would go crazy, and maybe she was right? It was hard
to see certain things clearly when you had a murder to solve. Your priorities
shifted in the flash of a second. Things that mattered a lot before suddenly seemed
unimportant, little details you would never have noticed quickly took center
stage. Your day was organized around them. There was no way she could explain
that to her sister.


  Cindy got out of the plane, slightly rattled,
not only by the ride, but by the idea of seeing Mattheus again so soon. But,
after all how could she not go down and be there with him when he had to go
through something like this.


A wind had blown up as they were landing and
got stronger as she stepped out of the plane. Her skirt ruffled up around her
knees and she put her hand over her eyes, to keep the sand from blowing into
them.


“Cindy,” she heard Mattheus calling out to her
almost immediately after she stepped out of the plane.  


He wore old khakis, his hair was messy, and he
looked unshaven and disheveled, not crisp and suntanned as usual.


Cindy was amazed at how happy she was to see
him. She wanted to throw her arms around him, but he stopped as he got a few
feet from her.  


 “Great of you to come down,” he mumbled, brushing
the ground with his foot.  


“Mattheus, I’m sorry.”  Despite herself Cindy
reached out her hands.


He didn’t take them. Why would he? thought
Cindy. After all, we’ve just broken up.  I’ve come down to work with him as a
detective now. He’s respecting that.”


“Let’s go,” he said, nervous. “I’ve got a jeep
waiting.”


They walked a few feet together to a red jeep
that was parked nearby. Mattheus opened the side door and she climbed in. 


“I told them to send your luggage to the Key
House Hotel,” he said as he jumped in and started the motor. “I’ve got you a
room on the same floor, next to mine.”


“Okay,” said Cindy.  It was as if the time
they’d shared together had faded, now it was all business again.


“I’ll never forget that you did this for me,”
Mattheus said, as he looked out over his shoulder and pulled out of the
airport, onto a long, narrow road. The road stretched out under palm trees, and
led to the main highway. “We’re about ten minutes from the hotel. It’s a great
hotel, right on the beach. As soon as you’re settled we’ll go down to the
Police Station. I’ve been there once already, for a quick check in. I told them
you were coming down to be on the case with me. They were fine with it.” His
words rolled out one after another as if there was no stopping them. Obviously,
he was in distress. How could he not be?


“This has to be a huge shock for you,
Mattheus,” Cindy said.


“Yeah, when the shocks start coming there’s no
end to them,” Mattheus mumbled, “lose one woman and find another – the body of
another that is.”


Cindy shivered. It was gruesome to hear him
speak this way.


“I’m so sorry.”


“Yeah, so am I. Sorry, but also relieved. At
least I have Shelly’s remains. That’s something, isn’t it? Better than having
nothing at all.”


Cindy felt slapped in the face.
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 Cindy didn’t spend any time washing up or
getting settled at the hotel. She got the key to her room, went in, and took
just a minute to look out at the perfect sky and rippling blue waters and take
a delicious, deep breath. The place was beautiful and it was strangely
wonderful to be with Mattheus, but she wasn’t going to get lulled into that. They
were back in two separate rooms again, and even though it was entirely fitting,
it also made her sad. Their relationship always seemed to go in circles, back
to square one. 


 Cindy went to the bathroom, splashed water on
her face and looked in the mirror briefly. Her face looked fresh and filled
with anticipation. There was always that adrenalin rush at the beginning of a
new case. You had no idea what was coming, who you would run into, what strange
world would surface in front of your eyes. Life became open and full of possibilities;
everyday reality took on a different vantage point.


But this case was different, way too close to home.
Mattheus’s life would never be the same now that they’d found his wife’s body. He
would finally get the closure he’d been craving, but it was also his chance
even to come face to face with one who did it. How would he handle that? Cindy
wondered how much the cops really had. They hadn’t wanted to tell Mattheus
about what they’d discovered until Cindy was with him. Too disturbing, Cindy
guessed. They said they wanted Mattheus to be with someone when he heard what
they found. 


Cindy turned quickly now to go down to the
lobby to meet Mattheus and get to the Police Station as soon as possible.


*


The Police Station down in Key West was the
southernmost Police Station in the United States, situated in a new large, pink
stucco building on a large boulevard. There was a long walk leading up to it, a
circular rotunda with pillars in the front and a lone palm tree along the side.



As Cindy and Mattheus walked up the front walk,
Police of Chief Rodney Barren came to the front and held the door open for
them. He was in his late fifties, strong and steady with pepper and salt grey
hair and clear, blue eyes.


“Glad you’re here, Mattheus,” Rodney said
warmly. 


Mattheus nodded and held out his hand. Obviously
the two of them had a chance to spend time together and there seemed to be a nice
feeling between them. Cindy was grateful for that.


“Cindy Blaine, my partner,” said Mattheus,
gruffly.


Rodney turned and looked at Cindy appreciatively. 



“Good of you to come down to help with this,”
he said, offering his hand. “Rough case to handle when it’s your own wife.”


“Terrible,” said Cindy, shaking Rodney’s hand. 
She flashed on what it had been like to work on Clint’s murder, how terrified
and alone she’d felt. It seemed like it had happened in another lifetime, hard
to believe it was less than two years ago. 


 “The Key West Police Department is a state
accredited organized made up of dedicated and professional men and women,”
Rodney said as he led Cindy and Mattheus along the hallway to his office.
Clearly, he was proud of it. “Our island is home to a diverse community and we
serve a population of 25,000 full-time residents with over two million visitors
each year.” 


Cindy appreciated the information and was
impressed. She was also concerned. With that many visitors and transients it
could be hard to track the killer down.


They got to Rodney’s office, went in and sat
down at the large desk in the center. In a few minutes a couple of other cops
came in then, and joined them. An electric energy filled the room and Cindy
suddenly became apprehensive, wondering what they were going to say.Shelly had
gone missing six years ago. What kind of shape could her remains be in? How
much could they actually find out?


Mattheus was anxious, “Okay, shoot,” he said.
“I want to hear everything. What kind of evidence can you still collect from
what’s left after all this time?”


“Mattheus,” Rodney started speaking slowly and
deliberately.


Mattheus looked up at him, “Yeah?”


“From work on the body we have concluded that Shelly’s
death was recent.”


Mattheus didn’t fully grasp what he was saying.
“Recent?”


“Shelly was killed about one week ago,” said
Rodney.


The life drained from Mattheus face. “What?”


Rodney repeated his words even more slowly,
“Your wife was killed one week ago.”


Mattheus could barely speak. “It’s not
possible,” he finally said.


“We checked carefully,” Rodney spoke very
slowly. He knew this was incredible information to give Mattheus.


“I don’t get it. What did you say?” Mattheus
started shaking his head back and forth, as if to wipe the cobwebs away. “She
went missing six years ago, on August 8th.”


Rodney repeated the same words more slowly. 


“Your wife was alive and living down here in
Key West. She was killed one week ago.”


“Living in Key West?” Mattheus eyes turned
blurry. His entire world was being turned upside down. “We lived in New
Orleans. She disappeared. We searched for the killer in hundred mile radius.”


“There wasn’t a killer then,” Rodney said to Mattheus
slowly, “your wife left of her own will. She came down here to live.”


One of the cops, Alex, a young guy in his late
thirties, glanced over at Cindy from the corner of his eye. Now Cindy understood
why they didn’t want to talk to Mattheus alone. It could be too much of a shock.
He could have had a heart attack. 


“The killing is new, it’s a fresh case,” Alex
said softly to Cindy. 


“What do you mean she came of her own will?”
Mattheus was stuck on that thought. “She ran away from me? She pretended to be
killed?”


“She didn’t pretend anything, Mattheus,” Rodney
said more forcefully. “She ran away. Plenty of people who go missing actually
run away. They leave their lives and start over.”


“Why would Shelly leave our life behind?”
Mattheus was dumbfounded.


“There’s a lot of questions like that we have
to ask you,” said Rodney.


The room seemed suddenly warmer, and the whirring
fan that hung from the ceiling circulated the balmy air.


“Ask me?” Mattheus was confused.


For a horrible moment Cindy wondered if
Mattheus was a suspect in the case.


“We need information to help us track the
killer, or be sure about the guy we have in custody now,” Rodney explained.


Mattheus stood up like a lightning bolt, his
face filled with rage. 


“Who do you have in custody?”


“Whoah, calm down there,” said Rodney,
momentarily alarmed. “The guy’s name is Anthony, he’s a musician in a band down
here.”


Mattheus’s fists clenched and turned white. 


“Did you and your wife spend time down in Key
West when you were together?” Rodney took another tack.


“Yeah, we came down for vacations. Shelly liked
it down here. She never said a thing about coming here to live. Who the hell is
this guy, Anthony?”


“Your wife was living with him,” Rodney said.


This was more than Mattheus could bear. “Wait a
minute! Hold on! What the hell are you saying? I don’t believe a word of it.”
Mattheus jumped up and began pacing back and forth. “You’re giving me a line of
crap. You want to upset me - see my reaction! Shelly wasn’t living with
anybody. She loved me.”


Mattheus turned and then ran to the door.


“Get back here. Sit down,” Rodney demanded.


“I can’t. You got to give me time with this,”
Mattheus growled, as he turned and fled out onto the street.


“Mattheus!” Cindy got up, racing after him.


“Hold on a second,” Alex got up to stop her.


“No, let her go,” Rodney said from behind. “He
needs her with him now.”


“I’ll be back in a little while,” Cindy uttered,
as she fled out the doors, chasing Mattheus down the crowded streets
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  Mattheus got out of the station and started
running at full speed. He had no idea where he was going, just knew he had to
get out of there fast. The walls were starting to close in in on him and the voice
of the cops was ringing in his ears. This couldn’t be true, just couldn’t. How could
it be possible that Shelly was alive all this time and hadn’t gotten in touch
with him? The thought of it ripped through his heart like a sharpened knife.  Everything
blurred as he passed by, the trolley, cafes, little wooden shacks, the stores
and homes. His breath became jagged as he ran through streets he’d once walked
on with her. 


Shelly, he called out in his mind. Did you
leave me? Are you gone? Are they lying about you? 


There was no answer and never would be.


Shelly, damn it, answer me! Are you dead or
alive?


Suddenly it came to him. This could be a case
of mistaken identification. How could the police so sure it was her? Who had
actually seen the body? Who knew he was in Grenada and told them to contact him
there? He’d been so stunned, he hadn’t had the presence of mind to ask that -
or one hundred other questions. Mattheus knew he’d run out of the place way too
fast, but he couldn’t stand hearing another word about Shelly or the live she’d
lived without him.  


Mattheus wiped away the perspiration that
poured from his face as he ran. The idea that Shelly didn’t disappear, but had left
on her own and was living with another guy, blew his mind. It hit like a
torpedo, came out of nowhere and didn’t make sense. He’d never had any reason
to believe the two of them hadn’t been completely happy together. He’d never
doubted that for a minute.


As if to absorb the horrible news, he slowed
down a little and looked around, to make sure this was real. Was Shelly still
here, hiding behind a doorway, playing some kind of crazy game? All he saw were
people ambling up and down the streets as if they had nothing better in the
world to do in than take in the sun’s rays.


 Soon the sun would begin going down. Then
everyone would start gathering at the water’s edge for the sunset ceremony. It
happened every night - people played music, sang, danced and ate Key Lime pies.
They were celebrating the end of another gorgeous day. Whenever they came down
here, Shelly loved it, didn’t want to miss even one night. It was the high
point of the vacation for her.


 Mattheus picked up his pace again, on his way
down to the water’s edge. Being there would be like old times with her.  Sure, Shelly
loved being here, but not enough to throw away her whole life for it. Not
enough to move in with another guy. Were the cops telling him all this to drive
him crazy, get him to crack? Was he a suspect? His mind felt like a spider weaving
all kinds of crazy webs.


Suddenly, the boardwalk zoomed in closer.
Mattheus ran to the water’s edge. The water looked cool, calm and inviting.
Maybe the best thing he could do for himself and everyone else would be to jump
in and not come back.


“Mattheus,” a woman’s voice close behind, was
calling him.  “Mattheus, wait.”


He turned swiftly and there was Cindy, her face
hot and flushed. He’d forgotten about her, was surprised to see her.


“Mattheus, I’m here,” she said, “slow down.”


Cindy ran up to the railing he was leaning against,
her hair caught across her face, her breath coming swiftly.


“I’ve been calling for you to slow down,” she
said breathless.


The sight of her startled him.  He remembered
that he’d called her down to help him on the case. He also remembered that they’d
been together and broken up suddenly. She ran out on him. What did she want from
him now? 


“That was a pretty good run you led me on.”  Cindy
came closer, sweaty and hot. 


Mattheus ran his hands through his hair. “Jesus
Christ,” he muttered, “how long have you been chasing me?”


Cindy put her hand on his arm. He was grateful
she was there. But how long would she stay? Could he even trust it? Yeah he’d
gone back on his word to her, but her reaction was extreme. 


“Let’s sit down on a bench over here,” said
Cindy. “It’s a beautiful spot.”


That seemed like a strange, irrelevant comment,
thought Mattheus.


“The sunset ceremony is going to begin soon,” said
Cindy.


 “Shelly never missed one of them,” Mattheus said.


Cindy put her hands on his shoulders, trying to
turn him towards her. He didn’t really want to.


“This has to be a horrible shock for you,
Mattheus,” Cindy said.


He finally turned, looked at her and felt his
eyes blur.


“I’m sorry Mattheus. I really am,” Cindy went
on.


“Sorry about what?”


“The terrible news,” she said slowly.


“How do we know it’s true?” he slammed his fist
on the railing.


“Let’s go sit down on the bench over there and
talk about it,” Cindy’s voice was soothing and steady, the way he remembered it
when they’d first met. What a mess he’d made of everything. He’d no idea why
she’d come down now to help, and wasn’t even sure he was glad she was here.


Mattheus let Cindy lead him to the bench anyway
and sat down beside her. For a long while neither of them said a word.  Suddenly,
he thought that of Shelly living with someone else and felt as if he’d been
punched in the gut. He doubled up in pain.


“Cops said she was living with some guy,” Mattheus
repeated in a muted tone.


“Key Lime Pies, Key Lime Pies,” a vendor started
to call.


“Shelly loved those damn Key Lime Pies,”
Mattheus murmured. 


“Seems like the police have done a lot of work.
That can help us find whoever did it,” Cindy interrupted. 


Mattheus knew Cindy was trying to bring order,
calm the raging seas inside of him. But nothing she said could make him feel
better. He looked at her as though she were crazy. 


“Help us? How?” he said. “How do we even know
it’s Shelly? Who identified the body?”


“That’s a good question,” said Cindy softly. 


Guitar music was now starting up in the
background, and people were singing along. The crowd that came down here was
both mellow and quirky. Some seemed to just want to jive on the natural beauty.
There were plenty of other kinds too, including streams of tattooed bikers,
mixed in with the crowd. 


Someone selling coral bracelets passed by,
twirling one of them on his finger.


“What a scene, “said Cindy.


“It’s a carnival,” Mattheus said, “Shelly loved
it, said it took all the pressure off.”


“Takes off certain pressures, and brings others,”
said Cindy, as she suddenly sat bolt upright.  “Oh my goodness, here comes
Rodney and Alex! What are they doing here?” 


Mattheus turned and looked over his shoulder
swiftly. Rodney and Alex were walking steadily towards his bench. 


“Looks like they’re hot on my trail,” said
Mattheus. “Don’t lose any time, do they? 


“They’re on Shelly’s trail,” Cindy corrected
him.


“What’s the difference?” snapped Mattheus.


“The difference is Shelly’s dead and you’re
alive,” Cindy exclaimed.


“Half alive,” said Mattheus.


“And you and Shelly have been apart for six
years,” Cindy added.


“Get it,” said Mattheus, “so I should just take
this all with a grain of salt?” 


Rodney walked over to the bench deliberately
and motioned for Mattheus to move over and make room for him.


“Figured we’d find you around here somewhere,”
Rodney said.


The guy was being decent about it, but probably
didn’t take too well to being run out on, Mattheus thought.


Mattheus got up a minute and made room for them.


Rodney sat down right close up to Mattheus. 


“Look, I know this is tough,” Rodney started,
“but we still have lots to talk about.”


Mattheus nodded. “Yeah, we do,” he said. “Sorry
I just ran out, but the news hit me from out of left field.  I was blind sighted.”


“Yeah, I know what a shock this must be,” said
Rodney.


Mattheus was incredibly relieved. This was one
thoughtful guy, rare to find someone like him these days.


Mattheus took a few deep breaths and pulled
himself together. He was actually glad Rodney had come, he would help him put
the pieces together. Mattheus decided to jump right in.  


“So, my first question is, who identified the
body?” Mattheus asked.


“Identifying her wasn’t a problem,” said Rodney.
“Your wife had been living down here for several years. She had quite a few
friends and also worked part time at the Shelter for abused women in town.
Actually, her supervisor there, Victoria, made the identification.”


“She worked at a shelter for abused women?”
Mattheus was surprised.


“Yeah, she was good at it,” said Rodney,
“people seemed to like her a lot.”


“Shelly never worked in a shelter for abused
women before.” Mattheus said. “She was trained as a counselor though, had the
skills. She worked other places.”


“Tell me more,” said Rodney.


But Mattheus felt his mind close down. The
truth was he had no idea about anything that happened in Shelly’s life these
past years. The thought floored him. 


“I don’t know what else to tell you,” Mattheus
froze. “You tell me what else you found. Let me have it, I can take it now.”


“There were signs of a struggle,” Rodney spoke
slowly. “Shelly was strangled.”


Mattheus gasped. 


“Look, I’m sorry, I know this isn’t easy,”
Rodney repeated.


Despite himself, sobs began to rack Mattheus’s
body. “Why?” he asked, “why did it happen?”


Rodney put his hand on Mattheus’s shoulder. “Listen,
we have someone in custody. The guy she was living with, Anthony.”


“Go on,” Mattheus felt like he was going to rip
the guy limb from limb.


“He’s a musician down here in a big band. Handsome,
black guy. He and Shelly had been living together the past three years. People
heard them fighting a lot recently, and one night, a week before it happened,
he was seen leaving the house late at night, running through town. “


Mattheus could barely breathe. “Running through
town?”  


“We have enough on him to hold him,” said
Rodney. “And, also, his alibi doesn’t hold up.”


Mattheus jaw was locked and he was trembling.
“I want to talk to him,” he demanded.


“Cool down a minute,” Rodney said.


“Listen, man, I’m a private detective, I have a
right to. She was my lawful wife.”


Rodney threw a quick glance at Cindy. 


Cindy nodded slowly. “Mattheus needs to talk to
the guy,” she said.


“Maybe?” Rodney was thinking it over.


“You can’t say no,” said Mattheus. “This was my
wife.”


“Alright,” said Rodney, “I’ll let you interview
him, but first I want you to see the crime scene.”


Mattheus flinched. “Why?”


“Sorry, but I need to do it,” said Rodney. “I
know you and your wife spent time down here together. It may bring something
back to you, jog a memory. We need to know whatever you might remember.”


“Take me there,” said Mattheus, fury suddenly
arising.  “Now.” 
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Green Pebble Beach was located at the eastern
tip of the island, straight down a steep hill, wedged between two coral reefs.
Instead of sand, rocks covered with green algae and moss, spread over the area
that sloped down to the sea. The rocks were so small and glistening, they
looked like green pebbles, giving rise to the name, Green Pebble Beach. The water
down here was also calmer, greener and had a sweet, pungent aroma that
enveloped you the moment you came close. 


As Cindy, Mattheus, Rodney and Alex carefully
climbed down the hill, Cindy could hear the ocean’s small waves lapping gently
up against the stones.


“Very few people come to this place,” Rodney
said as they came to the bottom of the hill. “It’s out of the way, not
very restful.  Most don’t know about it.”


 “Shelly knew about it,” said Mattheus, looking
around. “She liked it here. We came a few times.  She even took some of these
pebbles home.”


Rodney stopped in his tracks.  “That’s
interesting,” he said. “I had no idea.”


“She loved exploring out of the way, hidden
places,” Mattheus went on.


“What did she do with the pebbles?” Rodney
asked.


Mattheus shrugged. “I have no idea. What
difference does it make?”


“None, I guess,” said Rodney, “but if she knew
and liked this place it could mean that she came here of her own volition. The
person who killed her might have known it and killed her here, rather than
somewhere else and dumped her. 


Mattheus shivered. Cindy could see that he was
still processing everything, it really wasn’t sinking in. 


“Anthony’s our main suspect right now,” Rodney
continued, “he knew everything about her, of course.”


Mattheus face grew darker. “This guy’s got a
record? He’s done something rotten and lousy before?”


“Nothing much, just a few DWI’s.  Some assorted
complaints.” 


“There’s no way Shelly would have anything to
do with someone with DWI’s,” Mattheus said flatly. “She wouldn’t – she was
smart, sharp. She would never willingly choose a guy like that.” 


“What are you saying?” asked Rodney.


Mattheus’s brow furled. “The bastard coerced
her, kidnapped her, maybe?” He was throwing things out, reaching for an answer,
something to hold onto. “Shelly’d been in the grip of a monster – she couldn’t
get out.”


Rodney and Alex glanced at one another.


Alex shook his head, “Farfetched,” he responded,
as they all proceeded carefully onto the pebbles that led down to the edge of
the shore. 


“Sounds like your wife was an unusual woman,”
Rodney said as they continued to walk.  


Cindy’s heart clenched. She knew how painful
this had to be for Mattheus. All the coals getting raked up again and again.


“I never thought of her as unusual,” Mattheus
said succinctly. “She was great to be with, bright, vivacious, interested in
lots of things. She saw more than most people, too. When we came down here
sometimes she’d look at the pebbles so closely she could see different colors
in them. She’d comment on it. She was a sensitive person, aware of these
things. I used to tell her to become an artist, do watercolors of the pebbles
if she loved them so much. She just laughed it off.”


This was the first time Cindy had heard this
about Shelly. It was also the first time she directly realized how deeply
entwined the two of them had been, how alive Mattheus’s feelings for her still
were.


Rodney walked over to a coral reef and leaned
against it. Alex stepped closer to Mattheus, offering  support.


“This is where we found her,” Rodney said
solemnly. 


 Mattheus looked down at ground, horrified.


Clearly Rodney was trying to rattle him up, get
him to spill something that would help close the case. Cindy wanted to go over
and put her arms around Mattheus, but knew she couldn’t now.


They all looked down at the spot where Shelly’s
body had been found. The place was clear now, water running over it lightly, no
sign left that a life had been lost right here. The running water washed
everything away.


“Was she killed here, or found here?”  Mattheus
asked, his voice was garbled.


“That’s still an open question,” said Rodney.
“There’s no direct evidence of where it happened. We’re just sure of the time.”


“No DNA, fingerprints, anything?” Mattheus
managed.


Cindy could hear him forcing himself to get a
grip, turn back into a detective.


“No direct evidence,” Rodney answered, “only
circumstantial. That’s why the case isn’t closed. Whoever did it knew what they
were doing. It wasn’t impulsive. They prepared carefully. My guess is they were
waiting to do this for a long time.”


Mattheus’s fist clenched tight. All the years
he’d spent hunting down the killer had to be coming back to him now, the hate,
the helplessness, the obsession with finding him, with staring him down.


“I want to grill the guy you have in custody,
now!” Mattheus’s body was in a knot.


“You will,” said Rodney, “in a little while.”


 Rodney sat down on the reef and the rest of
them did the same. The sultry evening air drifted around all of them. It felt
like a warm blanket, to Cindy, holding them all in its arms.


“Tell me more about your wife,” Rodney said
slowly.


“She was a beautiful woman,” Mattheus said
mournfully, looking out into the sea. “Smart as hell, graduated first in her
class in college, loved to snorkel and dance.” He spoke slowly, savoring each
detail.


“You guys went dancing together a lot?” Rodney picked
up on that.


In the dim light, Cindy saw Mattheus smile,
probably remembering wonderful moments he and Shelly had shared. 


“Sometimes,” said Mattheus, “not too much
though. I was a busy guy, ran my own company - court reporting. We were growing
fast.”


“So I heard,” said Rodney.


“Yeah, I liked it,” said Mattheus. “Had a bunch
of people working for me when she disappeared. Times were good. We didn’t have
any problems.”


All couples have some problems, thought Cindy.
Something had to have been wrong. She wondered if Mattheus really thought that
everything was as perfect as he was making it seem.


“We’d just bought a house,” Mattheus went on.
“Shelly loved fixing it up.”


“Did she work?” asked Rodney.


“Part time, as a counselor for runaway kids who’d
been found and returned home.  It was a great job for her. She loved the kids.
They loved her.”


“You guys were planning to have a family of
your own?” Rodney asked. 


“Yeah, of course we were,” said Mattheus. “What
has that got to do with anything?”


“Don’t know,” said Rodney, “not sure. Just want
to keep looking for something to pop out at me.”


Mattheus made a movement to stand up then.
“Nothing’s gonna pop out,” he said. “I haven’t got the faintest idea of why she
went missing. There was no reason for it. She could have been drugged and
kidnapped and afraid to let me know.”


“That’s a strange theory,” said Rodney.


“What else could it be?” Mattheus sounded
forlorn.


“Why would she be afraid to let you know?”
Rodney pressed further.


“No reason,” said Mattheus, his voice dipping
into gloom. “Shelly always wanted me to think the best of her, was very
sensitive about that.”


“And did you?” asked Rodney.


“Of course I did. I told her that over and
over. Sometimes she believed me, sometimes she did not.”


“Why didn’t? Were you rough on her?”
Rodney wasn’t letting up.


“Never,” said Mattheus, “give me a break! We
had a great relationship, you can ask anyone who knew us. It’s all on record.
The police up in New Orleans investigated this back and forth. They interviewed
everyone we knew. Everyone told them we were the ideal couple. They loved being
with us.”


“So, infidelity was never suspected?” Rodney
looked Mattheus straight in the eye. “You never thought she played around with
anyone else?”


“Never!” Mattheus’s voice got louder. 


“It’s not so unusual,” Rodney spoke very
calmly.


“I never thought it!” Mattheus refused to even
entertain the possibility. “I told you we were happy. She was beautiful, we
were satisfied. Why would either of us need anyone else?”


Cindy felt a swift pang in her heart. His
feelings for her were still so intense. She could never have filled the place
Shelly held for Mattheus. It was good that Cindy had left when she did.


“What did you end up believing about your
wife’s disappearance?” Rodney finally asked.


“First I believed one thing and then
something else,” said Mattheus. “It was never settled.  That’s why it was so
hard.” 


Mattheus got up from the rocks and began
walking back and forth on the green pebbles slowly, his shadow moving against
the sky. Rodney got up and walked besides him.


“For years some new piece of information about
her would float up,” Mattheus went on, “someone thought they saw her, or they
found a letter she wrote. We’d track down each lead and it would amount to
nothing. It was impossible for me to put the whole thing to rest.  It was
starting to drive me really crazy.” 


“I can understand that,” said Rodney.”


“I finally decided that she must have been
taken by transient who killed her and then disappeared. Lots of those types
drift down to New Orleans, and you never see or hear from them again.”


“You could live with that?” asked Rodney.


“Not really,” said Mattheus, his face taut.
“But life doesn’t always give you things you can live with. You have to anyway.
Finally, I made a break, left the states, moved to Grenada, became a cop,
started a new life.”


“That’s a big change,” Rodney noted.


“It was a good thing to do,” said Mattheus. “I
like tracking down killers. And, it was incredible when I actually found one,
locked them up, closed the case. It was the least I could do.” 


“For Shelly?”


“Yeah, I did it for her, for myself, and for
all those others out there who were left devastated when someone they loved was
lost.”


Cindy took a deep breath.  How well she
understood his decision.  It hadn’t so different for her and Clint. But one
thing was tremendously different. She knew that Clint was dead. Mattheus never
really had that closure. How could any of this have ever been settled for him? 


 Rodney tossed a look at Cindy then. “When did
you meet Cindy?” he said off handedly.


“About a year and a half ago,” Mattheus said.
“Why?”


“Just wondering,” said Rodney. 


“Cindy came down to Grenada to work on a case
and we met at the police station. I helped her with it. We became friends, then
partners.”


Rodney raised his eyebrows and glanced at Cindy
appreciatively. “She’s a beautiful woman,” he said.


Mattheus didn’t like that. “You’re not
insinuating anything?” he said.


“No, I’m not,” said Rodney. “Actually, we’ve
already checked all your records, the story bears out.”


“Cindy’s husband was also killed,” said
Mattheus. “On her honeymoon.”


The cops looked over at her again. “Yes, we
heard,” they said quietly. “We’ve also heard that she’s a terrific detective.”


“Exceptional,” said Mattheus, “a natural
talent.”


Cindy felt warm inside. It was good to be
recognized and acknowledged. It was also good to know that the police had taken
the time to carefully check both of their backgrounds. They cared about what
they were doing. 


“We’ve also heard that the two of you are an
item,” said Rodney, off handedly again. He wasn’t letting Mattheus off the hook
so easily.


Cindy flushed.


“We were an item,” said Mattheus,
definitively. “We broke up last week.”


Rodney looked surprised. “What happened?” It
seemed like nothing was off limits for him. He wasn’t leaving any stoned
unturned.

“It was too soon for us to get together,” Cindy broke in, calmly.  


“Natural that you guys would want to though,”
Rodney kept prodding. “It’s understandable.”


“There’s a time for everything,” said Cindy, as
Mattheus looked at her closely.


“And this wasn’t it?” asked Rodney.


“We’re great working partners,” said Cindy,
“have done very well on the cases we’ve handled.”


“You broke up and can still work together?
“That’s usually pretty difficult.” Alex interrupted. Neither of them were leaving
a stone unturned, they were determined to dig beneath Cindy and Mattheus’s
surface composure.


“Mattheus called me down to help with this
case,” said Cindy evenly. “It’s his wife we’re talking about. I care
about his well being. How could I not help?” 


“Called you down from where?” asked Rodney.
“You left Grenada?”


Cindy felt like she was under investigation
now.  She didn’t like it, there was no need for it. Her personal life with
Mattheus had nothing to do with the case. Or did it, in their eyes?


“I went home for a while to take a break,”
Cindy said succinctly. “Needed some down time.”


“We all need that, “Alex, said, coming to her
defense. 


 Cindy appreciated his support.  “Without down
time we can’t do this job,” she repeated.


“You could have said no,” Mattheus turned
towards her, swiftly.


“What I meant to say,” said Cindy, “is that I
didn’t want to say no. I want to be of help here.”


“You believed his wife was dead all along?”
Rodney turned and stared at Cindy point blank.


Cindy shivered. Did they think she’d been
playing around with a married man and had something to do with the killing? The
thought of it horrified her. What else could he be insinuating? Whatever it
was, Rodney’s sudden change in manner threw her off balance. She looked back at
him boldly. 


“Shelly’s been missing for six years,” Cindy
said abruptly. “Mattheus described years of intense searching for his wife to
me.  And, as we well know, it’s highly unusual for someone to be found alive
after all this time.”


“Certainly is,” said Alex, brushing his shaggy
hair back off his face.  Although Alex had a low key quality about him, he’d
also been listening intently, not letting one detail slip by. 


“Sooner or later, Mattheus had a right to go on
with his life,” Cindy added.


“Of course he did,” said Alex.


“Sounds like you care a lot about Mattheus,”
said Rodney.


“Of course I do,” said Cindy, as the wind blew
up and the waves tossed more swiftly onto shore.


Mattheus looked up at her for a moment as their
eyes touched, then quickly parted.


Alex stepped a bit closer to Cindy. “These
kinds of situations are very complicated,” he said softly.  “You understand we
have to follow every possible trail.”


“Of course I do,” said Cindy. He was reaching
out to her, trying to soothing her and she appreciated it.  “And I have some
thoughts of my own about this as well,” she continued. “Did you guys check the
Abused Women’s Shelter where Shelly worked?”


Alex nodded, “We did.”


Rodney interrupted then, wanting to take back
control of the conversation. “We talked to Shelly’s supervisor Victoria. I
believe I mentioned that Victoria was the one who identified her body.
Everything at the Shelter was in order. Shelly did a fine job, people like her,
they respected her work. The people there are horribly upset.”


“Who else did you talk to there?” asked Cindy,
“co-workers, clients, residents?” It was an unusual place to work and Cindy was
curious about it. “There has to be lots of information you can get about Shelly
from the community there.”


“We didn’t really feel that was necessary,”
said Alex, trying to meet Cindy’s glance. “We’ve been focusing on Anthony.”


“We’ve got the right guy,” Rodney broke in
again, “just have to make this air tight. Clean up any possible avenue that
could lead away from him.”


Mattheus stood up tall at that moment. “I want
to know more about this guy,” he said, his jaw protruding.


“Fill him in, Alex,” Rodney said.


Alex spoke up clearly and simply. “The guy is
in late thirties, from the Caribbean.”


 Mattheus seemed startled. “Where in the
Caribbean?”


“Jamaica. He’s a great musician,” Alex went on,
“played sax in some of the best bands in town. Also cut a couple of albums.”


“I couldn’t care less,” Mattheus grunted.


“Seems like he and Shelly moved in together
about two years ago,” Alex continued. 


“Two years?” Mattheus could barely manage to
say it.


Cindy swallowed hard. How awful for Mattheus to
have to know that Shelly’d been alive all this time and living with another
guy. 


“What was she doing down here before that?” Mattheus
was digging in.


“Not much for a while, then she got this job at
the Shelter,” said Alex. 


Mattheus rubbed his foot on the mud.


“Sorry about this,” said Alex, coughing a
little.


“Just keep going,” said Mattheus. 


“The guy Shelly shacked up with was known for
doing drugs,” Alex continued. “Not a dealer, a user, like lots of the musicians
down here. He’s a good looking dude, who gets tons of attention from the
ladies. Makes sense that Shelly wouldn’t like that. Some people told us they
would fight about it at parties after the concerts. Seems like she was the
possessive type.”


Mattheus stared at them, his eyes boring like
coals through the darkness. “Shelly wasn’t a possessive type. She was never
jealous. She felt secure.”


“When she was with you,” Rodney interrupted.


 “This is nuts,” said Mattheus.“I don’t believe
a word of it. It doesn’t ring true.


“These are the facts,” said Alex.


Cindy remembered how Mattheus always said how
the facts were different for different people. They meant something else,
depending on who saw them. 


Mattheus’s face grew tauter. “So you ‘re
convinced this guy killed her?”


“They’d been fighting a lot before she turned
up dead. Neighbors heard them and so did others. He was seen running from their
house late at night the day before the killing. His alibi is shaky. He said he
was with a cousin down at the other side of town. The cousin confirmed it, but
we found out that this cousin wasn’t home at the time of the murder. She was at
a nearby club partying. Anthony wasn’t there,” Rodney laid out the alibi, blow
by blow.


 “It doesn’t fit,” Mattheus grumbled, “Shelly
would never be involved with a guy in a band who did drugs. Not of her own free
volition. Believe me!”


“Something could have happened to her between
the time she left New Orleans and was found down here,” said Cindy.


“What?” Mattheus suddenly barked, at his limit.


“That’s what we want to know,”  Rodney stepped
right in.


“Let me talk to this guy myself,” Mattheus
insisted, his breath coming heavily. “I’ll get you your answers.”


“Okay, okay,” said Rodney. “You talk to him.
Grill him good. See what really went on between him and your wife. We’ll set it
up right away.”
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CHAPTER 8


 


 


Anthony was scheduled to be brought over for
questioning from the local jail down the road to a room in the back of the
police station first thing in the morning. Mattheus got up, showered, shaved
and walked to the police station as the sun was coming up. He’d barely slept,
couldn’t eat and his heart was pounding as he felt a strange mixture of nausea
and excitement. 


Finally, he’d be face to face with the guy who
killed Shelly. It was something he’d been waiting for, for years.  This was
different though than he’d anticipated. Now he realized that all those years
he’d been searching, she’d been alive down here. Wasn’t even in hiding, just
perfectly happy.  It made him feel like an idiot, unsure of everything, really.
How could he have been so fooled? She had to be aware that people were
searching for her, living in hell.


Rodney told Mattheus to get to the Police
Station early. When he arrived, the door was open and he walked in, then went
straight to Rodney’s office. It was empty, but Mattheus sat down and waited. He
felt a little woozy, not having had anything to eat this morning or last night.


Last night, after he and Cindy got back to the
hotel, she’d wanted to get a bite in the restaurant, but he’d been sick to his
stomach. Food was the last thing on his mind. Also, he didn’t want to sit
there, opposite her, look at her incredible face and make small talk. There was
no point in pretending everything between them was alright. It wasn’t. The
entire situation made his head spin. 


All kinds of feelings tossed around inside as Mattheus
sat down on the rickety chair, waiting for Rodney. For starters, he felt
incredibly humiliated. He’d been cuckolded and ridiculed in the worse kind of
way. And it had been worse having all of this come out in front of Cindy. What
must she think of him now? It was probably lucky that Shelly was dead, or else
he might have wanted to kill her himself now, finding out the truth. She would
have deserved it too, he thought. His body starting to tremble with the old,
familiar anger he’d lived with for years after she’d disappeared. 


Then he stopped himself. This was no good, in
the early days Mattheus felt this rage towards Shelly’s murderer, the one he’d
hunted obsessively and never found. Mattheus thought the rage had subsided.  And
it had. But the thought of her living with someone else all these years, was
bringing it to the foreground again. How could she have done that, with him not
knowing where she was, thinking she was dead, searching? Who does something
like that? Not the woman he knew and loved so much.


Of course it was still possible that the body
they found wasn’t Shelly’s.  A small possibility. Mattheus knew he had to
identify the remains himself, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it yet. He’d
looked at some photos the cops showed him of her, and it certainly looked like
her. There was no real reason to doubt the identification they had.


Mattheus looked around Rodney’s office now. It
was quiet and ordered, ready for a new day. The guys down here did a good job.
Mattheus saw no reason not to respect them. He didn’t know how he’d be able to
stand face to face with the suspect though, and keep from choking him. Why not
do to him what he’d done to Shelly?  Why give him a chance to live? The court
system would put him away and provide three square meals for life.  Shelly
wasn’t eating three square meals though, was she? She was cold, flat dead. 


Mattheus felt himself break out into a sweat.
These sweats came upon him all night long. What the hell was he so upset about?
If this was all true, if Shelly’d really taken off and just taken up with
someone else, not letting anyone know, she deserved to be dead anyway.


The door opened abruptly then and Rodney walked
in. He was drinking a cup of coffee from a paper cup and threw Mattheus a
careful glance.


“You’re here nice and early,” Rodney commented.


“I’m ready,” said Mattheus. “Bring him on!”


Rodney sat down opposite him. 


“Did you have some breakfast?” he asked slowly.


“No,” said Mattheus. “I’m not hungry. Couldn’t
sleep much last night, either.” 


“Makes sense,” said Rodney. “How about a cup of
coffee? There’s a machine out there.”


“Coffee’s good,” said Mattheus suddenly feeling
blurry again.


Rodney got up, went outside to the coffee
machine, came back in a few minutes with a cup of coffee and handed it to him.


“Appreciate that,” said Mattheus.


“Listen, sorry we were so hard on you
yesterday,” Rodney scrutinized Mattheus carefully. 


“Forget about it,” said Mattheus, “You had to.
It’s business. I’d have done it, too.”


“Drink your coffee,” said Rodney.


Mattheus raised the cup to his lips but
couldn’t bring himself to drink. The smell of the coffee made him nauseous, but
it felt good to hold the warm cup in his hand. It calmed down the trembling
that came and went at the thought of talking to Anthony.


“They’re gonna bring him over in about ten
minutes,” Rodney said then. “You’ll be in a two way vision room in back.
There’ll be a table between the two of you. Alex and I will be watching from
the other side.”


“Good,” said Mattheus. It was relieving to know
they’d be watching. It would stop him from getting too rough.


“Pull out all the stops,” said Rodney, as if
reading his mind. Let him know you’re the husband. See what you can get him to
spill. We could use a confession. It would be terrific.” 


“He denies that he did it?” Mattheus asked.
“Tell me more.”


“Yeah, he denies everything,” said Rodney. “You
go in cold and see what you can drag out of him. He’s been in custody a few
days now, that should be taking some kind of toll.”


Suddenly Mattheus smirked. This was the moment
he’d been waiting for, wasn’t it? Waiting for years! Face to face with the
killer? Okay, now he’d go and get the guy for all he was worth. 


“That’s it,” said Rodney, “let’s go.”


Mattheus stood up, his legs suddenly wobbly and
followed Rodney out of his office, through the corridor, around a hallway, to a
room in the back.  


“You go in through this door,” said Rodney,
motioning to the first door. “I’m going in the door behind. He’ll have no idea
we’re here listening in. Good luck.”


*


The room was small and stifling with a window
high up, through which early morning light was trying to stream.  Mattheus took
a seat behind the metal table and waited. He didn’t want to plan what he was
going to say, was going to let it all just rip.  It was better to work off the
moment and see what it brought.


The door opened suddenly, and a warden came in
with a tall, dark, good looking, muscular guy. Too good looking for his own
good, thought Mattheus. The guy was dressed in prison garb, his head held high.


“Anthony Freeway,” the warden said.


Mattheus bolted, stood up and stared at him,
baring his teeth. 


“Ring the bell over there when the interview’s
done,” the warden said, “and we’ll come back and get him.” Then he left.


Mattheus couldn’t take his eyes off this guy.
This was the guy Shelly had slept with, lived with, chosen over him. Why? The
guy seemed strangely comfortable being here, too. That surprised Mattheus and
irritated him.


“Sit down,” Mattheus hissed, taking charge.


Anthony went around the table and took the seat
opposite Mattheus. For a second, they sat absolutely still, staring at each
other.  


“You’re looking at Shelly’s husband,” Mattheus spit
out. 


Anthony closed his eyes a second.


Open your lousy, rotten eyes, bastard, Mattheus
thought. Don’t try to pull something like this on me.  


Anthony kept his eyes shut tight.


“Law enforcement! Detective on the case,”
Mattheus threatened. He wanted to see the guy flinch. Anthony didn’t. “Did
Shelly tell you about me? Did she tell you she was married?”


Anthony opened his eyes and stared a long time.
Now this seemed hard for him, too.


“Answer me, you rotten bastard,” Mattheus felt
his blood begin to boil.


“No, she didn’t,” Anthony said sadly.


“I don’t believe you.”


“I didn’t know a thing about you,” Anthony
said, finally, not a word all these years.”


Mattheus felt completely side swiped. He didn’t
know why. 


“Look man, I’m really sorry,” said Anthony,
lurching back in his chair.


Mattheus was even more thrown off.  An apology
was the last thing he’d expected. “Sorry about what?” 


Anthony shook his head, “I’m truly sorry you
have to go through something like this.”


“Like what?” Mattheus’s voice rose and he felt
his body clenching. “Don’t talk in riddles to me, man.”


“Whatever you’re thinking, it’s not my fault. Give
me a second, man. I didn’t know Shelly was married. I had absolutely no idea.”


Mattheus felt the blood drain from his face.
“Shelly lied to you, too?”


“Looks like it,” said Anthony.


Something about this guy caught Mattheus.
Something in his tone, in his voice, disconcerted him. “Okay, talk,” Mattheus
said. 


“When I met Shelly, she was living down here
alone, a free floating woman, if you know what I mean,” Anthony went on.


“No,” Mattheus felt, heat rising. “I do not
know what you mean!”


Anthony shook his head harder. He seemed to
feel really sorry for Mattheus. “I mean Shelly had her own place, her own
friends, her own ways, like every other single woman.”


“I don’t believe a word of it,” Mattheus snarled.


“If I’d known about you, man, it would have
been different,” Anthony said. “After they found her body, the police told me
that she’d gone missing from New Orleans. I was just as shocked as everyone
else. Believe me, I had no idea.”


“You guys lived together and didn’t talk about
her life?” Mattheus wasn’t buying it.


“Sure, we talked. She told me all kinds of
things. I have no idea if I can believe any of them, now,” said Anthony,
shaken.


“She never mentioned me?” Mattheus repeated
insistently.


“She didn’t man, not once,” Anthony mumbled
under his breath.


Mattheus wanted to lunge at him, but then
pulled back. Something again in the tone of his voice – Mattheus had to listen.



“I didn’t hurt her, I swear it,” Anthony cried
out, in deep, sudden pain.


“But she’s dead,” Mattheus proclaimed loudly.


Anthony’s eyes glazed over. “I know it, I know
it.” His head fell into his hands. “You don’t think I want the killer found? I
do. I loved her, man.”


“You loved my wife?” Mattheus was shaken,
watching him. 


“I loved Shelly,” Anthony repeated in a broken
voice.


  “Everyone saw the two of you fighting,
yelling,” Mattheus said, “they saw you running through town late at night the
day before she was killed.”


“It was no big deal – people fight, they make
up,” Anthony picked his head up out of his hands. 


Mattheus looked at him closely. His eyes were
red and bleary.


“We had our rough spots, she wasn’t always
easy. In fact, she could be one wild broad. We laughed about it. “


“No, not Shelly.”


“Yes she was - a  handful. But that’s what I
loved about her.”


Mattheus cringed to hear it.


“We were together for a long time,” Anthony lamented.


That stopped Mattheus cold. It was obvious
they’d had a powerful relationship. This guy was devastated. It was real. 


“Tell me more,” Mattheus demanded.


“When I first met her Shelly she’d been down
here about six months or so,” Anthony seemed relieved that someone was actually
listening. “She loved it down here – that never changed.  Told me she loved it
from the first time she visited, when she was a teenager.”


“She never visited this place when she was a
teenager,” Mattheus corrected him, his jaw clenched tight. “The first time she
visited was when she came down with me.”


“I believe you - she lied,” said Anthony. “Who
the hell knew it then? Now I’m figuring it out, but I didn’t know then. When we
first started to date, we took it slow - she told me she needed time. She said
her life had been rough, she needed space.”


Mattheus didn’t know exactly what that meant? Her
life had been rough? Her life growing up, or her life with him? Mattheus
thought her life had been perfect when they were together, that he gave her
everything she wanted.


Anthony went on slowly, remembering. “I gave
her all the space she needed and little by little, she settled down. We got
closer and closer.”


Mattheus swallowed hard.


“I would never have killed her,” Anthony
suddenly cried out in such an anguished tone it drove chills through Mattheus.
“She was everything to me!” 


Waves of horror overcame Mattheus  as he
totally believed what Anthony said. 


“But she was rough!”  Anthony went on. “She was
jealous, she was picky, she ran out on me a bunch of times. I always forgave
her and took her back.”


“Ran out on you?” Mattheus said in a thin
voice. “Ran away?”


Anthony leaned towards Mattheus then, and spoke
softly, “No, ran around on me, with other guys. She needed it.”


Mattheus gagged.  “Needed what? To sleep
around? “


“Yeah, that’s what we were yelling about that
night I finally left her and ran through town.  We fought about it all the
time. I couldn’t take it anymore. But she said it wasn’t only the sex she
needed, it was the freedom. I had to give her that.”


Mattheus could not believe what he was hearing.
“And did you give her that? Could you?”


They looked at each other then, sudden, strange
comrades in a war that never could be won.


“I tried,” said Anthony, “but it finally got to
be too much for me. A few weeks before I left, I knew she was with someone else
again, I knew it, I smelled it, but she wouldn’t admit it. Then, finally, I
heard about it from a friend.”


“Who was it?” Mattheus had to know.


“I have no idea. My friend who told me about it
probably knows.”


“You didn’t ask him? You didn’t want to know?” Mattheus
was disbelieving.


“Hell, it didn’t matter by then,” Anthony burst
out. “There’d been so many of them. All that mattered was that it was happening
again. I couldn’t take it one more time.”


“You confronted her?”


“And she lied again. Man, this dame loved to
lie. She made up stories, she couldn’t help it. It was the lies that did it,
finally.”


Mattheus wracked his brain to remember if he could
remember Shelly lying to him? He couldn’t. He might have been taken in by her
though, he finally realized. 


“Listen, do me a favor,” Anthony leaned towards
Mattheus across the table, as if they were old combat buddies, “help me get out
of here. I’m innocent. I didn’t do it. Believe me.”


“Why should I believe you?” Mattheus pulled
back.


“You don’t have to believe me. Find out for
yourself.  Go to Rancher’s Bar, it’s a biker bar here in town. My friend who
saw them is the bartender there, Tommy. Go talk to him about it. He was one of
the first friend’s Shelly made when she moved down here. He knew her like the
back of his hand.”


Mattheus felt his mouth go dry at the thought
of Shelly hanging out at a biker’s bar.


“Will you do it for me? Will you?” Anthony was
pleading.


Mattheus looked at the pain etched across his
face.  None of this added up. But one thing was for sure, he didn’t feel like
Anthony killed her.


“Tell me where you were when Shelly was
killed,” Mattheus wanted to be absolutely sure his hunch was right.


“When I ran away from Shelly, I went to live
with my cousin Bella across town. There are plenty of people who can tell you I
was living there. They saw me around. Bella’s a user, if you know what I mean.
I told the police when Shelly was killed I was with Bella. And I was. I was at
her house with her, watching TV. I fell asleep while watching. Bella was high
and went out to a club. Someone saw her dancing there and told the cops I
wasn’t with her, that I was lying. I wasn’t lying, I was at her house,
sleeping. I was with her before she left.”


“It’s a lousy story,” Mattheus mumbled, “doesn’t
prove a thing.”


“But it’s true. Man, you got to believe me. I
was asleep on the couch. Go talk to Tommy at Rancher’s Bar, I beg you. He’ll
fill you in on Shelly. You’ll find out who she was cheating with. Whoever she
was sleeping with is the guy you got to get!”


“Why didn’t you give the police this
information?” Mattheus’s mind was spinning in a hundred directions at once.


“I tried, I really did. But they made up their
mind about me, as soon as they heard my alibi. I never had a fair chance. All I
want is a fair chance.”


“Okay,” said Mattheus, “You got it. I’m going
to talk to Tommy at Rancher’s Bar tonight.” 
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 Rodney and Alex weren’t thrilled with the
interview. There wasn’t anything new in it for them. After it was over Mattheus
joined them in the back room where it was even more airless and humid.


“Nothing new,” Rodney tapped his foot on the
floor, as soon as Mattheus sat down. “Anthony already told us Shelly was involved
with someone else when she was killed. It’s a convenient story - only problem
is there’s no evidence of it. We checked it out with a bunch of people who knew
her well. No one corroborated it.”


Mattheus felt shaky. He believed Anthony,
anyway.


“These kinds of guys make all kinds of things
up,” Rodney said, flipping a pencil back and forth on the desk. “The truth
doesn’t mean a damn to them.”


 “You know him well?” asked Mattheus.


“Who the hell needs to?” said Rodney. “Guys
like him float around down here all over the place.” He looked both disgusted
and resigned. “I’ve been watching these guys for years - always the same thing
- in and out of jail for minor offenses, doing dope, buying, selling, preying
on all kinds of women. Then they snap - go over the line. You reel them in and
they squirm like fish trapped in a bowl.  It’s always the same excuse too - the
police aren’t giving me a fair shake. They want to wrap the case up. If you
knew how many times I heard that baloney. If only one of them would look me in
the eye, like a man, and admit it – say, I killed her Mister, and I’m damn glad
I did.”


Mattheus swallowed hard. He’d heard that excuse
himself plenty of times himself, but each person was different, each one
deserved a chance to be heard. 


It was a principle he lived by.


“What about this guy’s friend at Rancher’s
Bar?” Mattheus went on. “Did you check him out?”


Rodney scoffed and Alex just looked away.


“The tip about Tommy at Rancher’s Bar’s old,
too,” said Rodney. “There’s no reason to follow it up. Tommy is Anthony’s
friend – he’ll say whatever Anthony wants him to. Obvious, isn’t it? The lead
has no credibility. The guy’s not worth wasting precious time on.”


“Everyone’s worth something,” said Mattheus.


“Yeah,” the statement caught Rodney up short.
“Everyone’s worth something, but you have to know what. You have to know where
to spend your time, or they end up dragging you around good. If you knew how
many cops I’ve known who’ve gotten turned into rags.” 


Mattheus felt defiant. He wasn’t going along,
this was too important.


“I’m going to talk to Tommy myself,” he
declared.


Rodney looked a little fed up. “Go talk to
anyone you like to, but remember, no matter how long they’ve  been around,
Tommy and Anthony are drifters.  It’s a mentality and they’re stuck with it. They’re
just gonna give you the run around.”


 Mattheus felt a vein in his neck start to throb.
 He refused to discount anybody without giving them a hearing. He’d been
surprised too many times. Real leads had come from the strangest places. And, this
was Shelly’s killer they were talking about. He wasn’t going to leave any stone
unturned.


“We got our man, I’m sure of it,” Rodney
muttered, “Anthony’s a real slime.” 


Mattheus didn’t feel that way. In fact, he was
surprised at how much he liked Anthony, at the kinship he felt with him. Was it
because they’d both been with Shelly? Mattheus would have expected to hate him
because of that, not to feel close to the guy. He didn’t want to mention that
to Rodney or Alex though, it would make him look weirder than he already did.  


Mattheus noticed that Alex didn’t say a word
and wondered what he thought about all this? Probably had to keep his mouth
shut if he wanted to keep his job, thought Mattheus.


“Wondering what you think about all this?”
Mattheus confronted Alex directly.


Alex looked momentarily surprised. “If you
really want to know, I was actually wondering where Cindy is in all this? How
come she’s not here with you?” 


Mattheus was taken aback. It was a strange
question.


“I don’t know,” said Mattheus, “I guess she’s back
at the hotel.”  


“Guess?” Now it was Alex’s turn to be
surprised.


“What’s wrong with that?” said Mattheus.


“Seems like you’d want her meet Anthony, get
her take on it. You guys check in with each other regularly?” Alex asked.


“Of course we do,” Mattheus got defensive. What
was this guy getting at? “I just left very early this morning and didn’t call
her room. I didn’t see the point in waking her up.”


Alex shook his head. “Bet you felt funny about her
being here with you.” Mattheus looked at him closely. He wanted to know more about
more about Mattheus’s relationship with Cindy. Mattheus wasn’t open to having
it questioned. He decided to set the record straight right then and there. 


“Cindy and I split the work in an
investigation,” he said, “talk to different people. Then we get together, go
over what we found, and decide what steps to take next.” Mattheus was extra
careful to sound professional. There was no reason for either of them to
develop any ideas.


“She’s one terrific woman,” said Alex slowly
then, zoning in on Mattheus.  This guy was too taken with her, Mattheus didn’t appreciate
it.


“Cindy’s a fantastic detective,” Mattheus answered
curtly. “She’s got amazing instinct.”


 “It must be hard for her to be down here,
too,” Alex interrupted. “You guys just broke up and now you’re back together,
working a case?”


“Who said it was supposed to be easy?” Mattheus
was irritated.


“And, on top of it, she’s finding out so many
personal details about you!” Alex didn’t stop.


“She’s finding out about Shelly,”
Mattheus corrected. 


“But Shelly was your wife,” said Alex. 


“Yes, she was,” said Mattheus curtly.  “But
what does her behavior have to do with me? She left. She ran
away. You think I drove her to it?”


“Did you?” Rodney interrupted.


“I resent that,” said Mattheus flatly.


“This isn’t pretty,” said Rodney, “but these
are the questions we need answers to. We’ve got to fill in our picture of her. It’s
the only way we can get a real sense of what happened, and why.”


Mattheus stared at both of them, angry.


Alex picked up the ball. “After all, what would
make a woman leave home, live a completely different life without telling
anybody? 


“That’s the million dollar question,” said
Mattheus. 


“Did she have a breakdown? Suddenly turn into a
different person?” Alex was on a roll. “Something had to be wrong.”


“Something,” Mattheus said bitterly, “but I
don’t know what.”


“That’s not good enough,” Rodney joined in
forcefully. “We have to know. Was she acting strange before she left? Did
anyone see this coming? Was she carrying on with guys behind your back? Was
someone blackmailing her?”


Chills ran up and down Mattheus arms.  Had
Shelly been carrying on with someone else then, too? The thought never occurred
to him in all the years. Sure Shelly had some guy friends she saw once in a
while after work. She’d told him they were old friends. He’d had no reason to
think otherwise. He’d trusted her completely.


“Lots of guys in Key West knew her,” Alex
prompted. “Seems like she did the town.” 


Mattheus suddenly wanted to punch him in the
face. How dare he talk about Shelly that way?  What did he really know about
her? Mattheus turned his back, clenched his fists, and did everything possible
to calm down. 


“Turn around, Mattheus,” Rodney said then.


“Go to hell,” Mattheus hissed between his
teeth.


Rodney took a step closer, put his hand on his
shoulder.


“Listen,” he said, “we’re not out to hurt you –
we just have to understand.”


“I thought you said you got the guy – that Anthony
did it.” Mattheus could barely speak.


“That’s what we think, “said Rodney, “but the
more we know about your wife, the easier it’s going to be to get a conviction.
We need to bring in as many facts as we can find.  Right now there are
questions about her no one has the answer to.”


“And you think I do?” Mattheus spun around and
stared.


“You got to have them,” said Rodney, “even if
you don’t think you do.”


“Go ahead then, ask me! I want to find the
answer as much as you!”


“Again, think carefully, was your wife running
around with other guys behind your back?” Rodney drummed his hand on the table.


Mattheus clenched his jaw. He’d heard this
question a million times.


“No, she wasn’t.”


“Were you running around on her?”


“Absolutely not,” said Mattheus.


“Did you guys have some kind of blow up? Is
that why she left? Think about it.” Rodney was insistent.


“No,” said Mattheus, “you don’t think I thought
about this already a thousand times? It’s all in the record. The police in New
Orleans asked me all of it when she went missing.”


“Nothing else occurred to you over all the
years?” Rodney continued.


“No, nothing.”


“So, let’s go over it again now. They found the
body. She was just killed. Maybe you can remember something different now? Was
she mentally unstable?”


“She wasn’t. I’m not kidding around. She was
fine. She had friends, colleagues, they all knew her. She worked, she played,
she laughed, she loved me. She told everyone how happy she was with me.”


“Told who?” asked Alex.


“She told her friends, her co-workers. She
wasn’t close to her family. I was all the family she really had.”


“What happened with her family?” Rodney pounced
on that.


“I only met them one time, at our wedding,”
said Mattheus. “They came in from Oregon for it. There were just her parents
and retarded brother, Mike. The parents loved the brother, gave him all the
attention. Shelly told me she was always on her own, raised herself. She didn’t
want to talk much about it.”


“Where was her brother Mike at the time of her
murder?” Rodney seemed fitful.


Mattheus looked at Rodney amazed. “You’re
fishing in murky waters,” he said. “The family lives in Oregon. They didn’t
even come back down to New Orleans when they heard their daughter had gone
missing years ago.”


“Maybe because they knew where she was then?”
Rodney said. “Maybe she told them? Maybe she went there first?”


“Impossible,” said Mattheus. “She never spoke
to them. They wrote her off a long time ago.”


“You never really wanted to know why?” Rodney
muttered.


“Why don’t you contact them yourself and let
them know her body has been found?” said Mattheus. “Question them, go ahead.”


“We tried,” said Rodney. “We got their contact
information from the New Orleans Police. They moved a year ago and left no
forwarding address.”


That shocked Mattheus. Just like Shelly, he
thought. “That’s wild,” he said. 


“It’s more than wild,” said Rodney, “it could
look suspicious. We tried to track them down, got nowhere.” 


Mattheus shook his head. “I haven’t stayed in
touch with them. They didn’t care about me or Shelly. But I can’t imagine they had
any reason to harm her. Going after them is a wild goose chase.”


“It says on the record that when she
disappeared the father said he always knew she’d never come to any good,”
Rodney commented.


 “Yes, that’s true,” Mattheus recollected.


“What did you make of that rotten remark?”
asked Rodney. ”It’s not something a father would normally say.”


Mattheus was impressed that they’d done such
detailed research. That comment had bothered him as well when he’d heard it. 


 “I just took it to be a nasty remark,” said Mattheus.
“Probably the reason Shelly stayed far away from them.”


“That’s too simple,” said Rodney. “There had to
be real trouble there.” 


“I guess,” said Mattheus.


“You guess?” Alex looked at him strangely and
joined in. “That’s something most husbands would know. How close were you to
her, anyway?”


“I told you, Shelly didn’t like to talk about
her past life. When I’d ask her about it she’d say, chapter closed, over, it happened
a long time ago.”


“And you didn’t press it?”


“Of course not,” Mattheus said. “Why would I push
things that upset her? I wanted her to be happy. I wanted our time together to
be good. I did everything in my power to make a great life for her.”


“It didn’t work, though, did it?” said Rodney, tapping
his foot on the ground again, more insistently.


“No, it didn’t,” Mattheus snapped. “But that
doesn’t mean I didn’t try!” 


“Trying never gets the gold ring,” Rodney spit
out.


 “What does?” Mattheus snapped.


“Bravery,” said Rodney, “being willing to face
the whole rotten truth.”


*


Mattheus walked home from the police station
slowly after the interview.  Rodney’s words really stuck with him, like the
wind in his face, returning and hitting him. Be willing to face the whole
truth. Mattheus had probably said those very same words to Cindy, when they
were working on cases together. Face the truth bravely, keep an open mind,
don’t jump to conclusions, give everyone a fair shake. Every one. It was what
made this work so endlessly fascinating, being able to look at a person or
situation through all kinds of different lenses, wading through false
personalities, sorting out truth from lies.


 It was one thing to face the truth about
someone else’s life though, not so easy when the mirror was turned around, and
you were looking at yourself in it.


Mattheus rubbed his face with his hands. It was
getting warm and sticky out now. The city had already awakened and cars were
driving, horns tooting, motor scooters rolling by. He knew he needed to call
Cindy from the lobby and talk things over with her. She was probably waiting to
hear any developments so they could decide what next steps to take next.


Mattheus got to the hotel and walked into the
lobby slowly. It was a great hotel, a bit out of the way, but he liked it here.
It had only three floors, was spacious but intimate, filled with people, and
still you had a sense of privacy. There was a big veranda in the back, with
wicker tables, palm trees and a great view of the water, where they served
delicious food and great drinks. Even though it was early, he wanted to order a
white Russian, kick up his legs and just chill awhile. Working on this was
harder than he’d expected.  


He knew he should call Cindy and
have her come down and join him, but the thought of seeing her now, didn’t
thrill him. It felt more like a task than something he really wanted to do. The
guys had been right about that, it was rough working on this case together. It
was rough even seeing her. Things had taken a turn for the worse so quickly in
Grenada, he hadn’t had a chance to come to terms with it. It reminded him in a
way of what happened with Shelly. Here one minute, gone the next. Women
couldn’t really be trusted, Mattheus thought, they were creatures of moods and
odd habits. Just when he thought things were great, they’d turn, and he’d be left
alone again.


Suddenly Mattheus felt someone
standing behind him and turned around swiftly. 


Cindy stood there, dressed in
a lemon, linen dress, her hair pulled back off her face, looking younger than
he remembered. 


“Forgot you had a partner on
the case?” she asked, walking around him and sitting down at his table.


“I just got here a few minutes
ago,” he said.


Cindy lifted her hand to her
eyes to shade them from the sun which was growing stronger as midday
approached. “You haven’t checked in with me hardly at all since we got here,”
Cindy said.


“Want something to eat?” asked
Mattheus.The last thing Mattheus 


wanted was to be scolded at
the moment. “We were all at Green Pebble Beach together last night,” he said.


“But we never talked about
it,” said Cindy. “In fact, we haven’t discussed the case at all.”


Mattheus nodded glumly.


“Look,” she went on, “I know
what a nightmare this is for you. That’s why I’m down here with you.”


“That’s the only reason?”
Mattheus looked up at her directly.


“I care about you, Mattheus. I
want to help.” 


“I appreciate that,” said
Mattheus.


“But you can’t shut me out.”


“I’m not shutting you out.” This
was not a conversation he was up for at the moment.


“You are. You’re still upset
about my leaving Grenada,” Cindy went on, as the waiter came and stopped by
their table.


“We’ll have two bowls of
spaghetti and a house salad,” Mattheus broke in, ordering for both of them,
taking control. Cindy was right, he was shutting her out and it felt good to do
it, too. The last thing he wanted now was to need her. It was routine business,
having lunch together, they didn’t have to complicate things. He’d stay
professional about everything. Then he’d go back up to his room and think
things over alone.


Cindy took a glass of water
that was on the table and drank it quickly. 


“I’ve got to leave right after
lunch,” she said, “I’ve made appointments to talk to some people about Shelly.”


“Who?” Mattheus was startled.
Cindy had arranged it herself, without mentioning a word of it to him.


“First stop, I’m going to the shelter
for abused women where Shelly worked,” said Cindy. “They’re giving me a tour of
the place tomorrow and I’m going to an orientation lecture this afternoon. That
place has got to be a hotbed of information, Shelly worked there for years.”


“Good thinking,” said
Mattheus, impressed once again at how sharp Cindy was, right on track. His old
admiration and feelings for her welled up for a moment, as he gazed at her. She
was beautiful, smart, everything he wanted, and somehow he’d blown it again. He
leaned across the table then, wishing he could reach out and give her a hug.


Even though he said nothing,
she must have felt it, as she softened and smiled. 


“Maybe we can catch up at dinner,”
said Cindy, “and have time to review our finds?”


“Good idea,” said Mattheus, as
the waiter brought large plates with steaming pasta. “You’ll let me know
everything you found. And one more thing,” Cindy –.“ Mattheus couldn’t let her
go without saying it.


“What?” she asked, curious.


“I appreciate that you’re here.
I really do. You’re wonderful.” he said.
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Cindy was surprised how amazing it felt to hear
Mattheus say those words again, how much she’d been missing them. She wanted to
say you’re wonderful, too, but held back. She had to – had to keep everything
clear.


It was hard being down here with him like this.
She understood why he was acting so strange though, she’d been pretty off base
herself when she’d found out about Clint. It had taken a long while to get her
head straight. And to top it all off, she and Mattheus had just broken up.
Things couldn’t get any more confusing than they were right now.


Lunch passed quickly. Mostly of the time
Mattheus seemed sad and remote, just commenting on the pasta, which he ate
every bite of, hungrily.


 After lunch, Cindy went up to her room for a
few minutes to freshen up before she went to the Shelter for the orientation. She
slipped into a dark blue, sleeveless cotton dress, which felt cool and
refreshing, brushed her hair once again quickly, and tied it back off her face.



When she looked in the mirror, it surprised her
to see how alive her face looked. This work agrees with me, Cindy thought, takes
my mind off everything, makes me look younger and more like myself.


 Just as she put finishing touches on her makeup,
the phone rang. Probably Mattheus, she hoped, changing his mind and deciding to
go to the orientation with her. That would be good, she was happy about it.  


“Are you coming along?” asked Cindy lightly, as
she picked up the phone. “I haven’t left yet.”


There was a moment of silence on the other end.
Then to Cindy’s surprise,her sister Ann’s voice. 


“Haven’t left to go where?” Ann was taken
aback.

“Oh my goodness, Ann!” said Cindy, realizing with a start that she hadn’t
returned her calls the past few days.


“Remember me?” Ann was miffed. “I’m your sister
-the one who met you at the airport. We just had a long, wonderful, visit at
your house.”


“I’m so sorry, Ann,” Cindy breathed. 


“What’s going on?” Ann continued. “I haven’t
heard a word for days.”


Cindy hesitated. She purposely didn’t tell Ann
that she was going down to Key West, but didn’t want to lie to her now.


“I’m down in Key West,” Cindy said slowly.


“Where?” Ann sounded startled. “Key West? Last
I knew you were starting a new life in Cove Bay.”


Cindy couldn’t just shut Ann out of her life, but
she also knew that she’d never be able to make her sister understand why she’d
come down. “It’s complicated,” said Cindy.


“You’re back on a damn case!”  Ann exclaimed,
quickly. “I recognize all the signs. You don’t answer calls, keep things to
yourself, no one else matters to you then! Everything gets shut out.” 


Cindy felt stung to the core.  “That’s not
fair, you always matter to me.”


“Then why the hell didn’t you tell me you were
down in Key West? Why didn’t you answer my calls?” 


Cindy had never heard her sister so irate. “I
answered now,” said Cindy lamely.


“But you’re back on a case, aren’t you?” Ann
was emphatic.


“Yes, I am,” said Cindy.


“Without saying a word about it to me? After
all we talked about?” 


Cindy bristled. She didn’t need Ann’s
permission to make choices or to decide where to go. They were two, grown,
independent women, and Ann was still acting as if Cindy were her baby sister.
She was living in a time warp, as ifAnn had to still stand in for the mother Cindy
once needed long ago.


“Things are different now,” Cindy said to Ann
firmly, “I can make my own decisions.”


“Did I ever say you couldn’t?” Ann sounded hurt.
“No one is even suggesting that. You might just have given me the courtesy of
letting me know where you were. Plain courtesy, Cindy.”


On one level, Ann was right. On another, doing
this kind of work, Cindy had to make quick decisions. They were the kind you
often had to keep private, couldn’t check in with a big sister about.


“You’re back with Mattheus, aren’t you?” Ann’s
voice had a ring of horror about it now.


“No, I’m not back with him. We’re
working a case.”


“That’s back with him,” Ann breathed. “Now I
see why you didn’t take my calls. Don’t lie to yourself!  When you picked up
the phone you thought I was Mattheus, right?”


“Yes, I did think it was Mattheus,” said Cindy,
unabashedly.


“How could you disrespect yourself this way?”
Ann’s voice rose an octave. “How could you let someone treat you poorly, then
run back the minute he calls?”


“It’s not like you think, “Cindy insisted. “It’s
pure business. I had no choice, I had to come down here and help him.”


“There’s always a choice,” Ann proclaimed.


“Ann,” Cindy blurted out loudly, “it was Mattheus’s
wife who found dead!” 


Ann gasped, “His wife? Found dead?”


A terrible silence hung between them.


Cindy caught her breath and continued to talk, “His
former wife. She disappeared from their home in New Orleans six years
ago. He searched for her for years. The body finally turned up last week.”


Ann could barely speak, “his wife, missing? Now
dead in Key West?”


“Yes, she was killed down here a week ago.”


“Cindy, Cindy,” Ann screamed, “none of this
adds up! You’re telling me this woman disappeared six years ago and was just
killed? He lied to you! He was married all along. They split up and she went to
Key West.  It’s a story he made up that she disappeared.”


Chills ran throughout Cindy’s entire body. “The
disappearance was a matter of record,” she said between gritted teeth.


“Step back, face it,” Ann was on a roll. “You
never had any luck with guys. Before you met Clint you always attracted weird
types, losers, you couldn’t sort anything out.”


Cindy shuddered. That was a long time ago, she
felt quite different now.


“Mattheus’s case has nothing to do with you,”
Ann was emphatic. “You don’t really know the man, you have no idea what his
life was like. You don’t know why she ran away from him, if she did. For all
you know he was involved with her death now.”


“That’s horrible, Ann,” Cindy uttered.


“You could be some kind of cover for him -walking
into a living hell. This isn’t just a business relationship. Face reality,
Cindy, the two of you were about to move in together in Grenada.”


“I am facing reality,” Cindy shot back. “That’s
exactly what I’m doing down here, facing reality, searching for truth, finding
it, helping others.  My relationship with Mattheus is a professional one.”


“And you said you were taking time to unwind,
start your life all over again,” Ann lamented.


Cindy had said that, but it was also true that
she was happy being back down here with Mattheus again. She liked working
cases, was good at it too! And, like it or not, there was a powerful connection
between them. Not so easy to let go.


“Can I trust your word?” Ann said, her voice
brittle. 


“Of course you can,” said Cindy. “But you’re
jumping to conclusions. I never gave you my word that I’d never see Mattheus
again, or give up being a detective. I just said I needed time to unwind and
get perspective.”


Ann breathed heavily. “Do you want me to come
down and join you? I can be a great support when things get rocky.”


 Ann meant the best, but it was out of the
question.  “Of course not,” Cindy said. “There’s no reason for it.  I’m down
here on a case.”


“Right,” said Ann. “I get the picture. “So, just
give me a call when you have nothing else better to do!”  Then she slammed down
the phone. 


Cindy felt agitated and misunderstood. Ann
could jump to conclusions and when she did, it always hurt. Cindy thought for a
moment about calling her back, but decided against it. Right now time was
passing and she was due at the Shelter in a little while to learn all she could
about Shelly and who might have been responsible for her awful death.
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The Shelter for Abused Women was about a mile
down a long road that wound through the edge of town. It had no address and was
hard to find, so as to keep the residents safe. Their abusers couldn’t find
them here, and neither could anyone else. Cindy took a cab that wound along a
highway that stretched alone the water’s edge. They got off the highway and
then turned through narrow streets that were bordered by huge, overgrown trees.
 


When the taxi finally found the place, Cindy
stepped out of the cab and looked around. The Shelter was housed in a modern,
open building, with a low, slanting roof, big courtyard and lovely garden in
the back. To her surprise the atmosphere was completely normal, as if there
weren’t women and children, living together, hiding from danger inside. 


Cindy walked up the front pathway trying to
sense what it would be like to work here and why Shelly had chosen to do this
kind of work. As soon as she entered, Cindy was greeted by a lovely young
woman, who came over to her, shook her hand and smiled. The young woman seemed
to have been on the lookout for Cindy, expecting her.


“I’m Barbara Harris, coordinator,” the young
woman said. “You must be Cindy Blaine. We’re honored to have you here.”


“Thank you,” said Cindy, touched by her
genuineness.


“We all loved Shelly,” Barbara continued quickly.
“Thank you so much for coming to meet with us. We’re so disturbed that nobody
else spent much time investigating here.”


“I heard that Shelly’s supervisor identified
the body and spoke to the police,” said Cindy, jarred.


“That’s right,” said Barbara, “that was
routine. But we hoped for more attention than that.  After all, Shelly worked
here for over three years. Anyway, thank you.”


Cindy took a deep breath. “It’s my pleasure,”
she said, looking around.


The place was spacious, clean, filled with art work
on the walls. There were paintings in bold colors of hearts, of blood, anger, harm
- and also of healing, sunshine and flowers.  The art work was clearly done by
the residents -some by children, perhaps.


“We’re very proud of our Shelter,” Barbara spoke
rapidly, “especially the art work,” she motioned towards the walls. “These are
done both by the women and children who live here.”


“Wonderful,” said Cindy. Her heart clenched as
she realized that this place was home not only to women but also to children
who were seeking protection, had no other place to go.


“Thank goodness that you can provide a place
like this,” Cindy murmured.


 “We’ll take you on the tour tomorrow,” said
Barbara. “Right now it’s important to go to the orientation about battering and
domestic violence. Have you been to one before?”


“No,” Cindy was ashamed to admit she hadn’t.


“Most people have no idea what’s involved. We offer
this lecture every month and  fortunately you’re here right on time.”


It was fortunate, thought Cindy, as she walked
along quickly at Barbara’s side. There was a whole world inside here that she
knew nothing of. She was glad for the opportunity to find out now, wanted to
learn as much as she could. How could this not have a bearing on the case? 


 As they were walking, Barbara stopped for a
moment, smiled, turned and took a long look at Cindy.


  “It’s strange,” she said, smiling, “I don’t
know if anyone has told you - but you look a lot like Shelly.”


 Cindy shivered. Nobody had actually said that,
but Cindy’d thought so herself when she saw Shelly’s photos.


“You could have been sisters,” Barbara went on.
“You have the same color hair, the light freckles, even the same sparkling look
in your eye. She was terrific. Did you know her?” 


“No, I didn’t,” said Cindy, “and nobody has
said I look like her.”  


“They probably will,” said Barbara. “If you
spend some time with us, the residents and staff will tell you all kinds of
things. The place will never be the same without her.”


  “I’m sorry,” said Cindy, “I really am.”


 “Me, too,” said Barbara, “it’s a tremendous
loss.”


*


Barbara led Cindy into a large auditorium,
which was filled with an assortment of people who’d come for the monthly
lecture. 


“We recommend that the residents come every
month,” said Barbara. “It takes time to really understand what abuse really is,
to get the whole picture. It’s so confusing and so horrific, it can take a long
time to sink in.”


“Who else is here?” Cindy was fascinated.


“There are people here from all over South
Florida - lawyers, pastors, doctors, nurses, social workers. We’re a model
Shelter. We keep on top of all the research, offer all kinds of counseling,
groups, re-training.”


Cindy was impressed. It changed her view of
Shelly as well, to think that she worked here for so long, and was so respected.
At that moment Cindy realized that Mattheus had actually told Cindy very little
about her. When he’d talked about her, it was always about him, and his craving
to find the killer. How much had he actually known about her, anyway? Cindy
suddenly wondered.
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Barbara led Cindy to a seat that had been
reserved for them in the front row. “It’s always special to us when law
enforcement attends the orientation,” Barbara said. “Everyone needs to be
really educated about domestic violence. So many things are overlooked,
especially by the police. They think they know what it is, and they don’t. Not
really. It’s easy to minimize things.”


“I can only imagine,” Cindy said.


“It’s especially wonderful to have a woman
detective with us,” Barbara added, smiling at Cindy again. “It’s quite a
journey you must have been on to decide to take a job like this.”


Cindy had never thought of it that way. She
hadn’t considered how her journey might be of help to those who were abused,
living here in hiding. She was pleased to be valued and recognized and to feel
that somehow, she could make a difference.


A tall, stately woman, in her mid-fifties,
walked up on the stage then and took the podium. She looked very professional
in a beige suit with matching pumps and bag.


“Is that Shelly’s supervisor?” asked Cindy.


“No,” said Barbara, “it’s Maria Bolton, head of
research and education.”


 Without losing another moment, Maria Bolton
tapped the microphone and talked into it. 


“Testing, testing,” she said. Then she tapped
the large
screen that stood to her right. A photo of a woman being hit came on. It was
chilling.


“Thank you all so much for coming here to be
informed about a very special topic,” Maria began. “We welcome you to our
community and hope to answer any questions you may have when my talk is
finished.”


Cindy sat up straighter, alert. She liked this
woman very much and was eager to hear what she had to say.


“What is domestic violence?” Maria continued,
“what is battering and abuse? How can we spot it? Very often we can’t and
don’t. We look the other way, minimize, and call it by different names. Then
we’re shocked when the victim turns up dead. And many do. Make no mistake about
it.”


Cindy swallowed hard. This woman wasn’t pulling
any punches, Cindy appreciated that. 


“Domestic violence affects each
of us, it doesn’t discriminate,” Maria continued. “One in every four women will
experience domestic violence in her lifetime. Domestic violence can be
emotional, physical, psychological, financial, sexual or a combination of these.
One way to stop it is to realize that abuse of any kind is never acceptable!
The victim is never to blame! The violence ultimately becomes a form of terrorism
that destroys the victim one way or another.”


Maria pressed a button on the screen and a
slide of a mother and child crying in the shadows came up. 


“So, why does she stay?  It takes an average of
seven attempts before a victim actually leaves her abuser. One of the most
dangerous times for a woman is when she leaves. At that time the abuser works to
reestablish control. They threaten to torture pets, children or even family
members. In a final act of power and control, some kill. Twenty eight per cent
of abused women were attempting to end the relationship when they were killed.”



This was important, harrowing
information. These facts had to impact the work Cindy did, probably far more
often than she’d realized.


Maria flipped another slide on
the screen. It was of a woman running away down a dark alley.


“Many people believe that if
the victim really wanted to leave, she would just go. They say how bad can it
be, she’s staying? This attitude not only dismisses the severity of the
violence, but perpetuates the cycle of abuse.”


Maria then flashed a photo of
a woman crouching in the corner, with a man glaring at her, a few feet away.
Cindy was mesmerized. She couldn’t help think about Clint’s family. They’d been
very emotionally abusive towards both her and Clint during the engagement. She’d
had to struggle every day not to let them to break it up. It had actually been
a mini miracle that the marriage had taken place at all. Ann had warned Cindy
about it, too. Now Cindy wondered what effect their behavior really had upon
Clint Was it possible he might have been alive if this hadn’t gone on?


“Okay,” Maria, said then, walking closer to the
audience on the stage. “Let’s look directly at the question of why women don’t
leave! If he hit you on the first date chances are you would never go out with
him again. Never. But, he waits until you are in love with him, until he knows
you, finds your weaknesses and isolates you from family and friends. It likely
starts out with something simple, like ordering your food for you at a
restaurant. 


“She’ll have the pasta and salad,” he says and
you think how romantic, he’s ordering for me. Before long, his behaviors become
more controlling – soon you’re not allowed to answer the phone; you can’t call
family or friends; or you’re at work and he calls repeatedly to check on where
you are.”


Cindy shuddered, as she began
to think back to the men she’d known before Clint. Ann was right, in the past
she’d attracted guys who were controlling, wanted to dictate to her. She’d
liked it then, it made her feel safe and cared for, as if she weren’t alone.


“Abused women stay in their
violent relationships despite the pain and suffering because they love their
partners,” Maria finally announced. She paused after she said it, and looked
around.


Cindy smiled. Love wasn’t a
word heard too often these days.


“They love the guy and struggle
with how to reconcile how he’s acting with who they think he is. They can’t
figure out how their once kind, gentle and loving partner now is the man who
batters her. They want to believe him when he says he’s sorry, that the abuse
will never happen again, that things will be better when he gets the promotion,
sells the house, or his mom’s health improves.”


Had Shelly been battered by
her killer? Cindy wondered. Did she work in the Shelter because she needed
refuge as well? Was this a deeply ingrained pattern in her life, and if so, how
did that fit in to her relationship with Mattheus? All kinds of questions began
stirring around Cindy’s mind.


 “Many abused women feel they
deserve the abuse, or have done something wrong that warrants it. This is a myth
the abuser perpetuates. He makes her believe that if she were better, hadn’t
done that awful thing, changed in ways that pleased him, he wouldn’t have to
abuse her. He creates guilt and low self-esteem in the victim. Those with low self-esteem
feel they deserve what they get.  This keeps them trapped in deadly
relationships.”


Cindy could not help but
wonder how this applied to herself. She’d been the victim of low self-esteem in
relationships for years, until she’d met Clint. The men she’d gone out with
then hadn’t been good for her either. It seemed like a vicious cycle anyone
could easily get trapped in. Could it be possible that Cindy was inadvertently
repeating this again with Mattheus?


  Maria went on - “Verbal
blows and physical assaults along with deprivation of sleep, food, water,
medication, slash a woman’s self-esteem until she begins to think, if I just
had dinner on the table at 5 p.m., he wouldn’t have had to hit me. This
psychological warfare destroys her identity so that she believes it’s true when
he says you’re stupid and crazy. She believes it when she threatens if you ever
leave, I will find and kill you - I’ll kill your family, kids and pets. If you
leave, that’s abandonment, and the courts will never let you see the kids
again!” 


Had Shelly been living in a
trap like that?  Is that why she ran away from Mattheus and lived down here all
these years?


“The biggest danger is where
the victim once thought she didn’t deserve this kind of treatment, she slowly
comes to believe that her abuser is right. She identifies with him. Like
prisoners of war and concentration camp survivors, she take sides with her
batterer to survive. This is the Stockholm Syndrome that many of you are aware
of.”


The atmosphere in the room now
grew heavy and silent. Few rustled in their seats anymore. It seemed as if they
were hearing about a national epidemic that was brewing under the surface of
everyone’s life. Vigilance was needed. Cindy felt afraid.


“The main key to a victim’s
freedom is finding someone to believe and value her, to bring information and
reality in,” said Maria emphatically, like a one woman rescue team. “When no
one believes a battered woman, when her assailant isn’t arrested, when she is
criticized and scrutinized, it opens the road to his tracking her down and
killing her, like a piece of meat.” 


Cindy felt as if she were
sitting in a war zone, and was on the first line of defense. Had all of this
something to do with Shelly’s death? Cindy almost felt as if she were sitting
in for Shelly now, was absorbed in the world she’d worked in, involved with the
man she’d been married to. A sense of hopelessness began to come over Cindy. She’d
come onto the scene when it was too late for Shelly, but there were so many
others out there who it wasn’t too late for. 


 “We have to revolutionize our
thinking and get rid of the notion that to be a real man is to be violent and
aggressive, or to be a real woman is to be submissive. We have to look and see
the ways in which society condones, supports and gives permission for battering,”
Maria seemed to be able to talk indefinitely.


Cindy looked at the audience
out of the corner of her eyes and suddenly felt unbearably sad. Many women sat
there listening, their heads in their hands. They had gone through this
themselves and were now trying to come out of it, to re-build their lives.  Shelly
had dedicated her life to helping them. Now, she herself turned up dead. There
had to be some connection. And her death had to be shattering for the women as
well.


 Maria stepped back from the
edge of the stage and looked out at the audience. Cindy felt for a moment as
though she were looking straight at her.


“We at the Shelter really
appreciate your coming and learning more about what we are doing here. Thank
you for your support and participation. Everyone is needed. Please help us. We
need you. We cannot fight this plague alone.”










  
    Death by Deceit (Book #5 in the Caribbean Murder series)
    
  




  

CHAPTER 12


 


 


 Despite the warm, humid
weather, when Cindy arrived back at the hotel, she felt chilled to the bone. The
lecture had impacted upon her in more ways than one. The sight of the women who
lived there, trailing out of the auditorium after the lecture was devastating.
Many of them looked forlorn and abandoned. A few tried to be positive.


Barbara had introduced her
briefly to some of the women, who seemed surprised when they found out who she
was. Each had something good to say about Shelly, and how disturbed they were
about her death. There was nothing she did to deserve it, they said again and
again. The senseless killing reminded them of their own situation and frightened
them. Who would be next? You never knew.  


 All kinds of rumors floated
around the Shelter about who might have killed Shelly. Everybody had a
different idea. Once again, Cindy was amazed that the cops had not come and spoken
to these women in depth. 


“I don’t get it,” Cindy said
to Barbara as they were walking to the front door to get Cindy a cab back to
the hotel. “Tell me why the cops aren’t sprawling all over the place,
questioning every single woman?” 


“The cops don’t much like to
come here,” Barbara said, lowering her voice.  “We’re a blot on the community,
a reminder that there’s a world of violence going on beneath the radar that the
police can’t stop.”


The image horrified Cindy, a
sub world of pain and terror that no one wanted to face.


 “Battered women are outcasts,”
Barbara continued, “no one wants to spend time with them. And, for law
enforcement, it can be a waste of time. Whatever these women say can be
dismissed in court by a good lawyer. They invalidate the witness, just like the
women’s partners did, say their testimony can’t be trusted because they’re
emotionally unstable now. These women don’t have any clout.”


Cindy was horrified. The two
of them stepped out of the building onto the curb, and despite the sun that was
shining brightly through the trees, it seemed as if heavy clouds had settled
over the place.


“I’ll see you tomorrow,” said Barbara
smiling, as Cindy got into the cab that was waiting for her.


“You certainly will,” said
Cindy, leaning out the window, waving. 


“Thanks again for everything,”
said Barbara, once again. “You’re a trooper. We really need you here.”


*


 By the time the cab pulled up
at the hotel it was almost time for dinner, and to Cindy’s surprise, Mattheus
was waiting for her in the lobby. He was dressed in a fresh blue shirt and
slacks and looked more like himself than he had in a while. 


The minute Cindy walked in,
Mattheus came over to her. “You were gone twice as long as I expected,” he
said, greeting her.


Cindy nodded. She felt solemn
and sad.


“Still up for dinner?” he
asked.


Actually, Cindy felt quite
hungry and tired. “Dinner would be perfect now,” she said, “I’m hungry and
sad.”


For a moment it was like old
times. Mattheus took her elbow and lead her gently to the main restaurant in a
lovely garden in the back of the hotel.


“I made a reservation for us”
he said as they walked quietly through the lobby, out onto a trail that led to
the restaurant.


“Don’t I need to fresh up and
change first?” Cindy asked as they walked.


“Not at all,” said Mattheus,
quietly. “You’re beautiful, just as you are.”


Cindy was touched, but didn’t
want to be. She wondered what his change of mood was due to, and decided to
just let the comment go. There was no point in getting sidetracked. It about
her and Mattheus, it was about Shelly’s murder. Cindy wanted to focus on the
Shelter, tell him about it. She wished she’d taken notes, there were so many
details she needed to remember.


When she and Mattheus got to
the restaurant they were led to a perfect table, overlooking the ocean.
Mattheus seemed pleased and again, for a moment, it was as if nothing had ever happened
between them, as if they were still working together beautifully going to
wonderful places, talking over cases, walking arm in arm.


The waiter came over quickly.


“Let’s order some drinks
first,” Mattheus suggested.


“I’ll have a glass of white
wine,” said Cindy. She didn’t want to drink much, needed to keep her head
clear.


Mattheus ordered a Marguerite.


When the waiter left, they
just sat quietly looking at each other. It was the first time they’d done that since
Cindy had moved out of his home in Grenada. Somehow the tension between them,
the anger and fear had subsided.


“I was beginning to get
worried about you,” Mattheus started. “I felt strange thinking of you alone
over there at the Shelter.”


“It was a long, disturbing
lecture,” Cindy said quietly.


Mattheus became more available.
“Why?”


“The Shelter’s a devastating
place,” said Cindy. “Battering and abuse leave a terrible toll.”


“I’m sure they do,” Mattheus
said quietly.


“Would you like to come with
me tomorrow, when I go back for the tour?” asked Cindy. “I think it’s
important.”


Mattheus eyes glazed over for
a moment. “You’re going back again tomorrow? Why?”


“Why not? Shelly worked there
for three years. The people there knew her well.  They have all kinds of ideas
about who may have killed her. Frankly, I can’t understand how the police
didn’t spend hours there talking to the residents. They belong there right now.”


Mattheus’s jaw clenched. “The
cops can’t be everywhere. They have to focus on the leads they think will pay,
the ones that are hot.”


“I guess it’s not hot to be in
a Shelter for abused women,” Cindy took offense.


“Listen, I didn’t mean it that
way,” Mattheus said.


“I want you to come back with
me tomorrow,” Cindy repeated, rankled.


“I’m going to Rancher’s Bar
tomorrow,” Mattheus said. “I want to talk to Tommy, the bartender there. He’s
Anthony’s friend. Anthony asked me to go, and I promised.”


“Anthony, the main suspect?”
Cindy was puzzled. Mattheus hadn’t said a word about his interview with him until
now.


“Yeah, I liked the guy,” said
Mattheus, flatly. “Don’t think he did it.”


“That’s huge,” Cindy was
amazed. “What happened to make you feel that way?”


“That guy loved Shelly, like I
did –“, his voice caught. For a second it was hard to go on.  “My gut tells me
he didn’t do it.”  


Cindy was relieved Mattheus
was actually speaking his truth. “You loved Shelly a lot?” 


“Yes, I did,” said Mattheus,
looking over her shoulder at the darkening sky. 


His words went through Cindy,
he’d never actually said it in that way before. 


“I loved her more than a lot,”
Mattheus added, drumming his fingers on the table.


 “I’m sorry, Mattheus.”


“Actually, I didn’t know how
much I loved her until she was gone,” he added abruptly.


“No one ever does, do they?” said
Cindy.


“Guess not,” he said. “But I
never had any inkling Shelly didn’t feel the same way. Not for one second.”


Cindy believed him. So many
people thought they knew their partners completely and didn’t have the least
clue. It was incredibly painful when they started to find out.


“Are you sure you don’t want
to come to the Shelter with me, tomorrow?” Cindy asked again. It would be good
for Mattheus to confront the reality of who Shelly was, where she worked, the
people she knew.


“Of course I’m sure. Why would
I want to come?” he snapped. “What do I care about the life Shelly lived apart
from me?”


Cindy was startled by his
vehemence. All of this was still too close to home.Mattheus wasn’t ready to learn
more about who his wife really was. These things took time, lots of time - lifetimes,
maybe. But ready or not, he’d have to face it as the investigation proceeded.
Cindy wondered what it would do to him.


The waiter came with the
drinks and Cindy and Mattheus picked up their glasses, clinked them together
briefly, and drank.


“Great drink,” said Mattheus.


Cindy agreed.


“Can I order dinner for you?”
asked Mattheus.


“I’ll order my own,” said
Cindy quickly.


Mattheus looked surprised.
Usually Cindy enjoyed him ordering for her. “Whatever you like,” he said.


The waiter came back and he
ordered his dinner and she ordered hers. Then turned to her, clearer and more
focused.


“I just want to thank you for
being down here with me,” Mattheus started, “it means the world to me.”


Cindy didn’t know exactly what
brought that on, but he spoke in such a heartfelt manner that tears sprang to her
eyes.


“It means a lot to me, too,”
said Cindy.


Mattheus reached out and put
his hands over hers then. 


A glow of warmth and desire flushed
through her body. This was an emotional time and she knew she should pull her
hands away. But at that moment, she could not. She needed the strength and
comfort Mattheus’s touch brought her.


Mattheus closed his eyes a
second, happy not to be pushed away.


 “I acted like a jerk in
Grenada,” he said then.


Cindy was totally taken off
guard. 


“Any woman worth her salt
would have just packed up and left,” he continued, from nowhere, pulling at
Cindy’s heart.


Cindy wanted to say it was
fine, to soothe him again, but fought against the impulse and stayed silent.  


“But you left too quickly,”
Mattheus continued, “it knocked me off my game.” 


“It was too much too soon for
both of us,” Cindy replied. 


“I don’t know about that,”
said Mattheus, “we were doing great, we were happy. I just wanted to go out on
that next case and solve it. That’s not so terrible, is it?” 


“There are always cases,” said
Cindy.


“That one was important,”
Mattheus argued.


“They’re all important. We
were also important. A relationship needs time and attention to grow,” said Cindy.


“So, you’ll never forgive me?
Ever?”


“You couldn’t take the intimacy,
Mattheus” said Cindy. “You basically wanted action and space. You wanted me to
be your business partner, with benefits on the side.”


He laughed. “I love having you
as my business partner. We’re good at this.”


“Yes, we are,” said Cindy
sadly, “but we went further than that.”


Mattheus looked contrite a
moment. “Was it a mistake?” 


“I don’t know,” said Cindy. “You
were still a married man.”


“I had no idea Shelly was
alive,” Mattheus flared up.


“I know you didn’t,” said
Cindy.


“Do you think I would have
been searching for the murderer if I didn’t think she’d been killed?” 


“Of course not,” said Cindy.


“If she’d just wanted to get
away from me and live somewhere else, what the hell? I would have said, go,
good riddance.  She never said anything like that.” Mattheus pulled back in his
seat, looking alarmed. “You don’t actually think I lied to you?”


“No, I don’t,” said Cindy.  “I
don’t think you lied, but I think you omitted a lot of details.”


Mattheus stared straight at
her. “Like what?”


“You blocked a lot out,” said
Cindy.


Mattheus looked shaky again.
“Obviously, I did,” he said slowly, “that’s what I’m finding out now, isn’t
it?”


Cindy put her drink down. “A
woman doesn’t just disappear for no reason, Mattheus.”


His jaw locked again. “What
are you implying?” a flash of indignation flared up.


“I’m implying that there was a
lot going on in Shelly’s life that you didn’t know anything about.”


“So string me up! Kill me for
it!”


“It’s not about accusing you.
It’s about finding out what! When you love someone, when you trust them, it’s not
easy to realize they have another life,” Cindy said, trying to settle him down.
The same thing had happened to her with Clint, she knew how devastating it was.
“It happens to lots of people. They think everything is wonderful in their
relationship, they believe every word their partner says, then they find out
differently.”


“So?” said Mattheus.


“So, it can ruin your trust in
love forever,” said Cindy. 


“Yes, it can,” said Mattheus,
calming down. “But if a person’s really strong, they won’t let that happen.” And
he looked at her directly.


Cindy’s eyes filled with
tears. She had tried not to lose her trust in love after Clint had died, but it
had been difficult. Then when Mattheus came along, everything changed. The
trust came back on its own. 


“You’re not going to let
your trust in love be ruined because of what happened between us in Grenada,
are you?” asked Mattheus. 


Cindy flinched. He got the
point.


“That would be ridiculous,” he
added, fitfully.


Cindy hardly knew how to
answer. She didn’t know at the moment what or who she trusted. 


“You’ve got to answer that
question,” Mattheus was emphatic.


“No, of course I won’t let
anything ruin my trust in love,” said Cindy, rallying. “But we’re not here to
talk about love, we’re here to talk about finding Shelly’s killer. That’s why
you called me down to Key West.”


“That’s not the only reason,” said
Mattheus, fumbling.


“But that’s the reason we have
to focus on now,” said Cindy.  The case was complicated enough as it was. This
was the time for unraveling Mattheus’s relationship with Shelly, not for
dealing with their romance.

“Come to the Shelter with me tomorrow,” Cindy repeated.


“I don’t want to,” said Mattheus
simply. “It was Shelly’s place, she worked there, those were her friends. I
don’t want any part of it.”


“You’re mad at her?”


“Mad’s not the word for it. I’m
mixed up, shaky” he said.


 “I understand,” said Cindy. “That’s
why I’m going back to the Shelter. “One of us has to find out the truth.”
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CHAPTER 13


 


 


When Cindy returned to the
Shelter the next day, Barbara was there to greet her. Cindy was struck with how
different Barbara looked today, pretty and, at the same time, professional. She
was dressed in a green cotton suit with her brown hair lying softly around her
face.


“We’re all so excited about
your being here,” Barbara said, as she led Cindy through the wide doors to the
place where the tour was going to begin. “The whole place has been buzzing
about it. Finally, someone really cares about Shelly.”


That felt a bit extreme to
Cindy, as if the entire fate of Shelly’s case now rested on her shoulders. 


 “I’m sure a lot of people
care about Shelly,” Cindy said. “They’re doing all they can to help.”


Barbara stopped and stared at
her.


 “One of the things we learn at
the Shelter is not to make excuses for bad behavior,” Barbara said crisply.


Cindy was startled. Was
Barbara accusing her of making excuses?


“The women here have made
excuses their whole lives,” Barbara continued quickly, “they’re terrified to
face the truth. That’s why they’re here in hiding.”


It was shocking to see this
other side of Barbara come out so suddenly, a woman on a mission, not willing
to let anything go by.


“Even after some of these
women are beaten, they’ll only tell you about how wonderful their partner is,” Barbara
went on. “They’ll give you all the reasons they deserved the beating, say their
partner was only doing it for their own good.”


Cindy shuddered.


“The sooner they see the truth
about their abusers, the safer they’re going to be. It’s our job here to keep
them safe! Not only safe in the Shelter, but after they get out of here and
make a new life!”


“That’s wonderful,” said Cindy
and meant it. She could understand why Barbara felt as she did, but what got
her started on the tirade? Did it have to do with something Cindy’s said? She
didn’t want to side step the issue.


“Did you think I was making
excuses for someone?” Cindy asked Barbara directly.


“There was a strong whiff of
it,” Barbara replied. “You said everyone’s doing all they can to find Shelly’s
killer. That’s an excuse. They’re not!”


“How do you know they’re not?”
Cindy was stung.


“It’s a common excuse, we hear
it all the time - from the cops, the courts. I even just heard that Shelly’s
husband, Mattheus, is a detective who’s come down to help with the case. No
one’s even heard a word about him all these years. Where has he been all along?
You think he’s doing all he can, too?”


Cindy flinched. Barbara had no
idea that Mattheus was Cindy’s partner. She might not even know that Shelly had
gone missing six years ago, either. Cindy couldn’t fill her in on that yet. There
were lots of missing pieces here.


“What kind of a jerk that Mattheus
must be!” Barbara got more agitated as she went on. “It’s unbelievable that even
after she was found dead, he hasn’t even come here once! So, it’s not true
they’re doing all they can.” Her face flushed with exasperation. 


Cindy picked up Barbara’s
agitation and tried to calm down.  She thought of the years of his life
Mattheus had spent searching for Shelly’s killer, doing all he possibly could. It
was such a danger to generalize about others without knowing all the facts.


“How do you know what other leads
Mattheus is following?” Cindy asked crisply.


Barbara smirked. “Defending
him now, too?”


Cindy wouldn’t even go there.
“How do you know the cops aren’t checking out other leads?” 


“Because they’ve pounced on
the first suspect they got, Shelly’s boyfriend, Anthony. We heard he’s in
custody, locked up.”


“He is” said Cindy.


“Convenient,” Barbara went on,
“But Shelly and Anthony did well, they were pretty happy most of the time.”


Cindy’s eyebrows arched.
“That’s not what I heard.”


“Sure, they fought,” Barbara
went on emphatically. “Shelly used to talk to me about it a lot. They weren’t
terrible fights though, just the usual kind. And, whatever happened, Anthony
never once put her down. That impressed me a lot. I used to point it out to Shelly.
If anything, she was the one who was rough on him.”


  Cindy thought she’d better
calm down and really listen. It was too easy getting caught up in what she
believed and not let new information in. 


“What kind of things did Shelly
and Anthony fight about?” Cindy asked.


Barbara was glad, at last, to
be getting her chance to be heard.


“Well,” if you really want to
know the truth, it was Shelly who was the jealous one. She couldn’t stand all
the attention Anthony got from his fans. He had a big fan club and another one
forming.  Shelly punished him for it,


 yelled about it, threatened
to leave if he didn’t stop answering all those women’s emails and calls. She wanted
him to stop playing so many concerts, too.  Of course he refused.”


Cindy faced Barbara squarely. “I
could see how that would be hard for any woman,” she said.


“Sure,” said Barbara,” but
that was his job, music was his life.”


“Some guys lead women on,” said
Cindy, “they know how to flirt under the radar, invite all the attention they
get.”


“Anthony wasn’t like that,”
Barbara assured her.


“You knew him personally?” Cindy
didn’t like the sound of it.


“We all knew him here,”
Barbara said. “He would come all the time to pick up Shelly from work. If she
was late, he’d just sit and wait for her patiently. We all thought he was a
really special guy.”


Cindy was amazed to see Barbara
siding with Anthony now. “Sounds like he sure had a way with the women,” she said.
 Did Barbara consider Shelly the abusive one? Cindy wondered. This was a lot to
digest. Did Shelly ultimately do something that caused her own death?


“So, Shelly was the jealous one?” Cindy probed gently.


“Very,” whispered Barbara, “it was a sore spot of hers.”


“Did she abuse Anthony?” Cindy asked more strongly.


Barbara stopped in her tracks. “Now that’s going too far.“We
all loved Shelly, I told you.”


 “Yes, of course,” said Cindy, and wondered if Shelly’s
jealousy might have had something to do with why she ran away from Mattheus? Did
Mattheus make Shelly jealous unwittingly? Was she getting revenge with him for
that?


*


  Cindy and Barbara walked
down the hall then to where a group of about fifteen had gathered to take the
tour. A woman dressed in an ivory slacks suit, introduced herself and said she
would be leading them through the facilities, floor by floor. As they all
started walking, Barbara stayed beside Cindy the whole time, listening along
with everyone. The tour leader described what each section was for, all the
services offered.


Cindy saw the library where
group therapy was conducted, she went to the art studios, gym, classrooms,
therapy rooms, meditation space, cafeteria, and then upstairs to the living
quarters. 


Upstairs, the women each had
separate rooms, with extra space for those who had children. Clothes and toys
were scattered around. There were private bathrooms and in some cases small
kitchens with hot plates. Cindy felt as if she’d slipped through the cracks of
one world and entered another. This was a place to hide and be safe from
danger, but also a space for growth and healing. It was a place to be trained
to live bravely in the world, get a new job, face difficulties and hopefully
begin all over again. 


When the tour was over Cindy
felt exhausted.


“Let’s go have lunch in the cafeteria
with the others,” said Barbara, giving Cindy a friendly tap on the shoulder. “I
know how exhausting it can be to experience all of this for the first time.
After lunch, I’ll introduce you to some women here who knew Shelly well.”


“I’d love to have lunch,” said
Cindy. There were tons of people to meet and talk to, all kinds of stories to
hear. This was going to be a long day. She had no idea when it would end.


*


Right after lunch, Barbara
started to introduce Cindy to some of the residents who were excited that she
was here, and eager to speak to her. Cindy became slightly alarmed when she saw
one woman after another, come in and line up, waiting for their turn, at a long
table nearby.  


“So many,” said Cindy, looking
down the long line.


“They all knew Shelly and want
to help find her killer.”


Cindy nodded.


“Don’t worry about it,” said
Barbara. “You won’t get to them all, it’s impossible in one day. But just
listen to what the ones you talk to have to say. If someone really strikes you,
spend more time with her, or make an appointment to see her later.”


The more Cindy got to know
Barbara, the more impressed she was. Barbara was on top of all kinds of
details, focused, sensitive to everyone’s needs.


“You do a fabulous job,” said
Cindy.


Barbara smiled broadly and her
eyes shone. “Thank you. I try hard and that means so much, coming from someone
like you.” 


“There’s nothing special about
me,” said Cindy. “I don’t know half of what you do about domestic violence.”


“But you know plenty about
other things, and you’re sharp,” said Barbara.


“Not only are you sharp, you
truly want to help, that’s clear. You’re willing to open your mind and listen.
That takes courage, Cindy, don’t forget that.”


“Thank you,” said Cindy
surprised.


“I have a feeling you’re going
to be the one to catch Shelly’s killer,” Barbara suddenly added. 


Cindy was startled.


“And you’ll probably be saving
a few other lives in the bargain. Once they start killing, it’s hard to stop.”


Cindy’s whole body clenched. She
knew that. It was one of the facts that motivated her most of all. These
killers developed a hunger to kill, a taste for it; if they got away with it once,
they’d strike again, others would be in danger. Finding one killer could save
many lives. 


“Thank you,” said Cindy,
suddenly overwhelmed.


Barbara caught it. She put her
hand on Cindy’s arm. “This can’t be easy,” she said. “I have no idea how you
got into this line of work. You must have quite a story of your own.”


Cindy was grateful for the
moment of kindness.


“Maybe we can talk about it
someday,” said Barbara. “I’d really like that.”


Again, Cindy was touched by
the warmth and understanding this young woman was capable of. She was also
surprised at how much she wanted to talk to Barbara, tell her what happened to
Clint, how she chose this line of work and what it meant to her. Ann was the
only other woman Cindy had ever talked to about it. Her opposition hurt Cindy
and made her shaky at times. Right now she needed inspiration and support
badly.


“I’d love to talk more about
it one day,” said Cindy.


“Great,” said Barbara, and
then motioned to the first woman who was sitting at the table, waiting to talk.


*


The first woman who came over
was in her late thirties, with brown straggly hair, a cut on her face and grey
eyes. She couldn’t have been more than a few years older than Cindy.


“This is Heidi,” said Barbara
as she sat down on the bench and slid too close to Cindy.


“Hi,” Heidi whispered, looking
around.


“It’s okay, Heidi,” Barbara
said. “It’s fine to talk. No one’s listening.”


“You can’t be too sure,” Heidi
murmured.


Barbara picked it right up, “Even
if someone here hears you, you’re safe now. You can say whatever you want to.”


Heidi took a deep breath and
plunged in.


 “Shelly didn’t deserve this,”
she said to Cindy in a low, rumbly voice.


Cindy looked in her eyes. They
were sad and scattered. 


“Of course Shelly didn’t,”
Cindy replied. “Did you know her well?”


“She was my counselor for the
first three months I was here. Then I was switched to Angie,” said Heidi.


Cindy looked over at Barbara
who was listening intently.

“Angie’s another excellent counselor at the Shelter,” Barbara clarified.


“Is Angie still here?” asked
Cindy.


“Of course,” Heidi remarked
quickly, putting her hand over her mouth. “Why wouldn’t she be? Is she also in
danger?”


Barbara put her hand on
Heidi’s shoulder. “Angie is not in danger,” Barbara said, “no one here is in
danger.”


Heidi looked up at Barbara
doubtfully. 


“Everyone here was in
danger,” Barbara went on calmly, “but that’s over. Not anymore.”


“Were you in danger?” Heidi suddenly
asked Cindy.


“Many times,” Cindy said. She
didn’t want Heidi to feel that she couldn’t relate. And, Cindy had been in
danger working cases, and also during her honeymoon. They could have just as
easily killed her along with Clint if she’d been gone to the beach with him
that afternoon he’d gone surfing.


“So you know the rap?” Heidi
went on.


“I understand danger,” said
Cindy carefully. “Tell me more about Shelly. What do you think happened to
her?”


“Frankly, I’m not sure,” said
Heidi. “But I don’t think it was Anthony. No one here does.”


“You all liked Anthony?” Cindy
asked.


“I wouldn’t go that far to say
I liked him,” said Heidi, “but he was a decent guy. You know, when
you’ve been beaten by someone a long time, you get an instinct for guys who are
trouble. I never had that instinct about Anthony.”


“Was there someone else here
you had that instinct with?”


“No, not here,” said Heidi.
“If you really want to know what I think, I think Shelly must have had a secret
life.”


Barbara drew a deep breath in
then. 


Cindy felt interested.
“Really, why?”


“Something about the way she
acted. She would never talk about herself. If you asked her about her own life,
she got huffy. I always thought she was hiding something.”


“It was her job to focus on
you,” said Barbara. “She was being professional.”


“Nah,” Heidi wasn’t buying it.
“Angie’s professional too. Angie’s a fantastic counselor, but she talks about
herself sometimes, too. That wall isn’t up.”


Cindy listened intently.
“Shelly had a wall up?” 


Barbara interrupted, “I never
heard anyone say that about Shelly before.”


“Well, give Heidi a chance to
finish,” said Cindy. 


“I don’t want you to get the
wrong impression,” Barbara said.


“Every impression is a good
impression,” said Cindy. “That’s how we find the killer -we put different
pieces together, opposing views, unexpected responses, together they mean a
lot.”


Heidi was empowered. “I always
felt Shelly had a wall that would go up any second. You never knew when. I even
mentioned it to her once, I said who are you, really? I feel strange talking to
you.  Boy, she didn’t like that. That’s why I switched to Angie.”


Barbara scraped her throat,
nervous.


“What did she do when you said
that?” said Cindy.


“Something weird, if you asked
me,” said Heidi. “Shelly got up, shook herself off, and started walking around.
Right then I thought something’s very wrong here.”


“Are you sure this happened?”
Barbara seemed put out.


“Positive,” said Heidi. “She
was hiding something – something bad.”


Cindy was fascinated.  “What
was she hiding?”


“I have no idea. If she’d come
clean, maybe she’d be alive to tell you herself.”


Cindy was grateful to hear this.
The story rang true.


“Is there anything else you want
to say?” asked Cindy.


“That’s it. In my opinion Shelly
had a secret life and it crept up from behind and bit her.  Go find out about
it.” 


Heidi scraped the bench back
and got up then, looking victorious.


“Thanks so much Heidi,” Cindy
said, getting up with her, as Heidi turned and walked out the cafeteria door.


“You can’t believe everything
they tell you,” Barbara said the minute Heidi was out of earshot. “Some of them
imagine things, others develop delusions from all their abuse, become
paranoid.”


Cindy was quick on the uptake.
“Are you invalidating Heidi’s experience?”


“Not at all,” said Barbara
emphatically, “I’m just trying to be clear. I’m not saying it’s not her
experience, but I never heard anyone say anything at all like that about
Shelly. Not once.”


“Well, let’s hear what others
have to tell us now,” said Cindy. Obviously Barbara had an image of Shelly that
she didn’t want interfered with. It wouldn’t look good for the Shelter either
if it came out that one of their counselors had been disturbed.


One woman after another came
to Cindy’s table and told her tidbits about Shelly. Most said she was kind and
thoughtful, that she went out of her way to do whatever she could.  Some said
they could call her whenever they needed to, no matter what time of day or
night. When Cindy asked if they thought that Shelly had a wall up, no one else
said they did.


  Rheba, a tall, overweight
woman, with a pretty face and frizzy hair, came running up to Cindy’s table
when it was her turn. She was convinced that someone from Anthony’s fan club
killed Shelly off. 


“It’s pretty obvious to me,”
said Rheba. “I don’t know why it isn’t obvious to everyone else. Anthony’s fan
club was growing and the fans were crazy about him. He’s a gorgeous guy who
makes hot, sexy music. Shelly didn’t like these fans one bit. You can’t blame
her for that, can you? They call at all hours, send emails and texts – love,
love, love him! And, he’s her man!”


  “That can’t be easy,” said
Cindy.


  “One of them had to have
gotten pissed off, – jealous that Shelly had Anthony all to herself. I even
mentioned that to her once. You know what she did?”


“What?” asked Cindy,
entranced.


“She threw back her head and
laughed. Too hard, if you asked me.”


“You hit the spot?” asked
Cindy.


“Sure did,”Rheba insisted.
“You know, Shelly showed up at all Anthony’s concerts, sat in the front row,
and pulled him away the minute it was over. It didn’t leave much over for the
fans.”






“How do you know that?” asked
Cindy, fascinated.


“Common knowledge,” said
Rheba, “the gals at this place talked about it all the time. They felt badly
for her when another concert was coming.”


“And Anthony would just get up
and leave when the concert was done?”


“Yup,” said Rheba, “that guy
really loved her. She wrapped him around her finger with a string. You should
have seen him sitting here waiting for her to get off work, like a lonely puppy
dog.”


 This was good information. It
gripped Cindy.


“Do you happen know any of his
fans?” she asked immediately. “Was there one in particular? Did Shelly ever
mention anyone’s name?”


“No, nothing like that,” said
Rheba. “But it shouldn’t be too hard to check  it out.”


 “Absolutely. I’m going to
look right into this.” 


“Great,” said Rheba, smiling a
huge, toothy smile. “Let me know what you find out. You know, maybe someday
I’ll be a detective, too.”


After she left Cindy took a
moment alone with Barbara.


“I’ve heard that theory
before,” said Barbara. “It’s plausible, not completely off the wall.”


“No, it isn’t,” said Cindy.


“Fans become crazy and
obsessed,” Barbara continued.


“But I heard the story
slightly differently,” said Cindy. “I heard that Anthony and Shelly had started
fighting at the concerts, that he wanted to stay longer and she wouldn’t have
it.”


“Yeah,” said Barbara, “I heard
that, too. In fact, I asked her about it. She just laughed and said, that
Anthony loved it that she wouldn’t let him stay. It made him feel great that
Shelly wanted him all for herself.” 


“Then why were they fighting
about it?” asked Cindy.


“That’s for you to find out,”
said Barbara, “you’re the detective, not me.”


The next woman on line, Frieda,
got up and came over before they even motioned to her. She was very tall, thin
and angular with slightly sunken eyes.


“This is Frieda,” Barbara
introduced her immediately as soon as she came to the table.


“I’m so glad you’re here, said
Frieda to Cindy, confidentially. There’s no one with any clout with the law
that I’ve been able to talk to about this.”


“I’m glad to be here too,”
said Cindy.


“I’ve had a theory all along,”
Frieda plunged in then without a moment’s hesitation. “There’s someone else in
the picture. Shelly had another boyfriend  besides Anthony. “


“Oh brother,” said Barbara
under her breath.


“Why did you think that?”
asked Cindy, ruffled. She’d actually had the same feeling herself.


“Just something about the way
she was with Anthony. Let him wait here for her too long, just took him for
granted. I never once saw her excited to see him, either. He was much more
excited to see her.”


“Was Shelly your counselor?”
asked Cindy.


“In the beginning,” said
Frieda. “Then I switched to Angie.”


Again? Cindy took note. “Why?”


“Shelly could get pretty
distracted at times, even distant, like she wasn’t there.”


Barbara scraped her throat.
“Did you put that in the record?” she asked Frieda, looking at Cindy out of the
corner of her eye.


“No, I didn’t,” said Frieda, “just
told the office I’d like someone else. We’re encouraged to change counselors
when we feel we need to, aren’t we?” she defended herself.


“Of course,” said Barbara. “I
was just curious. Did you mention to Angie, that Shelly was distant and
distracted?”


“Never,” said Frieda. “Why
should I get her in trouble? She was fine most of the time, but then, once in a
while, something came over her and it scared me. I wanted to get away.”


“What was it?” asked Cindy, alerted.


“I don’t know.”


“Try to pinpoint it,” Cindy insisted.
Frieda had her finger on the pulse of something important, and Cindy needed to
know more about it.


“I can’t pinpoint it,” said
Frieda, a bit shaky. “I would just get a creepy feeling from time to time. It
was like she wasn’t even in the room, like I was talking to an empty shell.”
Frieda shuddered, “everyone here says to trust your instincts, so I did, and switched
to Angie.”


“I understand,” said Cindy.


“Understand what?” asked
Barbara, alarmed.


“Understand that when you
trust your gut, it’s always the right thing to do,” Cindy said.


Frieda smiled wanly, seemingly
relieved. “I didn’t mean to hurt her or anything,” said Frieda.


“You didn’t do anything to
hurt Shelly,” said Cindy.


Frieda sat up straighter and
stared at Cindy then, “How do you know that?” 


“Well, I don’t, of course,”
said Cindy. “


“I may have hurt her by
dumping her and going to someone else” Frieda smiled thinly, displaying a row
of tiny teeth.


“It’s possible that Shelly
felt badly,” said Cindy, “but from what you told me, it’s okay to switch -probably
happens routinely.”


“It does,” Barbara cut in swiftly.
“In fact, we encourage it. We want every resident to be comfortable with their
counselor. Frieda didn’t do anything to hurt Angie. Lots of the women here
think that they’ve done something to hurt someone else, when it’s they
themselves who have been hurt.” Barbara looked sidelong at Frieda.” Frieda is
not only the victim of abuse, she’s also the victim of her own guilt.”


“But I’m doing great with
Angie now,” Frieda perked up. Then she turned back to Cindy. “I’m sorry I can’t
tell you more about Shelly’s life. I wish I could, why don’t you go and talk to
Angie about it yourself?”


“That’s a wonderful
suggestion,” said Cindy.” I definitely will.” 


“Do it as soon as you can,
too,” Frieda suddenly looked wan again, and her hands tightened into little
fists. “You’ve got to find the killer! Quick! Or someone else here will turn up
dead.”
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CHAPTER 14


 


 


As Cindy drove back to the
hotel in the cab, she couldn’t wait to see Mattheus and talk this all over with
him. She needed him to be as he’d always been, strong, clear, a sounding board.
They had to work their way through these details together and decide what to do
next.  Now Cindy wondered what state of mind she’d find Mattheus in. Sometimes
he was more like his old self, at other times, he was reeling under the next
shock wave of revelations he’d received. Despite some lovely moments, things
were definitely different between them now.  She wasn’t ever really sure right
now what he was doing or where he’d be.


Cindy knew Mattheus had been
planning to go to Rancher’s Bar and speak to Tommy.  He’d also mentioned that Tommy
didn’t get in until early evening, so there was a good chance, Mattheus would
be at the hotel now. Cindy hoped so, really needed to see him.  


To her relief, when Cindy got
to the hotel, there was a note waiting for her from him at the front desk.  I’m
in the cocktail lounge down the hill from the pool, if you get in before five and
want to talk.


That itself was odd. Why was
he spending time in the cocktail lounge, rather than chasing down other
possible leads. Usually, Mattheus would be at the Police Station, going over
reports, checking facts, making calls. Cindy had to step back a moment and
remind herself - this was Mattheus’s wife who’d been found murdered only a
little over a week ago. This was someone he was still in love with, though he
may not have realized it before. Cindy hadn’t realized it either.


She took his note, walked out
of the lobby and turned down the sloping hill towards the cocktail lounge
behind the pool.


*


The cocktail lounge was housed
in a straw hut, with a bamboo roof, and surrounded by potted plants which added
to its charm. Cindy had been there for a few moments a day or so ago. She
walked in now and saw Mattheus, half asleep in a comfortable revolving chair in
the corner with soft, gentle breezes blowing on him.


Cindy sat down in the chair
opposite him quietly, not wanting to wake him roughly.


“I’m completely awake,”
Mattheus surprised her, opening one eye, as she sat down. 


“This is a great spot,” said
Cindy, relaxing for a moment herself.


Mattheus opened both eyes then.
“Tough day?” he asked.


“Long day,” said Cindy, “and
fascinating, too.”


He perked up and sat up. “What’s
so fascinating?”


The waiter came over and Cindy
ordered a glass of wine. It was the end of the day and she needed to unwind.


 “The women at the Shelter are
fantastic,” said Cindy.  “They’re strong, gutsy, they knew Shelly well and had
a lot to say about what happened.”


Mattheus pursed his lips
together. “Okay, shoot,” he said. “Any hard evidence?”


“Not yet,” said Cindy, “but
plenty of important observations.”


“Like what? Cut to the chase.”


Cindy hardly knew where to
begin. Anything she said would be painful for him. She decided to start with
the most abstract points first.


“Well, one of the women found
Shelly strange and distant at times. When she spoke to her, it was as if she
weren’t there.”


“That’s a lousy thing to say
about Shelly,” Mattheus muttered. “Ungrateful bitch.”


“What?” Cindy was shocked.


“I mean there’s Shelly working
in a rotten situation, giving her all and this damn fool talks bad about her
right after she died? Who the hell is that lady to call Shelly strange? It
makes my blood boil. There was nothing at all strange about Shelly.”


Whoah, thought Cindy. She had
no idea he’d react like that. She’d hoped he might add something to the
observation, remember times when Shelly had been distant with him as well. It
seemed impossible to get through to him now. He was protecting the image he had
of Shelly with his very life. Why wouldn’t he let himself see other aspects of
her, what was he so scared of?  


If Cindy didn’t break through this
defense, there was no way Mattheus would be able to be of help. And, there was
no way he’d ever be able to put his relationship with Shelly behind him, or go
on in his life with someone else.


“Don’t you think there were things
about Shelly that you were completely unaware of?” Cindy asked him pointedly.


Mattheus let out a long
breath. “Sure,” he said, “I mean who knows everyone completely?”


“This is more intense than
that, Mattheus,” Cindy went on. “I mean, not everyone goes missing.”


“That’s true,” said Mattheus, irritated.
“What’s your point?”


“In order to find the killer, we
have to find out more about who Shelly was. Who were her enemies, what fights
did she have, did she offend someone?”


Mattheus threw his head back
and rubbed his hands over his face.  


“I know,” Mattheus conceded, “even
though it’s crushing me.”


Cindy became silent for a long
moment.


“It would crush any guy,”
Mattheus went on.


“Of course it would,” said
Cindy, as an afternoon breeze blew up. “It’s devastating to be lied to.”


“Shelly didn’t lie to me,”
Mattheus’s face grew red.


“She disappeared and never
told you,” said Cindy.


“That’s not the same as
lying.”


“What is it then?” Cindy
didn’t miss a beat.


“Shelly got sick,” Mattheus proclaimed.
 It seemed as if he’d been dwelling on the situation and had come to that
conclusion. “She must have snapped, it’s happened to others. She came from an
unstable family. Her younger brother Mike was retarded and it could have been
something in the genes.”


“What was the brother like? Was
there trouble between them?” Cindy probed.


“Shelly was always jealous of her
brother for taking her parents away. He needed so much attention, they hardly
bothered with her. I tried to make it up to her.”


Cindy felt sad for him. “You
can’t heal someone else’s wounds,” she said. 


“Well, I thought I could,”
said Mattheus.


Cindy sighed. Everyone thought
that they could make up for what happened a long time ago to someone they loved.
But they couldn’t. It didn’t work like that.


 “When the police tried to
reach Shelly’s family to tell them what happened, they couldn’t. The family
moved and left no forwarding address,” he continued.


Cindy was stunned. This was very
strange news.


 “Could the family be involved
with her death?” asked Cindy.


Mattheus shook his head. “Ridiculous.”


 “Are the police trying to
track them down?” 


“No, of course not. There’s no
way they would harm Shelly. I’m just pointing out they’re all unstable.”


Cindy made a note to herself
to check this further with the police. It was nerve wracking news and peculiar
timing.


“So, what I was saying,”
Mattheus continued, “is that it makes sense that Shelly snapped.”


“Does it make it easier for
you thinking of it that way?” asked Cindy.


“It does,” said Mattheus. “It
doesn’t completely invalidate me or wipe out our marriage. Seems that lots of
people think I’m to blame - that I should have seen it coming. Or, maybe I did
something to drive her away?


 “Shelly’s death wasn’t your
fault,” said Cindy.


“That’s a hard case to make. Now
even the cops are pointing a finger at me. I feel like I’m one of their
suspects,” Mattheus added glumly.


Cindy felt chilled.


“The cops think you’re
involved in Shelly’s murder?” Cindy had to be sure.


“Nobody’s said that out loud,”
said Mattheus, “but it’s in the air. A few hours ago they called and asked me
where I was when she was killed. Thank God I was in Grenada, or there would be
hell to pay.”


In her wildest dreams Cindy
hadn’t imagined that Mattheus could be considered a suspect. 


“Why would they suspect you? Why?”


“Maybe they think I wanted
revenge of some kind,” Mattheus mused. “Maybe they think I found out where Shelly
was, and sent someone else to finish her off? Who knows? It’s normal to suspect
the people she was closest to.”


“You were not one of the people
she was closest to!” Cindy was emphatic.


“Of course I was,” Mattheus insisted.


“What are you talking about? For
the past six years you two weren’t in contact. You thought she was dead. You Isn’t
that true?” Cindy demanded.


“Of course it’s true,” snapped
Mattheus.


“How exactly did the police
find you?”  Cindy continued.


“The authorities in New
Orleans knew where I was,” said Mattheus. “I kept in touch with them in case
something turned up.”


 “Then you’re completely off
the hook,” said Cindy. “There’s no link at all between the two of you.”


“Maybe off the hook legally,”
said Mattheus, “but not in everyone’s eyes.”  “That’s why we have to find out
more about her,” Cindy exclaimed. “To set the record straight!”


“Why do you think I’m going to
Rancher’s Bar to talk to Anthony’s friend Tommy?” Mattheus said.


“That’s a good move,” said
Cindy.


“Why do you think I was
waiting for you here, to find out what they said at the Shelter?”


That was the first time Mattheus
said he’d actually been waiting for her, wanted information. 


“You going back to the Shelter
again tomorrow?” he asked.


“Yes, I am,” Cindy said. “I
have to. There’s a lot more information waiting there.”


“Good,” said Mattheus,
standing up.  


You want to come along?” asked
Cindy.


“Don’t pressure me,” said Mattheus,
“you’ve turned into ball rolling fire, and  I can’t take it.”


A ball of rolling fire? That
must be how the whole world felt to Mattheus now. Even though he was
investigating Shelly’s murder, he was also in the process of mourning not only his
marriage, but the person he thought he was. That had to be hardest of all.


Cindy desperately wanted to
get through to him. “What Shelly did, doesn’t reflect on you. You said yourself
that she snapped.” 


“Yeah, I said that,” said
Mattheus, “but what do I really know? Her murder was brutal. She was not only
strangled, but scratched viciously.  Whoever did it, really hated her guts. And
that’s not all - her whole head was cracked wide open. Why? Tell me that!”
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CHAPTER 15


 


 


After Mattheus left for
Rancher’s Bar, Cindy went to the piano lounge in the hotel to unwind. Not only
had the day at the Shelter been long and exhausting, her discussion with
Mattheus left her unnerved. It hadn’t occurred to her that the police would
suspect him. She wondered if it were true?  It was easy to become paranoid on a
case, suspecting everyone and end up believing the police were suspecting you,
too. Still, Cindy couldn’t help wondering if the police knew something about
Mattheus she didn’t?  The fervor with which Mattheus clung to his memory of his
relationship with Shelly was alarming. Clearly, he’d blocked a lot out about his
marriage. There might have been something else important that Cindy had no idea
of.


She sat down on a plush sofa
in the lounge, as soft jazz filled the dimly lit room. Cindy put her head back
on the sofa and wondered how she’d gotten herself into all this. Just a couple
of years ago, her life had been simple. She’s been part of the mainstream, had
a regular job, a fiancée, and upbeat circle of friends. Now she lived on the
edge of a world that was dangerous, confusing, dark and could become lethal in
a moment’s flash. It was hard working on this case without a stable partner,
too. At times Mattheus became the person she once knew, but then Cindy would say
something and his mood would suddenly turn. His intense reactions were
understandable, but didn’t leave Cindy feeling supported.  She desperately
needed to bounce her thoughts off someone stable, who knew the ins and outs of
the case.


It suddenly struck Cindy that
she hadn’t personally yet checked in with the police. It was important that she
do that, as soon as possible.  If it was true that Mattheus was suspected in
anyway, it was definitely something she needed to know. When she thought about
it, Cindy was surprised that the police hadn’t taken the initiative to call her
in and talk everything over. Obviously they didn’t think she mattered much, probably
thought of her as a side line on the case.


Cindy decided to dial the
station right now and make an appointment to go in and talk. She called
Rodney’s number, but to her surprise Alex quickly picked up.


“This is Cindy Blaine,” she
started.


“Great to hear from you,” Alex
responded immediately. 


Cindy was surprised by his
reaction, and again wondered why he hadn’t contacted her first.


“There’s a lot going on in the
case,” Cindy reported.


“Something new?” Alex
interrupted eagerly.


“I was actually calling to set
up a time to come over talk in person,” she said. 


 “Terrific,” said Alex. “I was
just wondering what you were up to.”


“I’ve been spending most of my
time at the Shelter,” said Cindy. “It’s a gold mine,” She was glad to be
checking in with someone, and also had her own questions that she wanted
answered. Especially about Mattheus.


“Listen,” Alex said, suddenly,
“I know it’s last minute, but I’m going to be near your hotel in about fifteen
minutes for a quick stop. How about having dinner in half an hour?  You can
fill me in on everything then.”


Cindy was delighted. “I’d
really love that, “she said.


Alex caught the urgency.
“Great. Sorry it took so long to get together. Meet you in the lobby in half an
hour.” 


Cindy went up to her room to
freshen up. She washed her face quickly, brushed her hair, and slipped on a
rose, silk, sleeveless dress and sandals that always felt comfortable. Mattheus
would be gone for most of the evening at Rancher’s Bar, and she couldn’t have
been more grateful both for the company and support. 


*


Alex walked into the lobby in
exactly half an hour, dressed in slacks and a plaid shirt, looking for Cindy. With
his slender, toned body and tousled, dirty blonde hair he looked younger than she’d
remembered. Cindy wondered how long he’d been on the police force.


“Hey,” Alex walked over to Cindy
the moment he saw her. “Thanks for contacting us.”


“It’s my pleasure,” said Cindy,
“you guys must be very busy with all kinds of cases.”


“That’s putting it mildly,”
Alex breathed. “It’s never dull down here, that’s for sure.”


Cindy smiled and wondered if
that was why he chose to work here.


“I made a quick, dinner
reservation,” said Alex. He seemed to know the place like the back of his hand.
“There’s a very good restaurant right in this hotel.”


“I know,” said Cindy as they walked
down a few steps in its direction. 


As soon as they were seated
and had ordered dinner, Alex got right to the point.  


“Love to hear whatever you’ve
got,” he said.


To her amazement, Cindy’s eyes
filled with tears. 


Alerted, Alex leaned forward, “What’s
wrong?”


“You tell me,” said Cindy.


He was taken aback. “What do
you mean?”


Cindy couldn’t hold back, put
it right out there, “Is Mattheus a suspect or not?” she asked. She hadn’t
realized how disturbed she was by the thought of it.


Alex’s brow crinkled.  It
wasn’t what he’d expected, and he looked confused.


“What makes you say something
like that?” he asked carefully.


“Mattheus said you guys are
pointing the finger at him,” Cindy went on.


 “Really?” Alex took it in.


 Do you believe he’s a suspect?”
Cindy pinned him down.


“Do you?” Alex countered.


“Of course not,” said Cindy.
“The whole idea is preposterous.”


 “Look,” Alex said to Cindy, “Rodney
turns the heat up on everyone. That’s how he gets the information he needs.
He’s good at rattling people, making them think he’s about to throw them into
jail.”


“Mattheus isn’t just people,”
Cindy felt heated, “he’s a fantastic detective who’s just discovered that his
wife was killed. It doesn’t make sense to rattle him anymore than he already
is.”


“I get what you’re saying,” said
Alex slowly.


“He’s not so stable right
now,” said Cindy softly. “How could he be?”


“He couldn’t,” said Alex, “we
get that. And I’m really sorry you guys have to go through something like this.”



Cindy looked at his clear blue
eyes, which had a strange innocence about them for a cop. She wondered again
how he got into this profession, what exactly he was doing here.


“Mattheus was in Grenada when Shelly
was murdered?” Alex asked in the most soothing of tones then, looking at Cindy
closely.


“Of course he was,” answered
Cindy.


“So why would he think he was
a suspect?” Alex was careful. “His alibi cleared. He told us he was with you in
Grenada when Shelly was killed. We have that on the record.”


Cindy bristled a moment. Mattheus
said he was with her in Grenada when Shelly was killed? Was he? Cindy wasn’t
sure.  When exactly was Shelly killed? When had Cindy flown back home?


“I was with Mattheus in
Grenada,” Cindy clarified, “until a little over a week ago. Then I returned to
the States.”


“Did you come back before
Shelly was killed?” Alex looked momentarily alarmed.


“I need to know the exact time
she was killed,” said Cindy. “But whether I was there or not, there were plenty
of other people in Grenada Mattheus were in touch with.”


“That’s right,” Alex mused.
“He told us you left. He said you guys were in the process of moving in
together, then you had a falling out and you decided to leave,” Alex was trying
to get the facts straight.


“Right,” said Cindy.


“He said your departure was
unexpected,” Alex continued.


“True,” said Cindy.


Alex looked straight at her. “He
was actually vague about it. Do you mind if I ask you what happened?”


“We got together too soon,”
Cindy said. “Neither of us was ready.”


“What exactly triggered your
leaving?” Alex was being methodical.


“Mattheus wanted to go out on
another case right after I’d moved in. I needed time to unwind, for us to be
together, build the relationship, be a woman again, not just a cop.”


Alex nodded sweetly, “I completely
understand.”


Cindy was very grateful that
he did.


“This work can really take a
toll, if you’re not careful. We all need time like that,” Alex said.


The waiter brought their
dinner and put it down before them, but Cindy’s appetite suddenly dimmed. She’d
appreciated telling Alex her concerns, but also wanted more information from him.
There were questions she had that hadn’t yet been answered.


“I heard that Shelly’s family
moved and left no forwarding address,” Cindy started.


“That’s right,” said Alex,
looking up at her again.  “It’s a strange touch, if you asked me.”


“Very strange,” Cindy agreed.
“Are you guys looking for them?”


“We did. No luck.” He took a
bite of his food.


“Could Shelly’s brother be
dangerous?” This seemed like an area worth investigating.


“Doubt it,” said Alex, “but you
can never tell. Eat your dinner.”


“I’m not so hungry all of a
sudden,” said Cindy.


“Eat it anyway,” said Alex.
“You’ve got to take care of yourself.”


Cindy smiled. It had been
quite a while since anyone had been concerned with whether or not she ate her
dinner.


“Thanks,” said Cindy, picking
at the food.


“You’re still in love with
Mattheus?” Alex asked. “Is that what’s upsetting you so much?”


Cindy didn’t realize she
seemed so upset. 


“The whole case is nerve
wracking,” she side stepped the question about how she felt about Mattheus.
“It’ unnerving spending time at the Shelter, too.”


“Certainly is,” said Alex.
“Everyone there has a story, everyone heard something, rumors float around
there a mile a minute. It’s a web you can really get caught in.”


“Why haven’t you guys gone
there?”


“We don’t have the man power
or the time. Besides, the evidence keeps piling up around Anthony.”


“Like what?” asked Cindy. “The
women in the Shelter all loved Anthony. Not one of them thinks he killed
Shelly.”


Alex cracked his boyish smile.
“I’m sure they all love him,” he said. “Anthony’s got women swooning over him
all over town.”


“Could have been one of the
fans who killed Shelly,” Cindy said, “that’s something worth checking.”


“Nah,” said Alex. “There’s no
one of them that stands out. It’s usually the stalkers who kill. There wasn’t
anybody stalking. From where we stand now, it looks clear that Anthony’s the
one.”


“Mattheus didn’t think Anthony
did it, either,” Cindy pressed on. She felt a great need to contest the point.
How could Alex be so sure?  So far she hadn’t heard of any specific evidence
linking Anthony to the crime.


“Listen,” said Alex, openly, “Anthony
was seen getting more and more threatening with Shelly the last couple of weeks
before she died. People heard him yelling threats at her, said he was going to leave
her flat. And, between you and me, we just found Anthony’s journal, where he
kept notes about all kinds of things.”


Cindy listened, all ears.


“He talked a lot about the
songs he was writing about his relationship with Shelly. One of his songs is
about how rough she was on him, how he prayed to get free, and didn’t know how.
Now, if that’s not damning I don’t know what is.”


“Circumstantial,” said Cindy,
though she had to agree that it didn’t sound good. 


“You never met Shelly, right?”
Alex continued.


Cindy was startled. “Never –
when I met Mattheus we both thought she was dead. I met him years after she
went missing.”


“So, why was it too soon for
the two of you to move in?” Alex couldn’t help asking.


“We hadn’t been together long
enough,” said Cindy.


Alex nodded and smiled. “Some
people down here move in together after only a few dates.”


“I’ve recently lost my
husband, too,” said Cindy.


“That’s right, I remember,”
said Alex softly, “I’m really sorry about that.”


It seemed as if he wanted to
reach out for her at that moment, take her hand, do something. Cindy moved away,
though. 


“So, how can I help you with
all this?” asked Alex


“I wanted to go over details
with you,” said Cindy, “and I needed to know how you felt about Mattheus.”


 “We think he’s in one hell of
a rough spot, definitely having a hard time keeping it together, too,” said Alex.
“I personally think he’s in shock, and has been for a long time. I don’t think
he ever really knew what went on his marriage. I’ve seen guys like that. They
think everything’s great, then one day wake up and find everything’s fallen
apart.  Most of the time they never get over it. Their women say they’d been
telling these guys how they felt all along, but the guys couldn’t hear them.”


Cindy could relate. Mattheus
hadn’t really been able to hear how much she needed down time, even though
she’d told him again and again.


 “I think Mattheus wants to
help,” Alex went on, “and we’re letting him do whatever he can. As far as I
know, he plans to go to the Rancher’s Bar and talk to Anthony’s friend, Tommy.
Tommy has absolutely no credibility, but we’re letting him go. Maybe it will
make him feel better, learn something new.”


“He’s at Rancher’s Bar now,”
said Cindy.


Alex looked surprised.
“Rancher’s Bar is closed tonight,” he said.


“Mattheus didn’t realize
that,” said Cindy.


“So, he’ll find out soon
enough,” said Alex.


“And, what about me?” Cindy
went on. 


Alex smiled, “What about you?”


“Are you interested in what I
find out at the Shelter?”


Alex looked up at her,
momentarily shy. “Of course,” he said, softly, “actually, if you want to know
the truth, I’m interested in everything about you.”


Cindy flushed and picked up
her fork. She wasn’t going to respond to his comment, just stay focused on what
she was here for.


She and Alex ate quietly then,
until he suddenly looked up, and stared at the entranceway.  Frightened, Cindy
turned around. 


Mattheus was standing there,
unmoving in the entrance, glaring at the two of them.


Cindy and Alex stood up at the
same time as Mattheus slowly walked towards them, scowling for all he was worth.


“I was standing there like an
idiot in the lobby calling your room,” Mattheus said to Cindy, looking back and
forth between her and Alex. “You didn’t say a word about meeting anyone for
dinner.”


“It was a last minute thing,”
said Alex.


“Sure, very likely, Mattheus
sneered.


“Mattheus,” said Cindy,
shaken, “I needed to talk to the police, Alex was free and in the
neighborhood.”


“Talk to them about what?”
Mattheus’s jaw tightened.


Cindy couldn’t say she needed
to find out if Mattheus was a suspect, that he’d disturbed her with his
shifting moods. She couldn’t say she needed someone stable to talk with.


“What in hell do you have to
talk to the police with that doesn’t include me?” Mattheus held his ground.


Cindy had never seen him this
way before.


“This is my case, this is my
wife who was killed,” Mattheus was fed up.


“I wanted to fill the police
in about the women in the Shelter,” said Cindy, “get some questions answered.”


“I’m the one you fill in about
the Shelter,” said Mattheus. “Then we go to the police together. At least,
that’s how it always has been.”


Alex stepped forward and put
his hand on Mattheus’s arm. “Listen,” he said, “things are different right
now.”


Mattheus shook his hand off
abruptly.


“This is your wife’s murder
we’ve investigating,” Alex went on. 


“So?” Mattheus glared at him.


“So, you’re not yourself right
now,” said Alex. “It could be hard for Cindy to talk to you about everything,
to feel that you’re able to listen to every detail.”


“Thanks a lot,” said Mattheus,
furious.


“Anyone would feel the way you
do,” said Alex. “It’s normal.” 


Mattheus spun around and
confronted Alex directly. “Listen, buddy, don’t tell me how I’m feeling. It’s
obvious you two are keeping something from me.”


“That’s ridiculous,” said
Cindy. “I kept inviting you to the Shelter over and over. You didn’t want to
go. You said I shouldn’t press you.”


Mattheus opened his hand and
pointed to the table. “So, you’re getting back at me now?”


“What are you talking about?”
Cindy was horrified.


“Nice little romantic dinner
you two are having,” Mattheus said to Cindy. “Very convenient. The minute I
turn around and leave, you run to someone else.”


“I didn’t run anywhere,” Cindy
felt her face flushing. “I called the police for information and support.” 


Alex swiftly stepped between her
and Mattheus. 


“You’re going off the deep end
with that comment,” he said. “Cindy came down to Key West to help you.”


“By having dinner with you?” asked
Mattheus.


“This dinner is purely
business,” Alex repeated.


“Tell me another,” said
Mattheus. “That’s what Shelly said to me, too, about all the guys she had
dinner with. They were purely friends. They weren’t though, and I believed
every word she said.”

“I am not Shelly,” Cindy declared.


“You can say that again,” said
Mattheus.


“What’s that supposed to mean?”
asked Cindy.


“It means that at least when
Shelly went out to dinner with a guy, she told me in advance. I never got a
surprise like this one.”


Alex and Cindy shared a quick
glance.


“You thought I’d be at the
Rancher’s Bar all night,” said Mattheus, “and so you hooked up with him. Well,
the Rancher’s Bar is closed tonight. It’s open tomorrow.”


Cindy wasn’t even going to
bother answering Mattheus’s crazy accusations. He was not seeing things
clearly, was re-living his relationship with Shelly, and Cindy was the
convenient stand in now. Obviously, the surprise of seeing her and Alex
together had stirred many memories. Then, Cindy, suddenly remembered Barbara’s
comment to her. Don’t make excuses for guys. Face the truth. See things as they
are, that’s what keeps you smart and safe.


“Maybe it would be better if
Cindy got off the case and went home?” Alex said, trying to calm the turbulent
waters.


Mattheus stared at him.


“Seems like things are
becoming too volatile. In my opinion, it would be a good idea for Cindy to resign
from the case,” Alex maintained.


“Listen, I don’t need you
telling my partner what she should or shouldn’t do,” Mattheus grew more
agitated.


Alex turned to Cindy. “What do
you think?” he said.


Cindy was dumbfounded a
moment. Resigning wasn’t her style. True, things had grown volatile between her
and Mattheus, but something larger was at stake. There was a search for a
killer going on and Cindy was an integral part of it now.  Her involvement with
the case now went way beyond Mattheus. It was also about her relationship with
the women in the Shelter who were desperate to have Shelly’s killer found. She
wanted to be there for them as well.  They would be devastated if she dropped
the case and took off.  After all, they deserved a role model who took their
situation seriously and didn’t run away at the first sign of trouble.


 “I’m not running away,” said
Cindy. “I always finish what I start.” 


Mattheus guffawed.  “That’s
not exactly how I’d describe our relationship,” he said. “You didn’t finish
anything, just ran away.”


Alex and Cindy exchanged
another sudden glance.


 “So, that’s what your anger
with Cindy is about,” said Alex. “It has nothing to do with this dinner.”


 “I didn’t run away, I left,”
Cindy burst in. “Your wife ran away, Mattheus, not me. You and I had an
agreement that you didn’t want to keep, so I chose to return home. That’s not
the same as quitting. I’m not a quitter and I never will be.” 


Cindy felt an odd commitment
to Shelly too now, a burning urge to discover what had happened in her marriage,
and who had really choked her to death.


Mattheus turned towards the
door


“I’m disappointed in you
Cindy,” he said, “shocked and disappointed,” and started walking away. 


Cindy began to go after
Mattheus, but Alex put his hand on her shoulder, holding her back. 


“Let him go,” said Alex, “give
him time. He has no idea what he’s saying. It’s like post-traumatic stress
syndrome - little things trigger big memories and feelings, and reality blurs.”


Cindy breathed deeply. Alex
was right.  Mattheus was in the grip of feelings and memories that suddenly
rose up and overwhelmed him. But he’d have to learn how to ride the huge waves
of feelings that rose suddenly. Like surfing, sometimes, you caught the waves, sometimes
they knocked you over. Before they found Shelly, Mattheus had been steady and
calm. Cindy suddenly felt very sad for him, and very much alone.


“If you stay on the case you should
check in with me,” Alex offered.


Cindy didn’t want to. She
wanted to check in with Mattheus as she usually did, wanted everything to be
the same. But it wasn’t. She looked down at the floor. Would Mattheus be able
to come back to himself, or would these huge waves of emotion pull him away
from her forever?


“If you feel you have to stay on
the case, stay on it,” Alex said, “but you can’t do it alone. I’m glad you’re
going to the Shelter. That will be a help to us. You can let us know what you
find there. We’ll also run what we have by you.”


Cindy felt grateful. Alex was
offering himself in place of Mattheus. She looked up and to her surprise, saw his
clear opaque eyes looking at her, filled with admiration. 


“Thanks for including me,” she
said quietly. “I want to stay.”


“I know you do,” said Alex,
“and it’s great to have you with us. “There’s nothing good about quitting,
you’re right. But, remember, it also takes guts to know when it’s time to let
go.”
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Cindy went back up to her room
in a little while, and though she wanted to speak to him, didn’t pick up the
phone to call Mattheus. It was up to him to calm down and reach out to her now.
This was certainly no way to work on a case, she thought, each of them
hunkering down in their private corners. She wasn’t sure how she’d suddenly
turned into Mattheus’s enemy either, but she didn’t like it.Clearly, there was
little hope left for their relationship, even as partners working a case. 


Cindy turned on the television
in the room, to calm down and distract herself when the phone rang. Relieved, she
expected it to be Mattheus, when to Cindy’s surprise, it was her sister Ann again.
Ann had an uncanny radar about when Cindy needed her, or was truly upset.


“So, how’s it going?” Ann
asked in a pleasant tone.  She’d obviously come to grips with the fact that
Cindy was working down there on a case with Mattheus.


“It’s going,” Cindy answered
blandly.


“What’s wrong?” asked Ann.
“You sound funny.”


“Just tired,” said Cindy.
“These are long days and it’s hot down here.”


“And you never got that rest
period you promised yourself, either,” said her sister.


“It’s beautiful down here though,”
said Cindy, changing the subject and looking at a huge conch shell that was on
the wicker end table near her bed. “The foliage is blooming, the wild life
incredible.”


“Cindy,” Ann interrupted,
“what’s wrong?”


“It’s a rough case,” said Cindy,
finally.


“Is Mattheus helping you with
it?” 


 “He’s doing what he can. This
is a nightmare for him that he’s got to wake up out of. These things take
time.”


“That’s putting it mildly,”
said Ann. “Cindy, I don’t like this, you don’t sound like yourself.”


“I’ve been better,” Cindy
conceded.


“Are the two of you sharing a
room?” Ann asked, the anxiety growing.


Cindy was offended. “Come on,
Ann, I’m not in high school anymore.”


“Are you?” Ann insisted.


“No,” said Cindy.


“Well, thank God, that shows
some sense.”


Cindy was flustered. “Ann, you
never met Mattheus, you might even like him.”


“Whether or not I’d like him
is irrelevant,” said Ann. “It’s the state of his life that scares me. You don’t
belong there. I feel it. Are you getting paid for your work?” 


Cindy hadn’t even thought of
it. All her expenses were cared for, of course, but usually they were paid for
cases by the people who hired them. She and Mattheus always split what they
made. Now it was different, it was Mattheus’s wife. 


“You’re doing this as an act
of love?” Ann said then, bluntly. “My God, Cindy, I’d love to come down and
visit you there. Would it be possible?”


“Definitely not,” said Cindy,
“I’m on a case.”  


“Well, Frank and I might just
choose to take a week-end down there anyhow,” Ann was growing indignant.


“Don’t,” Cindy exclaimed, as
her sister just hung up the phone.


Cindy felt sad after the call.
Ann meant well and Cindy knew it. She just didn’t realize that the focus and
intensity involved in the work didn’t permit time for diversions. 


Cindy watched a little more
TV, waited to hear from Mattheus, and by ten o’clock, when he hadn’t called,
decided to get to sleep early. It would be a long day at the Shelter tomorrow
and she wanted to be ready for it.


*


  Cindy arrived at the Shelter
early the next morning. She wore comfortable linen green slacks, a lemon shirt,
and tied her hair back gently. It was important for the women to feel
comfortable in her presence. She didn’t want to look too professional, or
different from anyone here. Instead of carrying her usual briefcase, she slung
a large bag over her shoulder in which she’d packed notebooks and pens. It was
hard being here alone, without Mattheus to come back to, go over the day with.
She knew she could call Alex, but that was entirely different. 


Cindy milled around in the front
entranceway, waiting for Barbara. The place was totally active and buzzing, women
were on their way to different rooms for counseling and groups. Flyers on the
walls announced training sessions to develop new skills in the workplace.  The
seeming normalcy of the routine here was jarring. There was a sense of
purposefulness , aliveness, and above all, safety. 


Cindy watched the women walking
up and down the hallways and wondered what it would take in anyone’s life to
cross that thin line and end up here, hiding from danger. What did they not
notice? What was it they weren’t able to stop doing, or hoping for? When did
they hit that crucial point where they knew they had to call for help? 


As Cindy stood there watching,
Barbara appeared from behind and tapped her on the shoulder. Cindy jumped.


“Oh my goodness,” Cindy said,
“I didn’t see you coming. 


Barbara laughed. “You got here
early, that’s so great. You’re excited, you’re eager.


They smiled at one another.  


“There’s a lot of ground to
cover today,” Barbara said, as she started to walk down the hall with Cindy, “let’s
go.”


Cindy let Barbara lead her
around the bend to a medium size, well lit room with a table in the center and
wooden chairs around it. The windows looked out over the back of the Shelter,
where birds perched in the large bushes, unaware of what was going on inside.


“This is our interview room,”
said Barbara, “Today, I’d like you to start by talking to Angie. She was
Shelly’s co-counselor, they worked closely together, talked everything over and
liked each other very much. She’ll be here in a few minutes.”


“Great,” said Cindy, and sat
down at the table, once again impressed by Barbara’s professionalism. “How did
you get the job to oversee the investigation?” Cindy was curious.


Barbara pushed her hair off
her forehead. It was warm for so early in the morning, and she was perspiring.
“I assigned myself,” she said lightly, as if it were the most natural thing in
the world.  “If you don’t take something on, it doesn’t get done. Someone has
to step up. This is important to me.”


“It’s inspiring,” said Cindy.


Barbara sat down next to Cindy
then. “My mother was battered by my father,” Barbara continued. “I couldn’t do
anything to help her, but I can help others in the same situation. And I will.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” said
Cindy, moved by the unexpected revelation.


“My mother ultimately died of
her wounds,” Barbara continued.


“Murdered?” Cindy was horrified.


“Basically, yes, murdered,
though no one thought of it that way in those days.”


Cindy realized that everyone
who worked here had to have some kind of story about what drove them to this
work. She wondered again about Shelly, and the journey she’d been on.


At that moment, a tall, wiry,
very attractive, youngish woman with dark brown hair and large eyes walked into
the room. 


Barbara got up to greet her.
“Angie, this is Cindy,” she said.


Angie came over and held out
her hand to Cindy. “I’m hearing wonderful things about you,” she said.


Cindy was surprised. “About
me?” 


“The women you’ve spoken to
really like you.”


 “Thank you so much,” Cindy
felt touched.


Angie sat down opposite her. 


“What can I do to help?” Angie
began. “Shelly’s death has been a nightmare. She didn’t deserve something like
this.”


“No one deserves it,” said
Barbara, sitting back down as well.


“Of course, no one deserves
it,” Angie agreed. “But especially not Shelly.”


“You liked her a lot?” Cindy
echoed.


“It’s not just that I liked
her,” Angie exclaimed, “Shelly was a worthwhile person. She did a wonderful job
and we were good friends.”  A look of pain crossed her face.


Cindy was relieved to be
talking to Angie, someone who knew Shelly so well. 


“Tell me more about her,” Cindy
said, taking a notebook out of her bag. She didn’t want to miss a thing, wanted
to write everything down.


“Shelly never missed a day at
work,” Angie started,”everyone here could count on her.”


That surprised Cindy. Her
basic image of Shelly hadn’t been that she was so dependable. 


“In fact, the Shelter became
like a home to her,” Angie continued, “she told me that more than one time.”


Cindy could understand that.  Shelly
had come from a rough childhood and this obviously became a haven for her.


“Do you know why she left the
life she’d been living and came to Key West to start again?” Cindy asked
carefully.


To Cindy’s surprise the
question sent a ripple of unease into the room. 


Angie closed her eyes a
moment. “We all leave something in our lives and start over,” said Angie, “that’s
the nature of life. One chapter ends, another begins.”


“That’s a poetic way of
putting it,” said Cindy, aware that Angie was side stepping the question. “And,
I also need specifics.  Why did Shelly feel so at home here? What happened in
her life that drew her to this work?”


Angie spread both hands out on
the table, and tapped them several times. Obviously, she hadn’t been expecting
questions like these so quickly. But time was of the essence, and Cindy had to
cut through pleasantries. 


“Was Shelly running away from
something?” Cindy pursued it.


“Shelly’d had a terrible
marriage a long time ago,” Angie said then softly, looking away.


Barbara flinched and reached
out for Angie’s hand, as if to quiet her.


“It’s okay, I can talk,” Angie
responded. “I’m not betraying Shelly’s confidence. I’m helping find her
killer.”


Barbara shivered a moment. Cindy
could see that it was painful for her to hear anything that could be negative
about Shelly.


“Shelly ran away from a
painful marriage,” Angie continued.


Cindy felt momentarily alarmed.
“You’re talking about the man Shelly was married to in New Orleans?” Cindy had
to be certain.


“Of course,” Angie was jolted,
“Shelly was only married one time. She never married Anthony, was only living
with him.  But to me, her relationship with Anthony was more like a marriage than
what she had with Mattheus.”


So they knew about Shelly’s
having gone missing! Cindy felt stunned. 


“Did Mattheus abuse Shelly?” Cindy
asked immediately.


Barbara and Angie looked at
each other.


“Not physically,” said Angie,
“but emotionally, yes. Definitely!”


“How so?” Cindy’s attention
was revving up. She needed details to back this accusation.


“Mattheus could never really
be there for Shelly,” said Angie. “Shelly would tell him something and it would
go in one ear and out the next. Sometimes she felt like she was going crazy. On
the one hand, he’d act sweet and loving, on the other he’d turn cold as stone.
That’s what she said to me over and over, he was cold as stone.”


This didn’t compute with the
man Cindy knew. She had no idea how to put the information together. 


“Explain this further,” Cindy requested.


Angie looked at her, puzzled.
“What’s to explain? Every woman knows what cold as stone means.”


“Of course,” said Cindy, “but
as a detective I need specific examples.”


Angie threw a quick look at
Barbara.


“Mattheus wouldn’t make love
to Shelly for weeks,” Angie said haltingly, “he’d leave her in bed alone.”


That was hard to believe.
Mattheus had been a sensitive and giving lover to Cindy. She’d especially
appreciated his warmth. What did Shelly do to push him away, Cindy couldn’t
help wondering.


“Shelly would roll over
towards Mattheus and try to hold him, and he’d brush her off and roll away,”
Angie went on. “That is emotional abuse, par excellence.”


Cindy wondered if this really
happened or if it were only in Shelly’s mind?


“In his own rotten way, he
forced her to take up with other men!” Angie exclaimed, exasperated.


“Take up with other men? Forced
her?” Cindy was horrified. She hadn’t heard a thing about this.


“His coldness drove her nuts,”
Angie said, “she couldn’t stand it. Passive aggressive behavior drives women up
the wall, makes them look like lunatics. That is emotional abuse.”


“Why didn’t Shelly leave him?”
Cindy was baffled.


“She did,” Angie looked at her
harshly.


“I mean, why didn’t she just get
a divorce?”


“Life isn’t always so simple,”
Barbara quickly interrupted, “there are often extenuating circumstances.”


“Like what?” 


“Like maybe she needed him, or
still cared for him, or didn’t want to hurt him.” said Angie.


“You can’t hurt someone more than
by just going missing and never saying a word?” Cindy exclaimed.


“Going what?” asked Barbara disturbed.


“Shelly went missing from New
Orleans six years ago,” said Cindy.


“That’s not what she told us,”
said Angie looking directly at Cindy. “She said she told Mattheus many times
she needed more from him and if she didn’t get it, was going to go. He’d just
look at her blankly. He didn’t do a thing about it.”


Cindy swallowed hard. This put
everything into an entirely new light. Was it possible that Shelly thought she
had let Mattheus know that she was leaving, that he’d never heard what she
said. Did she think all along that he knew their relationship was over? 


“Shelly needed warmth, she
needed love, is there something so bad about that?” Angie spoke stridently.


“Of course not,” said Cindy. 


“Her family hated Shelly when
she was growing up,” Angie continued. “She needed something more now.”


“Of course she did,” said
Cindy.


Rattled, Barbara stood up. 


“We’re going too fast. Let’s
back track a minute,” Barbara said. No one ever said anything about Shelly’s
having gone missing.”


“It’s on the record,” said Cindy
quietly. ”There was a search for her that went on a long time.”


“Where?” asked Barbara,
amazed.


“In New Orleans,” said Cindy.


“No one here knew about that,”
Barbara insisted.


“I believe you,” Cindy said.


 


“If we knew about that, she
never would have been hired,” Angie flared up.


“Yes, she would,” Barbara
defied her. “It wouldn’t have mattered. Brave women go missing. Sometimes it’s
the only way they can escape!” 


“That’s going too far,” said
Cindy.


“Why?” Barbara turned on the
offensive. “Are you taking Shelly’s side, or are you one of those women who turn
against their own kind, who identify with the aggressor?”


Cindy flushed as anger welled
up. “I’m not turning against anyone, “she defended herself heatedly. “I’m just
trying to get facts and piece them together.”


Angie stood up and walked over
to Barbara.


 “Cindy’s not doing anything
wrong,” she said quietly, “she’s doing her job.”


“I don’t like the insinuation
that what happened could have been Shelly’s fault. It’s just another form of
blaming the victim,” said Barbara, irate.


Cindy stood up as well. “I’m
not blaming Shelly, I’m not blaming anyone. I’m not the judge and jury, here.”


 “Well, you should be facing
the fact that Shelly was emotionally abused and that’s why she left, no matter
how she did it.  She didn’t run away for no reason. Why don’t you blame the guy
she lived with?” Barbara’s eyes were full of fire.


“Blaming is always beside the
point,” said Cindy said emphatically. “We gather facts and let them speak for
themselves. If we have a pre-planned agenda, then the truth will never be
served.”


“Fancy words,” said Barbara.


Cindy breathed heavily.
Barbara was on a mission and nothing was going to get in the way of it. She was
automatically on the side of all the women, saw all the men as at fault.


“Tell me, have you ever met
Mattheus? Have you ever sat down and questioned him?” Barbara couldn’t be
stopped, was on a rampage.


Cindy felt her face grow pale.
“Yes, I have,” she said. “In fact, we work together, we’re partners.”


“You’re what?” Barbara
screamed. 


The silence that fell in the
room then was deafening.


“You’ve betrayed us!” Barbara
finally breathed.


“I’ve done no such thing. I’m
here to help Shelly. Neither Mattheus or I had any idea she was alive. She’s
been officially missing for six years.”


Barbara gasped.


“You can only imagine what a shock
her recent death has been to both of us” Cindy insisted.


“Of course I can,” Angie
stepped to the forefront.


“You should have disclosed
that you were Shelly’s husband’s partner immediately,” said Barbara. “I would
have never introduced you to anyone.”


“Stop, Barbara,” Angie
demanded. “Cindy hasn’t done anything wrong.” Then she turned to Cindy directly.
“Have you questioned Mattheus, in depth, about the marriage?”


“He’s been fully questioned,”
said Cindy, “not only now, but when Shelly disappeared six years ago.”


Angie and Barbara stared at
each other. 


“It’s all on the record,” said
Cindy quietly. “I’m just telling you what it says. And I’m here to find out
more.”


“No, that’s not why you’re
here,” Barbara seemed furious now. “If you truly want to help, you’d better
realize that you’re here to bring light to the horrible plight of abused women
everywhere. Shelly worked here, was one of us! Her murder is just another
expression of what we all go through.”


Cindy breathed heavily. There
was no getting through to Barbara now. 


Thankfully, Angie stepped up
again. “Cindy’s not the enemy here,” she said to Barbara.


“I hate it when one woman
turns on another,” Barbara exclaimed. “It’s treason. It isn’t fair.”


“Cindy’s not turning on
anybody,” said Angie.


“Not supporting a woman in
this situation is the same as turning on them,” Barbara exclaimed.


“The deepest form of support I
can give to anyone,” said Cindy, “is to find out the truth.”


“The truth looks different,
depending on what glasses you look at it through,” Barbara shot back. “Okay, I
heard enough. It’s time to go.”


“Wait a minute,” Angie stepped
in again quickly. “We need Cindy here.”


“That’s what I thought,” said
Barbara, “only now I’m not so sure.”


“There’s no reason to believe
that Cindy is on Shelly’s husband’s side. He’s not even a suspect,” said Angie.


“I know he isn’t,” said
Barbara, “but if you want to know all about Shelly, you have to know what
happened between her and Mattheus. And, she told us what happened clearly. He
abused her. So, who do we believe? Her, or what they put on the record? Abused
women go through this all the time. Their stories are discounted, their
husbands are believed. It’s a man’s world we live in.”


Cindy wanted to try one more
time. “I’m not saying Shelly didn’t experience emotional abuse. No one is
saying that. What we’re saying is that we need specific examples of it, in
order to round the picture out. From her point of view, he may have been
abusing her. From his point of view, he was not. So we need facts and details.”


Barbara threw her hands up in
the air. “I’ve heard that rap, over and over. It’s just another way of
de-valuing the woman.” 


Angie came closer to Cindy
then. “Listen,” she said, “We’re going to have to cut this short, now. I’ve
really told you all I can. Shelly was lonely, desperate with Mattheus. She
needed to find someone to give her the love she craved. It’s not such an unusual
story.”


“No, it’s not,” said Cindy.
“And what about her relationship with Anthony?”


“It was good as far as I
know,” said Angie. “He was smart, he gave her lots of freedom. Shelly needed
space. She liked time to herself, to go places alone, to dance and have a good
time. She felt so trapped her entire life that this was absolutely necessary
now.”


“What exactly was necessary?”
Cindy was fascinated.


“Use your imagination. Shelly’d
go out on the town alone, from time to time.” 


“She’d go out alone and meet
other guys?” Cindy was blown away.


“Yes, she did, Shelly did what
she needed to do and Anthony was good about it,” said Barbara as if it were the
most natural thing in the world. “It was fine with him. He’d be busy rehearsing
with his band anyway. The relationship worked for both of them.”


“Whoah, hold up a minute,” said
Cindy emphatically. “If Shelly got involved with other guys that could be
related to her murder. We have to know who.”


Angie looked at Barbara, who suddenly
nodded quickly.


“I just know that she went out
with other guys here and there, Angie said briskly, “Anthony was cool with it.”


This was entirely new to
Cindy. Why hadn’t she heard about it before? It was pivotal to finding the
killer.


“Wait a minute,” said Cindy,
slowing this all down, “if Shelly played around with other guys – “.


Barbara burst in furiously. “See
how you put it! Played around! It’s demeaning her.”


“I’m not demeaning anybody!”
Cindy stood up to Barbara forcefully. “I’m respecting Shelly by finding her
killer. I can’t find her killer if I don’t know the whole truth!”


Barbara quieted down.


“Cindy’s right,” Angie jumped
in, “the truth will save some other women from getting killed.


“So, tell Cindy what you want,”
Barbara relented, “but do it with kindness, with respect.”


“Shelly needed lots of
affection, and lots of attention,” Angie said. “Anthony got busy and couldn’t
give it to her all the time - so, if there was a dry spell, she went out on the
town and found what she needed. It’s not such a big deal down here.”


Cindy purposely kept her face
impassive. “Do you know some of the guys she fooled around with?” Cindy asked.


“Not really,” said Angie. “Shelly
didn’t want to talk about that. Once in a while she’d tell me that she’d had a
great night. You could see it on her face when it happened, too. There was no
lying to Anthony about it, either. The situation was just what it was.”


“I’d really like to know who
some of those guys were,” Cindy repeated.


“Some of those guys?” Barbara
flared up. “You act like she had a whole army of them!”


“Did she?” asked Cindy.


“We don’t know who and how
many,” Angie answered calmly. “That’s the truth. If I knew I would tell you.”


Cindy believed her. 


“Enough,” Barbara burst in,
“the interview is over.”


“I think it’s important for
you to talk to Katrina,” Angie said quickly then.


“Who’s Katrina?” asked Cindy.
The picture was changing by the minute.


“She was one of Shelly’s long
term clients,” Angie said. “They were close for a long time, then things got
strange. Katrina recently left the Shelter and moved back home with her volatile
husband.”


“Why should I talk to her?”
Cindy felt wired.


“Katrina knew Shelly better
than most. She had a lot to say about her, too. If you’re trying to uncover
every corner, you’ve got to speak to her. Something weird just happened between
them too, and it worried me.”


Cindy shivered and the very
same moment as Barbara.


“What happened?” Cindy asked
urgently.


“Katrina’s been a resident
here a few times. She comes and goes, can’t stay away from her husband Flan, no
matter how much he beats her,” Angie continued. “They’re a crazy couple, and
one day, Shelly realized something weird was going on. She mentioned it to me a
few times. She found out that Katrina would sneak out of the Shelter and meet Flan
down the road, in a secret spot. That is absolutely forbidden here. I told the
authorities, and they wanted to know if Katrina came back at night. She did.
So, that was enough. They didn’t do anything else about it. “


Barbara got up then and
started pacing back and off.


“Shelly was pissed off big
time that the authorities let it go on. One day, she got fed up, followed
Katrina and caught her and Flan together. Then she got between them.”


 “I don’t know how in the
world she thought she could do that,” Barbara was at her wit’s end. “No one
here authorized that behavior. It came purely out of her own dedication.” 


“Shelly told me she faced off
with Flan, told him to leave Katrina alone!” said Angie.


“You’ve got to keep this
quiet,” Barbara was beside herself.


“I can’t keep quiet, it’s
important,” said Angie, “and I always knew it was.


“You’ll bring down the whole
Shelter,” warned Barbara.

“No, I won’t. I’ll protect another woman from getting killed,” Angie
proclaimed.  Then she turned back to Cindy. “Katrina returned to the Shelter
for a little while after the confrontation, but things spiraled downwards and
pretty soon she left again and went back home with Flan.”


 “Give me Katrina’s address
immediately,” said Cindy. This was a huge lead. It was impossible to believe
that no one knew about the fact that Shelly had gone head to head with a
volatile, abusive guy.


“We’re not allowed to give out
a former resident’s address,” said Barbara, coldly.


“This is a police matter,”
Cindy replied fiercely. “There was unusual involvement between Shelly, Katrina
and Katrina’s husband Flan. It has to be investigated. Time is of the essence. And,
it‘s also definitely possible that the wrong man is being held in custody as we
speak.”


Again, Barbara and Angie
looked at each other. Barbara seemed weakened and sad.


“This won’t hurt the Shelter,”
Angie said to Barbara, “ultimately it will help us to find out what happened. Give
Cindy Katrina’s address. It’s the only right thing to do.” 


*


When Cindy returned from the Shelter it was
just past lunch time. The new information she’d received was so urgent, that
she had to get in touch with Mattheus immediately. There was a new viable lead
to explore and they had to get right on it. Cindy was sure Mattheus had no idea
that Shelly had gotten between an abused woman and her violent husband. Who
knows what that encounter could have led to? Domestic violence escalates and affects
all who stand in its trail, Cindy remembered. Both she and Mattheus had to
speak to Katrina and her husband immediately.


As soon as she got to the hotel lobby, Cindy
dialed upstairs to Mattheus’s room. There was no answer. She called his cell
phone; he didn’t pick up. Cindy then left a message saying there was a new,
urgent development - he had to call her as soon as possible. 


 Where was he? Why wasn’t he picking up? Cindy
was disconcerted. She went over to the desk to find out if they’d seen him.
Nobody had. He hadn’t left a message for Cindy either, at the desk. Cindy
guessed that this was his childish way of letting her know their partnership
was over. It was crazy though, they were in the middle of a case. Had he
flipped out?


Cindy wanted to talk to Katrina as soon as possible
but couldn’t go without back up. She decided to call Alex then and let him know
what she’d found. When she dialed Alex’s phone, he didn’t pick up either. Cindy
left him a quick message, telling him to call, and then decided to take a few
minutes to unwind at the pool. She would have a drink on a lounge chair out
there, and get her thoughts together.


This was way more than she’d bargained for, but
she decided not to jump to conclusions, thought Cindy, as she walked to the
back of the hotel, where a large pool, surrounded by lounge chairs and little tables
awaited her. There were a few guests scattered here and there, but basically
the pool felt empty and it was soothing to be here. 


Cindy sat down on a lounge and reminded herself
that sooner or later either Alex or Mattheus would have to call back. She
ordered a drink and put her head back, trying to put together the information
she’d uncovered. Obviously, they were scared to death at the Shelter of having
any misdoing exposed, afraid of being closed down. It seemed clear to Cindy
that Shelly had exposed herself to danger by getting between Katrina and Flan.
The only way Cindy would find out for sure, would be to go and talk to them
herself.


The frosty, iced drink came and she sipped it
slowly, suddenly missing Mattheus terribly. It had been so reassuring going
over cases with him, feeling cared for and supported. She and Mattheus had
balanced each other perfectly and both of them taken it for granted. Was it
possible that he would ever come back to his senses, that they’d be able to be
working partners again?
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Mattheus decided to spend the next
day alone. He had no desire to see Cindy or hear about her visit to the
Shelter. The shock of seeing her and Alex, cozy at dinner the night before, was
more than he could handle right now.  Jealousy had never been one of his weak
points. In fact, up until now, the opposite had been true. It had never even
occurred to him that a woman he was with would step out on him with someone
else. Why would they? He was attentive, dependable, caring and loyal to a
fault.


After Shelly went missing, out
of respect to her memory, it was years before Mattheus let himself get involved
with anyone else. And, he’d had no lack of opportunities either. The women down
in Grenada had gone after him big time. Why wouldn’t they? He was good looking,
toned, sexy and appealing. And he knew it. It was him who had said no to them,
over and over. 


When he’d finally met Cindy,
it was different. Time had passed, Cindy was beautiful, charming, great to be
with. They had so much in common, worked so well together. Despite himself,
she’d won his heart.


  Mattheus spent the morning
in bed, ruminating about everything. He finally ordered lunch up in the room,
ate it in bed, and thought about how much he used to enjoy sharing meals in the
room with Cindy. He’d believed she’d be the perfect partner, someone to step in
for Shelly, finally. How could one guy have been so wrong? 


Obviously, Cindy had some kind
of problem, pulling out on him in Grenada so suddenly. Who does something like
that? It reminded him of the way Shelly just ran away. The fact that Cindy came
right back down here to help him now meant something, of course. That was good
of her, he knew she cared about him. But why in the world would she sneak around
the first chance she got, and have dinner with another guy?


After lunch, Mattheus decided
to get dressed and take a walk down at the harbor before going down to
Rancher’s Bar. He put on a pair of jeans and shirt, and slid out of the hotel
taking the back entrance, so as to be sure he wouldn’t run into her. Let her do
all the investigating she wanted to, he thought. She was comfortable working
with women, great at getting them to talk.  So, good for her. That had worked
when they were a team. Only they weren’t a team anymore. What were they? Mattheus
had no idea.


He walked slowly down to the
harbor, which was only a mile away. The sun beat on his face as it walked,
feeling good, relaxing him. When he got near the water he took a deep breath
and felt his head clear.


 The harbor was filled with
fishing boats, stores on the sidewalks, outdoor cafes and the wonderful smell
of salty air. Mattheus sat down on a bench on the pier, watching tourists choose
souvenirs, walk on the docks, go out on fishing boats. They made it look as
though the world were normal, that people didn’t just disappear and that it
made sense to collect happy memories to bring back as gifts for the folks at
home.


Mattheus gazed out at the
ocean, and suddenly missed Cindy terribly. Jesus, he thought, I must be going
crazy, one minute I hate her, the next minute I miss her like hell. He suddenly
wanted to call her, hear every little thing she found out at the Shelter, help
her sort it all out, hold her in his arms. He ran his hands through his hair,
nervously. Finding out about Shelly’s life down here had turned his world
upside down. How could he trust anything anymore?


Mattheus got up, stretched his
legs and started walking along the pier. Better to keep moving than to dwell on
details, trying to make sense of them. His years of working as a cop taught him
that. It always took time for the truth to be revealed. You had to take it one step
at a time, stay in the moment and focus on that. Instead of dwelling on his
life with Shelly, Mattheus turned a switch in his head and decided to do what
he did best - focus on the crime. 


What kind of evidence did the
cops still need? How he could help? His gut still said that Anthony was
innocent, but a gut gets you nowhere. He had to get out there, dig up the dirt,
back up his instinct with hard facts. 


Mattheus looked at his watch,
to his surprise it was almost four o’clock. In a little while Rancher’s Bar
would open and he’d be able to go in and talk to Tommy. This was a fascinating
lead and he was eager to get on it, especially as the police had just let it just
drift by.


 Mattheus decided to walk over
to Rancher’s Bar now. It was down the other end of town and by the time he
arrived it would just be opening up.


*


Rancher’s Bar opened promptly
at five. Mattheus got there about six minutes before opening, stood outside,
leaned against a street post and waited for someone to arrive. The bar was
located in a sketchy neighborhood, way over at the other side of town.  A bunch
of motorcycles were parked diagonally along the street, in front of small
shanty buildings where people lived cheap. The air down here felt heavy with
the smell of cooking coming out of the windows, grease, cigarettes and pot. You
could hear rap music coming from some apartments, and a few bikers with tattoos
passed by. One of them looked Mattheus over.


“Waiting for some?” the biker
scrutinized Mattheus, as if he might be on the prowl for dope.


“Not now,” said Mattheus
gruffly, trying to pretend he was one of the guys. 


“Uh huh,” the guy kept
walking.


In a few more minutes another
big, muscular guy with a square face, old jeans, earring in both ears and red
cap on his head, came up to the bar and leaned against the door. Then he took a
key out of his pocket and opened it up.


Mattheus straightened up. That
had to be Tommy. Mattheus gave him a few minutes to go inside, and get things
going, before he decided to stroll inside and say hello.


The bar was still empty and
half dark when Mattheus walked in. Tommy’s back was to him, lining up glasses
along the bar.


“Hey,” Mattheus said as he sat
down on a bar stool.


Startled, Tommy turned around.



“Hey man, you scared me.
Didn’t hear you come in.” 


“Sorry about that,” said
Mattheus.


Tommy looked Mattheus over. “Haven’t
seen you here before,” he said.


“Anthony sent me,” said Mattheus
in a hushed tone. He didn’t want to waste any time. It was perfect to get to
Tommy now before the crowd started arriving.


Tommy’s jaw fell. “Anthony
sent you?” 


“Your buddy in jail,” said
Mattheus.


“Who the hell are you, man?”
Tommy asked, defensive. He was being protective of Anthony and Mattheus liked
that.


“It’s not what you think,”
said Mattheus, leaning over the bar. “Hey, how about a beer before we talk?”


Tommy wasn’t budging, or
giving anything up.


 “Talk about what?” he asked,
his eyes narrowing.


“I’m here to help Anthony,”
Mattheus said then. “I’m a detective from the Caribbean.”


“The Caribbean? Tell me
another.” Anthony frowned. You could see it didn’t make sense to him.


“Give me a minute,” said
Mattheus.


“What’s this? Some kind of
hoax?” Anthony interrupted. “You think I’m a jerk or something?”


“No, really, it’s true,” said
Mattheus.


“Really, my ass,” said Tommy.
“The police here haven’t even bothered to darken my doorstep, even though
Anthony told them about me at least fifteen times. So why should someone come
from the Caribbean? Why should I believe you?”


“The police didn’t come
because you’re a close friend of Anthony’s,” Mattheus said. “You’re not a
reliable witness.”


 Tommy relented a second.
“Yeah, well, I am a reliable witness.”


“I believe that,” said
Mattheus, looking straight at him. “That’s why I’m here, talking to you.”


“You believe that? How come?”
asked Tommy. 


“Because I have no choice,”
answered Mattheus, straight up. “My gut tells me Anthony didn’t do it and I
don’t know who else to talk to.”


Tommy liked that. He calmed
down a little. “What kind of beer you want, Mister?” he asked.


Mattheus told him and Tommy
poured some from the tap. It was good to have some beer now, and Mattheus drank
a lot of it fast.


“Take it easy, guy,” Tommy
said. “There’s more where that came from.”


“How long did you know
Anthony?” Mattheus wanted to jump right in.


“Years,” said Tommy, turning
his cap around on his head. “He’s a great guy!”


“I heard that from a lot of
people,” said Mattheus.


Tommy was surprised, “Yeah?
Who? I thought you didn’t have anyone else to talk to about it?”


Mattheus smiled. This guy
didn’t miss a trick, he would make a terrific detective. 


“I didn’t talk to anyone else,
my partner did,” said Mattheus. “She’s talking to some women down at the
Shelter today, as we speak.”


Tommy looked confused. “The
abused women’s Shelter?”


“Yeah, where Shelly worked.”


“Oh yeah,” said Tommy. “I
forgot about that. I heard she did a good job.”


“The women down there also
said that they liked Anthony.” 


“Everyone liked the guy,” said
Tommy. “This is his damn, rotten luck.”


“But his alibi doesn’t hold,”
said Mattheus.


Tommy made a fist and banged
it on the bar. 


“It holds,” he said. “I know
his stupid cousin Bella for years. Everyone down here knows her. It’s no
secret, she’s a druggie. Bella told Anthony to come and live with her when he split
from Shelly. So, he went. I told him it was a great idea.”


“What was a great idea?
Leaving Shelly? Or going to live with his cousin?”


“Both,” said Tommy frowning.
“The poor guy had to get away from Shelly. I begged him to do it for the past
year.”


Mattheus felt himself starting
to freeze, but shook it off. He had to force himself to listen. 


“Why did he have to get away
from Shelly? What was wrong with her?”

Tommy looked Mattheus straight in the eye. Finally someone wanted his story and
he seemed eager to let it be heard.


“The women in the Shelter
won’t tell you, but Shelly was one hell of a wild cat. She made my friend’s
life miserable.”


Shelly? Mattheus kept saying
over and over in his mind. Made his life miserable? It didn’t compute.


“She turned it into a living
hell,” Tommy insisted.


“How?” Mattheus demanded.


“The bitch took advantage of
Anthony big time. She ran around on him, in front of everyone. He told me he
knew about some of it, but man, I could see the hurt in his eyes. He really
loved her. I don’t know why!” Tommy took his cap off and put it on again then.
“I’ll never know why good guys fall for these bitches. Some guys like to be
hurt, I guess.”


Mattheus swallowed hard. This
was not a picture of Shelly he could even relate to. A wildcat? Running around
with guys?


“Anthony told me he knew she
needed to step out on him once in a while,” Tommy continued, “but believe me,
it wasn’t once in a while. It was getting worse. Anthony finally told her he
couldn’t stand it. She just shrugged it off, acted like she had a vendetta.”


“Against who?”  asked Mattheus,
the fury rising again inside.


“Who the hell knows, and who
cares?” said Tommy. “But she was definitely getting worse and worse, flaunting
it wherever she went. She’d turn up in public with one guy one day and then
another the next. She and Anthony started fighting about it then. He would yell
that he’d leave her if she didn’t stop.”


“People heard that?” asked
Mattheus.


“Sure they heard the fights.
But they didn’t get the whole picture.  People thought it was Shelly who was
jealous of him. She was, but he gave her no reason. It was Anthony who was
being ripped apart. ”


“What kind of a woman does
that?” Mattheus blurted out, heartsick.


“A rotten one, that’s who,”
said Tommy.


“It’s not Shelly,” Mattheus
uttered.


“What do you mean?” Tommy spun
around on a dime. “Did you know her?”


Mattheus couldn’t speak.


“Did you ever see her come in
here and dance? The last few weeks before she was killed she came in with only one
new guy though, danced with him like a slut. There seemed to be something
between them. They clung to each other like it was a matter of life and death.”


“What?” Mattheus felt the heat
in his body rising.


“They had some connection! It
was obvious.  My blood boiled for Anthony. When I told him about it, he finally
got fed up, got the hell out of there and went to live with his cousin, Bella.
What choice did he have?”


Mattheus started perspiring
heavily.


“Believe me,” Tommy went on, “Anthony
wouldn’t have ever hurt Shelly, he loved her. He was asleep in his cousin’s
house on the night of the murder. Bella was out dancing, and he was supposed to
go too, but he didn’t have the heart for it. He called me before he went to
sleep. I told him to go get some coffee, and to rest, and stay strong.  He said
he would. He was supposed to go dancing so that’s what he told the cops. Nobody
actually saw him sleeping at his cousin’s that night, so the cops decided his
alibi didn’t hold. I say he’s a convenient patsy.”


Mattheus didn’t know what to
say or think. He stood there numb, staring.


 “Hey, man, you alright?”
asked Tommy, looking at him.


“Yeah, I’m okay,” said
Mattheus, reeling inside. “I need to know the name of the guy Shelly was tight
with, the one she came dancing with here?”


“Sure,”” said Tommy,
triumphantly, “he’s a married guy, named Flan. Owns a shark fishing boat down
at the pier.”


“Got it,” said Mattheus,
“Flan.”


“Remember the name,” Tommy
leaned closer. “He’s the one the cops should be questioning. He’s the one the
slut couldn’t live without.”


Mattheus wanted to raise his
hand to stop him talking about Shelly that way. It was more than he could take,
hearing her called a slut. All the years they were married, she’d turned away
from Mattheus, cold as stone, plenty of nights.  It had become more and more of
an effort getting her to come close at all. Mattheus had just thought it was a
phase that would pass, that all couples went through that sort of thing.


Mattheus stared at Tommy now,
feeling helpless and confused. 


“I got to go now, man. Thank
you,” said Mattheus, getting up off the bar stool.


“Hey, wait a minute, you look
woozy,” said Tommy.


“I’ll be fine, I’ll be fine,”
Mattheus mumbled as he weaved his way to the door.


Once outside he lurched
against a pole, rocked back and forth, and then threw up all over the ground. 
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Cindy lay on the lounge at the pool, under an
umbrella, waiting to hear from Mattheus. Where was he? What had he been doing
all afternoon? It was almost evening and he hadn’t answered her call all day
long. Neither had Alex. She finally closed her eyes for a cat nap, when her
phone rang.  Cindy rolled over abruptly, grabbing it, hoping it was finally
Mattheus.


“Cindy,” a sharp voice answered, “We’re here.”


“Here? Who?”It took a few minutes for the voice
to register.


 “Ann and Frank,” her sister’s voice sounded determined.


Cindy’s heart dropped. “What in the world?”


“Come on,” said Ann, “at least act like you’re
glad to hear from me. We’re only staying for the night. We’re at the hotel
across the street.”


Cindy was completely taken off guard. She
clearly remembered telling her sister not to come.


“We came down to get the vibes for one night,”
said Ann. 


“You came down to check on me!” said Cindy
flatly.


“And if I did, so what? You’re in a crazy,
dangerous situation with a person you barely know.”


“Ann, I told you not to come.”


“Don’t Ann me,” Ann answered sharply. “You were
pretty happy when I picked you up from the airport in New York.”


“We planned that. It was different. I wasn’t on
a case.”


“Some case!  This is your boyfriend’s wife who turned
up murdered. Both Frank and I are terrified. For all we know you could be best.
We want to meet this guy face to face.”


“It’s not possible” said Cindy.


“Of course it is!” Ann insisted.


 “Mattheus and I are not working together,
anymore,” Cindy declared.  It was comforting to say it, to acknowledge the
reality.


There was a silence on the other end of the
phone. 


“Why not?” asked Ann, sounding surprised.


“Things are too unstable between us at the
moment,” said Cindy. “I’m working directly with the police now.”


“Cindy, none of this sounds good.  Do the
police suspect Mattheus had something to do with the death?”


“Definitely not!  Don’t become paranoid,” Cindy
exclaimed.


 “Frank and I want to have dinner with you,” Ann
said emphatically, “please, I need to see you with my own eyes, make sure
you’re alright.”


“Alright,” Cindy relented. There was no way she
could refuse, and to her surprise felt comforted at the thought of her sister
being close by.


“And after this, I want to bring you back home
to Cove Bay,” Ann added.


That was going too far.  “Ann, a woman down
here has been killed brutally,” Cindy said, “and I’m on the trail to finding
out why it happened and by whom! Other lives could be at stake. ”


“Okay, okay, what time are you free for dinner
tonight?” Ann couldn’t stand hearing about Cindy’s work, shut her down
instantly.


“Let’s meet here at the hotel, in the lobby, at
six,” said Cindy.


“Not before that?” 


“There are things I have to take care of first.”
 Cindy had to get in touch with the police, and let them know about Katrina and
Flan. If Alex didn’t call soon, she had to go over to the Police Station and put
it on the record directly.


“I won’t push my luck. It’s six o’clock, then.
See you in the lobby,” Ann sounded grateful.


“And one more thing,” said Cindy. “Thank you Ann.
 I really appreciate how much you care.” 


“I do care,” Ann was emboldened, “and there’s
no way I’m leaving my little sister in danger.”


“I’m not in danger,” said Cindy, definitively.


“Oh yes, you are,” Ann shot back, “in more
danger than you can ever imagine. I just feel it in my bones.” 


*


The rest of the afternoon went surprisingly
quickly. Alex called in about an hour and listened to the information Cindy
had. He took it, acknowledged her, and said he’d put it on the record. Cindy
wanted to know if he would back her up when she went to speak to Katrina and
Flan. He said he’d have to check on that with Rodney and would get back to her
as soon as he heard. Alex didn’t have the authority to make that decision, but
between the two of them, off the record, it sounded like a good idea.


Cindy felt better after speaking to him and
decided to go back up to the room to give herself time to shower and change
before dinner. The idea of seeing Ann and Frank tonight was strange, but Cindy
was pleased about it. She hadn’t heard a word from Mattheus all day long and it
would be good not to have dinner alone.


 As she got ready Cindy couldn’t help but
wonder if Mattheus hadn’t just disappeared like this on Shelly, too? If not
physically, then emotionally? Cindy knew that Mattheus had planned gone to
Rancher’s Bar to speak to Tommy today, but had no idea what happened. He was
definitely excluding her from his part in the investigation. Was it because the
case involved him and he was ashamed? Whatever it was, it left her unguarded.
It was his responsibility to keep in touch. 


Cindy put on a lovely orange silk dress,
brushed her hair, and noticed that she had a bit of a sun tan from her time
down at the pool. Despite what she was going through, she looked healthy and
glowing, ready for a night out on the town. So much for appearances, she thought
.


Cindy took a light straw evening bag, put a
lipstick and her keys in it, grabbed a summer sweater and went down to the lobby
to wait for Ann and Frank. In what seemed like no time at all, they walked into
the hotel and right over to where she was waiting.


“Cindy,” Ann was excited and threw her arms
around her.


Frank stood back and watched them from a
distance.


“My God, it’s so good to see you,” Ann exclaimed.


Cindy hugged her back. “Thanks Ann, for
everything.”


“How about me?” asked Frank then, coming over.


Just as Cindy was going to give Frank a hug, to
her shock she looked up and there was Mattheus, standing a few feet away
watching them, intently.


“Oh my God,” said Cindy, “it’s Mattheus.”


Ann and Frank spun around, looking at him, as
if they’d found a cornered animal.


Mattheus walked over to join them then as if it
were the most natural thing in the world.  To Cindy’s surprise, he looked quite
dashing, freshly showered, in dark blue slacks and a summer shirt. Actually, he
seemed completely different from the rumpled guy he’d been since they’d
arrived. She wondered why.


Mattheus, this is my sister Ann and her husband
Frank,” Cindy introduced them.


“Hi,” said Mattheus, looking at Ann and then
Frank. “For a second I thought this guy was a new boyfriend of yours,” Mattheus
joked, motioning to Frank.


That comment didn’t sit well with Ann. She looked
at Mattheus quizzically. “And who exactly was my sister’s old
boyfriend?”


Mattheus tried to make light of it. “I’m sure a
woman as beautiful as Cindy has many boyfriends,” he said.


Frank didn’t like that either. “She had a hell
of a husband,” Frank answered directly, “wasn’t the kind to run around.”


 “Hey, I’m just making a pleasantry,” Mattheus
said to Frank, reacting to the anger in Frank’s tone.


“We’ve heard a lot about you,” Frank responded.


“What did you hear?” Mattheus was becoming
edgy.


Cindy immediately got between them, wanting to
prevent this from escalating.


 “My sister and brother in law are down for the
day and we’re about to have dinner,” said Cindy. 


“Great,” said Mattheus. “How come I didn’t hear
about it?”


Cindy looked at him puzzled. “I called earlier
today and left you a message. Did you receive it?”


“Actually, no,” Mattheus rubbed his forehead. “I
haven’t been focusing on calls today.”


“What have you been focusing on, Mattheus?” Ann
stepped out strongly then.


“I beg your pardon?” Mattheus was put off.


“I mean what’s going on down here with you and
Cindy?” Ann didn’t back down.


Mattheus looked like a deer caught in the
headlights, glancing back and forth between Cindy and Ann.


“My sister is very protective of me,” said
Cindy. “She doesn’t like me working alone.”


“You’re far from alone,” Mattheus grimaced.


“If I don’t hear back from you all day,
Mattheus,” said Cindy, “then I am alone.”


“Is that what you told your sister? That you’re
alone down here, so she came down to check on you?”


“I never said that to her.”


“She didn’t have to say it,” said Ann. “You can
feel when someone you love is in danger, can’t you?”


“Sometimes you can and sometimes you can’t,”
said Mattheus, rattled. “But Cindy is not in danger. I would never, ever allow
that to happen.”


“Maybe you have inadvertently?” said Ann.


Mattheus wasn’t taking this laying down.  “Who
are you to make those kinds of judgments?” he threw Ann a fierce look.


It didn’t affect Ann in the slightest. “Is it
appropriate for Cindy to be working on this case? Does she have the support she
needs for it?” 


Mattheus seemed startled by her question. “I
don’t know how to answer that,” he said, suddenly shaky.


“But you have to,” said Ann. “It’s your wife
who was just found murdered - you can’t implicate someone else in this
situation, unless you’re ready to give them complete support.”


Ann was going too far, and Cindy didn’t like
it. “Wait a minute, Ann,” Cindy interrupted.


“Let your sister talk,” Frank got into the
fray. “She happens to be right.”


“I’ve always supported Cindy,” Mattheus started,
but Ann interrupted him again.


“We don’t need pretty talk. We need to make
sure that things are straight up here, that Cindy is well cared for. I, for
one, don’t think she is! I want her to go home, leave immediately.” Ann wasn’t
mincing words. 


“Leave me?” Mattheus seemed to be reeling.


“Leave you, leave the case, leave Key West.
It’s all the same, isn’t it?”


Mattheus, stunned, listened to her. It was as
if a strong wave had come off the ocean and slapped him hard across the face.


“Cindy already left me,” he said after a long
while.


“Left? She’s right here now,” Ann looked at him
as though he were cagey.


“She only came down here to help with the
case,” Mattheus continued, “I meant she left me in Grenada.”


“I don’t care why she came down,” Ann wouldn’t
give him an inch, “she’s here and that’s what matters! And I want her gone!”

“Whoah,” Mattheus held his arm out now, “that’s going too far.”


Frank came closer as if to stand with Ann.


“This isn’t where Cindy belongs, it’s not her
life,” Ann wouldn’t stop, giving Mattheus one dose after another of electric
shock therapy.


“Only Cindy can say what her life is and where
she belongs,” Mattheus tried to respond.


“Right now, I’m committed to completing this
case,” Cindy announced. “I’m in touch with the police, but I need real backup.
I can’t do it alone.”


“Of course you need back up,” Mattheus was
waking up.


“It’s not what I’m getting,” Cindy repeated, not
meeting his beseeching eyes.


“Cindy,” Mattheus walked closer to her.


Ann immediately wedged herself between them. 


“Your wife has been killed,” Ann said to
Mattheus directly, “you’ve called my sister down to help find the killer. Is
that right? Is that fair? The two of you had a romantic relationship. How can
you pretend it’s all just business now?  That’s impossible. It’s not all
business. It’s a mess!”


 Mattheus stood straighter, as if he were
coming to his senses. “You’re right,” he said suddenly, “it is impossible.”


Cindy was amazed.


 “I’m very sorry,” Mattheus went on.  Suddenly
he was upright and tall, fully present, the guy Cindy had always known.


“Sorry doesn’t mean a damn,” Ann didn’t like anything
about him - that was clear as day.


Mattheus paid no attention, just turned to
Cindy.


“If you want to leave, I completely
understand,” he said, looking at her directly.  “I’m a mess, and probably never
should have asked you to come here in the first place. I wasn’t thinking
clearly. I’m still not. But I do know one thing for sure, I don’t want to lose
you.”


“I’m not going anywhere,” said Cindy. “Whether or
not you should have asked me, you did. I said yes, and here I am.  I’m not
running out on anyone.”


Ann’s eyes shot fire at both of them.  “You’re
making a mistake, Cindy,” she uttered and spun around on her heel. “I for one
am getting hungry now and believe we have a dinner reservation!


“We do,” said Cindy, “and I’m hungry, too.”


“May I join you?” asked Mattheus, softly.


“Join us?” Ann was perturbed. The thought of it
rankled her. 


“May I?” He repeated to Cindy.


“Yes, of course, you can join us,” said Cindy, as
she looked at Ann. “In fact, one of the reasons my sister and brother in law
came down here originally, was to meet you face to face.”


*


Dinner went quickly with
almost no one looking at each other. They all ate slowly, made one word
comments and when dinner was over,  Ann and Frank got up, pushed their chairs
away, and said they had to get to bed to make an early plane.


Ann gave Cindy a little hug
and didn’t say good bye to Mattheus. Frank gave him a perfunctory nod and the
two of them left.


The moment they were gone the
atmosphere lifted.


“Whew,” said Mattheus, “that
had to be one of the most unpleasant dinners I’ve ever sat through. This is
your family?”


Cindy was disturbed, but tried
to make light of it. “It’s not how they are normally, they’re just terribly
worried about me right now.”


“And I’m the bad guy in this
scenario?” asked Mattheus. ”You’ve told them awful things about me?”


“No, I haven’t,” said Cindy, “in
fact, they don’t know you at all.” 


“They don’t want to, either,”
said Mattheus. “Their minds are all made up.”


Cindy felt badly about that.
“It’s not you, it’s the work. They connect you with it and hate having me do
it. They want me home, safe.”


“Sure,” said Mattheus, “I get
that. They want a normal, stable life for their sister.”


“Can you blame them?” asked
Cindy.


“Of course I can’t,” Mattheus
said.


“They want me to have a chance
to have a family, sink new roots down,” Cindy continued.


“Everyone deserves a family,”
said Mattheus, “everyone deserves roots with someone they love.” He turned and
looked at her with his eyes open and clear. “It’s what I want, too.” 


Cindy’s heart began beating
hard. It might be that was what Mattheus wanted, but was he able to make that
wish real? Could he sustain a relationship or was he addicted to solving cases,
running away from real intimacy?


As if hearing her thoughts,
Mattheus reached out his hand to her.  


“You have no idea how much
I’ve missed being with you,” he said. “When your sister told you to leave it
was as though she were ripping me in half.”


“I missed you, too,” Cindy
murmured, despite herself.


“Did you?”


“Very much,” said Cindy, as
they drew closer.


“I’ve learned a lot of things,
Cindy,” Mattheus whispered, “I realize now, that I never could have gotten
close to anyone as long as Shelly’s case was unsolved. It was not only her
case, it was our marriage. I never knew what happened. You know, she told me
over and over that I didn’t know her, but I brushed it off. I thought it was
just a female thing, that she needed too much attention. I thought I listened
to her plenty. But she was right, I listened, but I didn’t hear.”


Cindy reached out her hand for
his. “That’s true, Mattheus,” she said softly. “Even with me, you listened but
you didn’t hear. You didn’t really take it in.”


“Oh God,” said Mattheus, “if
you only knew how sorry I am, not just with you, but with her, too. Shelly told
me about guys in her life all the time, she said they were just friends and I
believed her because I didn’t want to know the truth.  There were all kinds of
little lies that floated around too, but I brushed them off, thinking it was
cute. I was wrong again.  It wasn’t cute. I had no idea about the woman I was
married to, or what was going on inside her. So, how could I ever get close to
someone else then?”


“You couldn’t,” said Cindy,
impressed by Mattheus’s courage in facing this. “It takes such guts to admit
this, Mattheus.” 


“No, it’s not guts,” said
Mattheus.  “It’s all being put right in my face, wherever I turn.  I can’t
escape it if I want to find Shelly’s killer.”


He held Cindy’ hand very close
in his and then brought it to his lips. “God, if you only knew how much you
mean to me, Cindy –if only I had some way to tell you.”


Tears filled Cindy’s eyes, as Mattheus
suddenly pulled her to him swiftly, and their lips met in a deep, sudden kiss.
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After the kiss, neither Cindy
nor Mattheus said anything for a long while. Then they started talking softly,
simply about the case.


Cindy told him that Shelly had
gotten between Katrina and her abusive husband. Mattheus was alarmed. He was
also shocked that no one had mentioned this crucial piece of information. 


“They may not have known it,” said
Cindy. 


“They had to,” Mattheus
responded. “It’s fundamental and basic.”


Cindy disagreed. “Nobody
bothered spending real time at the Shelter. Actually, I just told the police myself
this afternoon.”


Mattheus stared at her. “And
what did they say?” 


“Alex said he’d put it on the
record.”


“That’s all?”


“That’s it,” said Cindy.


“Sounds like he was placating
you,” said Mattheus.


“When I told him I wanted backup
to see Katrina, he said it was up to Rodney, and he’d let me know.”


“A delay tactic,” Mattheus
murmured. “No good, something smells.”


Cindy agreed, and both of them
decided that Cindy had to speak with Katrina as soon as possible.  


“When you go, I’ll wait for
you at the Hemingway House,” Mattheus said. “It’s a few blocks away. After the
interview, we’ll meet and go over everything. If you have any kind of problem,
I’ll be right close by.”


That felt like the old
Mattheus. Cindy could go and be covered. 


“Call her now,” Mattheus said,
“set up an appointment.”


“I will,” said Cindy, getting
her phone.


 To Cindy’s relief Katrina
picked up immediately and as soon as Cindy introduced herself, was actually
glad to be talking.


“Come first thing tomorrow
morning. I have a busy day. But I want to talk to you. Really, I do. It’s a
terrible thing that happened to Shelly,” Katrina’s words tripped over each
other. “We do need to talk. I’m so glad you called.”


“Okay, we’re set for tomorrow
morning,” said Cindy, after she hung up the phone.


“Do you want to leave
together?” asked Mattheus, “or do you want me to meet you afterwards?”


“Meet me afterwards,” said
Cindy. It felt better going alone, as long as she knew he’d be close by
waiting. 


After Cindy and Mattheus
talked a little longer, they went up to their separate rooms. Everything was
happening so quickly, there were so many feelings to digest, Cindy was glad to
have time alone.


Right after she got out of her
bath and was about to go to sleep, the phone rang.


“I know it’s late to call,”
Ann said, “but we’re leaving first thing in the morning. I wanted to say good
bye.”


“Good bye,” said Cindy,
sleepy, “and thanks, Ann.”


“Thanks for nothing,” Ann
muttered.


“Thanks for coming down. I
appreciate it,” Cindy was determined to take the high road.


That emboldened Ann, and got
her going. “Just because Mattheus is so good looking, and charming,” she
continued, “doesn’t mean he’s a guy you can trust.”


“You don’t know him.” Cindy’s
voice rose. She didn’t want to hear any more now. 


“Neither do you,” Ann shot back.
“Guys like that are great at camouflage, and I know your whole history with men.
Until you met Clint, there was nothing but trouble. Neither Frank nor I like
him.”


It hurt to hear that, but
ultimately, Cindy’s relationship with Mattheus belonged to her. As did the life
she was now choosing.


“This isn’t about my
relationship with Mattheus,” Cindy defended herself, “it’s about a case we’re
working on together.”


“They’re intertwined,” Ann
warned.


“I heard enough,” said Cindy,
angry. 


“No, you didn’t,” Ann replied.
“You didn’t hear a word I said.” 


*


First thing in the morning,
Cindy dressed in an ivory linen sundress, put on her favorite coral beaded
necklace, had a quick breakfast, grabbed a cab and went to the address she had
for Katrina. Mattheus would be coming on his own, to Hemingway’s House, in a
little while.


As the cab wound through the
streets, Cindy thought about what happened between them the night before. It
wasn’t all bad, she realized - the rough encounter with her family hit Mattheus
hard. He seemed to have woken up to the reality that he would definitely lose
Cindy if he continued on as he’d been. It was clear that he didn’t want to lose
her, either. Later on, it also became clear that he was beginning to face the
truth about his part in his marriage. That turned things around for Cindy, gave
her more confidence in him. They’d both needed that kiss desperately too,
needed to feel their connection restored. Cindy wondered what Mattheus thought the
kiss meant about their relationship now. She herself, wasn’t at all sure, but
she was glad to have him back as a partner on the case at least.


The taxi pulled up at a large,
pink, stucco house set back from the road. There was a long entranceway, lined
with tall bushes and blooming flowers. Cindy felt as if she were arriving at a quirky
bed and breakfast that guests seldom came to.


She walked up the entranceway
quickly and was surprised to find the front door left ajar. Clearly, Katrina
was expecting her and wanted her to walk right in. Cindy decided to knock
loudly first. 


She knocked, waited, knocked
again, and in a few minutes a large woman with unkempt, curly, bleached blonde hair
came to the door. She wore a tropical dress, sprawling with flowers and huge
hoop earrings that hung far down her neck.


“Come in,” the woman breathed,
through her bright red lipstick, “hurry up, and close the door behind you.”


Cindy slipped into the house
and closed the door.


Inside place was large and
sprawling, but only half furnished, with old rattan furniture scattered around.
The wide, empty spaces in the hallway and main room had plants sitting in them,
and small, scratched footstools here and there.


“Our cat, Mumu, just loves
resting on these footstools,” the woman pointed to them.


“You’re Katrina?” Cindy asked,
to be sure.


“Of course,” Katrina stopped
walking a moment and flung her hair back, “who else would I be?”


“Just wanted to be sure,”
Cindy responded.


“Who’s sure about anything
these days?” Katrina commented as she pointed to a ratty sofa, with large print
cushions that didn’t match. “Sit down, please.” 


Cindy sat down and Katrina
pulled up a wobbly chair for herself.


“It’s so early in the
morning,” Katrina started quickly, “the whole world is still sleeping, except
you and me,” and she leaned back in the chair and heaved a deep sigh. “Thanks
again for coming.”


Katrina was clearly living
under intense pressure and Cindy wondered why she’d returned from the Shelter,
to live here alone with a violent husband. That would make anyone as nervous as
she seemed.


“I heard that you knew Shelly
very well,” Cindy started, wanting to start the conversation slowly.


“Yes, very, very well,”
Katrina’s eyelids fluttered. “She was my counselor.”


“At the Shelter?” Cindy said.


“Yes, of course, at the
Shelter! Where else?” The question unnerved Katrina and she looked around the
room, as if she were checking to make sure no one could overhear her.
“Irrelevant questions upset me,” she said then, “I begin to wonder what other
surprises are coming down the road.”


“Sorry about that,” said
Cindy. “Can you tell me more?”  


Katrina’s eyes narrowed. “More
about what? The Shelter or Shelly? The Shelter’s still here, Shelly’s not!” and
she smiled nervously. 


“Terrible,” said Cindy.


“Yes, it’s terrible thing when
things go that far. Usually the guys stop before it gets to this.”


“Which guys are you talking
about?” Cindy asked, alerted. 


“Another ridiculous question,”
Katrina spit out. “You think there’s a big difference between one and another?
There isn’t. The bastards are all the same. But, there are ways of stopping them,
too, if you’re smart.” Katrina’s shoulder rose and she looked at Cindy
knowingly. “All of us women know how to do it. We know how to calm them down.”


Cindy hung on her every word.
“How?”


Katrina looked at her
scathingly for a moment. “Looks like you’ve never been up against one of them
yourself? You’re just coming in here to tell others.”


“I’m coming in to solve a murder,”
said Cindy plainly, “to gather all the information I can get.”


Katrina grinned oddly.  “Say
what you want. Shelly wasn’t smart either, she was like a bull in a china shop.
Some of the other women thought so, too.” 


Katrina looked around again,
as if guarding herself from being overheard. Cindy wondered if her husband were
still in the house.


“Is something the matter?”
asked Cindy, growing edgy. “Is your husband at home?”


That really sparked Katrina.
“Do you think I’d be talking to you, if Flan were here? My God, how stupid can
you be? He owns a fleet of shark fishing boats and he’s out early every morning
with tourists. Thank God. When he’s gone I can talk to you, when he’s here,
it’s another thing.”


“Why?”


“Why? He’d slap me around good
if he heard me saying anything he didn’t like. That’s what these guys do.” She
looked down at the ground.


“He did that a lot?” asked Cindy.


“Of course,” said Katrina, “he
can’t stop. And he’s done worse than that too! Plenty worse.” 


“Why did you come back here
with him?” Cindy had to ask that directly. It was hard to imagine what would
bring Katrina back into the heart of fear she lived in.


Katrina started rocking in her
chair. “Plenty of the women go back to the guys they love. They give it time,
let things cool down, and then they go back to where they started.”


Cindy shivered.


“After a while, you forget
what happened, you only remember how good it can be. And boy, it’s fabulous
between me and Flan! Better than fabulous! We go to the moon!”


“You missed him?” Cindy filled
in the pieces.


Katrina crossed her big legs. “Missing’s
not the word for it. I craved the bastard every day. And, when he came back and
said he was sorry, I saw he was craving me, too. Do you know what that kind of
craving feels like, honey? You think it’s so easy to say no?”


Cindy said nothing. That
infuriated Katrina.


“I can see you don’t have the
vaguest idea about what it means to crave a guy,” Katrina spit out,
contemptuous. 


Cindy let that statement pass.
Her personal life was none of Katrina’s business. Cindy felt uneasy as if she
were sitting beside a volcano that was about to explode. It was probably caused
by the terror Katrina lived in every day. 


“How about Shelly, did she know
what it was like to crave a guy?” Cindy decided to change the focus, was
definitely not going to getting pulled into the undertow Katrina was swimming
in.


“I already told you, Shelly
was stupid,” Katrina now seemed to be playing with Cindy, dangling her, leading
her on. “No one wanted Shelly to drop dead, but some of us thought she got what
she deserved.”


Cindy was shocked.  “Shelly deserved
to die?”


Katrina got up then, towering
over Cindy. “Listen up, sweetheart, Shelly looked like sweetness and light, but
she was really bad news. Ever hear of people preying on people under the guise
of helping? I saw how she’d look at the guys who came around. She liked hearing
all the details from the women about their lives, but basically she only wanted
their husbands for herself.” 


“The women’s husbands aren’t
allowed in the Shelter, they don’t know where the women are,” Cindy
interjected, rankled.


“It doesn’t matter. Shelly
asked the women too many questions about their husbands, seemed too interested.
It made a lot of them feel creepy. And other guys came to the Shelter, staff,
delivery men, all kinds of guys. Man, Shelly was one hungry dame!  I should
have never told her that Flan was secretly coming to meet me. When he came, the
bitch found us and flirted with him in front of my eyes! I told her to cut it
out, and she said I was imagining things. She was just trying to get him to leave
me alone. What horseshit! The bitch was trying to take him away!”


Cindy remembered how Barbara
warned her that the women at the Shelter could become paranoid – not to believe
everything they said.


“Are you certain?” Cindy was
trying to hold to reality.


“Positive,” Katrina’s teeth
gritted. “In my opinion Shelly was a pathological liar who got off on crazy
drama and lies. She even once told me that her life with her first husband was
too boring, he left her cold, flat. Who the hell knows what went on between
them? At first she only came down to the Keys for a vacation - but once she
came down and got a taste of life without him, she loved it and couldn’t leave.
There are people like that. They come down to Key West for a week-end and stay
their whole lives.”


“Shelly talked to you about
her first husband?” 


Katrina burst out laughing in
a raucous tone. “Honey, people say everything to each other in the Shelter.
Shelly hated her husband’s guts. He trapped her. That’s why she liked it down
here. But she made a big mistake going after Flan.”


 It definitely seemed that Katrina
was paranoid.  It was hard to imagine that the staff would allow Shelly to work
at the Shelter if she’d behaved that way. It didn’t add up.


“Flan’s gorgeous and sexy and who
the hell can resist him?” Katrina breathed hard. “He acts good for a while, but
then, just like the sharks he goes after, he turns violent himself. He’s got a
weakness for the women too, so he was good prey for Shelly at first. But what she
didn’t realize was that once Flan gets them under his spell, he knocks them
around, twists their arms, chokes, pummels. I’ve seen it happen time and
again.”


“You’ve seen it first hand?”


“Yeah,” Katrina became
defensive, “I got used to his being with other women, too. That was part of it.
He insisted.”


“He loved torturing you?”
Cindy felt a wave of nausea coming over her, wondering if this all could be
true.


Yes, he did,” said Katrina.


“And you’re back with him
again?  Cindy zeroed in.


“I know how to handle the
bastard,” said Katrina, smirking, “and besides, he can’t take it when I’m away.
If I’m gone for too long, he gets worse and I’m in more danger then. Who the
hell can really protect me, then? Idiots like you?”


 Katrina felt her only safety
was in taking Flan’s abuse. But there was more to it and Cindy felt it. If Flan
made her watch when he was with other women, was it possible that Katrina saw
Flan murder Shelly? Could she be an eye witness to the crime?


“What happened when Shelly get
between you and Flan?” Cindy asked quickly.


Katrina stopped in her tracks.
The memory of it agitated her. She smacked her hands against her thighs, as if
she were getting a slow horse to run.


“When she found us together
near the Shelter, first the bitch flirted her ass off with him,” Katrina said,
“she acted all charming and coy. He liked it, too, I could see it. She was
getting to him, so, I told her to back off. After all, she was my counselor! Then
Flan turned on me, all nasty, about to give me hell. That’s when Shelly got
between us physically and told Flan to leave me alone. He grabbed her arms and
gave her one of his famous looks, scary and sexy. Then he shouted at her that
no lady in her right mind tells him what to do!”


Cindy shuddered. “Shelly was
risking real trouble for you.” 


Katrina’s eyes spit fire. “It
wasn’t for me! She wanted my man all to herself. She had the hots for Flan. Any
idiot could see it.”


 “I can’t believe that,” Cindy
defied her.


“Believe it, baby, because
it’s true.”


Cindy shook her head, egging
Katrina on.


“Please believe it,” Katrina’s
voice was suddenly sad, like a little girl, pleading. 


“I’m sorry you have to go
through this, Katrina,” Cindy said then and meant it.


“Really? You are?” Katrina
quieted down for a moment, then got up and started pacing around. She was a
loose wire, easily agitated, the way lots of the women in the Shelter were.
Cindy would have to talk to Flan herself about Shelly. It was amazing that no
one had done it so far.


“I’m going to talk to Flan
about Shelly myself,” Cindy said.


Katrina guffawed and stopped
pacing.


“I wouldn’t do that. It’s
the last thing you need. He won’t cop to a thing, just charm your ass off. Listen
to me, I’m sure he killed Shelly. Why wouldn’t he?”


“Why would he?” Cindy
countered. “Has he killed anyone else before?”


“Almost,” Katrina whimpered.


“Who?” asked Cindy alarmed.


“Me,” said Katrina, thrown off
balance. “And you’d better get out of town before he hears about you. Flan
doesn’t take well to women snooping around on him. You won’t be safe here for
long either.”


Cindy stood up, her face full
of perspiration. Not only had it grown hot and stuffy, but Katrina’s anxiety was
overwhelming. Cindy was eager to get out of there, under the trees, into a cool
breeze and have time to sort all this out.


Cindy extended her hand.  “Thank
you, Katrina,” she said, “I’m really grateful for all you’ve told me.” 


 Katrina didn’t take Cindy’s
hand, seemed offended.  


“You brushing me off just like
that?” Katrina blurted out. “You think you decide when our talk’s over, when
you had enough of me? How do you know I don’t have more to say?”


“Do you?” asked Cindy.


“Yeah,” Katrina snarled.
“You’re even more of an idiot than Shelly. And it looks like you’re gonna get
whatever you deserve, too. I’m sorry I let you into my house!” 
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After leaving Katrina, Cindy
called for a cab and went straight to the Hemingway House to meet Mattheus. Nestled
in the heart of Old Town Key West, the house itself had the flavor of a
Southern mansion, painted dark gold, sprawling and gracious, with outdoor
porches and large shutters painted white. 


The fantastic estate was
surrounded by lush gardens, incredible trees and home to more than forty cats.
It was now a museum for tourists, a main attraction in Key West, and a venue
that people came to from all over the world for their weddings. 


 As she walked on the grounds,
Cindy could hear a band playing in the background, and chair set up for a
wedding that very afternoon.  Soon the bride and groom would be arriving,
photographers would flash photos, friends and family would gather to watch the
couple start a new, beautiful life.


Cindy walked around back past
Banana Trees and Coconut Palms, was brushed by Bougainvillea. The breathtaking
landscape spread out around her. All kinds of flowers, hibiscus, bleeding
hearts, angels trumpets, made a path for the wedding guests who were beginning
to arrive. Cindy watched them wandering hand in hand, ready to celebrate love.  What
a contrast, she thought, from the world she’d just come from, the disarray
Katrina was living in.


Mattheus said he’d meet her
near the famous pool in the back. Cindy went there and looked around.  The huge
pool was filled with fresh running salty water and had a mystical quality to it,
surrounded by gardenias. Cindy sat down at bench, enchanted, breathing the sweetness
deeply. 


In just a few minutes Mattheus
arrived and came right to the bench Cindy was sitting at. He looked handsome,
strong and happy to see her.


“What an incredible spot,”
said Mattheus, sitting close, and taking her hand.


It was truly intoxicating
being here and Cindy wanted to let herself drift in the beauty of it and forget
the horrors she’d just been bathed in. Cindy left her hand in Mattheus’s though,
not wanting to spoil the mood of the moment. She couldn’t leave it there for
long, though. She had to remember what they were doing there and decided to go
right into the details of her meeting with Katrina.


“Katrina believes her husband
killed Shelly,” Cindy announced immediately.


“Whoah,” said Mattheus, “how’s
that a way to start a conversation in paradise?”


Cindy smiled. It was as if her
old Mattheus was back.


“Backtrack, please,” Mattheus
continued. “Let’s take it point by point.”


“Fair enough,” said Cindy
moving a bit closer to him on the bench. 

“Shelly was Katrina’s counselor at the Shelter. Katrina’s married to a violent,
abusive guy, Flan -.”


Mattheus stopped her swiftly. “Who?”


“What’s the matter?” Cindy was
surprised.


“Say the name again,” Mattheus
spoke intensely.


“Flan,” Cindy repeated. “He’s
Katrina’s husband.”


“Oh God, it’s true,” said
Mattheus. 


“What’s true?” Despite the
warm sun that was pouring down on them, Cindy began to feel a chill. 


Mattheus was quiet a long time.


“Do you know Flan?” Cindy
pressed him.


“I heard about him from Tommy,”
said Mattheus. “Up until now, I wasn’t sure what Tommy said was true, though.”


Cindy began to feel alarm.
“What did he tell you?”


Mattheus clenched his jaw hard
and looked straight at Cindy. Whatever he’d heard, it was hard for him to say.


“You have to tell me,
Mattheus,” Cindy demanded.


“I know I do,” he capitulated.
“Tommy told me that Shelly and Flan were a regular item at the bar, dancing,
drinking, making a scene.” 


“Oh God, Katrina was right,”
Cindy echoed.


“Right about what?” Mattheus
snapped.


“Katrina said Shelly went
after her husband, big time. And that he liked her, too.”


Cindy’s eyes locked with Mattheus’s
and did not part. She saw the depth of horror in them.


 “This isn’t the woman you
knew, Mattheus,” said Cindy.  “Some things are so hidden, you never suspect.
You avoid all signs, brush warnings under the rug. You desperately want your
life to be normal.”


“My life was normal,” Mattheus
whispered.


“Not really,” said Cindy.


“Flan killed Shelly?” Mattheus
suddenly echoed, unbelieving.


“Katrina said Flan’s a violent
guy, who tortures women in all kinds of ways. She’s seen it firsthand.” 


“Jesus Christ,” Mattheus
whistled under his breath. “An eye witness?”


“I don’t know,” said Cindy,
“could be.”


 “What was the attraction
Shelly had for a guy like that?” Mattheus was trying to make sense of the
nightmare he was in.


Cindy didn’t want to tell him
what Katrina said about his marriage. But there was no point keeping the rest
from him. He had to know the truth, ultimately it would heal. 


“Katrina said Shelly went
after all kinds of guys, flirted with them, had to have them.”


Mattheus stared at her
blankly. “The longer we were married, the colder she became – finally I had to
beg her for whatever I got.”


“I’m sorry, Mattheus.”


Mattheus started gnawing on
his lip. “Tommy said the same thing about her,” he muttered, “that Shelly came
to his bar all the time and had a grand time – carried on like a wildcat.”


“When enough people confirm it,
you have a fact,” Cindy replied.


“Okay, okay,” Mattheus was
starting to get upset again. “So, I’m a complete jackass and cuckold! One thing
I do know for sure, though, is that Anthony didn’t kill her. They got the wrong
guy locked up.”


“Did you find out more about
that?” Cindy was relieved to change the subject for a second.


“Yeah, I went to visit his
cousin’s neighborhood, where he moved in. It’s a ratty place where people don’t
easily surface.  So, I spent time scouring the neighborhood, talking to folks
who stay under the radar. I found two people who actually saw Anthony right
around the time Shelly was killed, before he went to sleep that night. They saw
him out at the corner shop, getting beer. The time these folks saw him made it
impossible for him to have killed her. The shopkeeper at the place confirmed
it, too. Anthony probably forgot all about it. They said he was stoned.”


“Why didn’t they come
forward?”


“Nobody got to them. They
didn’t know the information was needed.”


Cindy took Mattheus’s hand and
held it close to her.  


“You’ve done a wonderful job,
Mattheus. You’ve saved a guy’s life.”


Mattheus smiled and looked at
her deeply. “Thank you.” 


“But it’s not over yet,” Cindy
went on.  “We’ve got to close in on the killer. I’m going to speak to Flan
right away.”


“You mean we’re going
to speak to him,” Mattheus bristled.


“No,” said Cindy, definitely.
“If this guy’s got so much going on with women, there’s a better chance of
cracking him if I go alone.”


Mattheus stopped and
considered for a moment. “You’re right,” he said, “you can do the talking, but
I’m going to be hanging close behind.”


“Not too close though,” Cindy was
insistent. “I’ll see Flan out in the open, out on the pier near his ships.
There’ll be plenty of people around. If you’re too close by, he’ll smell it. It’s
better for me to go alone.”


Mattheus’s eyes grew narrow. “I
need to see the monster myself,” he breathed. “I’m gonna wring his neck with my
very own hands. I’ve been waiting for this for a very long time.”


Yes, I know you have,
Mattheus,” said Cindy, shaken. “That’s why I have to go alone.”


*


The pier Flan’s boats were
docked at was about two miles away, not far from the Police Station. Cindy got
there easily, in a taxi and promised to call Mattheus as soon as she was done.


 The second she got out of the
cab, Cindy saw a large sign, Flan’s Shark Fishing. It was late-afternoon, but
the sun was still warm, shining down on the boats, the glistening water and the
people milling around.  Cindy walked down the runway to one of his boats to
find out when Flan was expected in.


A small, heavy man, drinking a
beer was squatting on a low stool outside the entrance. It looked like it was
his job to direct people to the boats, to sign up for the next fishing
expedition.


Cindy went up to him. “Where
can I find Flan?” 


Without even looking up, he
answered, not missing a beat.


“Hell, Flan’s right inside that
boat over there,” he pointed. “He’s been in for two hours now. Boats leave
early in the morning and get back late afternoon. If you want to sign up for
the next day, you come early that morning.”


Cindy’s stomach clenched. Flan
was right there where she needed him. The timing was perfect, everything was
lining up. When things lined up like this, it was usually a sign of a big find.



Cindy brushed her hair back
off her face and walked up to the boat, went right onto the deck and let the
cool breezes wash over her.  It was hard to believe that she hadn’t even heard
this guy’s name until that morning. It was amazing how quickly things could
turn around, in a second a case that was sealed tight could flash open. That’s
what she loved about the work so much.


“Anyone here?” Cindy called
out along the boat’s deck. No answer. Could be that guy drinking beer was
wrong, she thought. This might not be as easy as she thought. She tried again,
“Hello, anyone there?” Then she heard a noise and spun around quickly.


An absolutely gorgeous,
suntanned, powerful, guy with wavy blonde hair, green eyes, and no shirt, was
staring at her. She’d barely heard him come out on deck.


“Looking for someone?” his
mouth curled into a slow smile as he looked her up and down.


“Looking for Flan,” Cindy
said, trying to avoid his leering gaze. 


“Well, you found him, honey,” Flan
sauntered over, “and for all we know, might have found even more than you
expected.” As he got closer, Cindy felt the heat from his body and magnetic
energy, pulling like an undertow.


Involuntarily, she took a step
back. 


“What can I do for such a
beautiful lady?” Flan asked, moving in closer, not taking his eyes off her for
a second. “For all we know this could be the best day of our lives.” 


He wasn’t wasting a minute,
out for the grab, thought Cindy, flustered, and Shelly dead only a little over
a week. Cindy gathered herself together and  saw how women could easily fall
for him. This guy knew just what he was doing. If ever there was a player, this
was him.


“I’m here investigating
Shelly’s death,” Cindy said, trying to sound professional. 


It only half worked. He leaned
back on one leg, cocked his head to the side, and looked at her with amusement.
“You’re investigating the murder?”  


He made Cindy feel foolish,
childish, as though she were playing games.


“Cindy Blaine,” she said,
crisply, “private detective.” 


“You don’t say,” his grin
widened. “We get everything down here, from people thinking they’re movie
stars, famous musicians, detectives -.”


Cindy by passed his
disparaging comment. 


“You were seen in public with
Shelly quite a bit,” she moved right on with her questions.


“That’s right,” Flan agreed, “she
was a hell of a dame. I liked her, so what?” 


“So, she turned up dead,” said
Cindy.


Flan began to get irked. You
could see he wasn’t used to being spoken to like that.


“I’m talking to everyone who
knew her,” Cindy went on in a clipped tone, hoping to irk him more, get him to
spill. “Did you know Shelly well?”


He threw back his head then,
and sauntered closer, taking charge.  Cindy could almost feel his warm breath
on her face.


“Don’t play games with me,
honey,” he said. “You know I knew Shelly well, so don’t try to lead me on with
stupid questions.”


Cindy said nothing for a
moment.


“Exactly how did you find out
about the two of us?” he was turning the tables on her now.


Cindy didn’t want to tell him
that she’d learned about it from Katrina. God knows what he would do to her
then. 


As Flan waited for her to
answer, the smile left his face and his manner turned oppressive.


“My partner and I heard about you
and Shelly from Tommy at Rancher’s Bar,” Cindy said. She was grateful that
Mattheus had made that connection. She also wanted to let Flan know she was
part of a team, not alone. 


 Flan looked contemptuous for
a second, then he gathered steam and looked at her cagily, “who’s We?”
he asked, zeroing in.


“I’m here with my partner, Mattheus
-,” Cindy started.


“That’s, a weird name! Flan
burst in before she could finish, “Mattheus’s got to be Shelly’s husband, right?”


“Right,” said Cindy.


Flan laughed. “The pitiful loser
she ran away from?”


Cindy didn’t like anything
about this. Flan knew too much about Shelly. He should have been interviewed by
the cops first thing.


“Shelly was one desperate
woman,” Flan went on, “a starving plant needing water! That gal never knew what
a real man was, until she met me.  Then, she couldn’t forget.”


 “She forgot it now,” Cindy
cut him off at the pass.


“What the hell you talking
about?”


“Shelly gave her life for it,”
said Cindy. 


“Well, maybe it was worth it?”
Flan shot back. “Wouldn’t you give your life for something as terrific as me?”


Cindy recoiled. He was not
only threatening, he was an ego maniac. Women were his toys, he got power from
them, from this. 


“The guy Shelly was married to
was a stiff,” Flan seemed to enjoy seeing the revulsion in Cindy’s eyes. “He
led Shelly on too, she expected big things, and the jerk never delivered. I
know guys like that, they taunt their women by promising the world, and when it
comes down to it, when it’s time, they give them nothing! They’ve got nothing
to give. They find a million ways to back away. It’s an old story. Me, I never
back away from anything!”


Cindy felt punched in the
heart.


“I’m a little rougher than most,”
Flan grinned at her, “but at least I’m involved. The women know I’m here.”


Cindy wanted to get as far
away from him as possible, but had to stay and pin him down. He had information
and she needed it. And, once he’d gotten started talking, he didn’t want to
stop.


“So, exactly what do you know
about Katrina?” he asked then, looking closely at Cindy.


“I know your wife was a
resident at the Shelter,” said Cindy, “and that she’s back living at home now.”



“Damn right she’s back,” said
Flan. “We have our little spats and she gets over them. It’s as simple as that.
That’s what couples do, they fight, they make up. The Shelter gives her a
little breathing room to come to her senses.”


Despite herself, Cindy felt
afraid of telling him she’d actually spoken to Katrina. This guy’s energy left
no room for equivocation. She had no idea what he’d do to her then. 


“And by the way,” Flan
continued, “Katrina knew all about Shelly and me. She knows about all of them,”
he relaxed a little then. “She’s used to it, it’s no big deal. A guy needs what
he needs and takes what he takes. But, Katrina’s my wife and no one else.
Shelly knew that, too. They all do.”


“Did that upset Shelly? Did
she make a fuss about it? Get on your case?” Cindy couldn’t imagine how Shelly
could have gone along with this, except for his sensual, animal energy.


“You know you look a lot like
Shelly,” he laughed then, reaching out and stroking Cindy’s hair. 


Cindy flinched.


“Don’t run away, it’s cute,”
he said then. “Both of you are gorgeous. Shelly was great in the beginning too.
We were good for each other, but then she became to be too much! Exhausting,
over the top. I could see how rough she could have been on her husband. How
about you?  You doing Mattheus, too?”


Cindy felt nauseous, thinking
of Mattheus sleeping with Shelly and thinking of herself caught up with all of
them.


“Where were you when Shelly
was murdered?” Cindy demanded swiftly.


Flan stopped in his tracks and
stared at her.


“What the hell did you just
ask me?” The question really took him aback.


“Where were you when Shelly
was killed?” Cindy was fed up with him.


“That’s a hell of a
presumptuous question!” his eyes flared.


“No one else has asked you?” asked
Cindy.


“Why should they?” his eyes
narrowed into slits.


“Well, I need to know,” Cindy wasn’t
backing down.


The ocean water lapped against
the boat loudly then and a few sea gulls, howling, flew by.


“Honey, you don’t need
anything, except what I want to give. Get it?”


Cindy looked around suddenly
realizing that the two of them were alone on the deck.


“It’s a routine question,”
said Cindy firmly.


“There’s nothing routine about
it to me,” his voice got deeper. “You’re suggesting that I’m a suspect. Who the
hell invited you on my boat anyway?”


“Why is it a problem letting
me know where you were?” Cindy wouldn’t be intimidated. She didn’t like it,
wouldn’t take it.


“It’s a problem for me being
pushed around by a damn, stupid woman, that’s what!” he threatened. “If I were
you, I’d shut up.” His hands turned into fists, and he bit his lower lip.


 “I have no intention of
shutting up,” Cindy said, standing taller and looking straight at him. “I’m
doing my job. You tell me where you were!”


Amazed, Flan reached out and
grabbed her shoulders. 


“You go to hell, little
bitch,” he said, “no broad talks to me like that.”


Cindy tried to pull back. He
wouldn’t let her.


“Now you tell me you’re sorry,
nice and slow,” he said, his face up against hers, his hands digging into her
shoulders.


Cindy tossed her head. “I’m
not sorry for anything.”


He drew back his hand and
suddenly slapped her hard on the face. Cindy was stunned. It burned like hell. She
struggled harder to get out of his grasp.


“You see this ocean, it would
just take me a minute to flip you into it, and nobody would know where you
were, nobody would care! One of my sharks would eat you for dinner. Then he’d
get indigestion.” And he slapped her again.


Cindy shouted in pain. “Get
the hell away from me!”


“You shut up, or I’ll dump you
in the water! You’re asking for it.”


Cindy shouted louder then and
suddenly heard sounds of footsteps rushing up to the deck. She squirmed around and
to her tremendous relief, saw Mattheus.


Mattheus raced up and yanked
Cindy out of Flan’s arms. The he flipped Flan from behind and threw him down
onto the ground, stamped his foot on him and held him there, as he dialed for
police.


“The police know we’re here, they’re
waiting to hear,” Mattheus muttered.


 Flan struggled to get up, but
Mattheus knew how to keep him locked down.


“Who the hell are you?
Mattheus?” Flan mumbled, his face squashed down onto the ground. 


“Damn right,” said Mattheus.


“Yeah, well, I did your wife,”
Flan gurgled. “She loved it too. Boy, did she love it. Said you were the pits!”


Cindy saw Mattheus face grow
red and ferocious. She put her hand on his shoulders to calm him.


“Don’t take the bait, don’t
take it,” Cindy whispered to him.


“I’m going rip this guy limb
from limb,” Mattheus muttered.


“Not now,” said Cindy, “calm
down. You were here all the time, you were watching me?”


“Hell, yes,” said Mattheus.
“Think I’d let you see this scum bag alone?”


*


 Three policemen, including
Alex, came running up onto the deck in what seemed like seconds and grabbed
Flan.


“We got the right one this
time,” Mattheus hissed, the muscles in his cheeks trembling. “The bastard was
about to throw Cindy into the water when she asked about Shelly.”


Alex, unbelieving, looked back
and forth between Cindy and Mattheus. His eyes darting, looked scared.


“Thank God you’re alright,” he
said to Cindy. 


“You guys messed up, big time,”
Mattheus murmured. “You held the wrong guy. Never checked out the real shark.”


Cindy watched them handcuff
Flan, and pull him off the deck into the police car.


“What’s his alibi?” asked Alex
quickly, before he left with them.


“I have no idea,” said Cindy,
“he refused to tell me.”


*


Cindy and Mattheus walked to
the Police Station together, letting them take Flan in the car.  The light was
dimming, as early evening was coming.


“You did an amazing job,” said
Mattheus, his arm around her, protectively. “I’ve never known such a brave
woman.”


Cindy wanted to put her head
on Mattheus’s shoulder, but wouldn’t let herself. She had to stay strong,
remember who she was, and what she was doing down here in Key West. It was too
easy to get lulled into a false sense of comfort. That was the last thing she
needed. She had to stay sharp.


When they walked into the
station, the police were surrounding Flan, who was pinned down on a chair.


“Where were you when she was
killed?” Rodney was demanding.


“Out in the boat,” Flan said,
flummoxed, “fishing as usual.”


“Out in the boat at night?”
Rodney asked, jeering at him.


“They didn’t find her in the
night,” Flan objected.


“No, they didn’t,” Rodney
pushed up against him, “but the time they found her and the time she was
murdered were two different times.”


Flan tried his best to re-group.


 “No big deal,” he said
vehemently. “I thought you were asking where I was when they found her?”


“Where were you at the time of
the murder?” Rodney insisted again.


“Hell, probably in bed with my
wife,” said Flan, “if it was the night. Katrina will tell you, that’s where I
was.”


Cindy walked in, closer to
them. Flan’s head shot up and he glared at her. If they were alone, it looked
like he could have killed her on the spot.


“I was sleeping in bed with my
wife,” he repeated louder, “when Shelly was killed.”


“Katrina was in the Shelter when
Shelly was killed,” Cindy informed them.


“Go to hell,” Flan hissed at
her. “And if you don’t go on your own, I’ll make sure you do.”


Cindy turned away from him.
“Call Katrina,” she said to the cops. “Get her in here immediately.”


“Alex has already called her,”
said Rodney.


Cindy full well knew it could
be dangerous for Katrina to come in, but she belonged here. There was plenty
she could fill them in on. She had to be here, safe or not.


Alex came over to Mattheus and
Cindy then.


“You two have done incredible
work,” he said. “We’re booking Flan. He’s got no alibi at the moment and we
need him here for further questioning.”


“You got your man,” Mattheus
growled. “Lots of people saw him and Shelly together, including his wife.”


Alex shook his head. Cindy saw
that he felt embarrassed that this went on under their nose and they had no
idea.


Just then Katrina came flying
into the station, yelling at the top of her lungs.


“Flan, Flan, where are you?”


“Calm down,” Alex said to her.


“Don’t you tell me to calm
down, you punk,” she said. “I want to see my husband, immediately!” Then she
saw Cindy. “You did this, you bastard,” Katrina flailed out. “I talked to you
in private.”


“I had to speak to Flan,” said
Cindy. “I told you I was going to.”


“You didn’t!” Katrina shrieked.


“Yes, of course, I did. A
murder was committed.”


Katrina spun around. “Where is
he? I want to see him.”


Alex led her to the room Flan
was in and Cindy walked slowly behind them. She leaned against the door and
listened in, while they talked fervently.


“It’s not going to happen,
I’ll get you out,” Cindy heard Katrina saying.


“Nothing’s keeping me here
long,” Flan reassured her.


“I love you, Flan.” Katrina
blustered.


“Go to hell,” he shouted.


“I love you more than Shelly
did. Believe me, I do,” she howled.


“No one loved me more than
Shelly,” Flan spat back at her, his voice suddenly cracking. “And you go to
hell. Say what you want, the truth is the truth.”
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CHAPTER 21


 


 


 


Cindy couldn’t get the
conversation between Katrina and Flan out of her mind or the way his voice
cracked when he said that Shelly loved him better. What could that mean? Cindy
wanted to know more.


After Flan was booked at the
Station, there was nothing further for Cindy and Mattheus to do there. 


“This is going to take some
time to pin down,” Rodney said to Mattheus, “we’ve got a lot to go over here.
You guys can take off now. We’ll keep you informed about everything.”


It was getting late and Cindy
was relieved to get out of there. Mattheus seemed to feel the same way.


“Let’s go to the beach,” he said
to Cindy as they were leaving. “We can walk along the water, like we used to.”


It sounded like a good idea.
Cindy didn’t want to be alone now and walking at the water with Mattheus would
calm both of them.  It was also her favorite time of day as the light was fading
and the first stars coming out in the sky. A particularly beautiful time to be
at the ocean.


They got down to the water in
no time, took off their shoes, and holding hands, walked together along the
sand. Cindy held Mattheus’s hand tight and looked up at the sky. It had been a
huge day, twisting and turning in all kinds of directions. But, even with
Mattheus’s hand in hers, Cindy felt alone.


Mattheus murmured something to
her, but she couldn’t make out what he silently for a while, their steps
matching, down to the reef at the edge of the sand.


“Pretty soon Anthony will be
let free,” Mattheus said as they walked.  ”I gave the cops all the new
information I found about him; that plus booking Flan, will get him out.”


“That’s wonderful,” said Cindy.


“Finally, they’ve got the
killer!” Mattheus’s voice tightened. “Finally. You know how long I waited for
this day?”


“There’s no direct evidence
yet,” said Cindy. 


“For years I never thought the
day would never come.”


Cindy knew Mattheus was eager
for this to be over, and that a lot pointed to Flan. “Looks good, but we still
can’t be sure,” she said.


“Nah,” said Mattheus waving a
hand, “Flan’s a live wire.  He almost killed you on the spot. I saw it with my
own eyes, I heard him threatening. If he did it once, he’s done it before.”


“Yes, he’s done it before,”
Cindy agreed.


“And this creep’s been hanging
out with Shelly! She must have done something that night to trigger him, take
him over the edge. It doesn’t take a brain surgeon to figure that out.”


“Things point that way,” Cindy
agreed.


Mattheus stopped walking as
they got to the edge of the water, and pulled her to him.


“The case is over, Cindy. We
both have to realize it.”


Cindy was stunned being so
close again in his arms. It took her breath away and her heart started reeling.


 “Let’s leave Key West and go
back to Grenada,” Mattheus spoke fast.


The invitation was unexpected
and came too abruptly. Cindy said nothing.


“I don’t want to go back there
without you,” Mattheus insisted.


Tears filled Cindy’s eyes. She
couldn’t speak. Too much had gone on, she was uneasy. She took a deep breath
and pulled away slightly. 


“I’m not sure the case is
over,” she murmured, grasping for time.


Mattheus looked upset.  “Come
here,” he pulled her over to a reef at the edge of the water. “Let’s sit down
and talk.”


It was a wonderful spot to sit
at. Their feet dangled in the water which came lapping up against them.


“The case is over,” Mattheus
said again then, with more conviction. “Not only the case - my relationship
with Shelly is completely in the past.”


That was good to hear, Cindy
was happy for him.


 “I’m not blaming her either,”
he went on, “I see plenty of signs now that she gave me. Hindsight -didn’t pay
attention then. Now they float up in my mind. There were all kinds of strange
little lies she told, like she’d say she was going out with friends in town,
and I’d find out later on that she’d been somewhere else. It registered, but I
didn’t push it. Never wanted to be that kind of guy, closing in on someone.”


Cindy nodded. She’d always
experienced Mattheus giving her lots of space. “You aren’t that kind of guy,”
she said.


“Thanks,” he answered. “It’s
good to hear that. Sometimes I have no idea who I am anymore.”


Cindy wanted to tell him he
was wonderful, but held back. He needed time to discover who he was himself,
and she needed time as well.


“I was shocked when I heard
that Shelly felt trapped in our marriage,” Mattheus went on, “I fought it, 
cursed,  even threw up one night after I left Rancher’s Bar. But hell, I should
have felt her drifting away.”


“Did you ever ask her about
it?” said Cindy.


“Once or twice, and she gave
me some stupid answer, like she needed her space. I thought it was just a
passing phase, that things would go back to the way they’d been.”


“Everybody always thinks
things are going to go back to the way they’ve been,” Cindy remarked.


“And they don’t always, do
they?” asked Mattheus solemnly.


“They don’t ever,” said Cindy,
“they can’t.”


“Now I know,” said Mattheus sadly.


“Change happens, and things
have to be different. They can be better or worse, but time always goes forwards.
I learned that the hard way,” said Cindy.


“I know you did,” said
Mattheus. “Hell, after Shelly disappeared I spent years blaming myself, stayed
away from women, was terrified of love. I was sure something terrible would
happen again with the next woman I got close to.”


Listening to him, Cindy felt
her old respect for him returning. He was manning up, looking at things
squarely.


“But when I met you it was
different,” Mattheus voice grew softer.


Cindy wanted to cry again, but
wouldn’t let herself. Her feelings were all mixed together, love, desire, fear
and sorrow. And, the words of her sister also rang in the back of her mind. You
don’t really know him, only think you do.


“What are you thinking?”
Mattheus turned to her then.


“That it takes time to know a
person,” said Cindy.


“What else?” Mattheus wanted
more.


“Cindy said nothing. 


“I love you, Cindy,” Mattheus
cried out suddenly, “and I want to give it another try.”


The waves seemed to grow
stronger against the reef.


“Will you come back to Grenada
with me?” asked Mattheus.


“Not now, not yet. We’re not
finished here,” Cindy managed.


“We’re finished, we’re
finished,” Mattheus intoned loudly. “The case is over. Shelly’s dead. We found
the killer.”


“I’m unsettled about it,” said
Cindy. “I want to speak to Katrina again.”


“Why in the world?” Mattheus
seemed agitated.


“I have a gut feeling there’s
more.  It will help in the long run.”


“Listen,” Mattheus pulled her
closer, “we can leave the rest in the police’s hands. They’ve got the right
guy. They’ll dig up whatever supporting evidence they need.”


“I just want to speak to Katrina
one more time. It was something about the way she kept telling Flan she loved
him, and the way he said he loved Shelly more. It bothered me.”


“It was the ravings of two
crazy people,” Mattheus declared. “They’re both totally out of their minds.”


“They are,” said Cindy, “and that’s
why I’m going to visit her one more time.”


Mattheus began stroking Cindy’s
face. “If you have to visit Katrina once more, you have to, but first you need
a good, long sleep.”


Cindy smiled. He was right
about that. Waves of exhaustion had started coming upon her.


“I’d love to hold you in my
arms all night long,” Mattheus whispered. “Will you stay in my room with me
tonight?” 


Cindy quivered deeply. There
was nothing more she’d love than to be nestled in Mattheus’s arms. But it was
too soon, too much had gone on. She couldn’t go yet.


“Not tonight,” she said softly.
“I need to keep my head clear.” 


Mattheus started kicking the
water with his feet. “There were plenty of nights we slept together and your
head was clear the next day. You got up and worked on cases.”


“That was then, Mattheus,”
said Cindy.


“I get it,” said Mattheus, “now
things have changed.”


*


Cindy slept later the next
morning than she’d planned to and ordered in an early lunch in her room. Not
only did she need the rest, she needed time alone.  It would take a while to
sort everything out and she didn’t want to be rushed. Her feelings for Mattheus
were a jumble, love, fear, longing, aversion. Her time at the Shelter also
jarred her, gave her a larger perspective on everything.


After lunch, Cindy called a
cab and took it back to Katrina’s home. She didn’t want to call or let her know
she’d be coming. It would be better to surprise her; she’d be less able to
prepare.


As the cab wound its way back
to Katrina’s home, Cindy decided to check with the Police Station a call to see
if Katrina might be there with Flan.  


Alex picked up the phone right
away.


“I’m on my way to Katrina’s
house,” Cindy told him, “just checking to see if she’s at the Station?”


“There’s no reason for you to
go there,” said Alex, “we got things covered.”


“I want to,” said Cindy.


“Leave Katrina alone,” Alex
advised. “She’s a loose wire and tremendously upset that Flan’s in custody. I
told you, we’re on the case. We’ll handle everything.”


“Is she still at the Station?”
Cindy repeated, suddenly wondering if it were foolish to go.


“Man, you’re relentless,” said
Alex. “Katrina was here all morning and left a little over an hour ago. She’s
devastated. She really loves the guy and really cared about Shelly. Shelly was
her counselor.”


“I know that,” said Cindy.


“They were like sisters,” Alex
continued, “What more do you want to ask her?”


Sisters? That jolted Cindy. Katrina
was lying through her teeth. That wasn’t the story she told Cindy. Looks like she
fooled the cops big time. They’d bought right into her little show. Cindy was
more convinced than ever now that she had to go.


“We talked to her for a long
time and Katrina gave us just what we needed,” Alex continued. “She didn’t pull
any punches either. Flan tried using her for an alibi, said they were together
when Shelly was killed. Katrina denied it flat out. Told us she had no idea
where he was when the killing took place. She also said that Flan made up
stories, was rotten to women, had a short fuse. He’s busted. We got him. This
lady deserves a prize. If you do see her, give her some comfort, okay?”


“Okay,” said Cindy shuddering,
thinking that comfort was the last thing Katrina needed.


*


The taxi pulled up to
Katrina’s house. A thunderstorm was expected and it was even more airless here.
Cindy paid the driver and got out. A storm would be good, Cindy thought, clear
the air, brush low hanging cobwebs away.


Cindy walked to the front door,
once again expecting it to be ajar. To her surprise it was locked tight. 


Cindy rang the bell loudly a
few times.  No response. She knocked hard with the knocker. No response either.



“Katrina,” Cindy called out
loudly into the darkening afternoon. 


No reply.


Cindy kept calling, her voice
echoing through the palms and coconut trees.


In a little while a woman,
dressed in casual slacks, came walking up the entrance way.


“Katrina’s gone for the
week-end,” she said to Cindy. “I’m her next door neighbor.” The woman pointed
through a thicket of trees, “I live back there with my dying father.”


“Thanks for letting me know,”
said Cindy.


 “I saw Katrina a little while
ago today,” the woman went on, “we had a few minutes to chat and she said she
was leaving for a few days. No need for you to be standing here yelping like a banshee.
 Storm’s coming. You’d better get home.”


Cindy thanked the woman, who
turned and disappeared behind the house. 


There was no reason to stay, it
probably made sense to leave, but Cindy couldn’t.  Why would Katrina leave town
just when her husband had been taken in custody, especially if she was so upset
about his being locked up?  It didn’t make sense. There was one more piece
waiting for her and Cindy wanted to rummage around and see what she could find.


She decided to walk to the back
entrance, to see if it might be open. The back of the house was covered in
shrubbery that looked as if it hadn’t been cut or tended for years. Vines grew
in all directions and two huge garbage cans stood, half opened, off balance. A
few cats wandered around aimlessly, in and out of the bushes.


Cindy waded through the mess
to the back door, which was unhinged and cracked. It took nothing to push it
with her shoulder and get it to open.


Delighted, Cindy went in. There
were boxes piled up near the back entrance and piles of unfolded laundry in
baskets. She walked up a few steps, deciding to see what she could find. A closed
sliding door lead to a room off the living room. Cindy slid it open and went
into a small, dark, cloistered room with the blinds pulled down. 


Two old, wooden cabinets with
very narrow drawers, were standing next to each other along the far wall, and a
tattered rug was tossed in the center. Cindy went over to the cabinets, and opened
one drawer after another, not knowing what she was looking for. The first two
drawers were filled with loose change, rocks, scraps of paper, nothing of interest.
The third draw had an antique, carved, box in it. It caught Cindy’s attention. 


She opened the box carefully
and inside was a, beautiful, unusual handmade shell necklace. The necklace was
compelling. Cindy took it out of the box and stared at it.  It looked oddly familiar,
too, though she couldn’t place it. As Cindy turned it over in her hands, the
sliding door to the room suddenly yanked open.


“What the hell are you doing
here?” Katrina jammed her way in.


Shocked, Cindy gasped. “I
thought you were gone for the week-end.” 


“Who cares what you thought?
What in the hell are you doing here?”


“I needed to see you,” Cindy
spoke vehemently.


“So you break into my house?”
Katrina’s eyes were cloudy and unfocused, as if she were on some kind of drug.
“What the hell are you looking for?”


Cindy took a deep breath and
planted herself squarely opposite this oncoming whirlwind.


“I thought I’d find evidence
for the case,” Cindy managed.


 Katrina became more unhinged.
 “The case is over. They got the man.”


“Your husband?”


“Go drop dead. You’ve done
enough harm already haven’t you?”


“Harm? We’ve gotten Flan
locked up. We’re protecting you.”


Katrina’s eyes glared like a
wildcat caught in the dark.


 “Who needs you to protect me
from him? I told you I love him! You didn’t believe me.”


“You told me lots of things,”
Cindy countered.


Katrina began thumping her
fists against one another.  “You’ve a hell of a nerve breaking in here! I’ll
call the police on you for breaking and entering.”


“Katrina, I’m here to help
you.” Cindy took a step closer.


“Screw you,” Katrina shouted
like a banshee. “Don’t think I don’t know you went down to the boat to get a
whiff of him, too. Wanted to steal him away, too, didn’t you?”


“That’s completely crazy,” said
Cindy.


Katrina threw her head back
and howled. “Me? Completely crazy? You think I don’t know when a woman is after
the man I love? I’ve seen it over and over. And what the hell are you doing
with my favorite necklace?”


Cindy looked down at the
shells that seemed to be looking back up at her.


“I just found it,” said Cindy.


“Give it to me,” Katrina
demanded.


But Cindy could not. She
closed her hands around it more tightly. That the necklace didn’t belong to
Katrina. Cindy felt it.  


“I can’t give it to you,” said
Cindy. 


Katrina stomped closer. “Give
it to me.”


Cindy held it tighter. “Why do
you want it so much?” she demanded. 


“It belongs to Flan,” Katrina
mumbled then. “He loves it.”


“What else does he love?”
Cindy crouched and lowered her voice, threatening. She wanted to crack her,
bring the full story to light. She needed hard evidence and was getting close
it now. Outside it grew darker and the wind started to blow up. 


“Storm’s coming, Katrina,”
Cindy taunted.


“So?”


“So, who else did your dear,
precious husband love?”


Katrina took the bait and came
closer. 


“Plenty of them, one after
another. You think you and Shelly were the only ones? No. You think he cared a
second how much it hurt me? I told him over and over I loved him, too. He
always said they loved him better.”


Cindy flashed to the odd
conversation she’d heard between them in the Police Station.


“Maybe he was right?” said
Cindy.


“No.” 


Cindy heard the horror in her
voice. She could only imagine how awful it felt. “Did they love him better?” Cindy
asked anyway. She was on a murder investigation and needed the whole truth.
“Were you able to give him the love he needed? I doubt it, Katrina.”


That did it. Katrina lunged at
Cindy, grabbed her throat and scratched her until her neck was bleeding. Then
she started choking her.


“It’s your turn now!” shouted
Katrina, rage in her eyes.


Cindy gasped for air. As the
thunder struck and the lights in the house started flickering, Cindy tried to
push Katrina off. Losing air, finally, she mustered her last ounce of strength
and managed to shove her off. Katrina stumbled backwards, tripping.


Cindy didn’t wait. Bleeding,
still clutching the necklace, she flew down the steps to the cracked door and
then out of the house, into the dark, raging storm.
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Hot winds whipped across
Cindy’s face as she ran through sheets of pouring rain along dark, back streets
away from Katrina’s home. Blood from the deep scratches poured down her neck
onto her dress. Trembling, Cindy reached for her cell phone and called Mattheus.
He picked up instantly, almost as if he were expecting the call.


“I’m hurt, Mattheus,” Cindy
gasped, as she hunkered down under a huge tree.  


“Where are you?” Mattheus
asked horrified.


Cindy’s head started whirling.
“A few blocks from Katrina’s, on the back streets, under a tree.”


Her throat hurt and it was
hard to breathe.  Katrina had done more damage than Cindy’s realized. It was
hard to keep talking. Cindy felt a huge desire to sleep, closed her eyes for a
second and suddenly felt as if time were floating and she was floating with it.



When she opened her eyes
again, Mattheus was standing over her, drenched. 


“Wake up, wake up,” he was
rocking her gently.


Cindy opened her eyes as he
lifted her slowly into his arms.


“My God,” Mattheus murmured,
pulling her close to him.


Cindy put her head on his
shoulder, exhausted.


“Katrina did this to you?”
Mattheus asked, putting his hand over the wound that was still bleeding.


“Same place Shelly was grabbed
and scratched,” Cindy said in a small voice.


“Cindy,” Mattheus pulled her
close, “nothing matters to me if I you’re not okay.”


Despite her pain, Cindy
smiled. It felt wonderful being wrapped in his arms, with the warm rain around
them.


“How did this happen? How?”
Mattheus asked when Cindy became more alert.


 Cindy remembered the struggle
over the necklace then. She’d slipped it in her pocket and had a strong desire
to show it to Mattheus now. She reached for it, brought it out for him to see.


“What’s this?” Mattheus
flinched as he looked at it.


“Katrina demanded I give it to
her. I didn’t want to. We struggled for it,” said Cindy.


Mattheus was stone silent for
a second. “It’s Shelly’s necklace!” he breathed, thunderstruck. “The one I gave
her!”


Cindy suddenly remembered. The
necklace had been on the photograph she’d seen of Shelly in Grenada. It had
struck her then, too.


Mattheus couldn’t take his
eyes off it. “How did you get it?”


“I found it in Katrina’s
drawer,” Cindy said.


Mattheus voice started
cracking.  “I made it for Shelly, She never took it off.” 


“She didn’t take it off all
the time she was here, either,” Cindy said softly.


Mattheus started to cry as he cradled
the necklace in his hands. 


“It was taken from Shelly’s
neck after she was killed,” Cindy said. “I don’t believe Flan would done that and
given it to Katrina.”


Mattheus’s voice grew darker. “So,
how did Katrina get it?” 


 “She had to have known how
much it meant to Shelly,” Cindy said. “Katrina took if off her after she was
killed. Katrina did it. She was out for revenge.”


Mattheus and Cindy stared at
each other.


“We’ve got to go back to
Katrina’s house immediately,” said Cindy.


“The police are on their way
there,” Mattheus broke in. “I called them the second after you called.” 


Then he took out a
handkerchief and wrapped it gently around the wound on Cindy’s neck that was
still bleeding. “Are you able to go with me to Katrina? Should you go to the
hospital first and get the wound dressed?”


“I can go to Katrina,” said
Cindy. “I need to be there with you when the police arrive.”


“Okay,” said Mattheus. “Let’s
go right away.”


*


Cindy and Mattheus walked into
Katrina’s house just as the police were circling her and she was thrashing
around, yelling for her lawyer. 


The minute Cindy walked in, Katrina
stopped and stared.


The police turned and stared
at Cindy as well.


“She lunged at me, scratched
and choked me, right at the spot where Shelly was killed,” Cindy said plainly,
pointing to her neck. 


Rodney and Alex looked daunted.


Katrina started frothing at
the mouth as her words boiled over, one after the other. 


“Go to hell you bitch,” she
shot at Cindy.  “I’m only sorry I didn’t finish you off the way I finished
Shelly.  She was easier than you, though, she was stupid. She got what she
deserved, and you’re gonna get it, too.”


“Hold on, hold on,” Rodney was
trying to hold her back from lunging at Cindy again.


“And if I don’t get you,”
Katrina pressed forward, “once Flan gets out, he will.”


Rodney grabbed Katrina harder
and pulled her arms back.  


“Did you hear what you said?” he
growled.


“What?” Katrina practically
spit at him.


“You killed Shelly?” 


“I did,” said Katrina, “why
shouldn’t I? Did she deserve to live?”


Mattheus, tight as a drum,
moved towards her. “Do you?”


Cindy held him back.


“Any idiot could see who killed
your precious wife and why!” Katrina jeered at Mattheus. “And I’m gonna kill your
other doll, too. And the police down here couldn’t care less. They see things
like this all the time.”


“She’s high on crack,” Rodney
said to Alex.


Alex turned to Mattheus, the
blood drained from his face.  “She’s out of her mind,” he apologized. “Of
course we care.”


“I know you do,” Mattheus was
trembling.


“The case is over,” Alex said
quietly then. “Take Cindy to the hospital to have her wound treated. Take good
care of her.”


“You better believe I’ll take
good care,” said Mattheus, “she’s all I’ve got left in the world.”  


*


Cindy was taken immediately at
the hospital to a treatment room, where her wound was treated and bandaged.
Only a couple of fly stitches were put in.


“There won’t be any scar,” the
doctor assured her.


There’s all kinds of scars,
thought Cindy, as Mattheus came to the edge of the door and peeked in. They
hadn’t let him in before and it was wonderful to see him now.


“Sorry you had to go through
this,” said the doctor, finishing up.


“I’ve been through worse
things,” said Cindy.


Mattheus walked in then,
holding a large bouquet of roses. 


 “If it weren’t for you this
case wouldn’t have been solved,” Mattheus said, looking at Cindy adoringly. “No
one can believe it. You did it again.”


“We did it together,” said Cindy
slowly. She was tired and happy, but most of all relieved. She’d had an odd
feeling about Katrina from the moment she met her, and wondered how the women
at the Shelter were now taking the news that one of them was the killer. What
would Barbara do?


Mattheus handed Cindy the
flowers. “The story’s all over the news,” he said.


The doctor smiled and moved
back a little, giving the two of them room to be together.


“I don’t know what I would
have done without you?” Mattheus said as he came closer to Cindy.


She smiled. “I’m glad I could
help.”


“Help? That’s not the word for
it.” 


The two of them looked at each
other for a moment that seemed to stretch through lifetimes.


At that very moment, Alex walked
into the room.


“Congratulations,” he said
walking over to the bed. “You’re a star. Reporters are waiting outside to
interview you—and we’ve received an urgent call for you both.”


“What about?” asked Mattheus.


“There’s another job for you
guys. A murder. Might be a serial killer.”


Cindy and Mattheus stared at
each other.


“How about it?” Alex pressed.
“Can I give them your number?”


Cindy looked up, caught
Mattheus’s eyes, and the two of them smiled. She could feel their destiny
swirling around them, and had a feeling that, no matter what they wanted, fate
had other plans for them both.
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Cindy and Mattheus, still reeling from Key
West, unsure where their relationship stands, prepare to take some time away
from each other—when a shocking call arrives. A beautiful bride is missing, the
night before her destination wedding in the magnificent Cayman Islands. The
groom, the last one to see her alive during their scuba diving outing, is the
prime suspect.


But the groom’s family insists he is innocent,
and they hire Cindy and Mattheus to find out the truth. Cindy understands the
pain of an ocean accident all too well, and the case strikes uncomfortably
close to home, evoking memories of Clint at every turn. 


Police and Coast Guard search the sea and land,
but the bride, Allie is nowhere to be found. Family, wedding party and guests
have all been detained at their luxury hotel to be questioned. Was it an
accident? Did the bride run away? Or has someone killed her? Who could have
wanted her dead?


As Cindy and Mattheus investigate and interview
those at the celebration, we journey into the incredible wealth and opulence of
the Islands and the lifestyle of those who have come down to celebrate the
wedding and vacation there. As their relationships are exposed, we see the
effects of wealth, greed, and intense jealousy, and how it runs their lives. We
also meet Mac, a charismatic, suave partner in the firm who develops an
attachment to Cindy, and Vivien, a gorgeous guest, who no man can resist. As
Vivien goes after Mattheus, and Mac pursues Cindy, we watch Cindy and
Mattheus’s relationship struggle and become infected by jealousy and suspicion
as well.


In a shocking turn of events, Cindy finds out
more about Allie than anyone knew. And as the investigation takes a deadly
turn, Cindy’s life is in danger, not once but twice. Once again, we see the
forces of darkness try to undermine the search for truth. Will Cindy and
Mattheus untangle the web of secrets among the rich and famous before it is too
late?


TAP
HERE TO DOWNLOAD DEATH BY JEALOUSY ON AMAZON NOW!
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