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CHAPTER 1


 


When Cindy and Mattheus received the call from Aldon
Wentworth they were luxuriously stretched out on a blanket on the beach at St.
Barts. Their hands entwined, listening to the gentle surf, neither wanted to
pick up the phone when it rang. Whether they wanted to pick it up or not, the
phone kept ringing, breaking into the beauty of the balmy day.


“It’s your turn,” Cindy said to Mattheus playfully. She
fully expected the call to be from her sister Ann, back in the states. Ann was
probably wondering when they’d be returning for their visit home. Cindy was
excited to talk to Ann, tell her how wonderfully happy she and Mattheus had
become once again.  Ann would be pleased, and also say to go slow and be
cautious.


                Mattheus rolled over on the blanket,
reaching for the call. “Yes, yes,” he said, as he picked up, his tanned, handsome,
face slowly growing tense.  “Of course I understand. No, nothing is impossible.
 Give me a minute to check with my partner.”


Cindy sat up and brushed some sand off her body.
Their time together here in St. Barts had been perfect. They’d relaxed deeply, walked
the beaches, swam, dined, danced, and spoke about the future until late into
the night. There were so many ways in which their dreams intersected. Mattheus
shared with her in a way he never had before. He told her how deeply he wanted
to have a family. It was reassuring and heartwarming to leave nothing between
them unsaid. 


Before they’d arrived on St. Barts, Mattheus said he
had a surprise gift for Cindy. That had made her nervous and Cindy’d asked him
to hold off on it until they’d more time alone together. Mattheus respected her
wishes and hadn’t brought it up again. In the beginning she’d been glad about that.
But now Cindy was feeling so close to him, she was eager to know what it was.
Was it a ring? Was Mattheus on the edge of proposing?  If he was, at this
moment, Cindy couldn’t find any reason to say no.


 To Cindy’s surprise, this call was the first they’d
received during their holiday. It was both exciting and jarring at the same
time. She looked over at Mattheus now. He was still on the call, silently
listening, concentrating on whatever was being said.


Finally, Mattheus put his hand over the speaker, and
leaned towards Cindy. “It’s Aldon Wentworth, calling from St. Martin’s.” 


Cindy had heard the name Aldon Wentworth before
though couldn’t quite place it.


“He’s desperate for us to get down there as soon as
possible. Has something urgent to ask and says it will only take a day or two.
But he keeps saying time is of the essence.”


What’s it about?” she asked.


“He can’t say anything more until we get down there,”
Mattheus answered. “Seems quite agitated, though.”


Cindy paused. She was and wasn’t ready to let go of
the beautiful time she and Mattheus had shared alone together. It was a rare
respite they’d needed and it was unusual to have Mattheus all to herself. She
wasn’t quite sure she was ready to give it up yet.


“St. Martin’s only a stone throws away,” Mattheus quickly
added, seeing her reluctance. “We can hop a quick plane over, stay a couple of
days and return. It’ll break things up.”


Cindy could see that Mattheus wanted to go. He must
be getting restless, she thought, seemed eager to be back on a case. It was
okay, that was natural. The two of them had many days just lolling in the sun
by now. And, if Cindy were completely truthful, she had to admit that she liked
the idea of being back at work as well.


“Sure, why not?” said Cindy lightly. “And if we’re
not interested in the case, we can just fly right back here and dance all
night.”


Mattheus grinned. “Is it possible that there’s a case
you wouldn’t be interested in? Are you actually becoming domesticated?”


Cindy grinned back, picked up a handful of sand and
tossed it on him.  “Looks like it’s possible that you’ve tamed me,” she
quipped.


“Impossible,” Mattheus laughed as he turned back to
the phone. “Sure, we’ll come,” he said to Aldon. “The next plane out is in the
early evening. We’ll be there to see you tonight.”  


*


Cindy didn’t have to wait long to find out where she’d
heard the name Aldon Wentworth. Waiting in the airport for the quick flight,
Cindy picked up the paper and saw a story on the main page about him. Aldon
Wentworth, a blue blood from Boston, was well known for his charitable giving,
foundations and established family. Right now he was down on St. Martin’s,
throwing a huge, destination wedding for his socialite daughter, Tara. Both Aldon
and Tara’s pictures was spread all over the front page. Tara looked ravishing,
dressed magnificently in a sleek, glittering dress, sporting her huge diamond
ring. 


Naturally, a wedding of this magnitude was garnering
a great deal of attention and the entire island was preparing for the event.  Not
only were the Wentworths featured, but there were also photos of the groom’s
family, the Sprains, as well. The Sprains, owned the largest importing firm on St.
Martin and in the States. Glamorous and dashing in their own right, the Sprains
were covered in the papers regularly. This was a celebrity coupling and the
world was taking note. Excitement was building as the nuptials were scheduled
to take place at the famous Aupres Hotel, on the beach, in a few days.


Cindy handed the paper to Mattheus as they boarded
and took their seats on the small plane.


“Quite a spread,” he said, looking it over. “I
thought I’d heard the name Aldon Wentworth before.”


*


Evening was falling as the small plane lifted into
the sky. Cindy always loved flying during sunset, watching the incredible
shifting colors of the fading light reflected on the clouds. The short flight
was quick and easy. Before they knew it they were ready to land. Cindy took
Mattheus’s hand as the plane glided smoothly into the airport, like a large
bird swooping down, searching for home. 


The moment they stepped out of the plane, two well
dressed men, in pale blue linen suits, came over to greet them.


“Aldon asked us to meet you and take you to see him,”
one of the men said formally.


“Let’s go,” Mattheus agreed.


The two men led them to a limousine and they all got
in and drove away.


 “We’re not going to the main hotel for this meeting,”
one of the men announced as the car left the airport. “Aldon actually has a
suite in a smaller, private hotel, on the northern side. He’s also reserved a
suite for you there.”


This meeting was obviously hush, hush and Cindy’s
curiosity was sparked. Whatever it was, no detail had been overlooked. Aldon
organized it beautifully, Cindy thought as she looked out of the window at the
incredibly beautiful, winding countryside which was slowly being covered with twilight’s
haze.


The car drove a little further then, taking them to
an intimate, custom designed hotel, hidden behind bourganvellia, at the end of
a long winding road behind the water’s edge. The hotel was not only hidden, but
small, narrow and elite. It was the perfect place to go when you wanted total
privacy. 


Cindy Mattheus walked into the custom designed lobby
that had incredible hand painted tiles on the floor and what looked like award
winning,  handmade furniture placed sparsely here and there.  When they walked
in the lobby was practically empty. The two men with them led them to the
elevators and without a moment’s hesitation, they went straight up to Aldon’s
suite.


*


Aldon Wentworth, a medium sized, formal, beautifully
groomed man, with thinning hair, in his early sixties, opened the door of his
room and stood there taking in the full measure of Cindy and Mattheus. His
hands clenched into fists, he seemed unnerved. 


“Please come in,” he finally said in a high pitched
tone, nodding to both of them. Then he signaled the two men who brought them
here to leave.


Cindy and Mattheus entered the room slowly. It was
spacious and luxurious with high ceilings and beautiful paintings on the walls.


 “I am most grateful that you made your way down
here,” Aldon extended a hand first to Mattheus and then Cindy. “I will not
forget your kindness to me.”


“You’re most welcome,” said Mattheus.


 “Please take a seat,” said Aldon then, showing them
to a comfortable, brocaded sofa next to the glass doors which led out to a
patio over the ocean.


Aldon quickly took a seat opposite them. “Of course
no one at all knows I’ve called you down here,” he started hurriedly, catching
his breath with each word. “I heard about you from Tara’s aunt, Olivia, who
thinks the world of the two of you.”


“Thank you,” said Cindy softly, wanting to calm him
down.


“I did not tell Olivia about it,” Aldon went on. “She
has no idea that I’ve contacted you now. Nobody has any idea at all.”


“Is that why you’re staying here, rather than at the
main hotel?” asked Cindy.


Aldon looked at her impressed. It was obviously
difficult and painful for him to get to the matter at hand. “Precisely,” he
went on. “Everyone is down on the island or will be shortly. They’re all staying
at the Aupres Hotel.” He bit his lower lip. “There will be photography sessions,
rehearsal dinners, on and on.”


Cindy smiled, “A busy time.”


Aldon did not respond to her smile. “And the papers
have gotten wind of it. It’s all over the news.”


Cindy nodded. “We’ve seen the story. Is your daughter
down on the island now as well?”


“Yes, certainly,” Aldon said haltingly. “She’s with the
groom, Lynch, at the main hotel. They’ve actually been living together for a
couple of months by now.” He took a deep, brittle breath, “I doubt that would
have happened if Tara’s mother had been alive, but her mother has been gone for
two years by now.”


“I’m sorry,” said Cindy, as Aldon’s eyes darted back
and forth nervously. 


“Tara’s mother would never have approved of her living
with her groom before marriage,” he went on. “In fact, I doubt Tara would have
done it, if my wife had been alive.”


“It’s common these days,” said Mattheus.


“Common, yes.  A good idea, I don’t know,” Aldon
replied, shrugging his shoulders and suddenly seeming to Cindy like a relic
from the past.  “But it’s a different life for a young woman without a mother,”
Aldon continued. “No matter how hard I try, I can’t take her mother’s place,
either. Tara has let me know that in all kinds of ways.”

Despite his stiff, formal manner, Cindy felt badly for him, sitting there alone,
bathed in memories of the past. She could see why this wedding would be hard on
him.


“How can we help you?” Mattheus asked directly then,
trying to break the impasse.


 “In a sense I feel like a fool for calling you, in
another I am truly relieved that you have arrived,” Aldon picked up the pace. “The
long and short of it is, I do not trust my son in law to be, Lynch Sprain one
bit. I’ve tried to and just cannot. I don’t like him either.”


Cindy shivered at the extent of the disgust she felt
in Aldon. “There’s nothing unusual about a perspective father in law having
doubts about the man his daughter is going to marry,” Cindy remarked. “It
happens all the time.”


“I suppose it does,” said Aldon, tautly, “but I
simply cannot shake the feeling that this is not a matter of having doubts. Something
is really wrong here. Whenever I look at this young man, I’m uneasy. He is not
someone I can give my daughter to.” 


“The wedding is in a few days,” said Mattheus.


Aldon sprang up suddenly, like a soldier to
attention. “There’s time enough,” he proclaimed.


“For what?” asked Mattheus alarmed.


 “I want you two to find out everything you can about
him,” Aldon insisted. “Dig up dirt from every corner.”


“You’ve waited this long to investigate him while you’ve
had so many doubts? asked Cindy.


Aldon turned condescendingly and smiled, showing a
row of pearl white teeth. “Not at all. I’ve had Lynch Sprain thoroughly
investigated. But, to be honest, but no one has found a damn thing. Lynch comes
from a wealthy, upstanding family. His mother, Raina’s in the paper all the
time. Quite the rich widow who makes the society pages daily.”


“You dislike his mother as well?” Cindy felt a slow
chill go up her arms and shoulders.


“Yes, I do dislike Raina,” Aldon quickly proclaimed. “She’s
not at all my type. Nothing like Barbara, Tara’s mother. Nothing at all.  So,
you see, it’s not just the groom, it’s the entire family. And the father, the
owner of their firm, died a few years ago. Lynch runs the family business perfectly
well. To all appearances he’s doing a wonderful job. People have nothing but
praise for him. He has an excellent reputation, but I don’t buy it. Deep down I
sense something wrong. I need you to dig deeper.”


Cindy took a deep, long breath. “Why us?” she asked. 


Aldon turned and looked at her piercingly. “I could
have hired anyone, but I’ve heard incredible things about the two of you. You’re
famous for cracking impossible cases down on the Islands. Clearly, you both
know your way around. Lynch’s company works down here directly, importing
goods. The island is a small world. Word gets around about everything. There
are people down here who have to know something about him that I haven’t
discovered yet.”


“There’s always a way to find out if something is off,”
Mattheus assured him.


“Good,” Aldon became excited. “That’s what I like to
hear. That’s what I feel too. You don’t need lots of time, you need lots of
contacts. And the two of you have that. I’ve got to make this last ditch effort
before Tara walks down the aisle. I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t, and
things didn’t work out. Tara deserves better. She deserves to be happy.”

“Isn’t she happy?” Cindy asked startled by his sudden vigor.


“Sometimes yes and sometimes no,” said Aldon.


“That’s pretty normal for relationships, isn’t it?”
Mattheus replied.


“Of course it’s normal,” Aldon chimed in, “but
sometimes I see something in her eyes that frightens me.”


“What is it?” asked Cindy.


“A loneliness, a fear,” Aldon replied.


“She may be missing her mother,” said Cindy.


“It’s more than that,” Aldon’s eyes half squinted.” I
asked her about it many times. I said Tara, dear, I see it. Tell me, what’s
wrong? Naturally, she shook me off, pretended everything was wonderful. I’m the
last one she would confide in.”


“She knows you don’t approve of Lynch?” Cindy asked.


“Yes, she knows I’m very distressed by him,” said Aldon.


“But that didn’t stop her from moving in with him,”
Cindy commented quietly. 


“No, it hasn’t,” Aldon bristled.


“She must love him a great deal,” said Cindy.


Aldon’s face grew stiff. “Young people these days
have no idea what love is,” he scoffed.


“Just do everything you can to find out about him.”


Cindy stood up.  “And what if we do find something? Would
you have her call off the wedding at this late time?”


“Absolutely,” said Aldon, flushing. “If I can prove
to her that Lynch’s not what he seems, she’ll do it herself.” 


“How do you know that?” Cindy was doubtful.


“Tara’s not stupid,” Aldon’s voice raised a pitch
higher. “She’ll do it. Find out the truth. Dig everything up. Do it fast.  Otherwise,
I’ll never rest.”











CHAPTER 2


 


 


 


Cindy and Mattheus left Aldon’s room and strolled
together out into the warm, Caribbean evening. They didn’t go directly to their
room, but first went outside towards the edge of the road, just across from the
ocean. The sky was filled with hazy stars and although all seemed idyllic, a
current of anxiety hovered between them. Mattheus put his arm around Cindy and
she wanted to stay cuddled next to him like that, forever. They stood there
quietly a moment, breathing in the aroma of the exquisite flowers that
encircled them and Cindy wished she could forget about the disturbing interview
with Aldon. 


“Definite possibility that the guy’s paranoid,”
Mattheus broke the silence.


That thought had occurred to Cindy as well. “Could
be,” she agreed, “or could be that he’s just from a different era. It’s
definitely hard for him to marry off his daughter, when he can’t stand the
groom.”


“Lots of guys don’t like their son in laws,” said
Mattheus, “they don’t call in private detectives to dig up dirt on them a few
days before the wedding. Besides, he’s already investigated and found nothing. I
don’t know what he thinks we’ll find down here.”


“It’s a different world down here,” said Cindy, “different
folks to talk to, different places to look.  Obviously, people know Lynch down
here. He spends lots of his time working on the island.”


“This doesn’t pass the smell test,” Mattheus
grumbled, “you can always find something about anyone.” He obviously didn’t
like the assignment and Cindy wondered if he was actually going to take it on.


“Aldon’s sensing something though,” said Cindy. “Sometimes
parents know things in their gut. He deserves to feel reassured before the
wedding goes on. I think we should give the case a whirl.” 


“What do we have? Two or three days?” asked Mattheus.


“It’s a sprint, but we can do it,” said Cindy. “There
enough time.” 


Mattheus stepped back and looked at her. “Why are you
so eager?” he seemed surprised. “I wouldn’t think this would be the kind of
case you’d have an appetite for.”


Cindy shook her head slightly, tossing her long hair
back from her face.  “Because I trust gut instincts,” she said quietly. “They’re
worth exploring. I’ve seen bad things happen when they’re not listened to.”


“Sometimes, it’s true” said Mattheus, “but there’s
got to be more. You like the guy? You identify with him?”

Cindy laughed and looked straight into Mattheus eyes.  “No, I’m nothing at all
like Aldon, but I can relate to how he’s feeling. I also need to be sure things
are straight up. I don’t like to be lied to, either.” 


Mattheus smiled and his eyes crinkled. “You can say
that again,” he said. “That’s why I love having you for a partner so much,
Cindy.”


“I love working with you, too, Mattheus,” Cindy
replied. “So we’re taking the case?”


“I’m not sure,” Mattheus still felt uneasy. “Aldon
has absolutely no evidence that Lynch is lying to him or falsifying who he
really is. Could be he’s just looking for ways to get between the bride and
groom, make trouble of some kind. Could be he’s jealous of his future son in
law, wants to keep control.”


Cindy put her hands up to Mattheus’s face and stroked
him gently. He was dear to her and his distaste with the case made him even
dearer. She loved to see him care so much about the people involved. If
Mattheus didn’t feel something was fair, he wouldn’t do it. That was one of the
main things that endeared him to her so much. Cindy also craved honesty and
fairness. That’s what had drawn them together not only as a couple, but as
partners in solving crimes.


“You’re right, Mattheus,” Cindy murmured,” Aldon
doesn’t have a shred of evidence, that’s why he’s called us down. But, before we
call someone paranoid, it’s a good idea to give them a chance to trust their
gut.”


Mattheus took Cindy’s hands. “You’re beautiful,
Cindy,” he whispered in response. “You’re smart, you’re sexy, you’re kind, you’re
everything I’ve ever wanted. I’m happy to investigate a hundred paranoid guys
with you.”


Cindy smiled and closed her eyes as Mattheus then
drew her into a deep, warm, kiss.


*


The two of them walked back to the hotel slowly then,
deciding to stop in the bar for a drink before going to bed. First thing in the
morning they’d start digging and see what they could turn up.


When they walked into the elegant bar in the hotel,
it too, was almost empty.


 “The place must be so expensive, no one comes,” said
Mattheus.


“People come to the island for fun and to party,”
said Cindy. “They don’t come to a place like this unless they want to be hidden
and private.” 


Cindy and Mattheus sat down at a little table in the
bar and ordered a night cap. 


Cindy wasn’t sure how they would proceed. “Where do
we go from here?” she asked.


“St Martin is crawling with casinos, adults clubs,
nude beaches, the works,” said Mattheus. “Aldon’s gone through conventional
channels, must have hired accountants to go through Lynch’s company’s financial
records. Everything came up roses. If we’ve got to dig dirt, the casinos and
clubs are the places to look.”  


Cindy hadn’t thought of it that way. She’d been
wondering if Tara or Lynch had a group of friends down here who could give them
personal details about the couple that might have been overlooked. “I thought
we’d check their friends,” said Cindy.


“Their friends are all going to be at the wedding,”
said Mattheus. “The ceremony’s a few days away. You think they’d say something
at this point? We’ll do better to go to the clubs and casinos, find somebody we
can pay off.”


Cindy shuddered. None of it felt good to her,
suddenly. 


Mattheus saw the revulsion cross her face. “You’re
the one who wanted to take this on,” he said. “If we dig dirt, that’s the way
we go.”‘


“I guess you’re right,” said Cindy.


“I am right,” said Mattheus, putting his hand out and
covering hers, “but don’t worry about it. I’ll call my pal from the police
force Rodney. He’s got a thousand contacts down this way. I’ll just tell him we
need an informer, and the rest will be a breeze. The casinos are crawling with
informers.”


Cindy remembered Rodney, had always liked him, but
began to feel uneasy as well.


“There’s only one chance in a thousand we’ll find
anything,” Mattheus went on. “We’ll do a couple of days of digging and put this
guy’s mind at ease. It could help the whole family in the long run. Once Aldon
realizes there’s nothing wrong with his future son in law, he’ll back off and
let them live their own lives.”


“We’ll give it a couple of days,” said Cindy as their
drinks came. 


Mattheus and Cindy drank silently, then got up and
went to their suite on the second floor. It was beautiful, with throw rugs,
bamboo furniture and fruit baskets waiting for them on a small table.


“Looks like we’re just going from one honeymoon to
another,” Mattheus smiled, looking around and pulling Cindy into his arms. “When
we can work together and keep loving like this, we’ve landed full square in
heaven.”


Cindy felt the same way. She smiled and lifted her
face to his for another kiss. Somehow they’d found the secret sharing it all. 


“How did we turn the corner like this?” she murmured,
as Mattheus’s face came closer to hers.


“If I could answer that I’d be a rich man,” Mattheus
whispered, “and I’d share our secret with the whole world.”


*


There was no time to lose. Cindy and Mattheus got up
at the crack of dawn.  Before they hit the casinos and clubs, they needed to
spend time going over Tara and Lynch’s calls, Facebook pages, and general
background information. Often one detail that was jarring, or contradicted
everything else, could be the key to a secret lurking in the background.


After a quick breakfast ordered up in their room,
Cindy and Mattheus, went out onto the balcony, sat at the round, glass table, opened
their separate computers and went to work. The day was warm, with soft breezes
blowing in from the ocean. Cindy realized that guests would soon be arriving at
Aupres Hotel for the wedding. As she and Mattheus sat there, looking for
trouble, laughter and celebrations were going on.


Cindy was looking over Tara’s background and Mattheus
was looking into Lynch. As Cindy glanced through the many profiles and articles
about her online, Tara seemed faultless. An only child, raised in the best
private schools in Boston, she’d been everything her family had ever wanted her
to be, gave credit to their name. Beautiful, social, a fine student, star
soccer player and flutist, she’d attended all the right schools, had the best
friends and had been her mother’s delight. Like Lynch’s mother, Tara’s mother was
well known, had done major charity work along with her father. Not only that,
it also seemed as if her mother been Tara’s closest friend. Tara’s pages were
filled with pictures of them. It must have been quite a shock to Tara when her
mother died suddenly of cancer, thought Cindy. There were also pictures online
of the huge funeral, and Tara dressed in black. 


After that, Cindy noticed that Tara had retreated
into the background. There were fewer photos or mention of her at parties or
with friends. She must have been grieving, thought Cindy, remembering back to
her own loss of Clint.  The shock and pain had been relentless; it took time.


As Cindy kept browsing she saw that quite suddenly,
one year ago, Tara met Lynch Sprain. From what the articles reported, the
couple had been inseparable right from the start.  There were photos of them, arms
around each other, gazing out at the world, victorious. They seemed to fit
perfectly, a beautiful, well bred, celebrity couple. Both were blonde, wealthy,
and smiling into the camera for all the world to see. Cindy would have thought
Aldon would have been happy for his daughter, glad to see that she could resume
her life after her terrible loss. Oddly enough, there were few photos of Aldon.
Even at the funeral he stayed in the background, keeping a low profile. 


As Cindy scanned the articles, Mattheus piped up, “Nothing
to report about Lynch.  The guy looks like the cream of the crop.  Great polo
player, top horseman, fine student, MBA from Wharton. What more could you ask
for?


“Good question,” said Cindy.


“Lynch did internships at his father’s company all
through college, learned the business from the ground up,” Mattheus went on. “When
his father died suddenly, he was ready to step right in and run things. Takes
good care of his mother too. There are tons of photos of her at his parties.”


“Tara’s mother died suddenly, and Clint’s father did
as well,” Cindy chimed in. “Both of them went through that around the same
time.”


“Could be that’s what brought them so close so fast,”
Mattheus retorted. “They’ve only known each other a little over a year.”


“Not exactly a shot gun wedding, though,” said Cindy.
“The papers state that both families are thrilled about it. It made everyone
look good.”


Cindy paused a moment. Obviously Aldon’s nervousness
about Lynch had developed later on. Had something happen to cause it, something
Aldon didn’t want to tell them about? When Cindy had asked him what brought his
bad feeling on, Aldon had no answer. Mattheus has pressed him further, but all
he could answer was, “Nothing to point to, just something my gut says.” 


“When we’re done going over their Facebook pages, and
record of calls and texts,” said Cindy, “we can go to the casinos and clubs.” 


“Right on,” said Mattheus, “and while we’re
investigating something tells me we should look into Aldon too?”


Cindy was taken aback. “Why?”


Mattheus looked up from the computer and stretched
out. “Because, look at it this way, if the son in law come up squeaky clean,
the fact that Aldon’s so worried about Lynch could lead to trouble down the
road. You think he’s gonna trust him just because we say things are fine? His
suspicions are going to haunt him.”


Cindy felt profoundly uneasy. Clearly, Mattheus was
speaking from personal experience.  His suspicions had taken him over many
times in their relationship.


“If Aldon’s got a loose hinge, he needs to get help,”
Mattheus added. “And, someone’s got to know about it and keep an eye on him.”


“Who?  asked Cindy, startled, realizing that Mattheus
was right.


“That’s the real question, isn’t it?” said Mattheus. “Who’s
really in charge in this world?”


*


Cindy and Mattheus went back to their computers at
the same moment then, opening Tara and Lynch’s Facebook pages. 


Cindy was fascinated by Tara’s page. Photos of Lynch
were all over it along with wedding announcements and congratulations from far
and wide. Tara had a full array of friends with their photos and lives all posted.
 A young woman, Lea, Tara’s maid of honor’s photos were all over the page,
along with her many messages of encouragement and sayings about love. Lea was a
brunette with a strong, determined look about her, as if nothing could shake
her resolve. She was obviously Tara’s closest friend and seemed to have taken
over the role of caretaker during wedding preparations. 


Cindy read all the messages quickly. There was
nothing out of order in any of them. This was a time of celebration, Tara seemed
to be focusing on the present fully, filling her life and page with pictures of
her and Lynch together. They did truly seem inseparable. From the looks of it,
everything boded well. 


Mattheus scraped his chair back along the deck and
moved it closer to Cindy, wanting to show her Lynch’s Facebook page too. Unlike
Tara, Lynch’s page was filled with photos of his family, including his late
father who looked like a strong, stalwart guy with salt and pepper hair. Cindy
looked at the father closely, wondering how come he died so young? He seemed to
be in the peak of health in the photos. 


“Quite a crew,” said Mattheus.


“Powerful,” Cindy agreed. “They all looked beautiful,
successful, on top of the world. Lynch’s mother’s photo was there too, over and
over again, her bright eyes glittering, her head held high.


“That’s Lynch’s mother Raina,” Mattheus said,
pointing to her picture. “A big personality, for sure.”


Cindy looked at her more closely. She did seem to
dominate the page. In the family photos, Tara actually looked more fragile
beside her, almost as if she’d been pushed into the background.


“The mother and Lynch run the family business,”
Mattheus commented. “She’s got all the contacts in the world and doesn’t
hesitate to use them. I read a few articles about her. She’s also out there
dating. A real dynamo.”


Cindy made a sour face.


“What’s wrong?” asked Mattheus.


“Dating so soon?” said Cindy.


Mattheus laughed. “Come on, are you judging her? It
takes guts to get out there at her age and get a new life.”


Cindy realized that what Mattheus said was true, but
she also recoiled at the idea of Lynch’s mother tearing up the town only a
couple of years after her husband died. She couldn’t imagine herself doing
that. In the beginning, soon after Cindy’s husband Clint was killed, she and
Mattheus only got together to work on cases. Their relationship had grown
organically and slowly into everything it was today. 


“Wonder how Lynch feels about his mother’s behavior?”
Cindy asked.


“What are you talking about?” said Mattheus. “His
mother’s picture is all over his page. It must be a great relief to him to see
her happy. Looks like he’s very proud of her.”


“Could be,” said Cindy, reluctantly. “I’d like to
find out more.” 


Of course there were lots of things it would be nice
to find out, thought Cindy, but time was of the essence. They had to stay on
laser like focus, didn’t have the luxury of letting their trail wind here and
there. 


“We need to stay on focus,” Mattheus said himself. “It’s
a good idea find out if there’s anything the natives know about Lynch,
something that would naturally stay hidden down on the island. That’s the only
hope we’ve got.”


“Only hope?” asked Cindy.


Mattheus cocked his head and grinned. “Of course the
whole thing is lousy,” he said. “The real hope is that Lynch comes up clean and
fine. You got it right. You’re well trained, Cindy.”


Cindy smiled, “Well, I’ve been trained by the best,” she
answered, grinning back.


“I guess I did a good job,” Mattheus murmured.


Cindy pushed her computer back and pulled her chair
over to him. “You did more than a good job, Mattheus,” she whispered. “You’ve helped
me find out who I am and given me a whole new life.”











CHAPTER 3


 


 


As the day rolled on and Cindy and Mattheus finished
checking both the computer and text messages and it was time to hit the clubs
and casinos. 


“We can grab a quick lunch there, poke around, find
out who to talk to,” said Mattheus.  “I saw a couple of articles that mentioned
seeing Tara and Lynch at The Dream Casino. It’s as good a place as any to
start.


It was an incredibly beautiful, sunny afternoon and
Cindy knew the island would be hopping. Tourists would be filling the busy
streets, sightseeing, shopping for souvenirs and taking photos of each other
suntanned and smiling. The last place in the world Cindy felt like spending the
day was in a dark, sultry casino with fluorescent lighting, crowded with people
betting on their luck. But what Cindy wanted at the moment didn’t matter.
Something larger was at stake.


“First stop is the Dream Casino,” she said.


*


The Dream Casino was one of the largest casinos in
St. Martin, a place that never went to sleep.  Cindy and Mattheus walked
through the big, front doors and looked around. There were more than 500
machines and gaming tables offering roulette, baccarat, three card poker and
plenty of terrific restaurants. People sat at slot machines, staring, fervently
pulling the levers, waiting for the big hit.


Before doing anything else, Cindy and Mattheus walked
over to a Shak’Eat to grab a quick bite. Then they would see what they could
dig up. Mattheus had made some calls and found the names of a few guys who
could be helpful. Mattheus’s close friend Rodney was the best of all. A cop on
another island who was hip to everything that went on, Rodney gave him Mattheus
name of the right guy to talk to. He even said that he’d personally contact the
guy to let him know that Cindy and Mattheus would be arriving soon. No worries,
Rodney would do everything in his power for them.


              As soon after they sat down at a table
for lunch, Mattheus called and let Rodney know they’d arrived at the casino.
Rodney was all over it. Before Cindy knew it, she saw a large, heavy, somewhat
greasy man sauntering over to them.


“C and M detectives?” he asked, rubbing his face as
he pulled out a chair and joined them. “Edwin Case here.”


“Thanks for coming by,” said Mattheus.


“When Rodney calls I jump,” Edwin grinned. “Your wish
is my command. You guys having a good time? Can we make it better?”


“We’re here to find out about Lynch Sprain,” Mattheus
jumped right in.


Edwin’s eyebrows raised a bit. “Lynch Sprain?”  


“You know who he is?” asked Mattheus.


“Everyone down here knows Lynch Sprain,” Edwin
answered, “the guy’s a big fish. His company owns half the island and the
wedding’s all over the papers. What’s up?”  Edwin was waiting for more from
Mattheus, uneasy about saying anything more. He was tossing the ball back into
Mattheus’s court.


“You tell me what’s up,” Mattheus countered. 


Edwin took a quick look over his shoulder and then
focused dead square on Mattheus. “What are you up to? What do you want to know?”
he repeated. 


“Lynch comes here to play the tables much?” asked Mattheus,
as if he knew more about him than he actually did.


“Not that I noticed,” said Edwin, nervous.


“Tell me about his company,” Mattheus continued. 


“On the up and up. It’s a good company, I never heard
anything different.” Edwin rubbed his fat hands on his knees then and threw a
quick glance at Cindy.


“This is Cindy Blaine, my partner,” said Mattheus, so
Edwin wouldn’t be concerned about her listening in.


“Pleased to meet you,” Edwin replied.


“The family pay off the casino?” Mattheus asked,
overly familiar, his voice dropping an octave.  It was an old trick of his, to
take his opponent off guard.


“Not that I heard,” Edwin mumbled. “Why the hell are
you asking me this? Is something wrong?”


At that Mattheus’s eyes flashed open, “Is there?” he
asked.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Edwin.


“I believe you do,” said Mattheus, “or Rodney wouldn’t
have suggested you come over and talk.”


At the mention of Rodney, Edwin got restless and
shifted in his seat. “What’s this all about?” Edwin was on the offensive now.


Mattheus took a bold leap.  “I happen to know there’s
trouble in the family and there’s money in it for you to tell me what it is.”


“What kind of money are we talking about?” Edwin
replied, taken off guard.


“Plenty of money,” Mattheus whispered.


“Look, I don’t know a thing about it,” Edwin repeated
in a slurred tone. “But I know someone who knows whatever trouble is going on
within a hundred square miles.”


“Perfect,” said Mattheus, breaking into a grin.


Edwin seemed distressed. “Someone blackmailing Lynch?”



“I wouldn’t put it like that,” said Mattheus.


“For what? He’s a damn nice kid, hasn’t done anything
wrong all the time I’ve ever known him. Treats everyone good, treats everyone
fair.”


 It was easy to see that Edwin liked Lynch and wanted
to protect him. Cindy wanted to break in and say something to ease his
feelings, but she had to let Mattheus’s line of questioning take its natural course.
It was Mattheus’s way to get information out of people.


“Lynch’s had a rough time with his father dying,”
Edwin went on, mulling. “He was just getting back on his feet now. We’re all
happy about his wedding. People wish him well.”


“Nice to hear that,” said Mattheus, acting totally
unimpressed.


“We wish him well, too,” Cindy couldn’t contain
herself. “This is just a routine investigation.”


Edwin wasn’t buying it. “Nothing routine about it,”
he spit out. “You guys coming down here undercover, snooping around right
before the big day. Who put you up to it?”


Mattheus simply smiled.


“Okay, okay,” Edwin looked troubled. “I’ll give you
the name of someone else to talk to. But I’m only doing it because Rodney
called. If he hadn’t, I’d toss you guys out on your ears – coming down like black
crows, hunting for bad news, a couple of days before the kid gets married.”


Cindy felt flustered, but Mattheus showed no reaction
at all.


“Well, I’m glad Rodney called,” said Mattheus. “And
we’d certainly appreciate that name.”


Edwin gave them the name of Nick Cantro, a dealer who
worked at a casino two miles away.


“Lynch goes to that casino from time to time,” said
Edwin. “And Nick knows everyone and everything going on in St. Martin. He also
knows Lynch personally quite well. 


Mattheus took the name, thanked Edwin, and said they
would be back with something for him. 


 “Jesus,” Edwin mumbled, as they got up to leave, “Lynch
in trouble? It’s the last thing I’d expect.”


*


“Bingo,” said Mattheus as he and Cindy were on their
way to the Beach Casino, two miles down the road. “We got the name of our
informant. Now, let’s see what we get out of him.”


Cindy was disturbed at how excited Mattheus was. She
felt as though she were on a fool’s mission, trying to spoil the happiness of a
lovely, young, happy couple to satisfy the needs of a bitter father.


Cindy looked out the taxi window at the shops all
around, the restaurants, clubs, and outdoor cafes. The place was bursting with
life and energy.  Part of her wanted to forget all about the assignment and join
the fun.


The taxi turned around a bend and up towards the
Beach Casino. Cindy thought about their talk with Edwin Case. “That guy seemed
to really like and admire Lynch,” Cindy said.


“Maybe he does and maybe he doesn’t,” said Mattheus. “We
don’t really know anything about it, yet. If everything here is on the up and
up, that will be a good thing to know. Then we’ll look closer at Aldon, and prevent
trouble with him up ahead.”


That made Cindy feel better. At least something good
could come of all this. She and Mattheus got out of the taxi and walked into the
entrance of another humongous casino sprawling with gaming tables, machines,
poker games and packed with people searching for lady luck. 


 Before they could even begin to get their bearings,
a short guy in a purple shirt, with a few top buttons opened, came right over.


“I’m Nick,” he said, “come with me.”


Obviously Edwin had called Nick immediately. Cindy
was amazed at how tight people were here, how on top of everything. 


Nick brought them over to a half empty lounge and sat
them down on the back sofas, out of view of the half nude waitress, marching around.


  “Need a drink?” Nick asked.


“No, we’re good,” said Mattheus.


“So, what’s the problem?” Nick leaned forward,
cupping his ear.


“I need whatever you have on Lynch Sprain,” Mattheus spoke
loudly, over the racket.


“So I heard,” said Nick.


 “There’s big money in this for you,” Mattheus added.
Aldon had told Mattheus not to spare a dime.


“How much?” asked Nick.


“Plenty.”


Nick grinned. “Who wants to know about Lynch? The
girlfriend?”


Cindy was startled. “What do you mean girlfriend? You
mean Tara, the fiancée?”


“I thought it could be the girlfriend making last
minute trouble, but what difference does it make?” said Nick.


“Plenty of difference,” Mattheus said. “Is there a
girlfriend in the picture?”


“There was a girlfriend, big time. Not now,” said
Nick.


“So, why did you mention her?” asked Cindy, ruffled.


Nick shifted a little. “I don’t know, thought she
might be getting nervous now with the wedding so close. And taking place right
in her face, down here in her backyard.”


“Lynch has a girlfriend living down here?” Cindy
asked again swiftly.


“Had, not has,” Nick repeated.


“How long have they been broken up?” Mattheus asked.


“Once Lynch met Tara, that was it. The girlfriend,
Bala, was history,” said Nick.


“Tara broken Lynch and Bala up?” Cindy was startled.


“Nah, not really,” Nick shook his head. “Lynch’s
relationship with Bala was really over about three months before he and Tara
met. He only checks in with the girlfriend once in a while because of the kid.”


Cindy shivered. “The what?”


“Lynch and Bala have a child together?” Mattheus
echoed, stunned.


“Yeah, a little boy, Paulie,” said Nick, unimpressed.
“Cute as hell, too. He’s about four years old now.”


Cindy felt as if the walls were crumbling around her.
How could this be possible? She looked at Mattheus quickly. Neither had heard a
word about this before.


“Is Lynch’s son going to be at the wedding?” asked
Cindy, carefully.


Nick looked at her as if she were crazy. “What kind
of stupid question is that to ask?” he said. “Of course he isn’t. No one knows
the kid even exists at all.”


Cindy was horrified.  “What do you mean no one knows?”


“That was part of the deal,” Nick filled them in. “Lynch
agreed to pay for the kid, but didn’t want anyone to know about him. A kid like
that wouldn’t sit well with his fancy family now, would it?”


“Wait a minute, back up, back up,” Mattheus was
having a hard time taking it in. “What kind of story are you telling us? Lynch
and Bala were married? They had a child?”


“Who said they were married?” asked Nick. “And yeah, the
boy lives down here with his mother. She’s Caribbean and Lynch pays for every
little thing. He takes good care of both of them.”


Cindy was stunned. Was it really possible that no one
knew about this? How did Nick know that?


              Mattheus’s head shook, unbelievingly.  “Back
up, back up,” he said. “How do you know Lynch takes care of the kid? How do you
know that no one knows about it?”


Nick quieted down and made a strange face. “You can
ask me for all the information you like, but you can’t ask me how I got it. I
just know. That’s got to be enough.”


“So, how do we know you’re telling the truth?” Cindy
jumped in.


Nick threw her a contemptuous look. “What reason
would I have to make it up? You came looking for me, I didn’t come looking for
you. Edwin told me to give you whatever I had.”


“You’ve seen this child?” asked Cindy, aghast.


“Sure I’ve seen him,” said Nick. “He’s a great,
little guy. What the hell is the fuss all about?”


“Lynch sees the kid? Hangs out with him?” Mattheus
was agitated.


“I didn’t say he hangs out with him,” Nick jumped in.
“He sends money. The kid has whatever he needs.”


“Except a father,” Cindy exclaimed.


“Now, wait a minute,” Mattheus took exception to
that. “The guy sends money to care for the son. He’s doing his job.”


“Just sending money?” Cindy was appalled.


“It’s more than plenty of fathers would do,” Mattheus
held his ground.


“Nick said nobody knows about the boy,” Cindy interjected.


“The kid’s mother is Caribbean,” Nick repeated.


“Is Lynch ashamed of that? Is that why he’s hiding
his son?” Cindy became more inflamed.


“Hell, Lynch and Bala had a thing going for a few
years and then this kid came along. Lynch stayed with her a little while after
he was born and then got out. What’s the big deal?” asked Nick.


“What’s the big deal that Lynch has a secret child?”
asked Cindy horrified by Nick’s reaction as well.


Mattheus stood up abruptly then. “I’ll need to know the
child’s full, date of birth and where he lives now. I also need the full name
of the mother.”


“No problem,” said Nick.


“Thanks, Nick,” Mattheus said quickly, extending his
hand. “I’ll be back with the money to take care of you.”


“Sure thing,” said Nick, shaking Mattheus’s hand
hard.


*


A light wind was blowing up as the afternoon was
winding down. Cindy and Mattheus stood on the street outside of the casino and
stared at each other in disbelief. 


“You could knock me over with a feather,” said
Mattheus, “this is the last thing in the world I expected.”


Cindy was a bit in shock herself. “Let’s go somewhere
for dinner and talk this over,” she said.


The two of them walked down the block silently
looking for a place to eat. The streets were growing more crowded with tourists
and party goers filling up every inch. Cindy and Mattheus stopped at a small,
lovely restaurant on the corner that seemed fairly quiet for now.


They went in and were shown to a table in the back
garden. Cindy sighed a breath of relief. It was good to be out of the throbbing
energy and have time to talk and think. Mattheus ordered a light dinner as
Cindy tossed the news about in her mind.


“Well, for starters Aldon isn’t some kind of paranoid
psycho,” Cindy said, as Mattheus poured her a glass of ice water that was on
the table.


“No, he isn’t,” Mattheus agreed, “he’s a nervous
father.”


“He’s got a solid radar,” Cindy went on, “he realized
that something was amiss.”


Mattheus raised his eyebrows skeptically. “I don’t
know if it’s a solid radar, or just a lonely father looking for a reason to stop
his daughter’s wedding.”


Cindy was genuinely surprised by Mattheus’s reaction.
“What are you talking about?” she said. “This isn’t just some reason.”


“Sure it is,” said Mattheus.


“What are you saying, Mattheus?” Cindy was aghast.


 “Look,” Mattheus answered, “if you dig hard enough
you can always find something about everybody. Who doesn’t have a wrinkle in
their past?”


“This is more than a wrinkle,” Cindy exclaimed. “Lynch
has a secret life.” 


“I wouldn’t put it that way,” Mattheus objected. “The
guy had a girlfriend and they slipped up, they had a child. This isn’t the
first time it’s happened and it won’t be the last. It’s not exactly a tragedy,
is it? After all, the guy’s stepping up, taking care of both of them.”


Cindy felt her jaw drop in amazement. Why was
Mattheus making light of it?  Cindy had no idea.


“Lynch has a child that he’s keeping a secret from
everyone,” Cindy said emphatically.


“We don’t know that for sure,” said Mattheus. “And
even if he has, so what?” 


“So what?” Cindy echoed. “Are you nuts?”


Mattheus laughed. “I don’t get why you’re so heated
about this,” he said. “It’s not like the guy’s a killer, with a slew of bodies
left behind.”


“Lynch is getting married in a couple of days, and
his bride doesn’t know that he has a child,” Cindy exclaimed.


“So what?” Mattheus looked at Cindy, slightly
bewildered.


“So what?” Cindy echoed again. “So, if he can keep a
secret like this, who knows what else he’s hiding. The guy can’t be trusted.”


“That’s going too far,” Mattheus eyes narrowed.  “Look,
he has a kid that his family would obviously frown upon. He’s ashamed of it.”


“That’s not a reason to lie and hide him,” Cindy
said.


“It’s human,” said Mattheus, “it’s not a crime. There’s
no reason to string him up for it and ruin the rest of his life.”


Cindy felt confused. Was Mattheus implying that the
truth about his past would ruin Lynch’s life?  Mattheus wasn’t being clear
about this, or even rational. Was he saying that it was okay to keep his child
secret, not include him in his life? That would be abandonment.


“And what about Tara?” Cindy went on. “What will
happen when she finds out down the road that her husband has a secret child?”


“Why does she have to find out?” Mattheus asked gruffly.


Cindy felt amazed. “A secret like this between a
husband and wife is okay?”


Mattheus’s face flushed as he grew irritated. “Of
course it’s okay. It’s natural. Who does it hurt? Does a guy have to divulge
every last thing he’s ever done to the woman he marries?”


Cindy couldn’t even grasp the question. “Of course he
does,” said Cindy. “There’s no room for hiding and lies in a marriage.” 


“We’re obviously not on the same page about this,”
Mattheus grumbled.


“That’s putting it mildly,” said Cindy as the warmth
of the day disappeared in an instant, and she 


felt a cold chill go up her arms and neck. Where could they go from
here? If Mattheus felt it was okay for Lynch to behave this way, who knew what
he also felt was fine for himself?  “I, for one, would never marry or trust a
man who felt this way,” Cindy continued. “If I found out later on, during my
marriage about a secret child, it would have a terrible effect.”


“Would you leave?” asked Mattheus gruffly.


“Of course I would,” said Cindy, “in a flash.”


“Then how could you be trusted?” Mattheus countered.


“How could I be trusted?” asked Cindy. “You’re
turning this completely around.


Mattheus took a deep breath and sighed loudly. “Men
and women,” he muttered, “two different species.”


Was Mattheus back to that now? Seeing women as
impossible creatures he could never understand, or trust. Cindy felt her body
tighten into a knot.


“I thought we’d come far from that point, Mattheus,” said
Cindy quietly, looking directly into his eyes.


“Listen,” Mattheus tried to regroup. “I’m just saying
let’s give this guy a chance to have a life and go forward. There’s no reason
to ruin his marriage over this.”


“We’ve been hired to see if there was something about
Lynch that Aldon didn’t know. We took the assignment. We have to tell him,”
Cindy was emphatic. “Otherwise, we’re complicit in the lie.”


“We’re not complicit in anything,” Mattheus grew more
heated.


“We have information that you want to hide?” Cindy
was open mouthed.


“We have information that doesn’t amount to anything,”
Mattheus stood his ground firmly.


“That’s up to Aldon to decide,” said Cindy.


“For all we know Aldon knows about the kid already
anyway,” Mattheus jumped over it.


“We’ll tell him and see if he does,” Cindy insisted.


“No, we won’t,” Mattheus half stood up. Then he sat
down again, growing more agitated.


 “What do you mean we won’t?” Cindy couldn’t believe
what she was hearing. She had no idea why Mattheus was so disturbed about this
and so protective of Lynch?


“Listen, Cindy,” Mattheus said suddenly, “how would
you feel if you found out that I had a kid from an old girlfriend who I didn’t
care a thing about at this time?”


“Didn’t care about who, the girlfriend or child?”
asked Cindy appalled.


“The girlfriend, obviously,” Mattheus answered.


Cindy flushed, unable to make sense of the question. “How
would I feel now, or how would I feel if we were about to get married?” she
asked. Then she stopped a moment and realized that she and Mattheus were on the
verge of committing to each other right now. They’d been speaking about
marriage day after day. 


“How would you feel?” Mattheus repeated.


“If you hadn’t told me in the beginning that you had
a child?” Cindy asked.


“Yeah,” Mattheus answered. “If I felt I needed some
privacy and secret spaces in my life.”


“Everyone needs privacy and secret spaces in their
life, Mattheus,” Cindy said. “But this is more than a secret space. This is a
child you would have a responsibility to as long as you live. He’s someone you
would need to see, care for and love. That’s not just a secret space in your
life.”


Mattheus sighed deeply and dug into the lunch that
had just been brought to their table. Cindy watched him eat and couldn’t take a
bite. Was there something like this in his life that he wasn’t telling her
about? 


When Mattheus came up for air he turned to Cindy
point blank. “I don’t want to tell Aldon about this,” he said definitively.


“We have to, Mattheus,” Cindy replied. “There’s no
two ways about it.”


“Let’s sleep on it then,” Mattheus relented. “If you
still feel so strongly about it, we can tell him in the morning.”











CHAPTER 4


 


 


After a semi sleepless night, the first thing the
next morning, Cindy called Aldon and told him she had news and wanted to see
him.  At first Mattheus refused to go along, but Cindy was adamant that he had
to come.


“Aldon hired both of us,” she said. “It will look unprofessional
if we don’t go together. It may even look as if we are divided about it.”


“We are,” Mattheus said flatly.


“Divided or not, there’s a job to do,” Cindy reminded
him. “You don’t get to do the job only when things go your way.”


“I’ll think about it,” said Mattheus, opening his
computer and scrolling around as Cindy went into the bathroom to dress.


Mattheus didn’t agree to go until the very last
minute, when Cindy, dressed in a lovely azure linen pants suit, was practically
out of the door.  “Okay, I’m coming,” he said and shuffled over to join her.


Cindy was relieved he was coming but also annoyed. As
they rode up in the elevator to Aldon’s suite, they barely glanced at each
other.


“I’ll do all the talking if you like,” Cindy said, as
the elevator door opened and they walked down the hallway to Aldon’s room.


They’d barely knocked on the door when Aldon appeared
and flung it open. It was as if he’d been waiting right there for them. “Come
right in,” he said overly eager.


Cindy and Mattheus entered hurriedly.


“Your timing is perfect,” Aldon looked pressured. “Guests
are arriving on the island by droves. And there’s more where these came from.
The entire wedding party’s here. Tara’s been frantically texting, asking when I’m
coming.”


“She doesn’t know you’re here?” Cindy was surprised.


“I told her that I’m arriving today,” Aldon said begrudgingly.
“There’s a suite waiting for me at the Aupres Hotel. But I wanted to meet with
the two of you first in private.”


The three of them walked into the main room as Aldon
motioned to the sofas and they sat down. “Okay, shoot,” he said right away then,
chomping at the bit and looking eagerly at Mattheus.


Mattheus just looked away though, and Cindy had to
step in briskly. She knew she had to get right to the point. There was time for
hedging around corners.


“We’ve heard that Lynch has a son with a former
girlfriend,” Cindy said.


Aldon’s face went completely blank. “What?”


“The son lives here on the island with his mother,
who is Caribbean,” Cindy continued matter of factly. “Had you heard about this?”


Aldon stood quickly and then practically fell back down
once again, as if the wind had been knocked out of him. “Had I heard?” he asked
in a shrill tone. “Never! Not a word.”


“I didn’t think so,” said Cindy. “Our informant said
no one knew.”


“Who is this informant?” Aldon demanded.


“That’s irrelevant,” Mattheus chimed in. “Our sources
are private.”


“Not to me,” shouted Aldon. “How can I trust him? How
can I know this is the truth?”


Mattheus just nodded briskly. “I found the informant
through an infallible police source. He wouldn’t dare play games with me.”


“My God, my God,” Aldon could barely breathe.


“It’s possible your daughter knows about this, and
hasn’t wanted to share the information with you,” Cindy chimed in, trying to
calm him.


“Impossible,” Aldon insisted. “She has no idea, none
at all. Tara has always been naïve and innocent. She was overly protected, an
only child. She never had a care in the world until her mother died. When would
she ever have had the chance to run into conniving and lies like this?”


“I wouldn’t put it that way,” said Mattheus. “There’s
no evidence that Lynch is conniving. He’s taking good care of his son.”


 “Taking good care of his son? And no one knows about
it?” Aldon couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You don’t call that conniving
and lies?”


“I call it a guy who made a mistake and is making
good on it,” Mattheus insisted.


Aldon threw a troubled glance at Cindy. “And what do
you think?” he exclaimed.


“I think you should ask your daughter about it
directly,” Cindy replied.


“For the record, I disagree,” said Mattheus. “Lynch doesn’t
deserve to have his life ruined over something like this. And neither does your
daughter.”


“Have his life ruined? Who are you working
for?” Aldon was aghast. “What about my daughter? She practically has a stepson
she knows nothing about!  And if Lynch could lie about this, who knows what
else he’s hiding? Who knows what other love children he’d have in the future, with
other women, over the years?”


Cindy took a step closer to Aldon who was trembling
as he spoke. “Let’s not make this any worse than it is,” she said softly. “Call
Tara right away and let her decide.”


*


Aldon flew to the phone, called Tara, told her where
he was and demanded that she come to the suite immediately.


“That’s a man of action, if nothing else,” Mattheus
murmured as Aldon spoke on the phone. 


“She’s on her way here as we speak,” Aldon announced
proudly, after he hung up. “I suppose the tone in my voice warned her that
something was terribly wrong.”


“She’s quite an obedient daughter,” Cindy remarked.


That quieted Aldon somewhat. “Yes, Tara always was
not only obedient, but good natured,” he remembered. “She was well meaning,
kind. It wasn’t until her mother died that she became distant towards me.
Almost as if she blamed me for her mother’s passing.”


 “Could have been her way of grieving,” said Cindy. “It’s
not so unusual, people often blame the one’s they are close to when someone
they love dies.”


“I heard that from others,” Aldon noted, “But it was
terribly hard for me, losing both my wife and daughter at the same time.”


“I am sure it was,” Cindy sympathized, thinking of
Clint suddenly. “Loss is never easy.” 


“You didn’t lose your daughter,” Mattheus
interrupted, “she was just taking some space, building a new relationship with
her young man.  Look how she cares for you now, how she’s coming running.”


“You could put it that way,” Aldon relented a moment.


“But stop and think a second,” Mattheus’s voice got
louder, “if you jump in now and destroy her marriage, you could really lose her
forever then.”


Aldon didn’t like that. “Firstly, I am not destroying
her marriage,” he objected. “Lynch may have done that all by himself. I am not
the one with a child hidden somewhere. And secondly, when Tara sees I care
enough to find out the truth, she will only come closer. It’s inevitable.”


“Nothing is inevitable,” Mattheus mumbled in a hushed
tone.


Aldon looked strangely at Cindy again then. “Your
partner has odd views,” he declared.


“We need to see all sides of a puzzle,” Cindy
replied, “I see it one way and Mattheus sees it another. That way nothing gets
overlooked.”


Mattheus appreciated Cindy’s comment, got up then and
came over. “Okay,” he said softly to her, “now it’s time for us to leave.”


“Would you like us to leave, so you can be alone with
your daughter?” Cindy asked Aldon then.


“Absolutely not,” Aldon instantly blocked it. “I need
both of you here when Tara arrives. I want you to report the news to her.”


Mattheus backed off.  “Sorry, but this is between the
two of you,” he said.


“I demand it,” Aldon replied.


“We can stay while you talk to her,” Cindy offered,
if that would give you a sense of support.


“It definitely would,” Aldon turned to her briskly. “Otherwise
it might look like I’m making up stories in my head.”


“Of course, we’ll stay,” said Cindy.


“Thank you,” said Aldon, as Mattheus turned glumly
towards the patio, with his back towards both of them.


*


In a few moments there was a soft knock on the door
and Aldon flew over and opened it up. Tara, stunningly beautiful, with long
blonde hair, suntanned, and dressed in a white summer, sun dress with hand
embroidered flowers, came in and embraced her father warmly.


“What in the world are you doing here?” she asked,
incredulous, looking around. “We’re all waiting for you over at the Aupres
Hotel.”


“I know, I know,” Aldon said softly, betraying his
nervousness as he shuffled back and forth.


Tara’s eyes glanced again over the room and suddenly,
startled, fell upon Cindy and Mattheus who stood a few feet away.


 “Who are they?” Tara asked, her silky brow
furrowing. “What in the world are they doing here in your room?”


Cindy stepped a few feet towards Tara and extended
her hand. 


“I’m Cindy Blaine,” she introduced herself, “and the
man over there is my partner, Mattheus.”


Tara took Cindy’s hand politely, confused. “I’m
sorry, do I know you?” she asked.


“Sit down, Tara,” her father demanded.


Frightened by the tone of his voice Tara looked at
Cindy beseechingly. Cindy smiled gently in return.


“Sit down,” Aldon repeated emphatically as Tara then took
a seat on the sofa.


“Who are they? Why are they here?” Tara asked her
father quickly. Her lower lip trembled slightly. “Everyone’s been asking where
you were? What are you doing at a different hotel?” As she spoke she grew more
nervous.


“Tara, I have something to tell you,” Aldon gathered
himself together.


“What? Tell me,” Tara was growing more restless and
ill at ease. “Why couldn’t you tell me what you have to over the phone? I had
no idea what to tell Lynch or his mother when you called. I just said my father
needs to talk to me instantly. Both of them were upset by this.”


“You and Lynch were with Raina when I called?” Aldon obviously
didn’t like it.


“Everyone is spending time together,” Tara answered
quickly. “There’s a million things to take care of.”


“And I suppose Raina’s in the middle of it all?” Aldon’s
lower eyelid trembled.


“Raina’s helping out, of course. Dad, what is wrong
with you? We want you with us to help out as well. We’ve asked you.”


“You know how I feel about Raina,” Aldon bristled,
despite himself.


Tara flushed with annoyance. “Is this what you’ve
called me over about? Your feelings about Raina again?”


“No, not at all,” Aldon collected himself
immediately. “I have accepted Raina, though she makes a display of herself in
the papers. I have accepted that Lynch’s mother will play a prominent role in
your life. Remember though, she is totally different from your own mother and
from the woman we raised you to be.”


“Dad, Tara’s voice grew more brittle, “you don’t have
to like Lynch’s mother, ever. The two of you are not getting married.”


“Thank heavens,” Aldon murmured.


“Lynch and I are the ones getting married,” Tara went
on.


At that Aldon bristled clearly. “Tara, listen quietly
before you say anything. There is something I have to tell you.”


“Tell me already,”Tara flushed with irritation.


“You know all along I have not felt comfortable with
Lynch,” Aldon spoke softly.


“Oh God, are we starting with that again now?” Tara’s
voice grew louder.


“No, we’re not. I’m not going over old territory.
There’s something else I have to tell you.”


Tara seemed to want to get up off the sofa and fly
out of there. “What? Tell me immediately.”


“Lynch has a child with another woman,” Aldon
announced.


At first his words did not register. Tara closed her
eyes and brushed her hand over her forehead.


“Did you hear what I said?” Aldon repeated.


“Not really,” Tara remarked. “I must be imagining
things.”


“Tara, pay attention!” Aldon demanded.


Tara’s eyelids fluttered open and close. “I am paying
attention,” she said in a suddenly small voice, as though she were having
difficulty taking his words in.


“Your husband to be is the father of a child with
another woman,” Aldon repeated more firmly.


Suddenly Tara’s eyes opened wide and she exploded. “What
in hell are you telling me now? Another one of your crazy stories?”


“Has Lynch told you about his son?” Aldon demanded,
unaffected by his daughter’s outburst.


“Has Lynch told me about what?” Tara was trying to
grasp it.


“About his young son with the Caribbean mother, who
live down here on St. Martin and who he supports?” Aldon spoke emphatically,
hammering each word in.


Finally, the words took hold. Tara visibly reeled and
sunk back into the sofa. “This can’t be true,” she said in a wobbly tone.


“But it is true,” Aldon continued. “Ask these two
detectives if you don’t believe me,” and he motioned to Cindy and Mattheus who
stood silently, looking on.


Tara looked up at Cindy with two huge, sorrowful eyes
that looked stung, like a deer pierced by an arrow in the night. “What is my
father talking about?” she asked finally.


“Your father called us down here to investigate your
fiancée,” Cindy started in a soft tone. “Your father was worried about you,
felt something was wrong.”


“Whatever I do, he feels that I’m in danger, that
something is wrong,” Tara moaned. “How can I convince him that I’m fine, all is
well?”


“All is not well,” Cindy continued. “We found that
Lynch is the father of a four year old son.”


“But I don’t believe you,” Tara wrung her hands
together, hopelessly. “Someone is trying to hurt us, to ruin our love, destroy
our marriage.”


Mattheus took a step closer then. “Who would do that,
Tara?” he asked in a comforting tone.


“I have no idea,” said Tara, her eyes tearing. “I
thought everybody was happy for us.”


“They are,” Aldon insisted. “Everybody wants
happiness for you. Especially me.”


“This is your father’s way of caring for you,” Cindy
chimed in. “He wants everything to be right.”


“Everything was right,” said Tara, “everything was
wonderful. Lynch and I are deeply in love.”


“But you didn’t know about his child, did you?” Aldon
got between Tara and Cindy. “Everything was only wonderful in your imagination.
What would you have done if you’d found out about this later on?”


Tara could not speak.


“And what if later on you also found out about other
things that Lynch was hiding from you?” Aldon continued.


“Lynch has told me everything about his life. We don’t
keep a thing from each other, it’s what I love the most, he’s my best friend,”
Tara whimpered.


“He can still be your best friend,” Mattheus
interrupted. “This is not the worst thing in the world.”


At that Tara turned towards Mattheus, alarmed. “Are
you saying that this doesn’t matter? That it’s okay if Lynch has a child that
he never told me about?”


“Yes, I’m saying it’s okay,” said Mattheus. “There
are worse things you could find out.”


Cindy went over and edged Mattheus to the side.  “This
is not okay, Tara,” Cindy interrupted.  “I understand completely how you feel.”


Tara’s looked at Cindy then, her eyes suddenly
flaming. “How do I know I can believe you? I want you to bring me this child
right now.  I’m not leaving this room until I see him. And I want Lynch to be with
me when the child arrives. If his son really exists, if he’s a member of the
family, prove it to me. Prove it to all of us! Can you do that?”


“Yes, I can,” said Cindy calmly.


“It’s gonna cost you plenty for us to get the child
over here,” Mattheus mumbled to Aldon.


“I don’t care what it costs,” Aldon answered
promptly. “Pay your goons whatever you have to. This is my daughter’s life we’re
talking about!”











CHAPTER 5


 


 


Cindy and Mattheus retired to the side alcove of
Aldon’s suite to make arrangements.


“I refuse to do this,” Mattheus repeated. “It’s
against my principles, it stinks.”


“Give me Nick’s number and I’ll call him then.” Cindy
was shaken to the core by Mattheus behavior. “We’ve gone this far, we can’t
turn back now.”


Mattheus yanked a piece of paper out of his pocket
and thrust it in Cindy’s hand. “This is your baby now, the fallout’s on you,”
Mattheus said. “I wash my hands of responsibility.”


“You’re going crazy,” Cindy replied. “I have no idea
what’s beneath your reaction, but step aside, I’ll make the call.”


Fortunately Nick picked up his phone as soon as it
rang, and after Cindy spoke to him for a few minutes, he agreed to bring the
boy over to the hotel right away. 


“It won’t be a big deal to get him there,” Nick
insisted. “In fact, I’m betting his mother will be thrilled when she’s hears.  After
all, his family’s worth big bucks.”


Cindy was both relieved and troubled. “Okay, do
whatever you have to get the child here right away.”


“I’m on the move,” Nick replied.


Cindy walked back out of the alcove into the room
where Tara sat with her father. The tension between them was so all
encompassing it took Cindy’s breath away. Mattheus sat a few feet away in a
leather chair, looking out the glass windows at the sea that rolled onto shore
in gentle waves. 


“The boy will be here shortly,” said Cindy.


“How can I know for sure he’s truly Lynch’s son?”
Tara gasped at in horror.


“You’ve called Lynch, he’ll be here as well. He won’t
deny the child face to face, will he?” Aldon asked crisply.


“I want to meet the mother, too,” Tara shot back at
Cindy. “Can you also produce the mother?” 


“Yes, I can,” said Cindy without hesitation.


“Now you’re torturing yourself, Tara,” Aldon didn’t
like it. “What possible reason is there for you to meet her?”


Tara’s lips pursed, “I want to,” she insisted. “Lynch
told me something vaguely about a girlfriend he had on the island. He said it
was completely over, that when he came down here on his business trips he never
saw her at all anymore.”


At that Mattheus stood up and took a few steps
towards Tara. “When a guy breaks up with a girlfriend and they have a child, he’s
got to keep in touch, at the very least to give her money. That doesn’t mean he
has feelings for her or that there’s a relationship between them.”


At that Aldon bristled and turned to Mattheus. “You
certainly have a lot of twisted ideas and we are not at all interested in any
of them. Either Lynch is in touch with the ex-girlfriend or not.”


Cindy felt badly for Mattheus. “Mattheus is just
offering another point of view,” she objected. “He’s trying to calm the
turbulent waters.”


“Well, he’s doing a great job of ruffling my waters,”
Aldon replied bitterly.


Cindy shot a warning glance at Mattheus.


“Thank you, Cindy,” Tara said then, getting up and
moving closer to her.  “I can see how hard this is for you, too. Thank you for
understanding.”


Cindy was startled by Tara’s sensitivity and gave her
hand a little squeeze.


Tara smiled wanly and moved closer to Cindy, almost
as if she were her best friend. “My father always cooks up crazy problems, looks
for loopholes everywhere,” she said. “That’s why he was such a successful
lawyer. But it can be exhausting, too.”


“I’m sure it can,” said Cindy.


 “My dad’s’ been against Lynch for a long time now,”
Tara went on, obviously relieved to be talking to Cindy about it. “I’ve tried
to block out his remarks. But, this is something else. “


“Yes, it is,” said Cindy, “I’m so sorry about it.”


“If it’s true, it’s a nightmare,” mused Tara. “How
can Lynch explain a secret child? I have no idea how I’ll get out of it.”


“One step at a time,” said Cindy, thinking about the
nightmare she went through, losing Clint on her honeymoon. She never thought
she’d wake up from it, but she did, and as a different person, too.  “Nightmares
have a way of making us strong,” said Cindy. They don’t last forever. We wake
up.”


“Lynch doesn’t know what’s going on yet,” Tara continued.
“I just told him to get here as quickly as he could. He kept asking why, but I
couldn’t say it over the phone.”


“You did well,” Cindy tried to soothe her, as
suddenly there was a powerful, knocking on the door.


“Oh God, that has to be him,” Tara, startled, ran to
the door at top speed. She flung it open and then threw her arms around the
tall, blonde, good looking guy who came in. 


“What’s wrong? What’s the problem?” his voice was
tense as he pushed her away, slightly.  “You’ve scared me to death.”


“Thank God you’re here,” Tara’s voice grew weaker, “thank
God you came right away.”


Lynch, puzzled, looked into Tara’s eyes. “What’s
wrong? Tell me.”


Tara blanched and turned away. “I can’t,” she said
suddenly.


Lynch pulled her back towards him. “What do you mean
you can’t? This isn’t some kind of joke. My mother was with me when you called,
and she refused to let me come alone. She’s waiting downstairs in the lobby,
alarmed. You said it was a total emergency.”


“It is,” Tara murmured under her breath.


“Jesus Christ,” Mattheus muttered loud enough for
Lynch to hear.


Lynch stopped suddenly upon hearing those words, spun
around, and looked over to where Cindy and Mattheus were standing. “Who are
they?” Lynch asked confused and disturbed.


“They’re private detectives,” Tara said, suddenly
gaining her footing.


“They’re what?” Lynch’s voice grew alarmed.


“Private detectives,” Tara’s voice rose.  “My father
hired these private detectives.”


“Why would he do that, Tara?” Lynch turned the
suspicion directly on Aldon, avoiding the issue completely.  “What would prompt
your father to do such a terrible thing?”


Tara now took a step away from Lynch. “My father is
trying to protect me,” she said evenly.


“From what? From me?” Lynch looked at her askance.


“My father’s motives aren’t the point, are they?”
Tara spoke with her full voice.


“Of course they are,” Lynch turned to Aldon, his eyes
narrowing. “There is nothing I have ever done to have caused any suspicion. I
have taken wonderful care of your daughter, been good to her.” Then he turned
back to Tara, “I love you completely, Tara. I have since the first moment I saw
you.”


Tara’s eyes glistened as she took a step closer and
held out her arms, “I love you too, Lynch, truly,” she murmured.


“Then how can you doubt me?” Lynch looked amazed.


“My father has news,” Tara said, once again, wobbly.


Lynch suddenly pushed Tara away and stared at Aldon. “What
kind of news?” Clearly, there was no love lost between them.


“I believe Tara wants to tell you herself,” Aldon
stared back at Lynch unruffled.


Lynch’s eyes opened wider. “Tell me what, Tara?” 


 


Tara took a deep breath, threw a long look at Cindy
and spoke. “These private detectives have told my father that you have a son
living here on the island. You see him, support him.”


“What difference does that make? I love you, Tara,”
Lynch wailed suddenly.


“I love you, too, Lynch,” Tara cried back.


“But you see, love is not entirely the point, is it?”
Aldon sounded victorious. “My reasons for having you checked thoroughly were
because I needed to be absolutely sure who you were before I gave you my most
precious possession. And look what I found!  You have a secret child. A son
living here on the island.”


“And exactly what business is that of yours? How does
this impact you?” Lynch’s voice grew louder.


Aldon’s voice rose as well. “My daughter’s happiness
impacts me completely. She knew nothing of his child.”


“So?” Lynch stood his ground fiercely. “The child has
no impact upon her either.” 


“No impact?” Tara’s voice rose, unable to believe
what she was hearing.


“He will never be a part of our lives,” Lynch exclaimed.


Now Tara began trembling. “How is that possible?” she
breathed. “You have a child and I would never have known about him? You would
never take him on outings, spend time with him, celebrate his birthdays, go to
his events in school?”


“It’s not like that, Tara,” Lynch exclaimed. “I give
all the money he needs to his mother. That was our arrangement when he was
born.”


Tara looked as though she was about to pass out.  “This
is not the man I knew,” she murmured. “I have to be dreaming a horrible dream.”


“Cut it out,” Lynch became stronger with her.


“The man I knew,” Tara went on, would have been a
fabulous father. He was loving, caring, responsible, playful. He never could
have abandoned a son.”


“I haven’t abandoned anybody,” Lynch’s face grew taut
and angry. “I said I give him all the money he needs.” Then Lynch turned full
on at Aldon. “How dare you come between us with this?”


“Blaming me may be convenient,” Aldon remarked, “but
the child is yours, not mine.”


“And he’ll be here soon,” Tara whimpered now. “He and
his mother are on the way.”


At that Lynch lurched backwards. “What in hell are
you telling me?”


“I didn’t believe it was true, I wanted to see him
for myself,” Tara declared.


“You had no damn right to invite my child and his
mother to this room,” Lynch was enraged.


“Of course Tara had a right,” quipped Aldon.


“You shut up,” Lynch shot back at him.


Mattheus walked over to Lynch then. “It’s okay, take
it easy, buddy,” he said, putting his hand on Lynch’s arm. “Secrets come out
before a wedding. It happens all the time. There’s nothing so terrible here.”


Lynch looked at Mattheus relieved. “Thanks for that,”
he said.


“If I had my way, we would never have said a thing to
Aldon,” Mattheus went on. “My partner, Cindy here, thought we had to.”


“Well, she was wrong,” Lynch proclaimed as suddenly
there were quick, repeated, sharp knocks on the door. “That’s my mother,” said
Lynch, “I know her knock. She’s been waiting downstairs and is worried. I told
her I’d call her and tell her when to come up. I guess the anticipation’s too
much for her.”


“Does your mother know about the child or will it be
a shock for her as well?” Aldon remarked sarcastically.


“No one knows about him,” Lynch said, suddenly sad,
as he went to the door and opened it for his mother.


Raina, a strikingly beautiful woman in her early
sixties, with coiffed auburn hair and dressed in a fashionable, glittery, green
summer dress hurriedly entered the room.  


 “What’s going on? What’s all the commotion?” Raina
demanded, immediately taking center stage and drawing all the attention to
herself, like a moth to a flame.


The room quickly fell silent.


“Hello, Aldon, “Raina said perfunctorily, throwing
him an off handed glance. Clearly, the two of them seemed to be at odds. Cindy
could see how Raina could have been a huge irritation to Aldon, who was by
nature more private and subdued.


“Good day, Raina,” Aldon answered crisply.


“Exactly what is good about it?” she tossed back, irritated.
“And what in the world are you doing here? We’ve been waiting for you at the
hotel. After all, you are the father of the bride. Reporters have been asking
where you were. All kinds of newspapers are covering the event, you know.”


“So I’ve heard,” replied Aldon curtly.


“This is a huge week-end for us all. You can’t hide
away forever,” she said, glaring at him.


“It depends what you mean by hiding,” Aldon replied
condescendingly.


“Come on now, darling, we’re royalty down here, like
it or not,” Raina, taunted. “Thousands of people are following our wedding. Even
Tara’s gotten used to the glare of the camera, haven’t you dear?” Then she
turned slightly to Tara, who simply looked aside.


Raina’s face fell a moment then, and she went
straight over to Lynch. “Okay, enough. Out with it, what is the problem?”


Lynch looked at his mother dumbfounded, unable to
speak.


Raina breathed out loudly. “Has someone died? Is
someone dying?”


“It’s almost as bad as that,” Tara remarked.


Raina went over and took Tara by the shoulders. “Snap
out of it darling, and open your mouth and tell me what’s happening. I’ll fix
it in the blink of an eye. There’s nothing I can’t fix on the island.”


“Somethings cannot be fixed, even by you,” Aldon
remarked caustically.


“Oh really? Like what?” Raina challenged him
daringly, before suddenly looking over and seeing Cindy and Mattheus, standing nearby.
 Jarred, Raina flung her head back. “And who are these people, reporters?” she
asked.


 “The entire world isn’t focused upon your wedding, Raina,
“Aldon quipped loudly.


“Well, then they’re missing something,” Raina
suddenly sidled up to him. “Just as you are missing something, Aldon, dear.”


Aldon took a quick step away from her. 


Lynch walked over to Mattheus then, the only anchor
he seemed to have in the room. “My mom and Aldon are friendly enemies,” he remarked,
smiling slightly.


“Not so friendly right now, either,” Raina
proclaimed. “All this commotion is disrupting our plans. And, I do not take
well to having plans disrupted. I have friends arriving in an hour and I need
to be there to greet them. People are coming from far and wide.”


Just then there was another knock on the door, this
time long, strong and steady.


“Oh my God,” said Tara, suddenly breathless. “They
have to be here.”


“Who?” asked Raina bewildered.


“My former girlfriend and our son,” Lynch answered
plainly.











CHAPTER 6


 


 


The door to the suite opened slowly and in walked a
beautiful Caribbean woman, Bala, with a little boy at her side. The boy had
huge dark eyes, curly hair and a wonderful smile.


The entire room fell totally still. 


“This is Paulie,” said Bala, unflinchingly.


Paulie looked up at everyone and grinned, his huge
eyes sparkling.


Not a word was spoken and no one moved.


“We were told you wanted to meet us,” said Bala, now
slightly on edge.


Cindy stepped forward to welcome them. “Thank you for
taking the time to come,” she said.


“How are you, Paulie?” and she smiled at the
wonderful child, who gave her his little hand.


“I’m good,” said Paulie, looking around, an obviously
unwelcome guest.


“Would you like something to eat?” asked Cindy,
playfully.


“Okay,” he remarked.


Cindy took some chocolate that was in a basket on the
table and handed him a piece.


“Thank you,” said Bala.


“And how about you, Bala?” Cindy asked.


“I don’t need anything,” Bala remarked, not even
looking over at Lynch one time.  Lynch did not look at her, either. “What did
you want us here for, anyway?” Bala went on.


“Tara wanted to meet you,” said Cindy. “Do you know
who she is?”


Bala nodded softly, looking down. “She’s Lynch’s
bride to be.” 


Cindy motioned to Tara to come over, but Tara could
not stop staring at the child. He’d captured her attention completely.


Raina, however, had no compunctions about stepping
forward though. “Okay, what’s this, blackmail?” she hissed, directing her fury
at Bala.


At that, Lynch stepped forward and pulled his mother away.
“Bala has nothing to do with this,” he remarked. “She’s a good person, a
wonderful mother.”


“Bala has nothing to do with what?” asked Raina
incensed. “And who is this child exactly?”


“Paulie is my son,” said Lynch, unable to look at him
at all.


Raina’s face twisted into a shock of horror, pain and
outrage, as she glanced at the child for a quick moment.  “He’s your son, according
to who?” she demanded.


“Mother, please,” said Lynch.


“You’ve had paternity testing, I assume?” Raina
continued.


“Yes, I have,” said Lynch.


But with or without the testing, it was obvious to
Cindy when she looked at the child, that he was directly related to Lynch.
Aside from his light brown skin, his eyes, smile and nose were a carbon copy of
his father.


“So you had a fling with an island woman,” said
Raina, “and now you’re telling us that you’re saddled with this child?”


“I’m not telling you anything like that,” Lynch
protested.


“So, why are we gathering? What’s all this about?”
Raina refused to honor the significance of it.


Lynch turned to his mother slowly then. “This is your
grandson, mom,” he said.


Raina stopped in her tracks and looked at him
horrified. 


“Don’t talk like that, Lynch, not now. Don’t ruin
everything we’ve worked so hard for. You’re about to marry Tara. The wedding is
set, only a couple of days. Important people are arriving. This is not
something we want announced.”


“But it’s public knowledge now, Raina,” Aldon stepped
in.


“Oh no, it isn’t,” Raina glared at him.


“Aldon dug this up, those are his private detectives
over there,” Lynch filled his mother in.


“So, all of us in this room know about it,” Raina
spit out. “But not anyone else. And no one else will! Over my dead body.”


“It’s not a matter of who knows or doesn’t know,”
Tara stepped forth. 


“What is it a matter of then, dear?” Raina took her
on.


“I never knew a thing about the child,” said Tara, trembling.
“In all the time we were together, Lynch never said a word.” 


“So, the child didn’t know a thing about you, either,
did he?” Raina quipped. “What’s the big deal?” 


“Who knows what else Lynch is hiding? How can I trust
him now?” asked Tara.


Raina was completely unmoved by the question. “Listen,
I’ll take care of this, so that neither you nor Bala will know anything further
about each other’s lives.” Then Raina turned directly to Bala. “You are the
mother of this child, I assume?” she said in a totally businesslike fashion.


“I am,” said Bala, quietly.


“You and my son had some kind of encounter?” Raina
went on.


“We went out for two years,” Bala replied. “I was his
girlfriend. Lynch loved me.”


“Immaterial,” said Raina.


 “And I said it was over,” Lynch interjected. “You
understood. We made arrangements for Paulie.”


“Yes, we did,” said Bala, “I did not say otherwise. You
called me here, I did not ask to come.”


“Wait a minute,” Tara intervened, walking over to
Bala. “Bala, I’m pleased to meet you,” she said. “You have a beautiful child.”


Tears filled Bala’s eyes, “Thank you,” she whispered.


“I never knew a thing about him,” Tara continued. “If
I had -.”


“If you had, what?” Lynch walked over to them,
agitated.


Tara kept speaking to Bala, not looking at Lynch at
all. “If I’d known that Lynch had a son, I would have made sure he saw him
often.”


Tears fell down Bala’s face. 


“This has nothing to do with you, Tara,” Lynch
interposed himself. “This is not your business, butt out.”


“This has everything to do with me,” Tara turned on
him, furiously.  “I’ve been lied to, through and through!  You’re not the
person you pretended to be. If you can abandon your son, what else can you do?
Our wedding is off!”


The words rang through the room like the sound of a
shot gun going off on a summer night.


“Off?” Lynch’s jaw clenched and his hands drew into
fists. What are you talking about?”


“It’s over, it’s finished! We can’t go on!” Tara
called out wildly, frightening Paulie with the sound of piercing pain in her
voice. “You never told me about your son.  You  lied.”


Raina stepped in then, like lightning rising over the
hill. “This wedding will go on as planned,” she demanded. “It’s way too late
for turning around.”


“Never too late,” Aldon insisted.


“Do you realize what’s at stake here?” Raina
insisted, “the plans, the costs, the arrangements, hundreds of people coming
down, our family’s entire reputation is on the line.”


“I realize full well,” said Aldon, “but my daughter’s
life is worth more than it all.”


“Your daughter’s life has never been better than when
she’s been with my son,” Raina shot back at him. “Tara’s grown, she’s bloomed.
They’re fabulous together, I’ve never seen Lynch this happy before. This is
nothing but a chance mishap, a ridiculous blip in the road. Our family will
take care of the mother and child completely financially. Then, neither of them
will ever be seen or heard from again.” Raina turned swiftly towards Bala then.
“Do you understand that? Not a word of this goes past this room.”


Bala nodded sadly, as Tara put her arm around Bala’s
shoulder. “Forgive us all, Bala,” Tara said. “We have done wrong.”


Raina swept over and pushed Tara to the side. “What
are you talking about?  There’s nothing to forgive. We have done what’s right
and always will!”


Tara looked at Lynch painfully over his mother’s
shoulder.


 “It’s over, Lynch,” Tara proclaimed definitely. “This
wedding cannot go on.”


*


 Bala grabbed her son, lifted him in her arms and ran
out of the room suddenly, in haste, as Tara began sobbing.    


“Don’t go Bala, stay awhile,” Tara cried, racing
after her.


Lynch grabbed Tara by the shoulders, stopping her. “Let
her go,” he said stiffly. “She doesn’t belong here with the boy.”


Tara turned towards him fitfully.  “The boy, or your
son?” she exclaimed.


“Calm down this minute, Tara,” Lynch replied,
ignoring her comment.


“You never said a word to your son, Lynch,” Tara
could not be consoled.  “You never held him or said hello.”


 “This isn’t the place to talk about this. Stop it
this instant,” Lynch was shaken to the core, caught off guard, confused.


“How can I stop?” Tara moaned. “Your son has to be
part of your life. You can’t just throw away a person.”


Lynch’s jaw clenched. “He is not being thrown away. I
see to it that all his needs are met.”


“He needs a father, not just money,” Tara’s voice cracked
in distress. 


 Raina broke in fiercely then.  “Enough of this utter
and complete nonsense. You have totally and completely humiliated us, Tara. How
dare you suggest that my son has done something wrong to that native woman or
to her offspring?”


Tara stopped in amazement and glared at Raina. “That
native woman is the mother of your grandchild. And, you don’t seem to care at
all about him, either.” Tara gasped.


Raina, appalled, turned to Lynch. “This horrendous
situation is growing more preposterous by the moment,” she declared. 


“I’ll take care of it mother,” said Lynch in a
clenched voice.


“Will you?” she asked suddenly, bitter. “I certainly
hope so, because cancelling the wedding is not an option. It’s out of the
question. Absolutely.”


“This is not exactly your wedding, Raina,” Aldon
broke in. “And I’m proud of Tara’s response. She was raised to care for and
respect others. She’s sensitive, concerned.”


“Yes, she is and that’s why I love her,” Lynch
proclaimed, coming to Tara’s defense.


Raina turned on Aldon then.  “If your daughter’s so
sensitive, how dare she threaten to hurt the man she loves and cancel the
wedding over something as foolish as this?”


“Your grandson is something foolish?” Aldon replied. 


“It’s obvious the child’s mother is after nothing but
money,” Raina declared. “Why else would she show up unannounced with the boy?
This is simply a form of blackmail. I’ve seen it before and I’ll see it again.
But will I be prey to it? Never.”


“I insisted that Bala come with the child,” Tara
stood strong. “I couldn’t believe that Lynch had a son unless I saw him for
myself.”


“So you saw him,” Raina proclaimed. “Do you want a
medal for that?”


“I also wanted to see how Lynch would react,” Tara
went on, blocking Raina’s comment. “I wanted to see if he and his son at least
knew each other.”


“We do not,” said Lynch quietly. “That was not part
of the arrangement.”


“It’s awful, just awful,” Tara began weeping again. “You’ve
abandoned your son, I can hardly bear it.”


“You, you, you! Is this all about you?” Raina blasted
her. “How dare you say my son abandoned his child? You, yourself, just
threatened to abandon everyone, to call off your entire wedding! How do you
think Lynch feels about that?”


“There’s no comparison,” Tara barely caught her
breath. “I didn’t keep life changing secrets from him.”


“I never thought of this as a secret,” Lynch had
trouble speaking now. “I thought of it as a mistake I made that I’m taking care
of now, quietly.” His face grew pale.


“Tara,” Raina exclaimed. “You are about to become a
member of our family, a very prominent family. Hundreds of guests are arriving
for your wedding. You think you can stop it just like that?”


“I’ll handle this mother,” Lynch tried to intervene.


“There’s nothing to handle, Lynch,” said Tara, “I can’t
go through with the wedding now.”


Lynch tried to get closer to her.  “This is crazy,
Tara, I love you. I can’t lose you like this. We’ll find a way, we’ll talk it
over.


“I love you too, but I don’t know who you are anymore,
“Tara whimpered.


“Oh God,” Mattheus suddenly burst out, startling
everyone. “This has gotten completely out of hand. Tara, there’s no reason to
cancel the wedding over something like this.”


“Finally, some plain common sense,” Raina murmured,
looking at Mattheus admiringly.


“Cindy and I have investigated all kinds of cases,”
Mattheus went on, “we’ve seen awful things happen, deceit, disaster, heartless
murder. This is just a normal bump in the road. You’ve got to give the guy a
chance to make it right. You weren’t dating Lynch when he had the child. He
hasn’t cheated on you. What has it got to do with your wedding?”


Tara looked over at Cindy, who just shook her head.


Aldon, outraged, went over to Mattheus directly.  “You
were not hired for your expert opinion,” he said. “You were hired to gather
plain information and you did your job perfectly. More than this is not
required of you.”


“Your daughter’s making a terrible mistake,” Mattheus
insisted. “I feel it.”


“In plain English, your assignment is over,” Aldon
continued, “and you’re free to leave, right now.”


“Wait a minute,” Tara, interrupted. “I don’t want
Cindy to go. I like having her here. I want to talk to her more about it.”


Cindy was surprised and touched.  She liked Tara as
well, admired her greatly.


“Very well then, I’m not firing Cindy, only Mattheus,”
said Aldon.


“Cindy and I work as a team or not at all,” Mattheus
retorted and threw a swift glance at Cindy.


“Is that so?” asked Aldon.


“Yes, it is,” Cindy agreed.


“Let them stay on a little while longer then,” Tara
pleaded.


Aldon quickly agreed. “Fine, stay as long as Tara
wants you here,” he said perfunctorily.


At that Raina turned to Lynch, and pulled him to the
side. “I am not staying here in the midst of this maelstrom. I’m just telling
you to make up with your bride! Do it however you can. Get Mattheus to convince
Cindy to convince Tara. I couldn’t care less how.”


Lynch looked staggered. “I’ll do my best,” he said
quietly.


““Your best better be good enough,” Raina’s voice
grew shrill. “You two must go forward with the wedding. You can’t make a public
fool of our family this way. If you do you’ll no longer be able to work for the
company. You’ll end up disinherited.”


Lynch stared at his mother, open mouthed.


“It’s not what I want, it’s not what I’m hoping for,”
Raina tried to soften her words, “but what choice will I have? If this ever
gets out, we’ll all be done for. You have to make absolutely sure that not a word
of this leaves this room, ever!” With that she spun around and dashed to the
door. “I have guests to welcome,” she called out over her shoulder. “People
have paid thousands of dollars to be at this wedding. Things are going on as
normal, or else.”











CHAPTER 7


 


 


It was as if the eye of a storm quieted down after
Raina left the room. And those remaining were left with all left with the
debris that the whirlwind had caused. 


“I need to talk to you, Tara,” Lynch said quietly
then, reaching out for her.


“Not right now,” Tara began shivering.


“What’s wrong with you? Why are you taking it so
hard?” Lynch alternated between looking baffled and afraid.


“I need time, Lynch,” Tara answered. 


“There’s no time left, we don’t have time,” Lynch
replied. “The rehearsal dinner’s tomorrow night.”


Tara put her head in her hands and started sobbing.


“Give me some time alone with her,” Cindy said
quietly to Lynch. “Meanwhile you and Mattheus can talk.”


Aldon tapped his foot on the floor hard, at Cindy’s
suggestion. “I don’t know exactly what it is that Mattheus would have to say
that would make things better,” he said. “Mattheus seems to feel


that it’s perfectly fine to have a secret child you’ve
told no one about.”


“It’s not that simple,” said Mattheus, his face
growing tight. “I’m saying there are worse things to find out and that
misunderstandings can be repaired.”


“Not always,” said Aldon. “Actions can have
irreparable consequences.”


Tara looked up and sighed. “Take it easy, dad,” she
said.


“I’ve been worried about something like this for a
long time,” said Aldon.


At that Tara, grew quieter. Aldon’s statement seemed
to jar her. The last thing she wanted to do was go along with him.


“Let Mattheus talk to Lynch,” Tara proclaimed, “let
me talk to Cindy. Back off. Give us some time.”


*


Cindy put her arm around Tara and led her to a sofa
to sit down and talk. Mattheus took Lynch into the alcove, and Aldon walked out
onto the balcony and stared at the sky, alone.


“My father is happy about this,” Tara started, as
Cindy sat next to her and took her hand.


“I can’t imagine that he’s happy,” said Cindy.


“He and Lynch’s mother hate each other,” Tara went
on. “They made it hard for the two of us in the beginning, but then Raina
decided she loved me, and forgot about my dad.”


“He didn’t forget about her, though, did he?” asked
Cindy.


“No,” Tara shook her head. “He’s held this crazy
vendetta, determined to find out the truth about Lynch. Lynch is a wonderful
guy, but my father couldn’t see it.”


“That’s rough,” said Cindy.


“Awful,” Tara went on, “Lynch and I knew he was
poking around, investigating Lynch’s background. We didn’t care, though. It
didn’t amount to anything. I always thought Lynch was squeaky clean.”


“I don’t know if there’s anyone in the world who’s
squeaky clean,” Cindy said slowly. “There’s always a little something, here or
there. Life leaves its traces.”


“I realize that, of course,” said Tara, “but
something like this!”


Cindy sighed. She couldn’t help but agree. This wasn’t
a little something.


“This is huge,” said Tara.


“Yes, it is,” Cindy agreed.


“He lied to me,” Tara was taking it in, turning it
over and over in her mind, trying to make it real. “Lynch hid the fact that he
had a child.”


“He didn’t think of it as lying,” said Cindy, trying
to soften the blow.


“But whether or not he realized it, he lied,” Tara
shrugged. “In a way it would be better if he realized it. Otherwise, it could
happen again.”


““That’s true, you’re right,” Cindy agreed. “You’re
in a rough spot, Tara.”


Tara turned to Cindy point blank. “What would you do?”
she asked her.


Cindy was taken aback. “I’m not sure,” she said
slowly. It wasn’t up to her to tell Tara what to do.


“Would you go forward with a fake marriage, even
though you couldn’t trust your husband?” the words fell off Tara’s lip quickly.


“No, I would not do that,” Cindy was stalwart.


“Then, what would you do?” Tara’s voice grew more
strident.


Both of them looked up then, and to their surprise Lynch
and Mattheus were walking over to where they were sitting. They’d obviously
heard what had been said.


“I would give it time,” Mattheus took it upon himself
to answer the question. “I would take a long walk, talk to friends, make an
effort to forgive. After all, this is someone you said you loved, isn’t it?”


Tara looked up at Lynch swiftly and began to tremble.


“In fact, in a few days you were about to vow that
this is someone you would love forever, for better or worse, in sickness and
health,” Mattheus was making his case strongly.


Encouraged, Lynch joined in. “You did say that you
loved me, Tara. You said you loved me more than anyone or anything else in your
life.”


“I said that, and it was true at the time,” Tara
trembled more strongly.


Lynch took a step closer to her. “Did you really mean
it?” he asked, his head dropping, “or was it just words?”


“I meant it,” said Tara, “of course I meant it.”


“Then give me a chance,” Lynch pleaded. “That’s what
it means to love, isn’t it?”


Tara was silent a few moments and then shook her
head. “I’m not sure what it means to love at this moment,” she whispered. “I
could ask you the same question, if you loved me, how could you have hidden your
son from me? How could you, Lynch?”


“What’s the matter with you?” Lynch grew agitated, “you’ve
become completely obsessed with my son.”


*


Cindy and Mattheus left the two of them alone for a
while to talk further as Aldon walked in from the balcony. 


“Where do we go from here?” asked Aldon. “How are we
breaking the news that it’s done?”


 “That’s for them to decide,” Mattheus said
scornfully to Aldon.


“There’s nothing to decide, the facts are clear,”
Aldon countered. Then he turned to Cindy, “I hope you told my daughter that she
was making the right choice in saying good bye.”


“This is her choice,” Cindy chimed in. “She and Lynch
need time alone together now.”


“What for?” Aldon’s face curled in disgust. 


               Cindy turned and looked into the room
and saw Tara and Lynch, drawing closer, speaking to each other tearfully. “I
think it’s best to leave them alone for now,” Cindy said quietly. “Let’s all go
down to the restaurant and have some lunch.” Cindy was hungry, it was almost
mid-afternoon.


“I’m not leaving Tara alone for a minute,” said
Aldon. 


Cindy shook her head slowly. “It’s up to you, of
course, but if you push too hard, it will backfire.”
















 


Aldon took that in quietly. “Okay, maybe you’re
right, but I’m still staying here. There’s no reason for us all to have lunch.
You’ve both done you’re job. You can leave now.”


Cindy didn’t like the brusque way Aldon tried to
discharge her. Things were far from over and he knew that. “Tara’s not ready
for me to go, yet,” she replied.


Aldon backtracked a second. “If anything turns up and
we need you, I’ll be sure to call you again.”


“This isn’t over,” said Cindy slowly.


 “You’ve done a fine job and I’m grateful,” Aldon
insisted.


Mattheus turned away, saying nothing.


“You both have your room here paid for another few
days,” Aldon continued. “Please stay and continue to enjoy the island at my
expense.”


*


Mattheus didn’t want to stay and enjoy the island, he
couldn’t stand Aldon and wanted to get out of here as fast as he could. Cindy
felt differently.  She was tired, oddly saddened and wanted to rest and
regroup.


“Speak about an in-law from hell,” Mattheus muttered.
“I don’t want to do anything at this guy’s expense.”


“This is a beautiful place with so much to do, there’s
no reason to let him spoil it for us,” Cindy said to Mattheus, when they’d
returned to their room.  “It’s part of the payment for our work.  We arranged
for this in the beginning. He’s not giving us anything extra.”


“But he’s trying to make us feel like he is,”
Mattheus muttered.


“Forget about him, he’s a lonely, old guy,” said
Cindy. “We could use time together at the beaches, exploring the hot spots,
laughing again.”


Mattheus relented a moment. “That’s for sure,” he
agreed.


Although the case had only lasted a short while, it
had taken a big toll on both of them and definitely created a distance between
them that hadn’t been there before. 


Cindy wanted to get back on track. She went over to
Mattheus and stroked his face slowly. “Why are you so mad at me?” she asked in
a playful tone.


Mattheus closed his eyes a moment, “I’m not mad. I’m
just upset by your reactions to the case.”


Cindy withdrew her hand quickly.  Upset by her
reactions?  What should she say about his? She and Mattheus had differences
before, but they’d never gone as deep. And they’d never taken this kind of toll
on them while they were on a case. 


Mattheus opened his eyes abruptly as Cindy withdrew. “Okay,
let’s go down and have lunch on the beach, then take a walk and talk.”


Cindy felt a pit in her stomach. “Talk about what?”
she asked, trying to be casual, “we’re officially off the case.”


“About life, love, secrets, the whole works,”
Mattheus answered.  “Go change into your bathing suit and a sundress, and I’ll
get ready too.”


*


The hotel had a small, beautiful, restaurant right
out on the beach with a bamboo roof and vines growing along the walls. Cindy
and Mattheus were shown to a table right on the sand and as they sat down could
hear the sound of sea birds filtering through. Cindy felt both hungry and queasy
at the same time. There was something in Mattheus’s tone that sounded like
trouble up ahead.


“It’s been quite a day,” said Cindy, after they’d
ordered their food. 


“That’s putting it mildly,” said Mattheus, drumming
his fingers on the table. The afternoon had grown cooler and the winds from the
ocean blew in strongly on them. “This case is far from over, mark my words,” he
added.


“Is that what’s bothering you so much?” Cindy asked,
picking up a tall glass of iced water with lime and sipped it slowly.


“Partially,” Mattheus took a glass of water for
himself as well and drank it all down. “I don’t know if it’s the best idea for
us to hang out on the island. No one knows yet what’s happening with the
wedding. If it’s called off there’s gonna be all kinds of news and backlash. I
don’t want to be in the middle of it all.”


“You’re not and neither am I, we’ve been fired,
remember?” Cindy quipped, though she was also concerned about what was going to
happen. She liked Tara very much and couldn’t shake the feeling that Tara was
terribly alone now. Rationally that was ridiculous. She had her wedding party,
family, and all kinds of friends to talk to. There was plenty of support. She’d
work it out, no matter what she finally decided.


“I’m worried about Tara, though,” Cindy added, as the
waiter brought huge, delicious salads and homemade bread to their table.


Mattheus picked up a chunk of bread and covered it
with warm butter. “Once you start on a case you’re never finished, until it’s truly
over,” he said. “There are so many loose ends here and Tara is definitely
unstable.”


Cindy took exception. “I don’t find anything unstable
about her,” she said. “Any woman would feel the way she does.”


Mattheus put his fork down. “Really?” he looked over
at Cindy.


“Yes, why is that so confusing?” asked Cindy, “the
rug was pulled out from under her at the very last minute.”


Mattheus let out a long sigh. “Let’s eat and walk on
the beach and talk,” he said quickly, diving into his salad and finishing it
off as fast as he could.


*


The beach was cold and windy by now, with a feeling
of rain on the way. Cindy pulled her light lavender cardigan over her shoulders
and walked beside Mattheus, who took large steps along the water’s edge and was
hard to keep up with.


“Slow down,” Cindy finally said, breathing hard. “What’s
the rush, what’s the problem here, Mattheus? What is going on?”


Mattheus stopped, turned to her and looked at her
squarely as the wind from the water tossed her hair over her face.


“I also have a child who lives on the islands,” Mattheus
said squarely. “She should be about 15 years old by now.”


The roar of the surf pounded in Cindy’s ears and grew
deafening as Mattheus spoke. She wasn’t sure that she was hearing correctly and
lifted her hand up, as if to hold back the oncoming tide.


“What did you say? I didn’t hear you correctly.”
Cindy called out.


“I have a child,” Mattheus called out over the surf. “A
daughter, almost fifteen years old.


 Cindy was speechless. “It’s not possible,” she
called back, as if from another world.


“But it’s the truth and now you know about it,”
Mattheus’s body lurched from side to side.


“I don’t believe it” Cindy’s voice echoed round and
round.


“So, what are you going to do about it? Throw me into
the sea?” Mattheus’s voice grew grainer. “My daughter’s mother and I met when I
was just nineteen. It was a night of fun. We didn’t love each other, we didn’t
know each other. We never will.”


“My God,” breathed Cindy to herself now.


Mattheus’s voice grew louder and fiercer. “I haven’t
seen either of them for years.”


Cindy’s eyes started filling with tears. “Do you ever
think of them?” she barely could speak. How was it possible that she was facing
the same thing as Tara? What strange circumstance made this happen? Mattheus
was not answering. Cindy’s voice grew louder, above the din of the shore. “Do
you ever think of them, Mattheus?” she cried out.


“Sure, once in a while,” Mattheus finally said, “the
daughter, that is, not her mother.”


“Have you tried to meet your daughter?” Cindy’s legs
were shaking.


“I haven’t,” Mattheus said. “It could be too painful,
for both of us, not just me.”


His voice, the news and the sea became deafening.
Cindy’s heart pounded uncontrollably. This couldn’t be happening, it couldn’t
be real.


“Don’t hate me, Cindy,” Mattheus’s voice dropped as
he suddenly pleaded for all he was worth. “She’s a shadow in my life I’ve made
peace with.”


 Cindy was chilled to the bone now and silent.


“Say something,” Mattheus lurched closer to her, “don’t
just stand there like that, looking dazed.


But Cindy was speechless. If they hadn’t fallen upon
this strange case, would she ever have found out?  “Were you ever going to tell
me, Mattheus?” she finally spoke.


“No, I wasn’t, to be truthful about it,” Mattheus
replied. “There was no reason to tell you. I feel for Lynch, I identify with
him, he never thought he was doing something so awful.”


Cindy felt her stomach curl into a knot. “We’ve
talked about marriage and building a family for almost two weeks now,” Cindy
said. “You weren’t going to let me know you have a daughter?”


“I want a new family, I want a family with you. I
still want to marry you, but I have to know you won’t run out on me like Tara.”


Cindy could barely believe the strange parallels in
the situations. That’s why Mattheus was so upset about it, right from the
start. But he still didn’t see that there was anything wrong with shrouding a
whole chunk of your life in darkness. Cindy listened to the surf in the
background, growing wilder as they spoke. 


“So, are we over again?” Mattheus called out. “Now
that you know this, if you have no intention of marrying me, let me know.”


Cindy felt dizzy and ill.  “I don’t know, Mattheus,” she
breathed. “You have to give me time with this.”


“I’ve given you all kinds of time,” Mattheus grew
agitated.  “We solve one thing and then there’s something else.”


“This isn’t just something else,” Cindy breathed,
growing angry. “This is a whole part of your life.”


“So what?  Isn’t there room to have secrets in a
person’s life? Do you lose all our privacy when you get married?” he asked.


Cindy stopped and thought about it. “Of course everyone
needs privacy,” she replied, “but privacy and huge secrets are different.
Secrets like this mean a double life.” Cindy felt deeply chilled.  How did Mattheus
truly see marriage? She’d been horrified when she found out about Clint’s
private life, that eventually killed him. She couldn’t go through something
like that one more time.


“When you’re married,” said Cindy, “there’s times
alone, even separate friends, not no more private life.” Cindy took a deep
breath. “Mattheus I agree with what you said before. We need to leave the
island now.  We need time, we need space.”


“Just what I was thinking” said Mattheus, “try as we
might, we can’t catch a break.”


*


The two of them walked back to their room in silence,
saying nothing. Once in the room the heavy silence continued as they started to
pack their bags.


“Are we going on the same plane at least? Are we
going to the same destination?” Mattheus finally asked.


Cindy said nothing. The news that Mattheus had a
daughter kept rolling around in Cindy’s mind. She couldn’t find a place for it
though, or what it meant for the two of them.


“I’m asking you something,” Mattheus’s voice grew
louder.


“I don’t have any answers, Mattheus,” Cindy said. “Let’s
go back to St. Barts for a little while, and give things time to settle.”


“Things will never settle,” Mattheus moaned, “I’m
getting sick of trying.”


Suddenly the phone rang sharply. Cindy stopped and
picked it up. Tara was on the other end, upset.


“Thank God you’re there Cindy,” she said the moment
she heard Cindy’s voice. “I’m messed up, I’m confused, I don’t know what to do.
Everyone says I should try and go forward, but first I have to see Lynch’s son
again.” 


“Why?” Cindy felt uneasy.


“I don’t know. I just can’t stop thinking about him,”
Tara went on. “I dream about him, see his face in front of me. I have to see
him again.”


“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” said Cindy,
frightened.


It didn’t seem as if Tara heard a thing she said,
though. “Will you come with me, Cindy?” Tara pleaded.


Cindy’s stomach lurched. “Did you tell Lynch you want
to go see his son again?” she asked. “Is he okay with it?”


“Why do I have to tell Lynch?” Tara sounded bitter. “Did
he tell me what was going on in his life? I told him I’d try to go forward with
the wedding, but that his son would have to be a part of our lives.”


Cindy grew silent, she found it odd. “And how did he
take that?” she asked.


“Lynch didn’t say anything, just stared straight
ahead of him,” said Tara.


“Lynch should know that you’re going to see his son,”
Cindy insisted.


“No, he shouldn’t,” said Tara. “I told him I’d be at
the rehearsal dinner, that’s enough. But I have to see Bala and Paulie again
before that. I want you to come with me, Cindy,” Tara repeated. “Will you,
please?”


Cindy had no idea how to respond. Officially, she was
no longer on the case, but Tara’s sounded so strange and desperate, it was
impossible to say no.


“When are you going?” asked Cindy, worried about her.


“Right now,” said Tara. 


“Okay,” Cindy made a snap decision, “sure, why not? I’ll
go.”


 “Thank you so much,” said Tara overjoyed. “I’ll pick
you up downstairs in a car in fifteen minutes.”


*


“Where are you going?” asked Mattheus the minute
Cindy put down the phone.


“Tara sounds confused and disturbed,” said Cindy. “She
said she needs to see Bala and the boy again before the rehearsal dinner. She
wants me to go with her.”


“Why in hell does she need that?” asked Mattheus,
stunned.


“She can’t stop thinking about them,” Cindy replied.


“Sounds like obsession,” said Mattheus. “Nothing good
ever comes out of obsession.”


“She’s going to go forward with the marriage if the
boy is part of their life,” Cindy added, glad that she and Mattheus were
talking again, particularly about a case.


“Does this make sense to you Cindy?” Mattheus zeroed
in. 


“It isn’t rational,” Cindy replied, “but in a strange
way I get where she’s coming from.”


“Oh brother,” Mattheus commented. “I mean, would it
make you feel better if you got to meet my old girlfriend and daughter?”


Cindy paused for a moment and considered it. “Not
your girlfriend,” she said, “but your daughter, yes. I would feel a lot better
for both of us to meet her together, in fact.”


Mattheus looked totally confused. “Why?”


“She’s your daughter, Mattheus, part of your flesh
and blood. You don’t just throw a daughter away.”











CHAPTER 8


 


 


Despite Mattheus’s concern about Cindy going on the
trip, Cindy went into the bathroom and changed quickly into a lovely, paisley
linen dress. Then she brushed her hair long and hard, freshened her makeup and
got ready to go downstairs.


“We’re not on the case anymore,” Mattheus knocked on
the bathroom door as Cindy prepared. “It’s not our business. Your trip with
Tara could be tricky. She’s not well.”


“It will be fine,” Cindy called back through the shut
door. “Tara needs some support.”


“We all need something,” Mattheus called back. “I
need support, too. I need for us to sit down and talk about my daughter.”


“We will,” said Cindy, “later. Right now I want to go
with Tara. She’ll be here in a few minutes.”


“I’m going on record right now that this is a bad
idea,” “Mattheus barked back.


“Okay, you’re on record,” Cindy opened the door, came
out and walked past him.


“You look ravishing,” Mattheus said then, taken by
surprise.


Cindy felt her heart clench. She desperately wanted
to turn around, hold him, assuage his fears, tell him how much she loved him.
But she held back. It would never work to pretend that he hadn’t kept a huge
piece of his life from her. There had to be ripple effects of his having a
daughter that neither of them could barely foresee.  Cindy had no idea what this
news boded for a life together for the two of them.


Cindy took a small summer bag and flung it over her
shoulder as she walked to the door.


“So, are you going to try to convince Tara to forget
the wedding?”  Mattheus followed closely behind her. 


“I have no plans to convince her of anything at all,”
Cindy turned and met Mattheus’s eyes.  “This is her choice. I’ll just be at her
side as she makes it.”


“That’s easier said than done,” Mattheus remarked. “She’s
pulling you into a crazy world of her own making. Why is she so obsessed with
Lynch’s son? Frankly, it’s unnerving.”


Cindy felt on edge. “Listen, Tara’s father hired us to
do a job and Tara’s life has been turned upside down because of what we dug up.
It doesn’t feel right to wash our hands of it just because Aldon said good bye.
If Tara’s called for help, then he needs us.”


“Tara doesn’t need us, she needs you,” Mattheus
corrected her. 


“Be that as it may,” said Cindy, “when it comes to
working together, there’s no me and you. There’s just us.” Then she shook her
long hair over her shoulders and walked to the door.


 “You look beautiful, Cindy,” Mattheus remarked
softly.


Cindy couldn’t help smiling for a second. “Thanks,”
she said, “I like that. Flattery will get you everywhere.” 


*


As soon as Cindy got down to the front of the hotel, a
long, black car pulled up with Tara seated in the back. The minute she saw
Cindy she rolled down the window, leaned out and beckoned her in. Cindy quickly
slipped in, and the car rolled away.


“I can’t thank you enough for this,” Tara gave Cindy
a quick hug. Her eyes looked dazed and her face drawn. Obviously this had taken
a terrible toll.  “I kept wondering what to do,” Tara rambled, “I couldn’t tell
anybody where I was going and I didn’t want to go alone. Then you came to my
mind.” 


“I’m glad you called,” said Cindy, really meaning it.
Tara shouldn’t be alone right now with this information and all the changes it brought
to her life.


“My wedding is supposed to be the most wonderful time
of my life,” Tara spoke fitfully, “and it’s turned into the worst.  I’ve never
felt so much pressure in my life – from everybody. Seems like nobody cares about
how I truly feel, only about the wedding. Lynch’s mother refuses to believe
anything is wrong. She’s acting like everything’s normal, making toasts with
her friends to the happy couple.”


“Not good,” Cindy commented, “no one wants to get
married under the gun.” 


Tara flung her head back suddenly and looked
relieved. “It’s great to hear you say that. I even said that to Lynch. I said
let’s run away and spend time with your son. We have to get to know him, he has
to become part of our lives. We can’t get married otherwise. Once we all work
it out, then we can have a small, quiet wedding somewhere else.”


Cindy was startled by the strange plan. “How did
Lynch react to that?” she asked.


“He didn’t,” Tara grew quiet, “he’s been numb and
silent, unwilling to say anything more about it to me. I guess he thinks if he
pretends it isn’t happening long enough, it will all go away. I’m sure he’s also
scared to death about how his mother is taking it. Lynch does whatever he can
to make her happy. But, yesterday I told him a man whose life is run by his
mother is not the man for me. I said these decisions are up to us, they don’t affect
your mother.”


“But, of course they  affect his mother,” said Cindy.
“The two of them seemed joined at the hip.”


Tara took exception to that. “After Lynch’s father
died, his mother asked him to take over the business. He works with his mother
side by side. What’s so bad about that?”


“Nothing,” said Cindy. “It can be a wonderful
arrangement at times.”


“That was one of the things that drew me to Lynch,”
Tara went on, relieved to be talking about it. “He cares so much about his
mother, is such a great son. When he told his mother that I was so happy they
were close, she decided I was the perfect wife for him. Since then she’s been
doing everything she can to help us along. Everything! She’s paying for this
entire wedding herself.”


Cindy realized in a flash that Raina had become the
mother to Tara that she’d just lost.


“Raina’s not a bad person,” Tara insisted, “even
though she was rude to me the other day and can be bossy.”


“I guess she was just shocked to see her grandson,”
said Cindy.


“Must have been that,” Tara agreed.


Cindy saw how hard to would be for Tara to bail out
of the wedding. It was not only Lynch, but also Raina that she’d been letting
down. 


The car drove steadily along and Cindy looked out of
the window as they were leaving the main part of town. They drove down a hill
into a winding road that seemed to be leading through a valley.  As they made
their way the dim light left of the day shone over all kinds of flora and fauna
and made it seem as though they were all surrounded by a strange, misty, glow.


           “Where exactly are we headed?” Cindy asked,
feeling a bit disoriented. 


“To the village where Bala lives with her son,” said Tara.
“It’s a small fishing village in St. Marteen, on the Dutch side of the island.
The boy was raised here, it’s his home. He comes from a completely different
world than we do. It will take time for him to acclimate.”


Cindy was confused. What was Tara thinking of? It
became clear in that moment how fixated she was on the boy. Cindy had a sudden,
frightening thought that Tara might want to grab him away and keep him for
herself.


 “What will Paulie have to acclimate to?” Cindy asked
cautiously.


“To a new life,” Tara murmured. “He’s going to have a
lot to get accustomed to.”


Cindy still didn’t know what Tara had in mind. “You’re
overly involved with the boy,” Cindy said plainly, glad she was along on the
trip.


“Not at all,” said Tara.


“Over involvement can lead to obsession,” Cindy
continued, unwilling to let it go. “Sometimes we build fantasies about someone
that have nothing to do with what’s possible. This boy does not belong to you.”


Tara shivered suddenly. “Okay, so maybe I am over
involved,” she replied in a hushed tone. “But I lost a brother and never got
him back. My mother’s first child died in childbirth.” 


My God, that’s it, thought Cindy, Paulie is reminding
her of her lost brother.


“All my life my mother told me how wonderful it was
that I was born and replaced him. She never knew how much it hurt me when she
said that.”


“I’m sorry, Tara,” she remarked.  “No one person can
replace another.”


“You can say that again,” said Tara. “And now my
wedding is coming and both my mother and brother are gone.  Doesn’t Lynch
realize how lucky he is to have a living child? How can he just forget about
him?”


The car made a swift sharp turn then, jostling both
of them unexpectedly, and turning onto a dirt road that was barely paved.


“I’m excited to see Paulie again,” Tara whispered to
Cindy, “very excited.”


Mattheus was right, Cindy thought, there was
something wrong with Tara, she was definitely obsessed.


“Does Bala know you’re coming?” asked Cindy, nervously.
She didn’t know how this could turn out well.


“Yes, I called and told them to expect me,” Tara
replied victoriously.


*


The car drove a small distance further, through some
bushes and then pulled up to a little wooden house, with a handmade fence in
front of it. The driver parked and Tara told him they’d been back in a little
while.  He nodded and turned on the radio while Tara flung the car door open and
jumped out. Cindy followed close behind, not knowing what to expect. 


As Cindy walked up to the house with Tara she saw a
few large dogs roaming untended, and a cluster of birds perched on the fence.
This part of the island was indeed more wild and primitive.


Tara got to the door and knocked on it loudly. In a
moment it opened and Bala stood there, her large eyes looking confused and afraid.



“This is my friend Cindy,” Tara introduced her right
away.


Bala looked over at Cindy, perplexed and nodded. “Come
in,” she said softly.


They walked into a small, colorful, unpretentious,
pretty and clean, living room. The open 


windows let in fragrant breezes and Cindy could smell
something delicious baking in the kitchen.


“This is our home,” Bala said simply, as if she were
being inspected.


“It’s lovely,” said Tara, meaning it. There were
handmade patchwork cushions on the furniture and a beautiful, hand woven rug on
the wooden floor.


Bala looked over at Tara sadly. Despite the strange
circumstances there seemed to be a sense of familiarity between them. “Why are
you here before your wedding?” Bala asked directly. “What do you want?”


Not such a simple question to answer, Tara closed her
eyes for a long moment.


Bala turned to Cindy inquisitively. “None of us know
why Tara is visiting,” she said in a beautiful, lilting island tone. “My
relationship with Lynch ended a long time ago. I hardly ever think of him.”


“I think Tara’s realizes that,” said Cindy.


“I’m not worried about your relationship with Lynch,”
Tara opened her eyes suddenly.


“My brother Dawl is with us here now, too,” Bala
continued. “He’s in the back with Paulie.” 


That put Tara on edge. “There’s no reason for your brother
to be here,” she quickly protested.


“Of course there is,” Bala insisted. “Dawl helps me
with Paulie all the time, we take care of him together. Dawl has been a father
to Paulie since he was born, and Paulie can’t live without him.”


 “Awful,” Tara gasped.


Bala’s eyes flashed opened with fire. “What’s awful
about it?  A boy needs a father figure.”


“He needs his real father,” Tara exclaimed. 


“Dawl’s even better than a real father,” Bala was
filled with sudden anxiety.


Just then the other door to the room opened, and a
large, rugged, West Indian man stepped into the living room. He was dressed in
overalls, T shirt and kerchief around his neck. 


“This is my brother Dawl,” Bala started.


Dawl raised his large hand over his face, wiping away
the perspiration and took another step in, filling the room with his powerful
presence. “No need to introduce us,” he said in a thick accent, looking at Tara
intensely. “Exactly what brings you to our home?”  


“I want to see Paulie again,” Tara started.


“Oh yeah,” Dawl muttered, “Why? Who sent you?” He
aimed his menacing energy directly at her.


“No one sent me,” Tara tried to stand up to him and
couldn’t so well. “I want to see the boy who will be my stepson soon.”


“That’s a laugh,”Dawl shook his head.  “All this time
no one there cared a fig about my boy and now he’s suddenly your “stepson”?
Doesn’t make sense to me. Not a whit.”


“It’s true though,” Tara’s voice trembled, “he’s
going to be my stepson.”


Dawl seemed momentarily threatened. “Who the hell
said he needs a stepmom? He’s got a real mom and real dad right here, too.”


“He has an uncle,” Tara tried to correct him, as he
took two heavy steps closer.


“An uncle who’s more of a father to him than most
dads you’ll ever know,” Dawl grumbled. 


Clearly Dawl loved the boy and wanted no
interference. “What the hell you get out of messing with my boy?” he went on,
sneering at Tara. “You can’t have your own kids, or something?”


Tara flushed bright red. “It’s not that,” she
whispered.


“And, guess what? I don’t even care what it is,” Dawl
answered roughly. “Someone put you up to this, someone wants to take my boy
from me.  I smell money here, but it ain’t happening.  You’re getting the kid over
my dead body.” 


Tara’s eyes filled with tears. 


Dawl clearly had the upper hand and he knew it. “Guess
what? You don’t get to see Paulie again, not now, not ever,” he said, his teeth
clamping down shut.


Tremendously flustered, Tara recoiled.  “What do you
have against me?” she muttered.


Dawl grinned broadly, opening his mouth.  “What do I
have against you? Nothing. Honey, you don’t even register in my world.  Okay, I
had it. Bala, show both of these ladies out the door. Visit’s over. They’re not
welcome here.”


*


Once back outside, Tara and Cindy
walked slowly to the car.


“He threw us out,” Tara said in
amazement, trying to take it all in. “How dare he? Who does he think he is?”


“He thinks he’s Paulie’s father,”
said Cindy. “He’s raised the boy and no one’s taking him away.” 


“It’s not that I want to take him
away,” Tara was trembling. “I want to share him -.”


“He’s not having it, Tara.” Cindy
hoped to wake Tara up.


Tara gritted her teeth. “When I
tell Lynch - ,” she started.


 “You think he’ll care, that it
will make a difference?” Cindy interrupted.


Tara grew silent then, as they
approached the car and got in it. “No, you’re right,” she said once back on the
road, “this won’t matter to Lynch one bit.”


Cindy took a long, painful
breath, letting her thoughts wander to Mattheus and his daughter, growing up
somewhere on the island, oblivious of her father as well.  What strange destiny
had brought 
















 


her and Tara together, Cindy
wondered, as the car wound its way back to the hotel. 


“What can I do to help you, Tara?”
Cindy asked as they traveled homeward.


“Just be who you are,” said Tara.
“Hang in with me. Come to the rehearsal dinner tomorrow night. I can’t do it
alone.  I need you there.  “


Cindy shivered. So, Tara was
going through with the wedding after all? Cindy wondered when she’d made the
decision and why. 


“Mattheus and I will be happy to
go,” said Cindy, “but we’ll have to get the okay from your father. Officially,
we’re off the case.”


“Just be there,” Tara’s voice
became imperious. “It doesn’t matter what my father says. It’s not up to him to
extend invitations. It’s my rehearsal dinner! I told him that already and I’m
telling you too! Please, Cindy, please, I need you.”


“Alright, of course,” Cindy
replied quickly. “Mattheus and I will be delighted to attend.


*


Once back in the room, Cindy
kicked her shoes off and threw herself down on the sofa exhausted. “I’m
completely wiped out,” Cindy muttered. “I don’t know why.”


Mattheus had been waiting for her
and was tremendously relieved to have her back. He came over to the sofa
slowly. “At least you’re home safe,” he said quietly. “I was worried.”


“I was never in danger,” Cindy
breathed.


“You never know what’s going to
happen when you go out into the outlying villages,” Mattheus replied. “Okay,
tell me more.”


“Tara’s obsessed with the boy,”
Cindy started.


“That’s what I was worried about,”
said Mattheus. “Does she want to adopt him for her own?”


“No,” Cindy replied. “She just
wants him to be part of her and Lynch’s life. She won’t marry him otherwise.”


“That’s nuts,” Mattheus sighed
loudly. “Sounds like the shocking news made her come unhinged.”


Cindy sat half up on the sofa. “There’s
something wrong with all of us, Mattheus,” she said. 


“Some more, some less,” Mattheus
agreed. 


“Well, I like her,” Cindy
insisted, “she’s brave, she’s interesting, has principles she fights for.”


Mattheus smiled, “But you, Cindy,
are perfect. At least I always thought so.”


Cindy smiled softly too. Mattheus
always knew just what to say to defuse her upset, had a way of charming her. “I’m
far from perfect,” Cindy said as she put her head back down on the couch to
unwind.  “And I actually never wanted to be perfect.”


“But you are,” Mattheus insisted,
smiling.


Cindy didn’t know if he’s was still
kidding, or telling her how he felt.


“I can’t lose you, Cindy,”
Mattheus went on. “I’ll never find anyone like you again.”


Cindy closed her eyes, feeling
frightened. “There are probably plenty of people much better for you than me,”
she said softly.


“We need each other,” Mattheus
went on.


Cindy wanted to roll over and
fall asleep, do anything to get away from the painful moment. She had no idea
right now if she and Mattheus could actually get married. Not knowing what to
say, she just continued focusing on the case.


             “Tara wants us to
come to the rehearsal dinner tomorrow night,” Cindy went on.


Mattheus laughed. “So, now she’s going
through with the wedding and wants us there, to boot?” His voice sounded both
relieved and incredulous.


“She said she can’t do it alone,”
said Cindy.


“This gal has emotional problems,”
Mattheus commented.


“Whatever she has or doesn’t
have, will you come with me to the rehearsal dinner?” Cindy wanted an answer
right now.


“Is it okay with Aldon?” Mattheus
asked.


“Tara said it doesn’t matter
about Aldon. She wants us there. I’m going, and I need you there with me, too.”


“Glad to hear that,” Mattheus
relented. Then he leaned over and stroked Cindy’s arm. “Of course I’ll go with
you to the rehearsal dinner. There’s nowhere else in the world I want to be but
at your side.”











CHAPTER 9


 


 


Cindy and Mattheus decided to rest the next day and
visit Philipsburg, the capital city. Cindy and Mattheus were attracted by the
lively atmosphere. It would be a good place to put concerns aside for a day. Phillipsburg
was located on a narrow strip of land that wrapped around Great Bay and was one
of the Caribbean’s busiest cruise ports, known for its duty free shopping. There
were casinos, marinas and a mile long beach with a beachfront boardwalk, lined
with bars and restaurants.  


          They arrived and strolled along together,
looking at the ships and shops and enjoying the bustling boardwalk. Both needed
the break and, without saying a word about it, discussion about Mattheus’s
daughter was put on the back burner.


They made small talk, laughed, had a delicious lunch
and Cindy bought some souvenir gifts for her sister. As the day ended and they
were finally heading back to the hotel, Mattheus put his arm around Cindy.  “After
the rehearsal dinner tonight, where to next?”


Cindy smiled. “Let’s talk about it tomorrow,” she
said. She knew that Mattheus needed an answer, but she needed quiet time to let
the questions she had go deep within and root in the silence. That usually
helped things sort themselves out and answers come naturally.


Cindy and Mattheus returned to the hotel somewhat
refreshed, in plenty of time to bathe and get ready for the rehearsal dinner that
night. Cindy gave herself the luxury of a long, warm bath and then dressed
slowly in a beautiful, amber, cocktail dress with a matching silk jacket and
long earrings. After doing her makeup, and putting on a dab of her favorite
perfume, she went into the main room.


When Mattheus saw her, he stood there transfixed. “You’ve
never looked this beautiful before,” he murmured.


His comment made Cindy feel sad. Most likely the
threat of losing her made her seem so much more precious.  And, if truth be
told, Mattheus looked incredible as well.  Suntanned and dressed in a dark blue
silk, evening suit, his thick hair brushed back off his handsome face, he, too,
took Cindy’s breath away.


Mattheus walked over to her slowly. “I am proud to be
at your side,” he said.


“Thank you,” Cindy murmured softly, letting him take
her arm.


“And I want to stay at your side forever,” he went
on, unflinchingly.


Cindy looked up at him as her eyes filled with tears.
At the moment, she had no idea what forever would look like for them, but she
wanted it as well.


*


As their cab drove up to the Aupres Hotel for the
rehearsal dinner, the place was surrounded by limousines, reporters and valets,
welcoming guests. One of the valets rushed up to Cindy and Mattheus’s cab and
opened the door for them. The moment they got out, photographers began flashing
pictures. Cindy felt as though they were stepping on a red carpet with the
whole world watching.


“Raina had to have arranged all this,” Cindy said to
Mattheus as they walked through a line of reporters and admirers into the main
doors of the hotel. “This is definitely not Aldon’s style.”


“It’s Raina’s son’s wedding. She has a right to,”
Mattheus remarked. “


The irony of it struck Cindy powerfully as she
thought of how alone Tara was feeling.  Cindy wondered how Tara was doing now.
She wondered if the excitement of preparing for the celebration, dressing for
it, greeting family and friends distracted Tara from the fact that she was
getting married to Lynch the very next day.


Cindy and Mattheus walked into the incredible,
elegant lobby, with high ceilings, mirrors and grand furnishings, and were led
to a long, private, formal dining room through an alcove. The dining room was
full of guests, decked out to the hilt, meeting one another, circulating
easily, excited to see who arrived next. Whatever difficulties had taken place behind
the scene, obviously no one here had any inkling of them. The atmosphere was
filled with laughter and joyous anticipation. 


A group of young women and men, presumably part of
the wedding party, dressed in cocktail 


dresses, tuxedos and suits, were laughing and chatting
comfortably with one another. Cindy and Mattheus circulated among them,
introducing themselves as friends of the bride and groom. A particularly
striking brunette, in a dashing lime green dress, unusually poised and
gracious, seemed to be the center of the group. When Cindy and Mattheus came
over to say hello, she introduced herself as Lea, Tara’s maid of honor.


“How’s Tara doing?” Cindy asked offhandedly, trying
to hide her concern.  If Tara was having difficulty, her maid of honor would
certainly know about it.


“She’s perfectly fine,” Lea answered brightly.


“Really?” asked Cindy, registering surprise.


“Why wouldn’t she be?” Lea seemed taken aback by
Cindy’s response. “Tara’s marrying the number one bachelor around, an
absolutely fantastic guy. The hotel is glorious, the weather will be perfect.”


“No last minute jitters?” Mattheus joined in with a
charming smile.


Mattheus’s light tone seemed to relieve Lea. “Of
course, jitters are natural, aren’t they?” she  conceded.  “I told Tara that,
myself. But, she’s definitely had a beautiful day. She and Lynch took time
together and went down to Ryder’s Cove for a late afternoon swim. I’m sure that
relaxed both of them.  The water in that cove is amazing, always warm and
soothing.”


“The perfect thing,” Cindy chimed in, light
heartedly. 


Lea smiled and turned away then to talk to other
friends close by.


“Everyone’s determined to keep up this cheerful
front,” Cindy half whispered to Mattheus.


“It’s not a front,” Mattheus corrected Cindy. “No one
knows anything.  Just take a look, all these friends and guests are genuinely
happy.  And Lea’s right - jitters are completely natural and they come in all
kinds of ways.”


A cocktail waitress stopped in front of them then,
carrying a tray of hor doerves. Cindy and Mattheus took two vegetable fritters
and placed them on a small crystal dish. Just as she was about to eat hers,
Cindy suddenly saw Raina out of the corner of her eye, coming towards them.
Dressed in a cream colored, bouffant, silk dress, she could almost have been
mistaken for the bride.


“What a delightful surprise to see the two of you
here,” Raina swept by, addressing her comments directly to Mattheus. “I had no
idea the two of you were on the guest list.”


“I didn’t either,” Mattheus laughed.


“Tara insisted that we come,” Cindy interrupted their
banter.


“Really?” said Raina, turning towards Cindy and
raising her eyebrows slightly. “I wonder why. She never said a word about it to
me. It’s wonderful, of course, to have you here,” and she turned back to
Mattheus, smiling flirtatiously.  “Just a bit of a surprise.”


“Tara’s full of surprises, I suppose,” Mattheus
answered, keeping the conversation going.


“Yes, indeed,” Raina picked right up on it. “But who
isn’t? Tara’s a good girl though, a wonderful girl. We’re thrilled to have her
become part of our family.”


“Is her father here?” Cindy asked then.


“Yes, of course,” said Raina, “Aldon’s over on the
other side of the room, with his friends and family.”


“And where’s Tara?” asked Mattheus then, looking
around.


“Should be here any minute,” said Raina, looking
around as well. “I’m not positive where she is at the moment. She has her own
room.  It’s an old custom, the bride and groom spending the last night before
the wedding in separate rooms. Lynch arrived alone a few minutes ago. He’s over
there.”


Cindy turned towards the side of the room where Raina
motioned and saw Lynch, dressed in an indigo blue, summer suit, his blonde hair
brushed perfectly, looking dashing.


“Looks magnificent, doesn’t he?” Raina said taking
him in and swept up in the grandeur of the evening. “I’m totally thrilled and
proud of him. Looks just like his father did as a young man. If his father were
here, he’d be delighted as well.”


Lynch did look magnificent, thought Cindy, and as
though he was having a wonderful time. There was nothing at all to betray any
unease. Cindy wondered if he even noticed that Tara hadn’t arrived yet.


Raina tapped Mattheus’s shoulder lightly then. “Well,
it’s delightful to have both of you joining us. I must dash and talk to others
now. We’ll all be seated in a little while and it will be harder to chat with
everybody then.”


“Of course,” said Mattheus as Raina flurried away. 


Cindy and Mattheus looked at each other for a long
moment. There was no apparent reason for the apprehension Cindy began to feel.


“It’s a beautiful party, but where’s Tara?” Cindy
said under her breath.


“She’ll be here any minute,” said Mattheus.


“I certainly hope so,” Cindy replied. 


*


Guests were seated, happily
chatting with those at their sides. It took a little while before people
realized that Tara had not arrived. Where was she? People began asking, looking
around as a pall began to fall over the room.


As more and more people started
looking for Tara, Lynch finally got up from his seat, went over to his mother
and whispered something to her.


Raina, disconcerted, went with
him to the back of the room, took out a phone and began calling.


As soon as Cindy saw this, she
and Mattheus also got up from their seats and joined Lynch and 


his mother in the rear.


“This is just like her,” Raina
quipped to Lynch, as Cindy and Mattheus arrived. 


“It’s nothing like her at all,”
Lynch replied staunchly. Tara is always on time. 


Whoever Raina was calling wasn’t
picking up. 


“Do you want me to go to Tara’s
room and see what’s happening?” Cindy asked bluntly.


Raina didn’t especially like
having Cindy at her side. “That’s the last thing I want,” she grumbled. “I
simply want Tara down here immediately.”


“I’ll go and get her,” said Cindy
quietly.


Lynch put his hand on Cindy’s arm
to stop her. “Tara won’t take well to that,” he said. “She doesn’t like being
checked up on.”


“Tara doesn’t like this, she doesn’t
like that,” Raina grew more irate. “This is your rehearsal dinner, however. Friends
have come from far to attend it -. Right now it doesn’t matter what she likes.”


“It’s okay, mom,” Lynch tried to
calm Raina, though she would have none of it.


“There’s nothing okay about it, Lynch,”
Raina grew more edgy. 


“I’m going this minute to check
on Tara,” said Cindy definitively. “Tara asked me to be here, to stand by her
side.”


“Why would she ask you that?”
asked Lynch astonished. 


Cindy was amazed at the way Lynch
seemed to block out the upset that had gone on between them the past few days. “Tara
was feeling wobbly after she heard about your son,” Cindy put it plainly.


“That again? Raina’s face flushed
bright red. “You bring that up now? In the midst of our happiness?”


Mattheus interrupted strongly. “Cindy’s
just answering Lynch’s question.” 


“There’s no good answer to Lynch’s
question,” Raina flung her head back. “And we are going on with the rehearsal
dinner as if everything is just fine. If people ask where Tara is, I’ll simply
tell them, she’s not feeling well. A stomach virus.”


“But is that true?” Cindy confronted
Raina directly.


“Who the hell cares?” said Raina.


“I care,” said Cindy, “and I’m
sure Lynch cares as well.”


“Of course, I care,” said Lynch,
growing nervous. “Go, please go and check her room.”


*


Mattheus stayed with Lynch and
Raina and Cindy got the number and key to Tara’s room. She went to the
elevators and waited for one, at first feeling calm. But on the way up to Tara’s
room, Cindy’s stomach fell. What if Tara wasn’t there? 


Cindy got off on the fourteenth
floor, rushed down the hall, put the lock in the key, opened the door. The room
was totally empty. As she looked around quickly, the pit in Cindy’s stomach
grew.  Everything was in perfect order. The bed was made, the clothing was in
the closets, even Tara’s hand bag was laying right there. But there was no
evidence in the room that a young woman had spent time in it getting ready for
her rehearsal dinner. There was also no evidence of a struggle or that anything
untoward had taken place. In fact, there was no evidence of anything at all. 


Cindy took a deep breath and went
out on the balcony and looked out at the huge vista from it.  Again, everything
was in perfect order. The gardens below were trimmed and manicured, the moon
was rising in the sky. Some guests were walking in the courtyard below. A
perfect silence before the storm, thought Cindy. Perhaps Tara had just quietly
decided to walk away on her own? Somehow it didn’t seem likely to Cindy,
though. If she did, why would she leave her bag behind?


A sense of doom encircling her, Cindy
called Mattheus immediately. 


“What’s going on up there?” he
asked. “Everyone down here is waiting.”


“Gone,” said Cindy in a hoarse
tone.


“Repeat that,” Mattheus sounded
stunned.


 “Tara’s room is empty. She’s
nowhere to be found.”


“Oh God,” said Mattheus, “I don’t
believe it.”


“Put a call into the police this
second,” Cindy said.


“I’m on it,” Mattheus replied.











CHAPTER 10


 


 


In less than ten minutes Cindy watched three police
cars converge onto the hotel, as stunned reporters flashed their cameras. The
police got out of their cars, rushed into the hotel and flocked into the
private dining room, en masse. The room which had become quiet, filled with panic.


“What’s wrong? What happened? Is
someone hurt?” Voices rose above one another.


“Who called the police?” Raina
she rushed over to Mattheus, incensed.


“Routine procedure,” said
Mattheus quietly.


“There is nothing routine about it.
Police do not flood a private dinner party unless they’re called,” Raina insisted.


“I called them,” Mattheus stood eye
to eye with her.  “There was no choice about it. Tara’s not in her room, but her
belongings still are.”


“Idiotic and ridiculous,” Raina breathed.
“What’s the big deal? Tara obviously had cold feet, ran away and is hiding
somewhere under our noses. We could have easily found her on our own. She’ll
come to her senses - everyone does. You’ve gone and destroyed our celebration.”


“I hope it’s that simple,” said Mattheus.
“Really, I do.”


Taken aback by the strength of
his feeling, Raina quieted down. “What are the police going to do?” she asked,
taking it in, and growing alarmed.


“They’re going to search for
Tara,” Mattheus replied.


“We can obviously do that for
ourselves,” Raina shot back.


Cindy, who’d been listening a few
feet behind, came over and joined the conversation. “When someone disappears,
time is of the essence, she said. “The police are best equipped to cover all
bases.”


“What bases?” Raina flung back. “And,
Tara has not disappeared. She’s gotten cold feet, and will obviously turn up in
a little while. You’ll both look like fools.”


“There’s nothing I’d like better
than to look like a fool,” replied Cindy.


Raina turned her attention to the
guests at the party then. People stood huddled together, whispering, watching
the police. “I have no idea what our guests could be thinking,” Raina hissed. “This
is atrocious. It will hurt our business. Now not only do I have to explain Tara’s
lateness, but the arrival of the police as well. I have to make it all seem
normal, nothing to fuss over.”


It struck Cindy that Raina was
more concerned about how her guests were reacting than what had happened to
Tara.


“It’s a good idea to get your
guests ready,” Cindy wanted to bring some reality in. “These police will be
questioning everyone  to see if they have any idea about where Tara might be,
or if they ‘ve heard anything.  And, right now, other police are already out on
the island searching, checking airports, hospitals.”


“Dear God,” breathed Raina, as
Aldon came over, agitated.


“What the hell is this?” Aldon demanded.
“What are the police doing here? Where is my daughter?”


“Tara was not in her room when I
went to look for her,” Cindy began speaking to him slowly.“Good, very good,” Aldon
flung back. “She’s seen the light, taken off. At the last minute she had the
sense not to go through with this miserable charade.”


“I beg your pardon?” Raina’s
teeth clenched and her eyes narrowed.


“Who in their right mind goes
through with a marriage when faced with secrets and lies?” Aldon demanded.


Raina took a tiny step closer. “We
agree about one thing, Aldon. Obviously your daughter is not in her right mind.”


“Look in the mirror, dear Raina,”
Aldon replied, a strange smile at the corner of his tight lips.


It was painful for Cindy to see
their dislike for each other so blatantly on display. She wanted to defuse the
situation. “Where would Tara go to if she had decided not to go through with
the wedding?” Cindy asked Aldon point blank.


“That is exactly the question you
should have asked before humiliating us by calling the police!”  Raina declared
forcefully.


Lynch came over then, distraught
and flustered. “Who called the police?”


“Tara’s gone,” Mattheus said
slowly.


“She’s here somewhere,” Lynch
exclaimed. “This was completely unnecessary. The police told me she was not in
her room. So what? She must have simply gone somewhere to think things over.
Tara loves to take long walks and think everything over.”


“Where?” asked Cindy on the spot.


“I have no idea,” said Lynch
hurriedly. “Absolutely none. Last I knew she was excited about the dinner,
couldn’t wait to come.”


“So, why isn’t she here?” asked
Cindy.


“You two resolved your
differences?” Mattheus joined in.


“Yes, of course we did,” said
Lynch, on edge. “What happened before was only a slight bump in the road and we
passed over it quickly. Why wouldn’t we? We worked it out!”


Lynch was so distraught and
engaging that Cindy could not help but believe him for a moment. Then she
remembered her trip with Tara to see Bala and the child. This was more than a
bump in the road they’d come to, much, much more.


“Did you agree to include your
son in your life?” Cindy continued, confronting Lynch head on.


Lynch blanched. “How do you know
about that?” he was taken off guard.


“Tara told me about it,” Cindy
replied.


“Tara told you what?” Aldon
seemed totally confused. ‘I thought you two were off the case.”


“Temporarily,” said Cindy. “Tara
called me and asked me accompany her to see Bala and the boy one more time.”


“You were off the case and you
had no business encouraging her to do that!” Raina jumped in immediately. 


“I didn’t encourage her, I just
accompanied her,” Cindy said defiantly.


“Cindy was trying to help your
daughter,” Mattheus said to Aldon.


“Well, I thank her for that,”
Aldon remarked, unsettled.


“Your precious daughter insisted
that Lynch include his illegitimate son in their lives,” Raina jumped in. “I
know all about it, Lynch told me. And, I advised him to ignore it. People have
all sorts of strange ideas before they walk down the aisle. Of course I never
thought she’d actually go to see the boy again on her own. Tara was obviously
having a mini breakdown. I thought she’d forget all about it after the
honeymoon and I told Lynch so.”


“Is that true?” Mattheus turned
to Lynch slowly.


“Yes, it’s true,” Lynch replied. “My
mother knows more than I do, she’s experienced with these things. I trust her
guidance completely.”


“What kind of breakdown was Tara
having?” Aldon confronted Lynch, aghast.


Raina jumped in, though. “What
normal woman wants to include an illegitimate son in her new marriage?” She
glared at Aldon mercilessly.


“My daughter is more than a
normal woman, she’s a wonderful person,” Aldon declared, “thoughtful,
sensitive, like her mother was, just like her mother.”


“I’m sure she is,” said Mattheus,
taking a deep breath. “No one is casting aspersions on Tara. The only question
is where is she now?”


*


 Where is Tara? That was the
question on the lips not only of the guests at the wedding, but all the island?
News of her disappearance was announced on TV. An alert was sent out to search
for her and all roads leaving the island were temporarily blocked. Guests took
it upon themselves to scour the hotel grounds and roads nearby, searching.
Lynch left the dinner and went fiercely roaming around beaches, calling her
name.


Aldon returned to his hotel room
and sat squarely next to the phone, waiting for his daughter to contact him. As
he waited, he summonsed Cindy and Mattheus to come over and speak to him.


“You’re back on the case,
obviously,” Aldon said as soon as Cindy and Mattheus walked into his suite. “Find
my daughter as soon as you can.  Let her know that I’m full square, completely
on her side. Tell her I agree with her choice and that she must never fear
returning home.”


Cindy and Mattheus agreed to do
deliver his messages as soon as they found her.


“And I’ll tell you something
else,” Aldon continued, “I’m pleased that Tara ran away. It shows good sense on
her part. The more you find out about Lynch and his family, the further away
you’d want to run from them, too.”


“There are all kinds of ways Tara
could have ended the relationship,” Mattheus broke in. “It’s not the best idea
to just disappear.”


“Maybe that’s all she could do
right now,” Aldon said with a gleeful glint in his eye.


“Maybe that’s true,” Cindy agreed
with him. “Maybe Tara couldn’t think of any other way to say good bye. Let’s
hope she said something to someone about where she was headed.” 


 “Tara has plenty of friends she’s
close to,” Aldon agreed. “Someone here knew she wasn’t going through with the
wedding! Go talk to all of them and find out who.”


“We will,” said Cindy. If nothing
else there were certainly plenty of people to talk to.


“We also need to talk to you,” Mattheus
jumped in. “You know your daughter better than anyone here. Where do you think
she could be?”


Aldon closed his eyes and
trembled. “Thank you for that,” he said slowly. “Actually, I used to know Tara
better than anyone - before her mother died and she met Lynch. Once she met him
things turned around. Lynch had a strange effect upon her, drew her away from
me right away.”


“That had to be rough,” said
Cindy.


“It was terrible,” Aldon
remembered. “She couldn’t think straight anymore once she was with him.
Everything revolved only around him. I didn’t matter a whit anymore.”


 “Tell us more,” Cindy said.


Aldon suddenly seemed sad and
frightened. “Tara just got swept up in that crazy whirl that Lynch and his
mother lived in – parties, dances, the high life, it seems. I never saw that
side of her before.”


“She wasn’t raised that way?”
asked Cindy.


“Of course not,” Aldon looked out
of the window and up at the sky. “Tara was raised to be a fine, upstanding,
community woman, with all the right values. Do you understand?”


“I do,” said Cindy warmly. “And I
believe you succeeded in that. The Tara I knew cared a great deal about others.”


Aldon was pleased and also
startled. “What makes you say that?” he asked.


“Tara insisted upon including
Lynch’s child in their marriage,” said Cindy. “I saw that when we went to visit
the child one more time.”


“I wish you hadn’t done that,”
said Aldon. “I don’t like the idea.  I would have advised against it. The
locals on the island can’t be trusted.”


“That’s ridiculous,” Mattheus
sneered.


Aldon’s voice grew more strident,
“Why didn’t anyone tell me about it?” he demanded.


“No one told you because no one knew
about it,” said Cindy. “Only me.”


*


After Cindy and Mattheus left
Aldon, they went down and sat on the veranda in front of the hotel. It was a
beautiful clear night and the stars were out in full array, a glittering
canopy. But as Cindy gazed at the sky, rather than feel the wonder of the
evening, her sense of desolation deepened.


“I don’t have a good feeling,”
she said to Mattheus.


“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Mattheus
tried to hold back.  “Let me call Rodney, and he can call Nick. Maybe someone
down at the casinos has something to tell us.”


Mattheus put in a quick call into
Rodney, who had found the informant in the first place for them. He put the
call on the speaker phone, and Cindy closed her eyes as she listened to him
dial.


“News is out,” Rodney picked up
right away. “We’re looking for her everywhere. If she’s here, we’ll find her
before the morning.”


“What do you mean if?” asked
Mattheus.


“Could be she took a private
plane out of the island,” Rodney mused. “Two private planes left a few hours
ago, just when she would have been leaving.”


Cindy opened her eyes in a flash.
How wonderful that would be. She prayed that Tara was on one of the planes,
safely tucked away, headed back to the states. Cindy hoped that Tara had found
that kind of strength. But why would she leave her bag in her hotel room then?


“Tara Whitfield has all the money
in the world and all the contacts,” Rodney continued. “There’s no reason to
think she didn’t charter a plane.”


“Hope so,” said Mattheus,
guardedly.


“Why’d she disappear like that?
What kind of trouble is there in the family?” asked Rodney, curious.


Cindy put her hand on Mattheus’s
arm, as if telling him not to say a word. 


“All kinds of pre-wedding
jitters,” Mattheus answered vaguely. 


“Come on, let me have it,” Rodney
wasn’t buying it. “You guys dug something up that made her go?”


Both Mattheus and Cindy were dead
silent.


“Hey,” Rodney continued. “Lynch
comes from a big family and they’ve got power. If his bride to be actually
turns up missing, there’s a lot of suspects waiting in the wings. “


“Is Tara officially listed as
missing?” Mattheus responded, sliding around Rodney’s other question, artfully.


“Well, what else would you call
it?” asked Rodney, irked.


“I’d call it a case of a runaway
bride,” said Mattheus.


“If you’re lucky,” Rodney didn’t
sound convinced. “But I just want to let you know that a couple of other people
connected to this family’s company have gone missing in the past.  Police
looked high and low and found nothing – they’re both cold cases by now. It won’t
look so good if another vanishes.”Cindy was shocked by that news. “We have to
find out more about that,” said Cindy, horrified. “Who were these people who went
missing? Did it happen when Lynch’s father was still alive?” 


“Slow down,” said Mattheus to
her. Then he thanked Rodney for the information, told him to keep in touch and
got off the phone, fast.


“Why didn’t you want to find out
who are those people who went missing?” Cindy repeated, annoyed. 


“Slow down, Cindy,” Mattheus
repeated. “A lot of the native population here work for the company in one way
or another. And, there’s a pretty good underground drug trade down here too,
growing all the time.”


“So?” asked Cindy.


“So, all kind of things happen
that have nothing to do with this wedding. People go missing for a thousand
different reasons. We have to stay on focus. Remember, Tara isn’t working for
the company, just marrying into it.”


“Was marrying into it,” Cindy
corrected him, both relieved for Tara and concerned about her.


“Don’t jump to the conclusion
that it’s such a bad family,” Mattheus responded. “We don’t have evidence of
that at all.”


Cindy wondered, once again, why
Mattheus was being so protective of Lynch’s family. It had to be because he was
identified with Lynch, and his secret son. Cindy hadn’t even given a moment’s
thought to Mattheus’s own daughter since Tara disappeared. There would be
plenty of time for exploring that when things settled down here.


“You just want to protect Lynch
and his mother,” said Cindy. “But let’s keep our minds open to everything.”


“I’ve got a better idea,” said
Mattheus, “let’s take a deep breath. We’re acting as if Tara’s in big trouble.
There’s no evidence of that yet, either, so let’s take it slow.”


Of course Mattheus was right.
There was just as much of a chance that Tara was fine, had made up her mind to
get out of the marriage and taken off to an unknown location. For the moment
Cindy had to ignore the persistent nagging feeling inside that told her
otherwise. 


“We get so used to expecting the
worst,” Cindy murmured, “at the least little thing, we smell disaster.”


“Precisely my point,” said
Mattheus softly. “It’s a danger of the trade we’re in. And, it doesn’t only
apply to cases,” Mattheus looked at Cindy directly then. “It pertains to our
relationship, too.”


Cindy swallowed hard.


“You’re also thinking the worst
and imagining disaster just because I didn’t tell you about my daughter,”
Mattheus went on.


Cindy had to acknowledge that he
was right. “It’s true,” she said quietly.


 “My daughter was born when I was
a kid. It was years and years before I ever met you. What could it possibly
have to do with us now?”


“You never told me about her, though,”
Cindy had no choice but launch into the discussion. “We’ve been talking about
getting married and building a family these past few weeks, and she never once came
up.”


“So?” Mattheus truly didn’t get
it.


“So what does that say about you?”
Cindy said. “It says that you’re hiding important parts of your life from me.
It makes me say how can I trust you?”


“Just trust me,” Mattheus
replied. “Just trust that I love you. I do. This happened before I ever knew
you.”


“And what else happened then?”
Cindy asked blatantly.


“Thousands of things happened,” Mattheus
replied. “Do you want me to make a complete record of them all? Do you want to
take a microscope and peer into every inch of my life?”


Mattheus was making Cindy feel
foolish, but she refused to take the bait. She had a right to know about his
daughter, just the way Tara had a right to call off her marriage to Lynch when
she found out the very same thing. The strange conversion of events between
them struck Cindy once again, as she grew more uneasy about Tara. Cindy needed to
know that she was alright.
















 


“I have to know how Tara is doing
right now,” Cindy got up from her seat and paced back and forth along the
veranda. “We can talk about ourselves later. There’s no time for focusing on
our relationship now.”


Mattheus got up and began walking
beside Cindy. “It’s going to take a while until we find out about Tara,” he
said softly. “Who knows when it will be? These things take time; you know that.
And, plenty of cases go cold.”


“This case won’t go cold,
Mattheus, I feel it,” said Cindy, as his telephone suddenly rang.


Mattheus picked up quickly. “Yeah,”
he said, as his face grew stony. “Yeah, yeah,” his voice dropped an octave
then. 


“What is it? What is it?” Cindy
tugged on his arm.


“Okay,” said Mattheus, shut his
phone and turned to her slowly. “You’re right, as usual,” he said slowly.


“Right about what? Tell me!”


              “They found Tara at
Ryder’s Cove,” Mattheus voice was dark and stilted.


“Oh thank heavens,” said Cindy, “that’s
where she went swimming.”


“No,” said Mattheus, “not thank
heavens. Tara was found tangled under the branches. She’s dead.”











CHAPTER 11


 


 


The horrible and shocking news hit the island like a
tsunami. Socialite found dead the night before her wedding, the
headlines screamed. More police swarmed the hotel. Guests at the wedding were
detained from leaving.  Aldon collapsed in his hotel suite. His sister Olivia took
a room in his hotel to care for him during the ordeal. 


“The case of the socialite bride who came down to St.
Martin for her wedding has quickly developed from a missing person’s case to a
homicide,” the TV news announced. “C and M Investigations have been brought on
board. These are two of the best, most widely known private detectives in the
Caribbean, Cindy and Mattheus.”


After the story broke Cindy and Mattheus received
endless calls from reporters for interviews. 


“Nothing yet, Mattheus repeated over and over.  “As
soon as we have news, we’ll let you know.”         


The shock of the news mobilized them . Cindy and
Mattheus immediately established a center of operations in their hotel room.
First step was to create an overview of all that had to be done. 


“We have to meet with police on the island as soon as
possible,” said Cindy.


“I’ve already set up an appointment,” Mattheus agreed.


“Good,” said Cindy. “I can check that off the list.”


“You’re going to have to tell me every single detail
of your visit with Tara to see Bala’s child,” Mattheus added.


“Absolutely,” Cindy agreed. The visit had oddly
slipped her mind. The memory of it now made her freeze, as her thoughts
naturally drifted to Bala’s brother Dawl.  Oh God, why had she taken that visit
so casually?  Dawl had been rude and unruly, even made a definite threat that
Cindy had overlooked. It never occurred to her that Tara was in danger, though.
 Cindy had truly believed that Tara would call off the wedding and leave on her
own. Her relationship with Bala and Dawl would then have ended naturally.


Mattheus sat quietly, pondering the items on their
list.  “I think it’s best for me to interview Raina alone first,” he said.  “You’re
a bit threatening to her. She’s comfortable with me.” 


“Agreed,” said Cindy, “and how about Lynch?”


“We should speak to him together,” said Mattheus. “But
I hear he’s in no condition to talk to anyone at the moment. He’s still running
around on the beaches calling for Tara.” 


“Gone off the deep end?” asked Cindy.


“In shock,” Mattheus replied. “They’re reining him in
now though, as we speak.”


“What a nightmare,” said Cindy.


Mattheus looked up at Cindy and rubbed his eyes. “You
knew there’d be trouble right away,” he commented. “I made light of it. I was
wrong.”


Cindy found Mattheus’s comment unsettling. It was not
like him. 


“Not at all,” she replied, “there’s totally no reason
to blame yourself. I had no idea Tara would end up dead.”  Cindy’s voice
clenched in her throat as she said it. The shock of Tara’s death hit her in
waves and actually saying it out loud, suddenly made it real.


“I should have paid more attention to what you said,”
Mattheus was ruminating.


 “Mattheus, stop it,” Cindy wanted to snap him out of
it right away. Once they went down the road of self blame it was hard coming
back from it. It shook their confidence and clouded their perception of what
was going on right now. “There’s nothing to be gained from blaming yourself,”
Cindy added.


“Maybe I do though?” Mattheus answered, oddly.


“For what?” Cindy asked sharply.


“A young woman ended up dead,” Mattheus echoed, “who
could have foreseen it?”


“But, I was the one who said we should tell Tara’s
father what we found out,” Cindy insisted. “You didn’t want to. If we’d
listened to you -.”


“Nah, I was wrong. We had to,” said Mattheus. 


“You can’t look back with what ifs?” Cindy insisted. 


“Tara didn’t deserve to die,” Mattheus said sounding
heartbroken. 


 “No one deserves to die,” said Cindy sadly. “That’s
why we do what we do, remember?” 


*


It was definitely time to spring into action. Mattheus
called Raina then, put her on speaker phone, and asked if he could come by to
speak to her. To both Cindy and Mattheus’s surprise, Raina insisted upon Cindy
coming as well.


“I have nothing to hide,” Raina said, “you’re both on
the case so bring Cindy along.”


“You’re sure?” said Mattheus.


“Of course I’m sure,” said Raina. “Both of you come
and let’s get it over with.”


“Get it over with?” Cindy said to Mattheus, after he
hung up and they were getting ready to go speak to her. “That’s an odd way to
put it. Tara’s life is already over with. You’d think Raina would be focusing
on finding the killer, not getting an interview over with.”


“Don’t jump to conclusions, or the interview won’t go
anywhere,” said Mattheus, “Raina has plenty to tell us. Let’s keep an open mind
and give her a chance.”


As they walked out of their room, down the hall to
the elevator, Cindy realized that she had no desire to speak to Raina, or give
her a chance. “I don’t like Raina,”Cindy said as they stepped into the elevator
to leave the hotel.


“Whether you love her or hate her doesn’t matter a
damn,” Mattheus replied. “All that matters is that you keep your ears and eyes
open and hear everything she’s telling you.  That’s what you’re being paid to
do.”


Of course Cindy realized she was on a case and she
had every intention of doing her best. She always did and was proud of that
fact. She was also proud to be going to the interview with Mattheus, and able
to share the findings with him. In times of difficulty, Mattheus was
unshakeable, able to stand like a tree with roots that plunged hundreds of
miles into the earth. She loved that about him and she needed it.


*


When Cindy and Mattheus came to the door of Raina’s
suite, it was slightly ajar, so they could walk in right in without Raina
having to open the door for them.  Before they entered though, Mattheus knocked
 loudly, so as not to make an unannounced appearance.


““I’m here in the main room,” Raina called out. “Just
come in.” 


They walked in and looked around. As Cindy might have
imagined Raina’s suite was on the top floor of the hotel, incredibly lavish,
with every amenity one could dream of. They walked into the main room and there
was Raina, on an opulent, blue velvet sofa, looking like a queen, about to
receive her subjects. She was dressed in a long skirt and lavender, silk kimono
blouse. 


“Sit down,” Raina commanded as they entered, as if
she were holding court. 


Cindy and Mattheus did as she requested and sat on
two velvet chairs, directly facing her. 


“We are terribly sorry for your loss,” Cindy started,
taking Raina by surprise.


“Lynch’s loss,” Raina corrected her. “It’s a horrible
shock for him, he’s a mess.”


“And you too, of course,” Mattheus interjected. “This
can’t be easy for anyone.”


Raina looked over at Mattheus gratefully, and smiled.
“It’s lovely of you to think of me at a terrible time like this,” she remarked.
“Naturally, everyone’s totally only concerned with how this tragedy is affecting
Lynch.”


Again Cindy noted in passing how odd it seemed that
Raina didn’t seem concerned at all about Tara, only how her death affected
others.


Raina picked up the thread of the conversation then. “Needless
to say,” she started, “Tara was not a completely balanced young woman.”


Cindy took exception to that. “What exactly do you
mean?” To Cindy Tara seemed well balanced, centered and thoughtful. She wanted
to say that to Raina, but paused. It was important to find out what Raina
thought of her daughter in law to be.


“Well,” Raina threw her head back, “it’s common
knowledge that Tara drank too much, especially after her mother passed away.”


“Common knowledge to who?” asked Mattheus.


Raina frowned slightly. She didn’t like being confronted
by Mattheus. In her mind he was her ally.  “Ask any of Tara’s friends,” Raina quipped.
“Common knowledge is common knowledge.”


“Go on please,” said Cindy then, encouragingly.


“Well,” Raina crossed her legs, and continued. “Obviously,
Tara had been drinking down here more than she should have. She was nervous
about the upcoming wedding.”


“I’d heard Tara was delighted about marrying Lynch,”
said Cindy, trying to egg her on.


 


“Delighted, but also terribly nervous,” Raina
responded without hesitation. “These things go together, don’t they?”


“Of course they do,” said Mattheus.


Raina smiled again at him, pleased. “Well, “she went
on, “most likely Tara went for a swim alone right before the rehearsal dinner. The
tides were ferocious that night and she must have been slightly drunk. So she
was pushed up against the rocks, tossed about and drowned. The idea that
someone killed her is ridiculous. Of course the police love to jump to the
worst scenario. Makes for good headlines at least!”


“We heard that she and Lynch went swimming at Ryder’s
Cove together late that afternoon,” Cindy quickly interjected.  “Why would she
go back and swim alone?”


Raina briefly shivered. “I heard that too,” said
Raina, “but it doesn’t make a difference. Tara often did things over and over.
She loved to swim, it was a favorite pastime. Obviously, she was nervous and
before she got dressed for the dinner, went back to unwind again. She’s done
that before.”


“Done what?” asked Cindy.


“She’s gone back to swim very soon after she’s
already been in the water,” Raina replied. “In fact, I’d even asked her about
it. She said she enjoyed it, it calmed her down.”


This was news to Cindy and she made note of it. The
information would certainly be a support to Lynch.


“I’m sure that she drowned! Positive!” Raina
repeated.


“The body is with the medical examiner,” said Mattheus
softly. “We’ll see what he finds.”


Raina tossed it off. “What can he possibly find?” The
body was tossed in the ocean and smashed into rocks.”


“There’s a lot a body can tell,” Mattheus continued.


“She brought it on herself,” Raina continued,
undaunted. “How dare she go back and forth every minute about whether to go
through with the wedding? She was playing roulette with the lives and hearts of
many people involved. I told Lynch that earlier, but he wouldn’t listen.”


“She must have been in a lot of conflict,” Cindy suggested.


 “You can say that again,” Raina’s lips curled
together. “And I’m positive that her conflict started way before she learned
about Lynch’s son. It was convenient for her to blame it on the boy. It was an
easy way out, wasn’t it?”


Mattheus sat back in his chair and listened then,
while Cindy took the lead.


“Tara wanted to get out of the marriage before she
heard about Lynch’s son?” Cindy asked, jarred by the comment. This was the
first she’d heard anything of this. 


“It had become a tug of war between Lynch and Tara
for a while,” Raina replied. “It got worse in the last few weeks and I noticed Lynch
looked worn around the edges. When I asked him about it he brushed it off, but
a mother knows these things. I just assumed Tara was making things hard on him,”
Raina’s lips pursed together.


“Why would she do that?” asked Cindy.


“You can’t ask why someone does something when they’re
unbalanced, can you? Little things get blown up out of all proportion and make
unbalanced people unstrung,” Raina flung back, “Any little thing even drives
them to drugs or drink.”


This was a dark and gloomy picture Raina was painting
of Tara that didn’t jibe with Cindy’s impressions at all. “I never saw her that
way,” Cindy remarked, hoping to prompt Raina on.


“Well, that doesn’t mean a thing, does it?” said
Raina. “You barely knew her at all. Clearly, she went for a swim alone down
near the Cove right before the dinner, got upset, and the rest is history. It’s
absurd that the police dare to call it a homicide before they’re absolutely
positive. In fact, I’m having lots of things investigated about Tara, right
now, as we speak. Someone in her past could even be involved in this, for all
we know.”


It seemed like Raina’s only concern was to keep up the
good name of the family and take Lynch off the hook, Cindy thought. What better
way to do it than by blaming the victim?


“How is Lynch doing?” Cindy asked then, trying to get
at things from a different angle.


Raina stopped talking and stared at Cindy hard. “How
do you expect him to be doing? He’s a wreck - still think she’s somewhere,
alive.”


Cindy wanted to tell Raina that was natural, that it
took time for a shock like this to sink in, but she stopped herself. She found
Raina’s defensiveness off putting, was still waiting to hear one word of
sympathy from her for Tara or her family.


“Lynch will calm down and come to his senses,” Raina
picked up the thread where she’d left off.  “But there’s going to be all kinds
of fall out.” Then she paused and straightened her back, as if to make a grand
announcement.  “Okay, this is why I wanted both of you here,” she paused
grandly. “I do not want a word about Lynch’s son leaked to the press. That
would be disaster for us all.” Suddenly she stood up and smoothed her skirt. “I’m
sure I can trust both of you in that, can I not?” Raina stopped and stared
directly at Cindy.


“Trust us in not letting the press know about Lynch’s
son?” Cindy asked carefully.


“Exactly,” said Raina firmly. “Not only the press. I
don’t want you telling anyone.”


Mattheus stood up then and went over to Raina. “We
certainly won’t give the information to the press,” he said quietly. “But, one
way or another, the police are going to find out about it. 


It’s impossible for them not to.”


Raina’s bristled. “Why is it impossible? Who is going
to tell them?”


“Raina, a young woman is dead,” said Mattheus. “There
has to be a thorough investigation.” 


“I never said otherwise,”Raina shot back.


“And the existence of Lynch’s son is part of the
story, like it or not,” Mattheus informed her.


“He’s not part of anything,” Raina burst out harshly.
“This is confidential information. Is there a way to make sure that the police
don’t leak it, that they don’t ruin our business and reputation?”


“Confidentiality is another question,” said Mattheus.


“I need a way to keep the police quiet about it,”
Raina demanded shrilly. “They do not have to divulge every, personal detail of
our lives to the news, do they?”


“It depends how things develop,” said Mattheus.


Cindy stepped in instantly. “Mattheus means that if suspicion
for Tara’s death falls on Bala or her brother Dawl, it may be hard to keep that
quiet.”


Raina spun around, her face pale. 


“Let’s take it one step at a time,” Mattheus tried to
calm her.


“I can’t do that,” she answered agitated. “I have to keep
the big picture in mind. We’ve suffered enough through all this. It’s up to me
to protect my family now.”











CHAPTER 12


 


 


The question of how Raina was going to protect her
business and family was on Cindy’s mind as she and Mattheus left Raina’s room
and went downstairs. There was a lot they had to go over and decided to take
some time at the beach together to debrief.


The exquisitely beautiful, sun and surf made the day
seem perfect.  Not a cloud floated in the clear, azure sky and guests at the hotel
who were not part of the wedding, were lolling about, sitting on beach chairs
and drinking cocktails as if nothing much had happened. 


“Let’s walk down towards Ryder’s Cove,” said Mattheus.
“We’ll trace her footsteps, see what comes up.”


The thought of it brought a chill to Cindy. “We don’t
know that’s where she died,” she said, “only that’s where she was found.”


“Let’s go there anyway,” said Mattheus, “it ‘ll give
us a better sense of what went on.”


Cindy blanched. Her personal connection to Tara made
this case different.  “I want to hear that she’s fine and this didn’t really
happen,” Cindy looked up into Mattheus’s eyes.


He smiled quietly. “I understand,” he said, “it’s too
close for comfort.”


“I liked her,” said Cindy, feeling bleak.


“Then let’s give this our all,” Mattheus replied as they
took off their shoes and walked through the warm sand to the edge of the water,
and then headed to the cove.


Cindy wanted to hold Mattheus’s hand as they walked,
but stopped herself. She had to get a grip. This murder was different from most
of the other cases they’d been on. She’d spent personal time with Tara, admired
and respected her. It was hard for Cindy to have a sense of her as dead.


Mattheus broke into her thoughts as they walked and
the surf played with their bare feet.


“Tell me about your visit with Tara to Bala,” he
said. “I need to hear every detail of it.”


Cindy knew it was tremendously important to tell him
about it.  She was ashamed of how reluctant she was to go over it again.  Instead
of wavering though, she decided to jump right in now.


“Let’s sit down for a second on the sand,” Cindy
said. “I can’t talk about this as we keep walking.”


Mattheus looked surprised. “Okay,” he agreed, “let’s
sit down.” 


They sat close together as Cindy pulled her legs up
under her and, all at once, wanted to cry. “I messed up,” she said then in a
small voice that was drowned out by the surf.


Mattheus took her hand. “Speak louder, I can’t hear
you,” he said.


“I feel horrible about this,” said Cindy.


“Why?” Mattheus grew nervous, “what happened?”


Cindy launched into a description of the visit, describing
Bala and her brother Dawl. 


“Tara was so excited to see the child again,” said Cindy.
“Bala was there, waiting for Tara and so was her brother, Dawl.”


“Who’s that, the uncle?” asked Mattheus.


“Yes, Dawl raised the boy with his sister as his son,”
said Cindy. “He was threatened by Tara, big time. He thought Tara came to take
the boy away.”


“My God,” said Mattheus. “Did she?”


“I thought she came to include the boy in her life
with Lynch,” Cindy said.

“That’s the same thing as taking him away,” said Mattheus.


“Of course not,” Cindy defended Tara. “She just
wanted the boy to know his father and not to be abandoned by him!”


“The boy’s relationship with his father was none of
her business,” Mattheus retorted, beginning to get upset again.


“Whether or not it was is not the point now,” Cindy
grew stronger. “The point is that Tara wanted to see the boy and Dawl wouldn’t
let her.”


“Wouldn’t let her?” Mattheus was amazed.


“Dawl actually warned Tara to stay away,” Cindy
continued. “He said he was the boy’s father now, had help raise him since
birth, and that somebody would only take him away over his dead body.”


Mattheus dug his feet back and forth into the sand. “That’s
a point blank threat,” he said.


“You could call it that,” Cindy replied.


“Call it that? What else is it? A point blank threat,”
said Mattheus, turning and looking at Cindy.


“Yes, it was a point blank threat,” Cindy started
having trouble breathing. “And I let it pass right by. Tara and I left the boy’s
home quickly after he said it. He threw us out. She never even got to see the
child.”


“Why didn’t you tell me this right after it happened?”
Mattheus was horrified.


“I don’t know,” Cindy called out, her voice echoing
into the sea. “I didn’t take it all to heart. I didn’t think she would actually
go through with the wedding, so none of this would mean much.”


“Whether or not she went through with the wedding, it
means a great deal,” said Mattheus. “Threats like that mean something. People
act on them sooner or later.”


“Why would he?” Cindy whimpered. “If Tara left Lynch,
she wouldn’t have had any more connection with his son. She said over and over
she wanted to leave, but was just trying to see if she could work things out.
Bringing Lynch’s son into the family was a big piece of it for her. Since she
couldn’t work that out, I really thought she’d leave.”


Mattheus’s face became covered with perspiration. “The
brother was obviously threatened by Tara, but also the news of the child was
now public. Whether or not Tara married Lynch, he had to keep the kid for his
own. Who knows what he else he could have done?”


“To who?” asked Cindy. “Nobody wanted the child.”


“Dawl didn’t know that, though did he?” Mattheus
cried out.


“That’s what happens when a father abandons his
child,” Cindy said frantically. “Unsavory people come in and take over.”


“Are you referring to me, abandoning a child?”
Mattheus suddenly asked horrified.


“No I’m not,” Cindy wailed. “Is Tara’s death my
fault? Am I directly responsible?” 


The two of them grew silent then. They stopped
talking and listened to the sound of the waves pulled in and out by the heartless
tide that took whatever it wanted from the shore, never to be seen again.


“I’m so sorry, really I am,” Cindy put her head in
her hands.


Mattheus put his arm around her then. “No, it’s okay,”
he said, “you can’t blame yourself. You did your best. You stood by Tara, you
tried to help. You just never imagined she was in danger -.”


Cindy looked up at him gratefully. “No, I didn’t,”
she breathed. “This case has been strange, right from the start. I wasn’t
thinking of it that way. We weren’t called down here to solve a murder.”


“No we weren’t,” said Mattheus grimly. “At least we
didn’t know it at first.”


After sitting silently awhile together, Mattheus
stood up and stretched. “Let’s get up and move forward,” he said softly. “We
have to continue on to the cove.”


Cindy was reluctant. “What are we going to do about
Bala and Dawl?” she asked, staying planted in the sand.


“I don’t know,” said Mattheus, “we have to find out
more about the brother. Obviously, we’ll have to tell the police about this, and
see what they come up with.”


“I don’t want to tell them,” Cindy flinched.


“Why not?” Mattheus was astonished.


“We’ve already brought so much harm,” Cindy said
softly. “Right now the boy has a home and a family. If we start poking around,
who knows what will happen to Bala and Dawl? And if his family is destroyed, who
knows what will happen to the boy then?”


Mattheus grew quiet. “I understand how you feel,” he
said softly, “but we can’t withhold information like this from the police. That’s
obstructing a murder investigation.”


Cindy’s head fell. “You think Dawl had something to
do with what Tara’s death?” she said disconsolately.


“It’s a possibility,” Mattheus replied. “You don’t
come charging into a family, mess with the balance of relationships, threaten
people and walk away untouched.”


*


      Mattheus insisted that they go onward to Ryder’s
Cove. “There’s something about being in the place she was found that will help
us think clearly,” he said.


Cindy walked along beside him sadly, as though she
were going to a funeral. 


“It’s not so far from here,” Mattheus took her hand
and encouraged her to pick up her speed.


Strong breezes from the ocean washed over them as
they walked onwards the end of the beach. Once there, they turned down an
incline and proceeded through two narrow trails, until they arrived at Ryder’s
Cove.


Ryder’s Cove was near the lagoon, a well -known spot
for swimming, sightseeing and birding. The Cove was a cave like structure at
the edge of the shore.  Down a sloping hill, filled with jagged edges and
hidden inside a cliff, warm, murky water spun around inside it in a whirl. Most
came to take photographs, but didn’t actually swim. 


 As Cindy and Mattheus got closer, Cindy stopped a
moment and held back.


“What?” asked Mattheus.


Cindy felt the heat and humidity grow denser and more
cloying as they approached the spot. “Tara and Lynch came here to swim during
the afternoon,” Cindy murmured, allowing pictures of what could have happened to
roll through her mind.


“That’s right,” Mattheus recalled.  “I believe people
saw her alive after that.”


“You’re sure about that?” asked Cindy quickly.


Mattheus was startled. “No, not exactly,” he said. “I
just assumed her friends saw her. We’ll have to check it out, get the time line
down exactly. The medical examiner will also be able to tell us 


precisely how long she was in the water and what time
she died.”


Cindy nodded.  As they moved closer to the opening of
the Cove her heart starting pounding. “I can’t take another step closer,” Cindy
breathed, her hand on her chest.


“Why not?” asked Mattheus perturbed. This wasn’t like
her.


“I don’t feel well. I feel dizzier the closer we get,”
Cindy said. 


“Take a deep breath,” said Mattheus.


“There’s a strange, fetid smell here,” Cindy uttered,
practically gasping. “I feel like I’m choking.”


Mattheus stopped and tried to smell it. “I don’t
smell anything unusual,” he said.


“I do,” Cindy couldn’t stand it, turned her head
away.


“What are you smelling?” Mattheus was right on it.


“I have no idea,” said Cindy, “but I’m getting out of
here.” She turned and lurched back in the direction they’d been coming from.


“Wait a minute, Cindy,” Mattheus ran after her up to
a large rock, covered with moss, which was planted under a tree nearby in the
sun.  “Sit down a minute, on this rock. Just rest here a minute and wait for
me.”


Cindy leaned against on the rock, grateful to be
supported by it.


“I want to go into the Cove and see it for myself,”
Mattheus went on. “I won’t stay long. I’ll be right back.”


Cindy didn’t want him to go but she knew that was
foolish. “Okay, but be careful, Mattheus,” she replied, as he turned away.


“I’m always careful,” he called back. 


“Don’t stay long,” she called after him.


“Just rest,” his voice echoed in the wind.


*


Cindy lay down on the rock and put her face up into
the sun. The rock was warm, slightly moist and soothing and the sun felt deeply
comforting. As she lay there waiting for Mattheus, an image of Tara came to her
mind. Tara seemed lost, confused, uncertain about where she was, wandering
around helplessly.


“Tara,” Cindy whispered to her, “what happened to
you?  Where are you now? I’m here for you. I still want to help you.”


As Cindy spoke, the image of Tara drifted away and
faded from Cindy’s consciousness.


Cindy continued speaking to her anyway. “Did you
drown in the Cove, Tara, or were you killed and placed here by someone?”


But the only answer Cindy received to her questions
was the sound of soft birds in the distance, chirping and calling to one
another naturally, as if all was well in the world.


*


In what seemed like a few minutes Mattheus returned.
When Cindy opened her eyes she felt his arm on her shoulder, shaking her.


“Did you have a good sleep?” he asked gently.


Cindy realized she must have napped and dreamt that
she saw Tara there. “It was okay,” she answered as she rose from the rock. “How
about you? What did you find?”


“Nothing much,” Mattheus answered slowly. “It’s a
rough spot to swim in, full of jagged limestone edges and slopes. I’m not sure
why Tara went to swim there with Lynch in the afternoon? And, definitely, it’s
not a place anyone would go to swim alone.”


“Maybe she never swam there at all,” Cindy reflected
slowly. “Maybe Tara and Lynch swam in the lagoon, under these palm trees. Who
said they went swimming in the Cove? Who actually saw them? We really have to
check it all out.”


 


 











CHAPTER 13


 


 


Once Cindy and Mattheus left the Cove the first step
on their agenda was go to the courthouse to meet the police and share findings
with them.  Mattheus had already made an appointment and they were due in less
than an hour.


After returning straight to their hotel room, showering
and changing quickly, they headed over to the Palais de Justice, the courthouse
in St. Martin. The office of the police they were to talk with was based in the
back of the grand building.


As soon as Cindy and Mattheus entered the courthouse,
two officers, waiting for them, greeted them as soon as they walked in.


“We hear great things about you guys,” the shorter
one said. “I’m Ned and my partner, here, is Phil. We’re both good friends of
Rodney.”


Mattheus smiled and extended his hand. Ned took it
and Phil smiled.


“Come
with us this way,” Ned went on, leading them down the wide corridor to their
office. 


The corridor was filled with people walking back and
forth in and out of various doorways.  It was a busy, thriving scene, more
official than Cindy would have expected for the island.


“Rodney can’t say enough about you,” Phil commented
as they approached their office.


“Thanks,” said Mattheus whole heartedly. “He’s a
great guy.”


Phil opened the door and they all walked in to a
long, narrow room. Filing cabinets lined the walls and a rectangular wooden
table stood in the center. Stacks of papers were neatly piled on the table as a
hanging fan whirred overhead, making a long, low, humming sound.


“Nice place,” Mattheus took it in approvingly,
smiling at Ned.


For a moment Cindy felt as if she’d landed in a local
boy’s club and was left out.  “I’m Cindy Blaine,” she broke the ice,
introducing herself.


“So sorry,” said Mattheus, “of course. This is my
wonderful partner, Cindy.”

Ned and Phil both smiled. “Your reputation precedes you Cindy,” said Ned. “We’re
thrilled to have you on board. Let’s sit down and get to work.”


They all sat around the table as Ned started rifling
through the papers. “Very bad situation,” he continued, looking up at Mattheus,
“not the kind of case anyone expected. I’m sure you realize that the groom’s
company is huge – involved with large sectors of the island’s economy. Anyone
could have something against them and took this chance for sweet revenge. You never
know who.”


Cindy was surprised by the comment. Why was Ned
starting so far afield, wondering about Lynch’s company? Usually family members
and friends were focused on first. 


Mattheus seemed to get the drift of what Ned was
saying right away, though.  “Lousy situation,” he agreed, immediately aligning
with him. “I can see how it could make incredible waves and affect all kinds of
people here.”


“You got it,” said Ned, seemingly relieved.


What did Mattheus get, Cindy wondered?  Was there an
implicit desire to cover things up? Was Ned warning them not to probe too
deeply, or there could be rough consequences?  Of course there was no way Cindy
would ever go along with that. If there was anything Cindy hated, it was cover
ups. One of the first things she learned as a detective was that consequences
weren’t under your control. You did your job to the best of your ability and
the pieces landed where they did. If you started worrying about consequences,
you got derailed easily, unable to see what was in front of your face. In fact,
it was Mattheus who had taught that to her. Respect the truth, let it guide
you, he’d said again and again. That’s what drew Cindy to him in the beginning.
Lean on the truth, Cindy, Mattheus used to say. You’ll never go wrong if you
do.


Cindy felt a sharp need to lean on the truth right
now and get back on course. “Are you saying that you don’t want to involve
Lynch and his family too deeply in the investigation?” she asked bluntly.


Ned seemed shaken by her direct thrust. “What are you
implying?” he responded harshly, turning the question back on her. “The police
are spread out everywhere, covering every possible venue. In fact, at this
moment, Lynch is our main a person of interest.” Ned tapped his foot on the floor
and looked at Cindy out of the corner of his eyes.  “After all, Lynch was the
last one to see her alive.”


“You’re sure of that?” asked Cindy, as Mattheus
reached over and put his hand on her arm.


“Let’s give them a chance to talk first,” Mattheus
said, with a smile.


“Women, women,” Ned cocked his head to the side and
smiled at Mattheus, conspiratorially. “Not to worry, my dear Cindy,” he went on,
trying a new tactic, speaking to her as though she were a child. “We’re on top
of everything, family and guests are being interviewed today. The latest
information we have is that Tara and Lynch went swimming together in the Cove that
afternoon. Her maid of honor Lea told us.”


It was old information. Cindy wasn’t impressed. “And
did Lea see Tara after that?” she asked. 


“The maid of honor and bride are usually inseparable
before the wedding.”


“Good point,” Phil joined in then. “We’ll have to
check and see.”


“Where was Lynch just before Tara disappeared?” Cindy
continued firmly. She had no intention of being mollycoddled or letting anyone
off the hook. 


“That’s just the problem,” Ned scraped his chair
back, and addressed his words right to Mattheus, easing Cindy into the
background.  “We asked Lynch where he was after he and Tara went swimming? What
did he do? Who saw him? He said he hung out in his room, and then took a short
walk, before dressing for the rehearsal dinner. Problem is, no one saw him, at
all. No alibi.”


“That doesn’t make sense,” Mattheus quickly
commented. “The groomsmen are all over the place. How could no one see him? Why
would he stay by himself for so long?”


“Exactly,” Ned let out a long, rough breath.


Mattheus shook his head slowly, “No alibi, that’s not
good.”


 “Yeah, but you can also look at it this way,” Ned
replied, “if Lynch had actually done something, wouldn’t he at least try to
hide it, give us some kind of story? It would have been easy enough for him to
drop into a bar or restaurant at the hotel and have someone spot him there.”


“Not if something happened between them at the Cove
and her death was an accident,” said Cindy. “Then he would be shaken to the
core, wouldn’t even think about an alibi.”


“True,” said Phil. He seemed to respect Cindy, and
looked at her appreciatively. 


“Also,” Cindy continued, “did you know that Lynch’s
mother threatened to disinherit him if Tara didn’t go through with the wedding?”
This was no time for treading lightly around at the edges. She wanted all the
facts and possibilities out in clear light.


“Why the hell would Raina do that?” said Ned, looking
startled.


“You know Raina well? “asked Cindy, noting that he
called her by her first name.


“For years,” said Ned, shaken.


“Well, then you know that the wedding was a big deal,”
said Cindy. “It was in all the papers, all her friends and business associates
came down for it. How would it make her and the company look if it was called
off at the last minute?  Think about it a minute,” said Cindy.


Ned had no intention of thinking about it, though. “You
know something we don’t?” he confronted Cindy directly. “Trouble in paradise?  Were
the kids thinking of breaking it off?”


Mattheus stepped in calmly. “Tara’s father Aldon
hired us to come down here a few days ago and find out whatever we could about Lynch,”
he reported.


“Lynch is a great guy, there’s nothing to find out,”
Ned interrupted, outraged.


“I’m not disputing that,” Mattheus was clearly on Ned’s
team. “But we dug up dirt on Lynch that wasn’t so pretty.”


“Jesus Christ,” Ned stamped his foot on the ground. “We
can dig up crap on anyone, can’t we? What a lousy thing for the father to do. From
what I hear Aldon’s some kind of paranoid, anyway.  Right now he’s foaming at
the mouth, convinced that Lynch killed his daughter. He keeps saying he warned
everyone about it.”


“He did,” said Cindy somberly, “he was nervous about
the marriage going forward, felt something was off.”


“The guy obviously had an obsession,” Ned countered, “we
see nuts like that all the time.”


“Obsession or not, he was right,” said Cindy.


They all became silent then. 


“So what exactly did you dig up?” Ned finally asked,
though it seemed as if he didn’t really want to know.


“Lynch has a kid with a woman here on the island that
no one knew about,” Mattheus reported. “The boy’s about four years old.”


“Holy Christ,” Ned’s face puckered as if he’d bitten
into a rotten fruit.  “That’s it?” he asked, sickened.


“That’s it,” Mattheus responded.


“People are getting beaten, raped and killed every day,
and that’s what you dug up on him?” Ned kept shaking his head, unable to
believe it. “Big deal! Big deal!”


“It was a big deal to Tara,” Cindy stepped in
definitively. “She was about to marry a man who had a child that she knew
nothing about.”


Ned turned on his heel and stared at Cindy. “Some
people get off on ruining the happiness of others,” he practically spit out.   “From
what we knew the two of them were in love. I bet you told her that this kid was
a big, lousy, deal.”


“I didn’t have to tell her anything,” Cindy responded
acidly. “She could see it for herself, unlike some other people.”


“Hold on,” said Phil, trying to calm the waters. “There’s
no point in blaming Cindy for this. I could see how women would get shaky when
they hear that kind of news.”


“Not only women,” said Cindy. “Tara’s father, Aldon,
was horrified.”


“Sure, why not? He was paranoid, wasn’t he?” Ned
couldn’t take any of this, the more he heard the more disgusted he became. 


“So, when Tara found out about the child, Lynch and
his mother were there,” Mattheus filled in the details. “Tara said she wasn’t
going through with the wedding and Raina wasn’t about to be publicly 


humiliated. She told Lynch to handle Tara, make sure
the wedding took place.”


“Raina probably told him privately he could get
divorced afterwards,” mused Nick. “She gave him good advice.” 


“Good or bad is not the issue,” said Mattheus. “Lynch
obviously tried to keep it together, work things out with Tara. And Tara was
also trying to fix it, from what I hear. She developed a weird obsession
though, with Lynch’s kid.”


“Like father, like daughter,” Ned growled.


“What kind of obsession did she develop?” Phil was
curious.


“Tara wanted the boy to become part of their family.
She wanted Lynch to be a father to him,” Cindy declared.


“Jesus Christ,” said Ned. “Now you’re telling me she
was some kind of nut?”


Cindy was filled with horror by Ned’s response, but
did her best to stay calm and quiet. He obviously knew the family and the
company and was truly rankled by the news.


“Tara and I went to visit both the child’s mother
Bala and the child before the rehearsal dinner,” Cindy interjected.


That seemed to shock both Ned and Phil even more. “Who’s
this Bala? Where does she live? Here on the island?”


“Yeah,” said Mattheus. “Apparently Lynch sends money
regularly to help with the kid. She’s a good woman, raising the kid with her
brother Dawl.”


Both cops mouths fell open at the same moment. “Dawl
Lemmings?”


“You know the guy?” asked Mattheus, surprised.


“Dawl Lemmings is an ex con, well known on the
island.  He’s been involved in all kinds of robbery and in jail for assault
with a deadly weapon.”


“Whew,” Mattheus took a deep breath.


“He’s trouble any way you look at it,” Ned exclaimed.
“Jesus Christ, Dawl Lemmings, it’s been awhile since his name has come to my
attention.”


“Dawl’s calmed down. He’s been out of the picture for
a few years,” Phil commented to Ned. “There was a recent case where we thought
he was implicated and he wasn’t. Remember, he was at home taking care of some
kid. People saw him and the kid together. Could be it was Lynch’s kid!  My God,
Lynch’s kid is Dawl Lemming’s nephew! Now, that’s news.”


“Raina asked that this information stay absolutely
confidential,” Cindy suddenly chimed in. That’s critical to her.”


“Tell me about it,” Ned snarled. “Of course it’s critical.
Once this stuff gets out, it’s the pits.” 


“Could Lynch have killed Tara to keep this all
hidden?” Cindy asked brazenly.


“That’s a big leap to make, honey,” Phil jumped in. 


“Tara told me she wouldn’t marry Lynch unless he
accepted the child into their lives,” Cindy emphasized. “But when Tara and I went
to visit Bala and the child, Dawl was there, and wouldn’t even let Tara see him.
He said the boy was his, he’d raised him like a father and no one was taking
him away. Not over his dead body.”


Everyone drew in a stiff breath together, as a sense
of darkness filled the room.


“Looks like we got our man,” Nick grumbled hoarsely under
his breath.  “Dawl was scared to death of losing the boy and killed Tara before
it could happen.”


Cindy and Mattheus stared at each other alarmed. It
could certainly look that way and the case could be closed before it was ever
opened.


“We’re on the way to visit Bala and Dawl, to check
out further,” Mattheus announced then plainly.


“They’re expecting you?” Ned shot back.


“Not yet,” said Mattheus, “but I’ll call first.”


“It’s a good idea,” Phil spoke up. “You guys go see
them first before we do. It’ll take them off guard, because you don’t look like
cops.” Then he turned to Cindy and Mattheus.  “Why not just tell them you’re
part of the family?” he suggested.


“That’ll make them feel more scared,” Mattheus said, “they
think the family wants their child.


“They’ll remember me,” Cindy chimed in. “Tara
introduced me as her friend. It will make sense that I go back to visit them
again.”


“Make sense to who?” Ned remarked, “Bala or Dawl?  I
doubt it will make sense to either of them.”


“I’ll say I came to tell them that the child is fine
where he is.  It was only Tara who wanted him, the family is fine with how
things are. Now that she’s gone there’s nothing to worry about. We’ll see how
they react to that.”


“Not a bad idea,” Ned agreed, “but they’re not
stupid. They’re going to be on the alert.  Go if you want, but be careful. Dawl
Lemmings is no one to play around with.”


*


Cindy and Mattheus left the courthouse, rented a car
and drove directly through to St. Marteen to see Bala, Dawl and the child. As
they drove, Cindy put in a quick call to Bala to let her know she was going to
be in the neighborhood and wanted a few minutes with her. Bala hemmed and hawed
initially, but Cindy assured her, she wouldn’t stay long. She had something
important to tell her.


“What?” Bala asked nervously. “Tell me now.”


“I have to tell you in person,” Cindy whispered, “girl
to girl. It will only take a few minutes.”


*


When Cindy and Mattheus drove up to the house,
everything looked normal. They parked their car a short distance away, and
walked to the front door. As soon as they got closer, the door flung open and
Dawl stood there, glaring.


“You again?” he said as Cindy and Mattheus approached
the doorway.


“Hi, Dawl,” Cindy said lightheartedly, as if nothing
were amiss.


Dawl immediately blocked the doorway. “What do you
want, and who is this guy?” he stared at Mattheus.


“This is my friend Mattheus,” Cindy said, gently. “We
just wanted to talk to you and Bala for a few minutes.”


“You got all kinds of friends, don’t you?” Dawl
grinned, baring his teeth. “First you came with the gal who wanted my boy, and
now with this guy.”


“Tara’s gone,” Cindy said calmly then.  “She’s been
found dead.”


“No news to me,” Dawl suddenly shook his head in
bewilderment. “The whole island knows about it by now.” For a second Dawl’s
gruff exterior melted and Cindy saw that he seemed truly upset and disturbed by
news.


“I see how upset you are,” said Cindy sadly. “I’m
upset too, Tara was my friend.” 


“Come the hell in,” Dawl yanked the door open, “but
only for a few minutes.”


Cindy and Mattheus walked through the doorway, into
the well kept living room, where Bala was sitting on the edge of a chair, her
hands folded in her lap, completely overwrought.


“Hi, Bala,” Cindy went over and hugged her.


“It’s terrible news, terrible,” Bala muttered. 


Dawl sat down besides his sister. “There’s a lot of
people on this island who got it in for that family” he grunted. “The rich and
famous.  And boy did they flaunt it.”


Cindy took a swift breath.  Did Dawl know more about
this case than she imagined?


“Who had it in for them?” she asked him directly.


Dawl turned to Cindy slowly. “Honey, if I knew it for
sure, don’t you think I’d be the first to tell you? Who knows how it’s going to
affect my boy?  I’d like to clear it up as much as you would.”


Cindy suddenly believed him.


“And if you asked me,” Dawl boomed on, “one thing is
positive, Lynch is involved in the mess.”


 “What makes you say that Lynch is involved in this?”
she asked.


“Who else are the cops going to jump all over?” Dawl
answered fast. He wasn’t stupid, that was for sure and he knew his way around
the system. “The police got to zero in on the person Tara was closest to, the
one who last saw her alive,” Dawl continued. “There’s plenty of motive there,
too. Lynch didn’t want his child back again. In all these years he never once
asked to see the boy - just sent money. That’s what being a father meant to
him. It was the wife to be who wanted the boy. She must have found out and it
bothered her. It was the little lady, Tara, who stirred up trouble.  What she
didn’t know was that you don’t make trouble in that family.”


“You’ve thought about it a lot,” said Cindy.


“Of course I have. Why not? The dame came here to
visit me, didn’t she? This whole lousy case was put in my face.”


“What did you want to ask me? What?” Bala piped up
then, looking at Cindy and wringing her hands.


“I wanted to ask you if Tara contacted you again
after we left?” Cindy said suddenly.


“No, of course she didn’t,” Bala replied.


“That’s not what you wanted to ask her, is it?” Dawl
broke in. “You could have asked her that over the phone. You wanted to ask my
sister if she knew where I was when the lovely lady was murdered, right?”


Dawl took Cindy’s breath away. Not only was he wildly
forthright, his powerful energy swept through the room, leaving no room for
nonsense. This wasn’t a guy to play games with. Cindy couldn’t lie to him and
didn’t want to.


“I wanted to tell your sister that Tara had been
killed and ask if she had any ideas about who could have done it,” said Cindy
plainly.


“Well, thanks for your honesty,” Dawl replied,
pleased and surprised. “I appreciate it.”


“Thanks for yours,” said Cindy.


Dawl zeroed in on Cindy and she suddenly felt as if
no one else were in the room, just the two of them, desperate for truth and
desperate for answers. 


“Did you wonder if I killed her?” Dawl asked intently.


“I didn’t really think so,” said Cindy emphatically. “But
my mind is open, I’m looking into everything.”


“Who are you, really?” Dawl demanded.


“I’m a private detective,” said Cindy, “and this is
my partner, Mattheus.”


Dawl’s eyes opened a bit, though he didn’t seem that
surprised. “I thought something like that,” he murmured. “What’s this crap
about being Tara’s friend?”


“I am a detective and I was Tara’s friend,” Cindy
insisted. “We liked each other and even after we were off the case, she asked
me to stay at her side.”


“She made a mistake,” Dawl muttered softly then.


“What exactly was her mistake?” Cindy took a step
closer to him, feeling as if she were walking directly into a fire.


“She didn’t know who she was dealing with,” Dawl
smiled.


“You mean you?” Cindy asked.


“No, not me,” Dawl spoke more softly then. “With me,
what you see is what you get. You know where you stand. But the rest of the
people in her life, snakes and vipers dressed up as friends,” he grinned.


At that Mattheus stood up and walked over to them. “Where
were you at the time that Tara was killed?” he asked Dawl directly.


“Hell, man, I was with a bunch of guys at the Creaton
Bar, along the strip.  I’m there every night about that time, dancing,
drinking. Work hard all day, get the boy to sleep and go out for a little fun.
Maybe ten or twenty people saw me.”


Mattheus took a step back. “How do you know Tara was
killed in the evening?” he asked.


“That’s what papers said,” Dawl replied.


“That’s when they found her,” Mattheus corrected him.


“Well, if she was killed during the day, and dropped
there later, I was working at my job down at the dock all day long. Hell, my time
lines are rock solid.”


Cindy sighed, feeling relieved. She liked Dawl,
respected him.


“Okay, thanks. I appreciate that,” Mattheus said. “We’ll
check your alibis.”


“Check it all you like. There’s no problem when you’re
telling the truth,” Dawl continued.  “And listen, if you need my help, I’m
right here. I know this island like the back of my hand, and I know the people
in it.”


Cindy was surprised and grateful. She looked over at
Bala then, who also seemed to relax a bit now.


“Thanks for letting us in,” Cindy said to Bala. “Thanks
for talking to us.”


“Did Tara kill herself, maybe?” Bala asked then
haltingly. “Was it too much for her, that whole family?”


Cindy shook her head. “Not likely,” she said.


“She seemed unstable to me,” Bala got up from her
seat and spoke more loudly. “She was obsessed with my son, wanted to take him
from me.”


“She didn’t want to take him, she wanted to share
him,” said Cindy.


“That’s ridiculous,” Bala’s eyes opened wide. “Once my
boy spent time with that family and their life style, do you think he’d ever
belong to us again?”


Cindy hadn’t thought of it that way.


“Are you relieved that she’s gone?” Mattheus entered
the conversation abruptly.


“Of course not, I’m sorry that she’s dead,” Bala
answered sadly. “I cried all night long. But she had no right to come after my
boy, either.”


“No, she didn’t,” Mattheus jumped in. “I agree with
you, there.”


“Bala,” Cindy interrupted their line of conversation,
“you know Lynch well -.”


“Of course I do,” said Bala. “We loved each other for
years.”


“Years?” Cindy hadn’t realized the relationship had
gone on that long.


“What about it?” Dawl barged in then, not wanting to
see his sister pulled in.


“I was wondering what Bala thought about Lynch,”
Cindy continued. “Bala, do you think Lynch could have killed Tara?”


Bala hung her head then and started sobbing. “Never,”
she gasped, never. Lynch is a wonderful guy, he’s kind, he’s gentle.”


To Cindy’s dismay, she saw how much Bala still loved
him.


“It wasn’t Lynch,” Bala continued, murmuring, “that
much I’m absolutely sure of.”


 


 


 











CHAPTER 14


 


 


As soon as Cindy and Mattheus left the house and got
into the car, Mattheus called Rodney to ask him to check out Dawl’s alibi.


“Dawl Lemmings,” Rodney echoed on the phone. “Yeah,
the cops have already called and told me he’s back in the picture. Wherever you
find that guy, there’s trouble.”


Mattheus gave Rodney Dawl’s alibi and Rodney said he’d
check it right out. 


“Looks like the next step is a visit to Lynch,” Cindy
said when Mattheus hung up the phone. “It’s important to get his version
directly.”


Mattheus agreed and made a call to tell Lynch they
were coming.


Oddly enough, Lynch sounded delighted to hear from
him and relieved.  “That’s great,” he said, “come right away, can’t wait to see
you. I’m in my room at the hotel.” Obviously Lynch had bonded with Mattheus
when they’d met before. “I really appreciate your coming to help me,” Lynch
continued before they hung up.


Mattheus looked forlorn as they drove the rest of the
way back to the Aupres Hotel. “Lynch’s a damn good guy,” Mattheus muttered as
they got closer to their destination. “He thinks we’re coming to help him.”


“We are,” said Cindy.


“How do you figure that?” asked Mattheus, distressed.
“He’s the main person of interest in the case. There’s tons of motive and he’s
got no alibi.”


“We’re coming to help him find out the truth,” said
Cindy simply. 


“That’s not what he’s thinking,” Mattheus disagreed.


“How do you know?” Cindy answered. “If he’s innocent,
he’s got to want to find the truth as badly as we do.”


“Why do you say if?” Mattheus shot back, turning his
eyes from the road to Cindy. 


“Because we’re on a murder investigation,” Cindy
spoke definitively, “and all bets are still open. No one can be overlooked.”


“Even Dawl?” asked Mattheus.


“Of course,” said Cindy. “Until Dawl’s alibi checks
out, he’s still on the list.”


“His alibi will check out. That guy knows what he’s
doing,” Mattheus said glumly.


“You don’t like him?” Cindy quickly asked. “You don’t
believe him?”


“No, I don’t like him, but that has nothing to do with
it,” said Mattheus. “He’s a sharp operator, full of tricks.”


“I like him,” said Cindy suddenly, “and I believe
him. I don’t think he had a thing to do with Tara’s death.”


Mattheus’s eyebrows rose swiftly. “Now that’s odd to
me, very, very odd. As I see it, there’s not one reason to think well of Dawl.”


Cindy took exception. “Not one reason? Dawl takes
care of that child as if he’s his own son.  He stays close to his sister, looks
after the family.  If that’s not a reason to think well of someone, what in the
world is?”


Mattheus grew silent and sullen then and didn’t say a
thing.


*


Cindy and Mattheus got to the hotel, grabbed a quick
cup of coffee, and went right up to Lynch’s room.  The door was open and when
they walked in, Lynch was there waiting for them, along with Raina and two
young men.


Lynch rose the minute they walked in. “So great to
see you, thanks for coming,” he said.  His eyes were puffy and he looked disheveled,
as though he’d barely had any sleep. 


Neither Raina nor the two young men got up to greet
Cindy and Mattheus.


“It’s good to see you too, Lynch,” Mattheus threw his
arm around him. “This has got to be a terrible time.”


“Terrible isn’t even the word for it,” Lynch replied,
“but my mom’s staying close, helping with everything.”


“Hello, Raina,” Mattheus looked over at her.


Raina said nothing, just nodded her head.


“Cindy and I would like to speak to Lynch alone,”
Mattheus announced right away to everyone in the room. 


Raina took exception and got up from her seat. “I’m
sure you would,” she quipped, “but I’d prefer to be here when you talk.”


“No, ma,” Lynch turned towards her. “I’d prefer to
talk to them alone.”


Raina was taken aback. “Why?” she asked, “what in the
world is there for you to say that I can’t hear?”


One of the young men got up, went to her and put his
arm on Raina’s. “It’s okay,” he said. “Guys like to talk privately, it has
nothing to do with you. It’ll be good to let Lynch get things off his chest.”


Mattheus nodded at the guy gratefully.


Raina tossed her head back flippantly. “How long is
this going to go on?” she asked Mattheus.


“Just a few minutes,” he replied. “We’ll come and get
you the minute we’re done.”


*


After the room was empty and they were alone, Lynch
went to the sofa, plopped down on it and spread his arms out wide. “Man, am I
wiped out,” he uttered. “Just need a little down time and nobody wants to leave
me alone.”


“They’re worried about you,” said Mattheus slowly.


“Why worry about me?” Lynch looked up with bewildered
eyes. “Worry about Tara. Find out where she is now.”


“No one can find out where Tara is,” Mattheus replied
quickly, “she’s gone.”


“Man, that’s harsh,” Lynch replied fitfully.


“Tell me what happened when you two came back from
swimming the afternoon before the rehearsal dinner,” Mattheus went on. “Was
that the last time you saw her?”


Suddenly Lynch snapped to attention and ran his hand
through his hair. “That’s right,” he said, his voice growing brittle. “I told
her to come and hang out in my room, but she didn’t want to. Said something
stupid like it wasn’t good luck for a bride and groom to share a room right before
the wedding. It’s a dumb superstition, but I gave into it.”


“You gave into a lot, didn’t you?” Mattheus’s voice
lowered and he moved closer.


“You could say that if you wanted,” said Lynch. “Since
my dad died, I got a lot of people to keep happy, a lot of people depending on
me.”


“Big pressure,” Mattheus continued.


“I can take it,” said Lynch. 


“What do you think happened to Tara?” Cindy broke in
on a new track.


 “I have no idea,” Lynch replied, fitfully. “Where’d
she go? Why? You got me. Last I knew she was excited about the rehearsal
dinner. We made our peace. I told her I was going to visit the boy 


regularly if that made her happy. And, I was going to
take him to visit with us.”


Mattheus was all over it. “That’s a pretty tall
order. How did you feel about it?” he asked


“Between you and me,” Lynch looked at him directly, “I
thought it was nuts, but I told her I’d do it to make peace and have the
wedding go forward.”


“Your mother suggested you do that?” Cindy broke in.


“How’d you know?” Lynch looked surprised by the
question. “My mother has got a great head on her shoulders. She said all brides
get nervous. Tell her you’ll do it. Give her what she wants. So I listened. Is
there something wrong with that? Do you know how many people came down here to
celebrate with us?”


“Did you actually plan to include the boy in your
life afterwards?” Cindy was curious.


Lynch started shaking back and forth then. “I don’t
know,” he mumbled, “I’m exhausted. I figured Tara would forget about it when
time went on.”


“And if she didn’t forget about it?” Cindy pressed
on.


“I don’t know,” Lynch repeated mournfully. “I thought
I’d cross that bridge when I came to it.”


“What was your relationship with Tara like?” Cindy wanted
more from him.


“I loved her, I loved her,” Lynch suddenly cried out,
as a chill rose through Cindy’s body. “My God I loved her, she meant everything.
If she wanted to include the boy, I would have.”


“Good of you,” said Mattheus softly.


“My God,” Lynch moaned. “I wanted her with me
forever. Do you think she ran away because I wouldn’t actually meet the boy
before the wedding?”


“She wanted you to meet him before the wedding?” Cindy
was on the alert.


“Yeah,” Lynch sounded bereft. “I told her we didn’t have
time to do it before the wedding, plus it would cause too much commotion, but I
would definitely do it later. She made me promise and I got down on my knees and
swore.”


“Sounds crazy,” said Mattheus.


“I thought she believed me, Lynch’s voice began to get
wobbly. “She said she believed me. I even told my mother that I was going to
see my son later on if Tara still wanted it, I’d even include him in my life. I
promised.”


“What did your mother say to that?” asked Cindy
agitated.


“She said there’d be plenty of time for everything
later,” Lynch groaned. “But there isn’t, is there? There’s no later anymore.”


Cindy’s heart was gripped with sadness for him.


“Did Dawl hear about your decision to see the boy
later on?”  Mattheus asked.


“Who’s Dawl?” asked Lynch, confused.


“Bala’s brother. You don’t know him?”  Mattheus said
carefully.


“Oh yeah, I heard about him from Bala,” Lynch
remembered. “He helps her take care of the kid these days.”


“In all the years you saw her you never met her
brother?” asked Cindy.


Lynch grew quieter then.  “Bala and I kept our
relationship quiet. I didn’t meet her family and she didn’t meet mine.”


“And, in all these years, you never wanted to see
your son?” Cindy could not help asking.


“He wasn’t my son, he was an accident,” Lynch’s voice
grew heavy and low. “I did the right thing, I’m sending money. But is he my
flesh and blood? No, he isn’t. And is he happy in the life he now has? Yes, he
is.”


“You’re the boy’s biological father, aren’t you?”
Mattheus asked, confused.


“Yes I am,” Lynch replied. “But does that make him my
flesh and blood? No, your flesh and blood are people like you -.”


Cindy shuddered deeply at Lynch’s disconnection from
his son. What else could he disconnect from like that? Could he perform a
heinous deed like murder, and also justify it in his mind? Cindy needed to
press the matter further.


“The courts would say that whether or not you feel
it, this boy is your son,” she said.


“I realize that,” Lynch looked at her strangely, “and
I pay dearly for it. What more do you want from me?”


“It’s not what I want,” Cindy answered, “it’s what
Tara wanted.”


“So, let her want, want, want,” Lynch cried out. “I
did my best and now she’s gone.”


“Did your mother just find out about these payments?”
Mattheus broke in.


“Yes, that’s right,” Lynch mumbled.


“Lynch, do you think Dawl could have killed Tara?”
Mattheus suddenly confronted him cold. 


“Impossible,” said Lynch, “why would he want to?”


“To keep you away from your son. Dawl feels the boy belongs
to him,” said Mattheus.


Lynch couldn’t seem to compute that. “It doesn’t make
sense,” he murmured, “I was going to keep away from the kid anyway.  My mother
said Tara would forget about it after the honeymoon.”


 “Is there anyway your mother would have told Dawl
about your decision to see the child after the wedding?” Mattheus probed.


Lynch stopped cold and stared at him. “What kind of
crazy question is that to ask? My mother wants nothing to do with that family,
and absolutely nothing to do with the child.”


“Maybe she wanted you to cut the payments off, or cut
them down?” Mattheus continued.


“Never,” Lynch made a strange face. “The money means
nothing to my mother, either. There’s plenty more where that comes from. Why
would she go and ever talk to Dawl?”


“Just curious,” Mattheus replied.


“She has more important things to do than that,” said
Lynch angrily. “Like dealing with the company, taking care of the guests, finding
a way to make sense of this nightmare and prevent it from ruining us all.”


“Who else could have done it then?” Mattheus was insistent.


“Why would anyone want to?” Lynch cried out. “There
wasn’t even one person who didn’t love Tara. Go speak to others, speak to her
friends, they’ll tell you so.*


*


When Cindy and Mattheus left Lynch’s room they both felt
wiped out, went down to the bar and ordered a drink, to try to make sense of it
all.


“Lynch was definitely not trying to protect himself,”
Cindy commented immediately. “He wasn’t throwing the blame onto Dawl.” 


“Lynch is an innocent bystander,” Mattheus remarked, “he’s
confused, he’s mixed up. He didn’t mean any harm.”


 “Being an innocent bystander can be a wonderful
disguise, an alibi in itself,” she remarked.


Mattheus lifted his hand and ran it through Cindy’s
hair. “Don’t just focus on Lynch, please,” he murmured. “You’re mad at him
because of his son, just like you were upset with me about my daughter. This
case has hit too close to home. Just give us both a break, Cindy.” 


Cindy hadn’t actually thought about Mattheus’s
daughter for quite a while and the mention of her, brought a shiver. “We’ll
talk about your daughter, later,” she said intently.


“Not later,” Mattheus remarked, “let’s do it now. Don’t
hold this over me. You see what a mess it could create.”


“Mattheus,” Cindy insisted, “we have all we can do to
focus on this case, I’m not talking about your daughter now.”











CHAPTER 15


 


 


Before they went any further, both Cindy and Mattheus
knew they had to talk to Tara’s friends. It was entirely possible that Tara had
said something to one of them that would hold the key to a new trail. Lea, the maid
of honor, would be a good place to start. She and Tara were very close and she
would also be privy to whatever any of the other girls had heard.


Even though it was later by now, there was still a
little sun left in the day and Cindy and Mattheus found Lea resting in the
garden in back of the hotel. She was stretched out on a lounge chair, aimlessly
flipping through a magazine. They knew the police had already questioned her,
but they needed to hear from her on their own.


“Remember us, Lea?” Cindy asked as they approached.


Lea bolted straight upright and stared at them, her
eyes tight with pain and fear. “Have you heard anything? What more can you tell
me?” she urgently needed to know more.


Cindy and Mattheus pulled up two chairs beside her. “It’s
okay, sit down, relax a minute,” Cindy said.


“How can I ever relax again?” Lea asked staring at
her. “I’m completely in shock.”


“So is everyone,” replied Cindy, “it’s going to take
a while to absorb everything.”


“What is there to absorb?” Lea looked horrified and
completely on edge. “I’ll never come to peace with this, never, ever. Tara was
my best friend. Who did this to her?”  Lea’s eyes looked both terrified and
enraged. “How dare someone harm her?”


“Who do you think could have done it?” Mattheus asked
bluntly.


“That’s just it,” Lea backed down a moment. “I have
absolutely no idea. There wasn’t one person in the world who didn’t just love
her. She never said a bad word about anyone, did her best to make people happy.”


“You’ve known her for a long while?” asked Cindy.


“We’ve been best friends for years,” Lea said, her
eyes filling with tears. “Tara was always really strong and happy until her
mother died. That was really horrible for her.”


“I can only imagine,” said Cindy.


“But then she met Lynch shortly after and it helped a
great deal,” Lea went on. “He was the rock she leaned on. He made her feel good
again.”


“She leaned a lot on him?” asked Cindy.


“No,” Lea’s voice rose and her words came more
quickly. “She was always an independent person, he just made her feel really
loved.”


“Sounds like they had a wonderful relationship,” said
Mattheus.


“Yes, they did,” Lea’s voice softened. “There’s no
question about it, they loved each other a lot. She even once told me she
thought her mother’s spirit had brought him to her.”


Cindy felt a chill go all through her body.


“Do you think Tara’s with her mother now?” Lea turned
to Cindy.


“I have no idea,” said Cindy.


“Did you see Tara after she and Lynch came back from
their swim?” Mattheus went on.


Lea suddenly seemed quite tired and leaned back again
on her chair and closed her eyes. “No, I didn’t,” she said in a low voice,
covering her eyes from the sun with her hand.  “God, how I only wish I had seen
her.”


“Were you supposed to?” asked Cindy. “Had you guys
planned to meet later on before the rehearsal dinner?”


“We didn’t actually plan to,” said Lea. “Our rooms
were next to each other on the floor, and we just popped in and out naturally.
The last time I saw her was earlier in the day when she told me that she and Lynch
were going to take a swim in the Cove. I told her I thought it was a good thing
to do,” Lea’s voice got tight and it was hard for her to speak. “I regret it
now, oh how I regret it.”


“Why do you regret it?” Cindy honed in.


“Look what happened?” Lea took her hand down from her
face. “She went to the Cove and I never saw her again.”


“She returned though, didn’t she?” Mattheus zeroed
in. 


“Of course she returned then,” said Lea. “At least
that’s what I thought.”


“Somebody saw her come back with Lynch?” Mattheus
went on.


“Raina told the police she saw the two of them after
they returned,” Lea said.


“Why didn’t you pop into her room and see her?” Cindy
asked.


“I should have, I should have,” Lea got upset again. “I
was down at the beach, tanning. I thought I’d see her at the dinner.”


“Who else saw her and Lynch come back from the swim?”
Mattheus continued.


Lea looked bewildered. “I’m not sure, why?”


“I’m just wondering if she ever returned,” said
Mattheus, probing.


“Raina saw them,” Lea repeated, horrified. “Raina
said that Lynch and Tara stopped into her room and chatted with her. Lynch and
Tara are very close to Raina.”


“What’s Raina like?” Cindy asked then, in an
offhanded way.


“She’s fine,” Lea said, “she’s strong, she’s bossy.”


“Tara was close to her?” Cindy continued.


Beads of sweat broke out on Lea’s forehead and she
slowly wiped them away. “This is exhausting for me,” she said softly.


“I know it is, and I’m sorry Lea,” said Cindy, “but
we need to hear whatever you know about all of this. Tell me more about Tara
and Raina’s relationship?”


Lea shrugged lightly again. “A daughter in law and
mother in law to be,” she started, “not always milk and honey.”


“Far from it,” Cindy agreed.


“Tara really loved Raina in the beginning. She was a substitute
for her own mother. But little by little Raina got more and more power in the
relationship and began making all the decisions.  Particularly when it came
time for the engagement party and wedding. Whatever she wanted, had to go. And
more and more Lynch began deferring to her.”


“That couldn’t have been pleasant,” said Cindy.


“It wasn’t,” Lea agreed, “Tara and I talked about it
a lot and I told her over and over it was just part of having a mother in law.
Everyone went through it.”


“She did buy that?” asked Mattheus.


“Sometimes she did and sometimes not,” Lea said. “I
think what upset her as much as Raina, was the fact that Lynch went along with
it. She even confronted him about it one time, but he didn’t seem to understand
what she was talking about.”


“That wasn’t good,” said Cindy.


“It wasn’t horrible,” Lea retorted. “Lynch was
terrific to Tara in every way. He was also very close to his mother. I told
Tara to leave it alone, not to make him choose between them.”


“That was good advice,” said Mattheus.


Lea stopped and smiled at Mattheus a moment. “Thank
you very much for saying that,” she smiled back. I needed to hear that.”


“You’ve been a good friend, Lea,” Mattheus
emphasized.


“Really?” she said, “I keep wondering about that now.”


Cindy could see what a huge strain Lea was under, how
she blamed herself for all that had taken place.


“What happened to Tara was nothing to do with you,”
Mattheus continued. He obviously liked Lea, felt warmly towards her.


“You can’t know that for sure,” Lea continued. “Sometimes
the wrong advice turns a person down a twisted road. I shouldn’t have told her
to go swimming with Lynch that afternoon.”


“Why in the world not?” asked Cindy. “How could you
have ever imagined that something like this would take place?”


Lea got up then and sat on the very edge of her
lounge chair, leaning close to them, speaking softly so no one could ever hear.


“In the last few weeks, I noticed that Tara seemed to
be growing afraid of Lynch,” she whispered.


“Afraid?” Cindy was horrified. “He threatened her?”


“No, never, absolutely not,” Lea responded quickly. “It
was just that he was listening more and more to his mother, and paying less and
less attention to what Tara said or wanted. She almost felt unnecessary.”


Cindy took a deep, painful breath. This was
incredibly important information. “How did Tara handle that?” she asked.


“She didn’t know how,” said Lea. “We talked about it
a lot. I told her to overlook it for now. After the wedding things would sort
themselves out.”


“Good advice,” Mattheus repeated again.


Cindy couldn’t bear his remark. “Things don’t just
sort themselves out because people are married,” she countered. “That’s
ridiculous. You’ve got to work things through before the wedding takes place.
If you get married thinking things will change magically, you’re in for an awful
surprise.”


“Oh God,” Lea interjected, “that’s what I’m realizing
now.”


“Tara never talked to Lynch about his relationship
with Raina?” Cindy asked again.


“Just once or twice,” said Lea. “She brought it up casually
and Lynch just said he didn’t know what she was talking about.”


Mattheus turned to Cindy then. “Obviously, Tara
needed a way out,” he said. “Her upset and obsession with Lynch’s child could
just have been something for her to latch onto. It could have been her only
hope of getting away!”


“What child?” Lea broke in, stunned. “What are you
talking about?”


Cindy realized that Tara hadn’t said a word to Lea
about it, or probably to anyone.


“You’ve got to keep this completely quiet, Lea,”
Cindy said immediately.


“Keep what quiet?” Lea started trembling.


“Whatever you hear here,” said Mattheus.


“I don’t know what I’m hearing. What are you talking
about?” Lea demanded. 


“Can we trust you, Lea?” Cindy asked.


“You have to trust me,” Lea was on the verge of
sobbing. “I trusted you. I told you what I knew.”


“Tara found out that Lynch had a child with a woman
from the island. She was his old girlfriend.”


“A child?” Lea was profoundly stunned.


“It upset her terribly,” Cindy continued.


“Of course it would upset her, it would tear her
whole world apart. Tara never said a word to be about it to me though, not a
word,” breathed Lea. “I can’t believe that she didn’t.”


“She just found out a day or two before she died,” Cindy
consoled her.


“Oh my God, my God,” Lea covered her face with her
hands, as if blocking out a nightmare.


“Think there’s a connection between the child and Tara’s
death?” Mattheus asked bluntly.


“I don’t know what to think, I don’t know what to
make of it,” said Lea, on the verge of tears.


“This is what I think,” Mattheus said slowly. “I
think Tara was getting more and more frightened of the power Lynch’s mother had
over him. She didn’t want to get married, but wasn’t strong enough to call the
wedding off. So, when she heard about the child, it was a Godsend for her. She
grabbed onto the issue for all she was worth, made it bigger and bigger. She
insisted she see child and that Lynch include him in the family. Tara wasn’t
stupid, she knew it would disturb everyone, that her request was impossible. It
was her perfect excuse for getting away.”


“But she didn’t get away! She was going through with
the wedding, was looking forward to the rehearsal dinner. She said she was
working out tension with Lynch and things were getting better. They were going
swimming together to enjoy and get ready. She seemed happy to me when she told
me about it,” insisted Lea.


“Lynch said he promised her he would include the
child,” Cindy reminded Mattheus. “Tara might have felt more power in the
relationship now, as her needs were being respected.”


“But were they, really?” asked Lea, distraught. “Does
Tara’s father know about the child? Does her aunt Olivia?”


“They know,” said Cindy. “Was Tara close to Olivia?
Could Olivia have helped her?”


“Tara was never close to Olivia,” Lea quickly
replied. “Olivia and Aldon are joined at the hip, and Tara’s father was never
happy about the engagement.”


“Why not?” asked Mattheus.


“It happened too fast for his taste, and he and Lynch
just never clicked,” said Lea. “And, of course, once Tara and Lynch got
together, she spent less and less time with her father. That made Aldon irate.”


“Because they spent plenty of time with Lynch’s
mother,” Cindy remarked.


“Yes,” said Lea, “and that upset Aldon and Olivia
even more. I heard that Aldon’s convinced that Lynch killed her.” Lea shuddered
then front head to toe.


“What do you think now?” Mattheus zoned in on Lea.


“Why do you ask me?” she looked at him terrified. “I
have no idea. None at all.”


But Mattheus wanted an answer from her. “Do you think
Lynch killed Tara?”


“No, never, ever. That’s impossible,” Lea cried. “Maybe
Lynch is a bit of a mamma’s boy, maybe he kept a big secret, but he loved Tara with
his whole heart. He was lonely without her. He texted her night and day. Of
that I’m positive.”


Lea seemed so shaken and distraught that Cindy went
over and put her arms around her shoulders to soothe her. The day was almost
over and Cindy was growing hungry. Lea must be hungry too, she thought.  “I
know how hard this is for you, Lea,” Cindy said. “Would you like to come to the
restaurant for a dinner with Mattheus and me?”


“Thanks very much for asking,” said Lea, looking
almost bleary eyed. “But I really need to be alone for now.”


“Thank you for all your help,” Cindy replied. “If you
can think of anything else to tell us, here is where we can be reached,” and
she gave Lea their cards.


*


“Are you sure she won’t tell anyone?” Mattheus asked
as he and Cindy left the back garden and made their way to the restaurant.


“We had no choice but to trust her,” said Cindy.


“There’s always a choice,” Mattheus said.


“Well, and what if she does tell someone?” said Cindy.
“You really think the news of Lynch’s child can stay hidden forever?”


“I do,” Mattheus replied oddly, as they came to the
restaurant which was situated behind a lattice covered with vines and blossoms.



Cindy took a moment to breathe in the incredible,
soothing fragrance as they entered and were seated at a table beside a gentle
waterfall. As she sat quietly though, thoughts of Lynch’s child intruded and a
deep fear thrust itself upon her.


“You really think this bombshell can stay hidden
under the surface forever?” Cindy repeated, as Mattheus, looked around and
enjoyed a quiet moment.


“If there’s enough money, anything can get kept quiet
forever,” Mattheus remarked, returning to the conversation.


“You’re referring to Lynch’s family’s money” Cindy asked,
as the waiter brought a wine list to the table.


“That family can hide whatever they like,” Mattheus
replied as he picked up the menu and ordered a bottle of their finest wine.


When the waiter left Mattheus leaned over and took
Cindy’s hands. “Hell of a day,” he said, trying to unwind together.


“And it’s far from over yet,” she replied.


Mattheus squeezed Cindy’s hands warmly and she felt
the loving energy bolt throughout her body, lifting her spirits and giving her
a rush.


  “The time spent with Lea was good and productive,”
Mattheus went on. “It’s interesting about the relationship between Raina and
Tara.”


“Disturbing,” said Cindy. 


“Natural,” Mattheus countered. “There’s always
something crazy going on between mothers and daughters, daughters and
stepmothers and brides and mother in laws. Especially before a wedding.”


The waiter brought their wine, poured two glasses and
both of them toasted.


“To us,” Mattheus smiled.


“To us,” Cindy echoed, as they drained their glasses.



Cindy felt more relaxed and noticed that once again,
over these past days, she and Mattheus had become closer again. As always with
them, the tide ebbed, back and forth. But the conversation with Lea had been
jarring, and Mattheus’s observations about daughters and mothers in laws was
right on. Cindy felt it was the perfect time to take the discussion a step
further.  


“In the spirit of our conversation,” Cindy continued,
“I’m thinking how important it is for us to meet your daughter.”


Mattheus drew back, thrown off guard by the comment. “What
has my daughter got to do with our discussion?” he said finally.


“Talking about mothers and daughter in laws makes me
think,” said Cindy. “Our relationship includes your daughter. She’s part of
you,” isn’t she?


“I haven’t seen her since she was a child,” Mattheus
responded gruffly.


“Well, it’s high time then,” Cindy replied.


“Now you sound just like Tara,” he said.


“Like Tara and a thousand other women who would feel
the same way. Mattheus, unless we meet your daughter, she’s always there,
lurking in the background.  Who knows when things will burst through? Who knows
when you’ll regret what happened and suddenly want to meet her? Who knows when
she’ll come looking for you? We’ve got to meet her and make peace with this.
Otherwise our relationship won’t have a chance.”


Mattheus put his wine glass down abruptly and stared
at Cindy. “Does our relationship really have a chance, Cindy?” he asked
pointedly.


“Yes, it does,” she replied. “I love you, Mattheus, but
I can’t live with ghosts and shadows.”


“I love you, too,” he answered solemnly. “And if you
feel that strongly about it, alright, yes, I’ll make the arrangements. We’ll
meet my daughter and move on.”











CHAPTER 16


 


 


             


First thing the next morning before Cindy and
Mattheus had even gotten out of bed, the phone rang. Mattheus rolled over and
picked up.


“It’s Ned” Mattheus called out. “Autopsy report in.  He
wants us to come down to the station as soon as possible to fill us in.”


Cindy jumped up and got out of bed.  “That’s quick,”
she said. “Let’s get going.”


“We’re on it,” Mattheus was still talking to Ned. “See
you in a few minutes.” Then he jumped out of bed as well and turned to Cindy. “They’ve
got Lynch down at the station now for special questioning.” 


“Oh God,” said Cindy.   “Doesn’t sound good.”


“You never know,” Mattheus retorted, pulling on khaki
pants and a fresh T shirt. “Cops could be making a big display, getting Lynch
down there first thing in the morning.  Makes them look as though they’re on top
of everything. I’ve seen them do this before when they’re eager to get a case
closed.”


Cindy rushed to the bathroom, splashed water over her
face, brushed her teeth, pulled on a lemon linen dress, did her hair and
quickly put on makeup. 


“Okay, I’m ready,” she said, “we’ll get coffee at the
station.”


Mattheus stopped a second, looked at her and grinned.
“That’s what I love so much about you,” he said. “I never in my life knew a
woman who could change so fast and get it together like you, in a flash.”


Cindy laughed. She prided herself on dressing
quickly.


Mattheus came close, put his arms around her and
pulled her to him.  “That’s because you’re naturally beautiful and wonderful
and all you have to do is be yourself.”


*


There was a buzz of excitement at the police station.
When Cindy and Mattheus entered the room, not only was Lynch there being
questioned, but a couple of new officers were joining in. 


Ned came over to them immediately and pulled them to
the side. “Autopsy report is definitive,” he said in a hushed tone. “Tara was
strangled and then dumped into the Cove. They recovered heavy fingerprints on
her neck, and some of Lynch’s DNA.”


“That’s why you brought Lynch in?” Mattheus asked.


“Precisely,” said Ned.


“Do the fingerprints match Lynch?” Mattheus went on,
heatedly.


“No, thank heavens,” Ned shook his head. “And it
makes sense that Tara would have his DNA on her. Hell, they were together all
the time. We’re not giving out any details of the report yet, just that she was
murdered. So keep the information under your belts.”


Once again Cindy realized how invested the police
were in protecting Lynch. “What was the exact time of death?” Cindy asked,
trying to see how much they would tell her.


“Victim died around five in the afternoon,” Ned
replied officially, still looking at Mattheus. “That would have been an hour or
so after she came back from swimming with Lynch. A lot could have happened during
that hour. There were all kinds of people drifting around.” 


“Did someone see her return with Lynch?” Cindy persisted.
“Who was the last one to see her alive?”


“Raina said she saw the two of them,” Mattheus
reminded Cindy.


“Yes, but Raina’s Lynch’s mom,” Cindy quickly
replied.


“Exactly,” said Ned, giving Cindy a strange glance. “So
it’s entirely plausible that Raina would cover for son. That’s why we brought Lynch
in – alibi’s weak.  We got orders to do it from above. You can listen into the
questioning if you want to. Get it?” said Ned. 


“Got it,” replied Mattheus quickly.


Cindy also got it full force.  She got it that the
cops were taking orders, wanted to cover all bases, make a fool proof case
without leaving holes open for questioning later. They also didn’t want Cindy
or Mattheus poking around or focusing too closely on Lynch. They were interviewing
him now and that would be that.


“Got it,” Cindy echoed as she and Mattheus walked
over to the table where Lynch was being questioned.


When they arrived, Lynch looked up, glad to see them.
“They want to know if anyone else saw me come back with Tara from our swim,” he
said, beseechingly to Mattheus.


“Did they?” Mattheus asked gently.


“My mom saw us. We stopped in and chatted with her
for a few minutes,” Lynch quickly replied.


“Anyone else?” asked Cindy. “There were lots and lots
of people around.”


“I don’t know, I don’t remember, “Lynch seemed
discombobulated. “Why have they called me in now to question me again?”


“The autopsy report has come in,” said Mattheus.


“They told me that,” said Lynch. “What has it got to
do with me?” 


Ned stepped forward strongly. “I told you this is
routine questioning, Lynch.  And I told your mother. We have to get the details
straight. The report said that Tara was strangled and then dumped into the
Cove.”


At that Lynch let out a long, hollow moan. “Why was
she killed? Who did it?”


The sound of his cries upset Mattheus terribly and he
put his arm on Lynch’s shoulder. “Take it easy, Lynch, that’s what we’re here
to find out.”


“You got to find out!” Lynch was inconsolable.


“Is there anything else you can tell us?” Mattheus
asked in a low tone. “Did Tara say anything at all about where she was going
after you parted, or what she wanted to do?”


Lynch racked his brain but could come up with
nothing. “I can’t remember anything special. I just knew she was going back to
her room to get ready for the rehearsal dinner.”


“She was excited about it?” Ned continued.


“She was thrilled, we were happy,” Lynch kept
moaning.


Suddenly then, the door opened and a huge cop walked
in. “Over here, Ned,” he said, beckoning him quickly to the other side of the
room. 


Cindy and Mattheus followed along and the cop stared
at them belligerently.


“It’s okay,” said Ned, “they’re on the case. Private
detectives.”


“Okay,” the cop relented, “you won’t believe this.
Just listen. The news that the victim was murdered at around five pm was on TV
late last night. So, first thing this morning, two eye witnesses walk into the
station and report they saw a guy hovering around Ryder’s Cove at ten after
five last night. That’s around ten minutes after the victim died. We talked to
them separately, asked for a description, showed them some photos and both of
them identified the same guy.”


“Spit it out, tell me who?” Ned was on pins and
needles.


“Dawl Lemmings,” the big cop said.


Cindy felt punched in the stomach. “Whoah, wait a
second,” she broke in. “Who are these guys who identified him?” 


“They’re two locals who work on the docks nearby,”
the cop said. “I’ll give you their names in a few minutes.”


Cindy didn’t believe it.  “What were these guys doing
at the Cove?” she demanded.


“They said they took a walk there after work. There’s
a spot they go to for dinner, nearby,” the cop reported. “It’s perfectly
normal.”


“Nothing’s normal here,” said Cindy, “I want to talk
to them


“Yeah, and who are you?” the cop flipped back at her.


“Cindy Blaine,” she replied. “My partner and I work
for Aldon Whitfield, the father of the murdered girl.”


“Fine, so come into my office and speak to them,
then. They’re still here,” the big cop relented.


Cindy walked down the hall into the big cop’s office
and saw two heavy set Caribbean men in overalls, seated next to each other on
metal chairs.


“Todd and Mac,” the cop introduced them.


Cindy walked over to them and the guys looked up at
her, their eyes dull and torpid.


“Exactly when did you learn that the victim was
murdered?” Cindy blasted the question at them. She wanted to see if she could
shake their story, ruffle them up. 


“We were in the bar together last night, saw it on
the TV,” one of them answered, dully.


“Probably about eleven o’clock,” the other agreed.


“What were you doing at the Cove on that afternoon?” Cindy
felt relentless. “Why were you there?”


“Hey, honey, we’re not on trial for murder here,” one
of them scoffed.


“Why the hell shouldn’t we be at the Cove?” the other
one broke in.  “We work at the dock nearby. Work was done and we took a walk
over. Do it all the time.”


“Can this be verified?” Cindy asked the big cop
instantly.


“Sure can,” he said, “nothing special about it.”


“You’re positive you saw Dawl Lemmings there?” Cindy returned
to the guys.


“No question about it,” one of them answered. “The
minute the cop showed us his picture, we knew who it was. Hey, a girl’s been
killed and this guy’s a menace.”


“What was Dawl doing near the Cove?” asked Cindy.


“Hanging by himself, looking down at the water.  He looked
funny, if you asked me. I mentioned it to my friend right away. I said, we don’t
usually see this guy down around here, late afternoon. There are regulars who
hang here, and he’s not one of them.”


“Very convenient,” said Cindy.


“You sound like you’re working for Dawl,” one of them
said to Cindy, smiling oddly for a second.


And who are you working for? Cindy wanted to ask, but
forced herself to say nothing.


Mattheus walked over to her. “Watch what you say,” he
whispered to her, “you’re getting the cop upset. There’s no reason to doubt
their story. The police will verify it.”


“It doesn’t make sense to me, Mattheus,” Cindy felt
desperate.


 “Just calm down,” Mattheus demanded.


“These two guys just pop up out of nowhere?” asked
Cindy.


“We’ll find out more about them in a few days,”
Mattheus said. “You don’t want to make enemies of the police, or they’ll keep
us out of everything.”


Cindy realized it was true. She took a deep breath
and turned away from the eye witnesses who sat unmoving and unruffled in their
chairs.


Ned walked into the room then a smile on his face. “Great
work,” he said to the big cop, 


glancing over at the men. “Now we got motive,
background and positive ID on Dawl Lemmings, and we’re bringing him in as we
speak.”


“Way to go,” the big cop agreed. “And, send Lynch
home. That kid’s been through enough.”


“We already did,” said Ned. “Told him it’s over, we
got the guy.”


“Just like that?” asked Cindy.


“Sometimes you get lucky, you get a break,” the big
cop edged over to her.


“What did Lynch say when you told him he could leave?”
asked Cindy.


Surprised by her question, both cops turned to her. “The
kid didn’t say anything,” Ned remarked, “just ran his hands over his face and
kept moaning, real low.”


*


Cindy and Mattheus thanked the police for including
them and left the police station quickly. 


“This is terrific for them, it’s a huge coup,” said
Mattheus, as they walked down the block. 


“It happened too fast, it’s too convenient,” Cindy
muttered under breath. “I want to talk to the townspeople, go to the casinos
and find out more about Dawl.”


“Hold on,” said Mattheus. “You do sound like you’re
working for Dawl now. You sound like his protector.” 


“I’m working for justice,” Cindy flew her words back.
“I’m protecting Tara’s memory and I’m not convinced of anything.”


“You’re working for Aldon Whitehead,” Mattheus
answered,  “his daughter was murdered, the autopsy is in and pretty soon the
case will be closed.”


“But it’s not closed yet,” said Cindy. “And while we’re
still on it, there’s work to do. Help me out, Mattheus.”


“Of course I’ll help you out. I’ll do anything you
want,” said Mattheus. “But if you ask me, they got the right guy.”


“Please put in a call into Rodney and ask him where
Dawl hangs out,” said Cindy. “Tell him we want to talk to people who knew him.”


“Okay,” said Mattheus, “I’m on it.”  


Mattheus put the call into Rodney immediately and put
him on the speaker phone. He told him what had happened and what they wanted to
do now.


“This is a lucky break for everyone,” Rodney insisted.
 “Leave it alone. Case closed. Justice served.”


Cindy shook her head vehemently.


“Seems like the little lady is determined,” said
Mattheus. “She wants to poke around for herself.”


“I don’t see any point in this,” said Rodney, “but if
you insist I’ll give you the name of a casino where Dawl would be known. But be
careful. When you swim with the sharks you can get ripped apart.” Then he hung
up the phone.


Cindy was relieved to have the information and wanted
to head to the casino immediately.


Mattheus, however, insisted upon getting a good
breakfast before they went on.


*


To Cindy’s surprise she couldn’t eat a thing at
breakfast, just sat there watching Mattheus. He looked ruffled, rugged and
incredibly handsome as he devoured his bacon and eggs. Cindy felt a wave of
love and appreciation for him wash over her as she watched him eat.


 “What are you looking at?” Mattheus grinned, feeling
her warmth across the table.


“Just noticing how handsome you look,” said Cindy.


“Well, if that isn’t music to my ears,” said
Mattheus. “I’m hungrier than I thought, and tired too. It will be good to get
off the case and away from the island with you. Great to have more time alone
together.”


Cindy reached for Mattheus’s coffee cup and took a
long, sip of his coffee. “The news that they’ve got a suspect is going to be
out soon,” she said. “So, everyone’s going to hear about Lynch’s secret child. I
wonder how Raina’s going to deal with it?”


“It won’t be easy, it won’t be fun,” Mattheus agreed.


Suddenly, Cindy’s phone rang, surprising her.  “Who
could be calling so early?” she mumbled.


“Pick up and see,” said Mattheus.


Somehow Cindy wished it would be Dawl, but to her surprise
a woman was on the other end.


“It’s Bala,” the soft voice was muted and shaky,
making it hard to understand what she was saying.


“Bala! I can’t really hear you,” said Cindy.


“My brother’s been set up,” Bala whispered more
loudly. “I saw the picture of the eye witnesses on TV. Listen to me, those guys
work for Raina’s company.”


 Cindy was shocked. “Are you positive?”


“Positive,” said Bala. “They were also eye witnesses
when someone else connected with the company went missing a few years ago.”


“That’s not possible,” said Cindy.


“But it’s true,” said Bala. “I remember them. “


“Where are you now, Bala?” Cindy asked frantically, “I
want to see you right away.”


“I’m not on the island anymore,” Bala’s voice dropped
to a hoarser whisper. “I’m hiding with my son. For all we know he could be in
danger now, too. Don’t tell anyone I called you.” 


“You’re not in danger,” Cindy tried to comfort her.


“How do you know?” Bala shot back. “Don’t give me
false security! That’s worse than anything.”


“You’re right, you’re right,” Cindy realized. “I won’t,
I promise.”


“Please check on these witnesses, please help my
brother!” Bala voice grew thin and tinny.


“I’ll do my very best,” said Cindy, “I promise you. Please
stay in touch.”


Bala hung up quickly then and Cindy felt a sharp stab
in her heart. “My God, my God, Mattheus,” she uttered, “we never should have
dug up the dirt and opened up this trail of pain.”


Mattheus put his fork down and stared at her. “Why? Who
was that on the phone?”


“It was Bala. She said Dawl’s been set up, the
witnesses work for Raina. They were also witnesses in another case connected to
the company where someone went missing.”


“Hard to believe,” said Mattheus. “The police would
know that. It could disqualify them.”


“But the police don’t want to disqualify them,” said
Cindy. “And who else would remember a detail like that? I told you it was too
convenient.”


“Where’s Bala now?” asked Mattheus.


“In hiding, afraid for her son,” Cindy said.


Mattheus saw the obvious distress on Cindy’s face. ““Okay,
okay,” he said, “I’ll finish breakfast and we’ll go right away to talk to
people at the casinos who can tell us more about Dawl.”


“After that I’m going to talk to Raina,” said Cindy.


Mattheus looked disconcerted. “Not the best idea,” he
said, “let sleeping lions rest.”


“Who said she’s resting?” said Cindy. “Mattheus,
these witnesses work for her company! For all we know Raina’s bought everyone
off so she can protect her precious son.”


“Wait a minute,” Mattheus reigned Cindy in. “You’re
jumping way ahead. It’s possible, but farfetched.  First let’s see what else we
can find out about Dawl.”











CHAPTER 17


 


 


     Even at this early hour in the morning
the Casino Royale was busy and hopping. Some people there looked as if they’d
been up at the tables all night long.  Others were at the slot machines, bleary
eyed, still trying their luck.


Rodney had told Mattheus to go to the edge of the
first long table on the main floor and ask for the dealer, Kent. It would be
easy to find him, he was there night and day.  He’d know all the folks to talk
to about Dawl.


“Kent?” Mattheus asked a thin, wiry guy looked like
he was in charge.


“You got to be Mattheus?” Kent replied. “Rodney told
me to be on the lookout for you.”


Once again Cindy was struck with the how on top of
things Rodney was. He never missed a beat, didn’t let a moment escape him.


“I need to find out about Dawl Lemmings,” Mattheus
went on, “talk to folks who know him.”


A thin smile played at the edge of Kent’s mouth. “Talk
to me,” he said. “I’ll give you the low down. Nothing happens here that I don’t
hear about, sooner or later.”


Cindy smiled. She liked Kent’s strange, slick way.


“It’s common knowledge that they’re putting the
finger on Dawl,” Kent went on confidentially. 


“Doesn’t surprise anybody. That guy refuses to keep
his mouth shut.  Drunk or not, whatever he thinks he blurts right out. The
idiot prides himself on talking big. Nothing stays inside.”


“What should have stayed hidden?” asked Cindy.


Kent turned and looked Cindy over slowly. “Such a
pretty woman, a detective?” he grimaced, as confused.  “There’s better jobs for
someone as classy as you.”


“Cindy and I are partners,” Mattheus interjected,
irritated.


Kent laughed. “Yeah, Rodney told me. But why in the
world would such a beautiful woman want to poke around in garbage?”


“You’re saying that Dawl is garbage?” asked Cindy,
enjoying the banter despite herself.


“You got me wrong,” Kent shrugged his shoulders. “Dawl’s
a great guy, we all love him. He just can’t keep anything to himself. I mean
one thing everyone knows is -don’t mess with Dawl. So, I heard that this dame
who got killed went straight to his house to talk to his boy.  Please! That kid
is Dawl’s life. What did she think she was doing, trying to take him away?”


“Dawl killed her for it?” Mattheus asked matter of
factly, as if it would have been natural.


“How the hell do I know if he killed her?” said Kent.
“Sure the cops would like to say that, tie the case up and get out.  I have my
doubts about it. But one thing I do know is that Dawl told lots of people over
and over that he wanted her dead.”


“Jesus, that guy’s a goner!” said Mattheus, “that’s
all the police need to hear.”


“I’m sure they heard it,” said Kent. They got motive
on him, for sure, but, who in hell dug up those witnesses? Give me a break.”


“I heard they work for Raina’s company,” Cindy
murmured.


Kent tapped his mouth with his fingers. “Mums the
word. You hear all kinds of things down here on the islands. Who told you that?”


Cindy paused, not wanting to mention Bala or that she
was in hiding. “Just heard it,” said Cindy.


“Well, you got good ears,” Kent answered. 


“Those witnesses really work at the docks, packing
and loading?” Mattheus asked.


“They do,” said Kent.


“It normal behavior for them to take a walk to the
Cove after work?” Mattheus continued.


“Sure, it’s normal,” said Kent. “They do it all the
time. So do others. The Cove’s a tourist trap.”


“Did anybody else see Dawl at the Cove around five o’clock?”
Cindy joined in.


“You got to ask the police that, honey,” said Kent. “I
have no idea.”


“What’s the upshot of all this?” Mattheus asked
firmly.


“The upshot is that it makes perfect sense they’d
finger Dawl.  He’s been blabbing for days. The guy’s got a record, but he’s
also got an alibi, isn’t that right?” said Kent.


“Dawl’s alibi is for later that night, when he was at
the clubs. That’s when they found the body. But the autopsy put the time of her
death earlier, around five,” said Mattheus. 


“Hell, Dawl’s always home around five with the kid,”
said Kent. “I never saw him anywhere else then.  Why the hell would he go to
the Cove?”


“Unless he killed her,” said Mattheus.


“Talking’s one thing, doing’s another,” Kent mused. “The
guy’s done stuff, he’s messed up, but killing’s something else. No question
Dawl’s a loud brute, but if you asked me, he doesn’t have a killer’s heart.”


“Could they have mistaken someone else for him?”
Cindy asked sharply.


“Both guys identified him,” said Kent.


“And both could be lying,” said Cindy. “But there are
still the fingerprints to check.” 


“Oh yeah?” Kent looked surprised.  “Hadn’t heard
about them.”


Cindy remembered then that the police had said they
were keeping the fingerprints quiet. “I mean I think there must be some kind of
evidence like that,” said Cindy.


Kent looked at her closely. “It’s okay, the news is
secret with me.”


Cindy liked him and he liked her. She felt he was
savvy and only wanted the best outcome.


“Listen, who else should we talk to?” asked Mattheus.


“Talk to any of the regulars at the tables,” Kent
said. “But there’s nothing else you’re going to find out. Dawl told lots of
folks that Tara would take his kid over his dead body, and it would be better
if she were dead first.”


“He dug his own grave,” said Mattheus.


“Let’s hope he didn’t dig hers too,” replied Kent.


*


Kent was right. Word had spread like wildfire over
the casino that Dawl had been taken in by the cops. Lots of people shook their
heads, said he was a goner and should have kept his big mouth shut.  


Cindy and Mattheus left the casino and decided to
wander down to the dock, to sit on a bench near the water, take in the sun and
talk. It was wonderful being near the water with the fresh salty air, listening
to the boats rocking in the waves.


“Looks like the case is practically tied up,” said
Mattheus, as they sat down close to each other and lifted their faces to the
sun. “Not much left to do.”  


“They haven’t matched the fingerprints with Dawl’s
yet,” Cindy said, not wanting to let go. 


“They will,” said Mattheus, “or they’ll blame the
condition of the body. They’ll say that the fingerprints are not in good enough
shape to match.”


“So, Lynch just walks?” said Cindy.


“Seems like you’ve decided he shouldn’t, that you’ve
convicted Lynch in your mind,” Mattheus responded.


“I haven’t convicted him, but I’m not positive either
that he’s had nothing to do with it,” said Cindy.


Mattheus turned to Cindy and stroked her shoulders
with his warm hands. “Doesn’t it feel good to unwind like this?” he murmured. “Maybe
it’s time to just let things be.”


It did feel wonderful being close to Mattheus in the
sun, with him stroking her. But it would feel better if this lingering doubt
wasn’t in the back of Cindy’s mind.


“If the fingerprints they have don’t match Dawl then
I’m going to see Raina” Cindy announced, leaning back against Mattheus.


“I actually never met a more tenacious woman,” said
Mattheus. “You just don’t give up, do you?” 


Cindy laughed. “This work has brought the tiger out
in me. I was never like that before.”


“Hard to believe,” said Mattheus.


“No, really,” said Cindy. “If you’d known me when I
was with Clint, you would never have recognized me at all.”


Mattheus stopped rubbing her shoulders then. “Really?
What were you like?”


“I believed everything Clint told me,” Cindy spoke in
a soft voice. “I adored him, was just happy to spend whatever time I could at
his side.”


Mattheus sighed.  “Sounds fantastic to me. Clint was
one lucky guy, if you asked me.”


“There was no way in the world,” Cindy went on, “I
had any inkling of his hidden life.”


“Hidden or private?” Mattheus interjected.


“Both hidden and private,” said Cindy. “He was
involved in stuff with his company that had him killed – on our honeymoon!”


“I know,” said Mattheus, stroking her shoulders
again. “I know how much you loved him and what a horrible loss it was.”


“I’ll never let that happen again,” said Cindy.


“Let what happen?” asked Mattheus, “adoring someone,
believing them, just being happy to be at their side?”


Cindy took Mattheus’s hands off her shoulders. “That’s
not what I’m saying and you know it.


I’ll never let myself be so naïve again, just go
along with what people say.”


“Okay, that’s fine,” said Mattheus. “That’s what
makes you a great detective now. But, stop a minute and listen to me. There’s
more to life than being a detective. Loving someone again like that, believing
them, trusting completely, that’s the icing on the cake.”


Cindy stopped and looked into Mattheus’s gorgeous
eyes. She knew he was right and wished she could give him the kind of love and
trust he was asking for.  At times she felt that way towards him, other times
fear and suspicion arose.


“It’s okay,” said Mattheus slowly then. “We’re doing
great. We’ve been through a lot and we’re still here, aren’t we?”


Cindy smiled. Mattheus had a charm about him that was
irresistible. It usually surfaced at the end of a case, when they were winding
down like this.


“You know, Cindy,” Mattheus said then, looking out at
the boats and sea, “I feel about you the same way you felt about Clint.”


Cindy stopped and listened, really taken aback.


“I adore you, I believe in you, and I’d trust you
with my life,” Mattheus went on.


“My God, Mattheus,” Cindy responded, taken completely
unaware. Then she put her hands on his face and turned it towards her. “That
was so beautiful, thank you so much,” she whispered.


“But you’ve got to feel the same way about me, too,” Mattheus
went on softly.


“I know I do,” said Cindy.


 “Is it possible?” Mattheus asked.


“Everything is possible,” Cindy replied.


“You can let go of this stuff with my daughter?” Mattheus
continued hopefully.


Cindy pulled  back. “What has one thing got to do
with another? Your daughter’s part of you, Mattheus, and I want to meet her so
much.”


Thankfully, just at that moment, Mattheus’s phone
rang. He picked up and it was Rodney.


“Fingerprints on the corpse don’t match Dawl’s,” was
the first thing Rodney said.


“Oh boy,” said Mattheus. “I really hoped for definitive
results. This just adds to the confusion.”


“Well, there’s evidence for Dawl and against him,”
Rodney continued. “And, since the actual murder took place around five, his alibi
for later in the evening doesn’t mean a thing.”


 “So, where do we go from here?” asked Mattheus.


“You go home and call it a day,” said Rodney. “You’re
done. Let the system takes over.”


“Thanks for your help,” said Mattheus, “it’s meant a
great deal.” Then he hung up the phone.


“He feels it’s all over?” asked Cindy.


 “He’s right. That’s about it,” replied Mattheus.


 Cindy shook her head. “But I’m not going home without
talking to Raina one more time.”


“What do you think you’re going to get from her?”
Mattheus seemed irritated. “You think she’s going to confess that these goons work
for her company, that she called them on board to cover for her son?”


Cindy thought about it a moment. “No, that’s not what
I think,” she said. “I actually think Lynch got caught in the cross hairs.  But
there’s more information we need from Raina. And, I’m not going to go about it
directly. I’m going to go in from a side angle, going to set her up.”


“Come on, now you’re going off the deep edge,” said Mattheus.
“Obsessions are contagious.  Everyone’s prone to them at any time.”


“This is not an obsession,” said Cindy. “I need one
more try.”


“Try for what?” Mattheus was irritated.


“I want to probe the corners,” Cindy demanded. “If
these witnesses work for Raina’s company, we have no other choice.”


“Listen,” said Mattheus. “From what I understand, a
large part of the island works for Raina’s company, in one way or another.”


“Like it or not, I’ve got to do it, Mattheus,” Cindy
insisted.


“Why?” He seemed adamant.


“Because an innocent man’s life could be at stake,” said
Cindy.


“Dawl doesn’t look like such an innocent man,”
Mattheus shot back at her. “He told a million people he wanted Tara dead.”


“Having a big mouth is one thing, going to jail for
murder is another,” Cindy replied.


“Okay, so do what you want,” said Mattheus, “but I
don’t want any part of this.”


“Fine,” said Cindy. “I can handle it on my own.”


*


After they returned to their hotel room, Cindy went
out on the patio, and let the soft wind blow through her hair. She didn’t know
exactly what she was fishing for, but she knew she couldn’t get it from Raina directly.
She’d have to unnerve her, set her up, if there would be any possibility of her
spilling something important.


Mattheus walked out onto the patio as Cindy stood
there, leaning on it.  “I just called Raina to set up an interview for you,”
Mattheus said softly. “She said it’s out of the question. In fact, she’s
packing to leave as we speak. Her plane takes off in the morning.”


Cindy shivered. “She and Lynch have clearance to
leave already?”


“She does,” said Mattheus.  “I didn’t ask about
Lynch.”


“It’s not happening,” said Cindy, turning around
swiftly.


“What’s not happening?” Mattheus looked nervous.


“She’s not taking a step off this island without
speaking to me first,” Cindy said.


“That’s a little grandiose, wouldn’t you say?” asked
Mattheus. “Are you having trouble because the case didn’t go your way? Not all
of them do, we have to accept it.”


“Mattheus, there’s too much evidence here that doesn’t
compute. I have to talk to Raina,” Cindy’s voice rose shrilly.


“So, go talk to her, don’t yell at me,” Mattheus
responded.


“There’s no time to lose. I’m going to her hotel room
now,” said Cindy. I’ll back when I’m finished.”


“Just like that?  She said she didn’t want to see you
and you’re barging in?” Mattheus asked.


“That’s right,” said Cindy. “Just like that.”


“And what if she doesn’t let you in the door?” Mattheus
seemed agitated.


“I’ll find a way to get her to let me in,” a smile
crept over Cindy’s face.


“You’re diabolical, Cindy,” Mattheus exclaimed.


“No, I’m committed, to finding the truth, “said Cindy.
Then suddenly something struck her. “Mattheus, I just had an idea. Please
listen to me, I need your help.”


“What?” asked Mattheus.


“Just do me this favor. Call Lynch and ask him if he’ll
spend some time with you downstairs at the café?”


“Why?” Mattheus looked nervous.


“I don’t want Raina to be able to get in touch with
him for a little while.”


“His cell phone will be on him. If she calls, he’ll
answer.” Mattheus looked confused. 


“Tell him not to in advance,” said Cindy. “Tell him
you need all his attention with no interruptions for a little while. Engross
him in the conversation.  Talk to him about Bala. I know he cares about her.”


“What do you want me to say about her?” Mattheus was
growing interested.


“Tell him she’s scared for the safety of the child.
That will get him going. Tell him she needs him to help her. It doesn’t matter
what you say exactly, just keep him out of Raina’s reach for about an hour.” 


“You’re setting her up?” Mattheus asked somberly.


“I have to,” said Cindy.


“I get it,” said Mattheus. “Okay, I’ll do it.”


 “Thank you so much,” said Cindy. “It’s a last ditch
effort.”


 “Nothing to lose, I guess,” Mattheus answered.











CHAPTER 18


 


 


 


As Cindy approached Raina’s hotel room, she felt her
there inside, packing. What if Cindy’s plan didn’t work?  Barging in like this
could be considered trespassing. Cindy felt encouraged though by Mattheus’s
last minute support. She told him in detail what she’d planned to do, he’d
listened carefully and seemed to like it.


“You’re incredibly gutsy, Cindy,” he’d said. 


“It’s the right thing to do,” Cindy’d answered.


“Yes, it is,” Mattheus had suddenly agreed. “Go for
it. I’m on your team.” 


As Cindy walked down the corridor she thought once
again about Tara, and the life she would never get to lead. Tara deserved more
than a quick resolution to a case that had so many loose ends.  Cindy
remembered how Tara had asked her to stand at her side. Maybe she hadn’t been
able to prevent the murder, but she certainly could stop the case from getting
closed before they were absolutely certain about who was responsible. Cindy
gathered her resolve as she stood outside Raina’s door. Then in a flash, she lifted
her hand and knocked hard.


“Who is it?” a shrill voice answered from inside.


“Important! Open up!” Cindy said in a deep voice.
Then she knocked again emphatically.


Raina came to the door, flung it open and stared at
Cindy alarmed. “What in the world are you 


doing here? I told Mattheus you couldn’t come.”


“It’s crucial, Raina, I have important news,” Cindy
put her foot in the doorway.


“What’s crucial?” Obviously Cindy took her by
surprise.


Cindy put another foot in and stepped inside.


“Glad to see you’re making yourself at home,” said Raina.
“Of course I can call the hotel police here in a minute and get you thrown out
on your ass.”


“I wouldn’t do that,” said Cindy grimly.


Raina put her hands on her hips, “Oh no? Exactly why
not?” Something in Cindy’s demeanor obviously got to her, though. She calmed
down and waited to hear more.


“Please sit down on the couch, Raina,” Cindy took
command. 


To Cindy’s surprise Raina walked to the couch and sat
down.


Cindy followed along. “Getting ready to fly out
tomorrow I hear,” said Cindy.


“Yes, I am,” said Raina, definitively. “Something
wrong with that?”


“Is Lynch going with you?” Cindy asked.


“Of course he is,” said Raina, chagrined. “Hasn’t he
been through enough? It’s high time for him to get out of here.”


“Tara’s not getting out of here, though,” mused Cindy,
“and from what I hear neither is Aldon. He can barely get up out of bed.”


“Okay,” Raina barked, “enough of this charade, what’s
going on?”


“I need to talk to you,” said Cindy.


“Oh really?” said Raina, “the last time we talked you
promised that news would not get out about Lynch’s son. It’s all over the place
now.”


“That wasn’t in my control,” said Cindy.


“Do you even begin to realize how this news is going
to affect our business and family?” Raina snapped at her.


Once again Cindy noted that Raina was more concerned
with her business and family than she was about the murder. “What about Tara?”
Cindy replied. “I haven’t heard a word of concern for her from you.”


Insulted, Raina flung her head back. “And why should
I feel concern for her?  Did she feel concern for me? Did she really care about
Lynch or our family? Do you know how much time and money I spent preparing for
this wedding? And she was ready to throw it over in a minute flat. She didn’t
care for a second who she humiliated.” 


“She wasn’t thinking about it that way,” Cindy tried
to defend her. “It was her whole life at stake.”


“And what about mine?” Raina’s voice grew louder and
grating. “And look what’s happened to her whole life now!”


Cindy shuddered. “This is a tragedy,” she said
softly.


 “And I’m sure her stupid father Aldon had plenty to
do with it, too,” Raina came back at her.


“You can’t stand him, can you?” asked Cindy, wanting
to egg her on.


“That’s putting it mildly,” Raina’s back arched and
she smiled strangely. “I don’t know who he thinks he is. Nothing is ever good
enough for him, especially our family. He finds fault with every little thing
we do.”


“That must have hurt,” said Cindy.


Raina laughed in a raucous way. “Aldon hurt me? I
wouldn’t say so. The moment we met he took a dislike to me, and also to Lynch.
Then when he heard about Lynch’s son, that really gave him ammunition. Deep
down I know he was happy about it. He tried to pin me down and talk about it,
but I wouldn’t give him the time of day.” Raina laughed loudly again. “But when
he started calling Lynch, that was too much. I got on the phone and told him
straight to bug off.”


“How did he take that?” Cindy was stunned.


“He didn’t like it, but who the hell cared. I told
him the wedding was going on no matter how he felt.  He didn’t matter, he was a
bystander.”


“The father of the bride a bystander?” said Cindy
appalled.


“That’s all he was, a wicked bystander,” Raina
repeated. “I’m sure he got through to Tara though. After she found out about
the boy, she got more and more nervous and decided she couldn’t go through with
the wedding. That was just unacceptable. It was a side of her I never saw.  I
begged her not to call it off, but she wouldn’t listen to a thing I said.
Imagine that! She just wanted have her way, no matter how it affected
everybody. She even told Lynch that it was their decision and had nothing to do
with me.”


“Wasn’t that true?” Cindy tried to intervene, but
Raina was on a roll and couldn’t hear a thing. 


“People like that bring a terrible fate on themselves,”
Raina’s breath came quickly now.


“You’re saying Tara deserved to die?” asked Cindy,
appalled.


“Don’t twist my words,” Raina rolled right over her. “I’m
saying the beautiful bride was creating a power struggle about who was most
important to my son.”


“How did she do that?” Cindy picked up on it.


“Lynch was backed into a corner and finally told me.”
Raina wiped her hands on her slacks. “Finally, he was backed into a corner and
told me that Tara was always complaining to him about me. That didn’t sit well
at all. She was trying to get him to hate me. I warned him not to listen.”


“What did he say?” asked Cindy.


“He begged me not to make him choose between the
woman he loved and me. He said he couldn’t bear to lose either of us. That didn’t
surprise me. Deep down Lynch always was very sensitive.  Of course I had no
desire to make him choose. It was her poisoning him, not me.”


“The situation must have been unbearable for him,”
said Cindy.


“Terrible, awful,” Raina said, “it kept him up at
night.”


“Maybe that’s why he had no other choice but to
strangle Tara and dump her into the Cove,” Cindy continued softly.


Raina froze on the spot and looked at Cindy stunned,
unable to believe what she was hearing. “What’s that you said?”


“There’s new evidence, Raina,” Cindy zeroed in on
her. 


Raina shivered. “No, there isn’t. I’m up to date on whatever
they have. It’s in the police’s interest to keep me informed. Lynch is no
longer a person of interest. Two eye witnesses have identified Bala’s creepy brother
Dawl. They saw him lurking around the Cove at the time Tara was murdered. There
was absolutely no reason for him to be there, and the guy has plenty of motive,
too.”


“That’s just circumstantial evidence,” Cindy tossed
it off, trying to throw Raina off track. “The new evidence that’s just come in
is absolutely solid. A new witness, a tourist taking photos, spotted Lynch at
the Cove when Tara was killed. He caught a shot of him there, with blood all
over his hands.”


Raina’s face flushed and her eyes narrowed.  “That’s
crazy. Blood on Lynch’s hands? Who’s this witness? Lynch has never had blood on
his hands for a second. Somebody’s framing him!  They can do all kinds of
things with photography these days. Someone’s out to get my son!”


“The photos speak for themselves,” said Cindy, “and
the fingerprint analysis is also in. The prints on the body don’t match Dawl’s.”


Raina became irate. “Who the hell cares? The body was
a mess, you can’t be sure of anything.”


“And, new evidence has been gathered from the site,”
Cindy continued methodically. “It has Lynch’s DNA on it as well. All roads are pointing
in only one direction – right to Lynch.”


“What are you telling me?” Raina’s hands clenched at
her sides.


“They’re taking Lynch in as we speak,” said Cindy.


“No, they’re not,” yelled Raina.


“Yes, they are,” Cindy insisted.


Raina fled to the table, picked up her phone, dialed
and waited. “Where are you Lynch? Pick up,” she demanded. 


“He can’t answer. He must be at the police station
now,” said Cindy. “I wanted to come here and tell you myself.”


“Why you?” Raina practically spit on her.


“This is your son,” said Cindy, “it’s something a
woman understands.”


“Get out of here! Go to hell,”Raina yelled more
loudly. “Nobody’s taking my son from me. And they can’t take him, because he
didn’t do it!”


“All the evidence says he did,” Cindy repeated.


Trembling, Raina yelled, out of control, “He didn’t
do it, he didn’t do it.”


Cindy got into her face. “How do you know?”


“Because I did it,” shouted Raina. “I hired those
guys to get rid of her!”


“What guys, the witnesses? They work for you, don’t
they?” Cindy demanded.


“Yes, they work for me,” Raina growled, suddenly
empowered. “I have a right to hire anyone I want.”


“The eye witnesses lied to the police,” Cindy
uttered.


“So what? “ Raina went on. “These guys listen to me
like their lives depend on it. And they’re good at what they do. It wasn’t
difficult either. They grabbed Tara at the hotel and took her to the Cove. I
heard she begged for her life the whole way there,” a slow smile crept across
Raina’s face. “What did she expect anyway? That she’d take down our family, and
I’d sit back and let her do it?  Did she think I’d sit there and toast with
champagne after she turned into my enemy?”


“Tell me more about happened at the Cove?” Cindy
asked chilled to the bone.


“Routine business, nothing special, they put on
gloves and finished her off.” Raina panted.


Cindy felt the ground beneath her open. “That’s
horrible, awful,” she wailed.


“There was nothing horrible about it,” Raina became
stony. “When Lynch told me he promised Tara that they’d take his son in after
the wedding, I knew it had to be done. There was no way that boy could be part
of my life. I wouldn’t let it happen.”


“Is the boy in danger now?” Cindy was suddenly
frightened.


“He could be,” Raina looked at Cindy darkly. “If the
police don’t let go of Lynch, all bets are off.  My company’s got a big reach
on the island. The boy’s life will be worth nothing. You understand? You’d
better honey, because your life won’t be worth much either if they don’t let
Lynch go free.”


Thankfully, just at the moment, there was a loud
knock on the door. 


“Who’s there?” Raina yelled as two policemen shoved the
door open. Raina flinched, alarmed. “What’s going on? Get out of here.”


“Mattheus had us stationed outside, listening in,”
one of the cops said. “Everything’s been recorded.”


“Go to hell, go to hell, “Raina kept yelling, as
Mattheus walked in behind them with Lynch.


“Mom, mom,” Lynch looked as if he were about to
faint.


 “I did it for you, Lynch, I did it for you,” Raina
kept shouting, as the police grabbed her shoulders and held her back against
the wall.


“Did what?” Lynch was dazed, confused.  “What did you
do? What? What?” None of it computed for him.


“Your mother had Tara murdered,” said Mattheus. “She
hired those two guys who were eye witnesses to do the job.”


“Because I loved you, Lynch, because I loved you,”
Raina kept calling as more police entered the room and carted her away.


*


When the room was empty, and Lynch had gone off to
the police station with his mother, Cindy and Mattheus took a deep breath.


“You did it again,” Mattheus murmured, looking at
Cindy in awe. 


“I never liked that woman,” Cindy uttered. “She’s
awful, evil. What’s going to happen to Lynch now?”


“He’s got a big family and plenty of money,” said Mattheus
slowly. 


“How can he ever get over this?” asked Cindy
mournfully. “He lost both of them, his mother and Tara.”


 “Time is good,” Mattheus murmured, “time heals.”


Mattheus’s phone rang then and he picked it up. 


Aldon was on the other end, babbling wildly. “I just
got a call from the cops. Is it true? Is it possible?”


“Case solved,” said Mattheus slowly.


Aldon started to sob uncontrollably. “She’s a
monster.”


“I would say so,” said Mattheus. 


“I knew it all along,” Aldon whimpered. “She should
be killed herself like she killed my daughter. Life in jail is too good for
her.”


“Her life in jail will be anything but good,” said Mattheus.


“I want her killed, I want her dead,” Aldon kept
sobbing. 


 “It’s over, we got her,” said Mattheus. 


“But what good does it do?” Aldo kept whimpering, “It
won’t ever bring Tara back, will it?”


*


On the way back to their hotel in the taxi, Cindy put
her head on Mattheus’s shoulder.


“At least we gave Aldon some measure of comfort,”
said Mattheus.


“Who knows?” Cindy shrugged. “There’s lots of ways of
looking at it. If he hadn’t hired us to dig up dirt on Lynch, he’d have his
daughter alive right now.”


“That’s why it’s best to let things rest, sometimes,”
Mattheus agreed.


Cindy knew he was talking about his meeting his
daughter. He didn’t want to see her again and also wanted Cindy to forget about
it. Cindy looked up at him and smiled. “You’re referring to your daughter, aren’t
you?” she murmured.


“Yes, I am,” said Mattheus.


“And what if she turns up suddenly, later on in our
life?” asked Cindy.


“We’ll deal with it then,” Mattheus proclaimed. “You
can’t live your life based on what ifs!”


“But I do live my life that way,” said Cindy. “That’s
how this case got solved.”











CHAPTER 19


 


 


 


The shocking news spread quickly and once again Cindy
was hounded by reporters for interviews.  No Winners In These Shocking Turn
of Events  the headlines screamed. Once Again Cindy and Mattheus Save the
Day!


After a long afternoon of speaking to the press,
Cindy and Mattheus sunk back into the sofa in their hotel room. There was a long
list of people still wanting to see them, including Bala, who had returned to
the island with gifts.


“Are she and the boy truly safe here?” Cindy asked
Mattheus after he spoke with her. “Will someone else in the company still want
to take them down?”


“That’s over now,” said Mattheus. “Lynch has complete
control of the company now. And, he’s already contacted Bala twice, asking to
see the boy.”


Cindy perked up, she hadn’t heard that.  “Really?
That’s a huge development.” 


“It’s Lynch’s way of honoring Tara and her wishes,”
said Mattheus, “I talked to him about it.”


Cindy felt wonderful hearing that. It was
heartwarming.


“Lynch’s not the cad you once thought,” Mattheus went
on. “This is a fine young man who has been dealt a horrible blow.”


“And he’s doing the honorable thing now,” said Cindy.


“Yes, he is,” Mattheus agreed.


“And how about Dawl? How does he feel about Lynch
seeing the child?” asked Cindy.


“Dawl’s thrilled,” said Mattheus. “Lynch’s testimony
about what his mother said helped Dawl get out of jail. And, Lynch assured him
he’s not taking the boy away. Who knows? One day they could even become friends.”


Cindy felt herself about to cry, as Mattheus reached
out his hand to her.


“Don’t cry,” he whispered.


“I’m so touched,” Cindy said.


“Then, I suppose this is the perfect moment to tell
you something,” Mattheus went on softly.


Cindy felt shivery, not knowing exactly what he had
in mind. “What?”


“I’ve contacted my daughter,” said Mattheus. “We’re
going to meet her together for the first time at the Aupres Hotel, later this
afternoon.” 


Cindy stared at him astonished, not able to take in
what she was hearing. “Meet your daughter later today?” she finally whispered.


“It’s all set,” Mattheus replied.


“Mattheus, Mattheus,” Cindy threw her arms around
him.


“I know, I know,” he replied quietly, putting his
arms back around her. “When I heard that Lynch was going to see his son, I knew
immediately how much that would mean to you. And then I thought about myself
and Andrea.”


“Your daughter’s name is Andrea?” Cindy whispered.


“Right,” Mattheus went on. “I finally saw how right
you were. There’s no way we could go forward in our relationship and get
engaged without our both meeting her.”


Cindy shook her head back and forth unbelievingly.
Dreams did come true, prayers were answered, she thought silently, people you
cared about suddenly opened their eyes and grew ten feet tall. “I am so proud
of you, Mattheus,” Cindy whispered.


“I knew you would be,” he smiled proudly, “I just knew
it.


*


Both Cindy and Mattheus showered and changed before
going to the Aupres Hotel, where they were to meet Andrea in the lobby, walk in
the gardens, and then have dinner together in a beautiful restaurant at the
foot of the hill, near a wild life sanctuary. Mattheus had left nothing
unplanned.


Mattheus, silent in the taxi on the way over, held
tightly onto Cindy’s hand.


“I know how hard this must be for you, Mattheus,”
Cindy whispered, holding his hand just as tightly, giving him all the support
she could.


“Hard’s not the right word for it,” he corrected her.
“Terrifying is.”


It was rare for Mattheus to say anything at all was
terrifying.


“I have actually never seen her,” he went on. “I have
no idea what she’s like or what her mother told her about me.”


Cindy was nervous as well. “It’s amazing you were
able to find her now,” she said.


“I’m just as amazed,” said Mattheus. “She still lives
exactly where she was born in Anguilla, nearby.”


“She lives there with her mother?” Cindy asked.


“Seems so,” said Mattheus. “I called down there for
her, and got hold of her easily - if she’s really my daughter?”


“If? You’re not sure?” Cindy was taken aback.


“When I called she picked up. First I asked for her
mother and she said her mother wasn’t in. Then I asked for her mother’s
daughter and without hesitating a second, she said it was her. I was really
taken aback. She asked who was calling and I just said it was her father.”


“My God,” said Cindy, “she must have been shocked.”


“Oddly enough, she didn’t seem so shocked, just got
very quiet. “What do you mean my father? she finally asked. I told her my name
was Mattheus and I’d known her mother a long time ago. At that, she murmured
strangely, as if she’d heard about who I was. At that point I went on quickly
and asked what her name was, how old she was now.”


“It’s amazing she could talk at all,” said Cindy.


“She was fine,” Mattheus remarked. “She said her name
was Andrea, that she’s fifteen now and had been waiting to hear from me a long
time. That threw me for a loop. You’ve been waiting to hear from me?” I said to
her.


Cindy shivered from head to toe. “She’s actually been
waiting to hear from you?  My God.”


“I can’t imagine why,” murmured Mattheus.


Cindy thought about it a second. “Everyone wants to
know where they came from,” said Cindy. You two have the same genetic pool.  And
most parents want to see their biological children too, even if they’ve left
them behind.”  


“I didn’t leave her behind,” Mattheus bristled. “I
was never with her mother at all after that night.  I knew she got pregnant,
but the child didn’t really register.”


“Didn’t you wonder if the mother might have lied to
you about being the father? That she might have had other men?”


“Sure, I thought that in the beginning,” said
Mattheus, “but then I found out that the baby was born nine months to the day
after that night.”


“How did you find that out if you had no more contact
with her?” asked Cindy amazed.


“It gnawed at me in the beginning,” said Mattheus. “So
I got a friend to check it out and find out when the kid was born. Then I sent
the mother a nice chunk of money, in an envelope without a return address.”


New layers were appearing in Mattheus’s story. The
baby had made an impact on him, if only for a short while. Cindy wondered what
else was waiting to be revealed.


“I can’t get my mind around this, Cindy,” said
Mattheus, growing edgy and taut. 


“Who could?” said Cindy. 


“I figured her mother had moved on, was married by
now and that someone else had stepped in and taken the role of her father.” Mattheus
spoke with great pressure in his voice.


“It’s easy to assume that,” said Cindy. 


“Andrea said she’ll be standing in front of the
reception desk in the lobby,” Mattheus continued, “and that she’s tall and
beautiful.”


Cindy smiled, “She told you that?”


“Yes, she did.  She said she’ll be wearing red
bracelets,” Mattheus went on, “and that her skin is so light she passes for
white most of the time.”


That was the first time that Cindy realized that his
daughter’s mother was Caribbean. “Was her mother also beautiful?” Cindy asked,
suddenly fascinated.


“Yes, she was, as far as I can remember,” said
Mattheus. “I told you, it was just a fling. Ships passing in the night who got
drunk at a club one night. The woman didn’t mean anything to me.”


Somehow that made it worse and Cindy suddenly felt
awful for Andrea. “Did the mother ever marry? Was there ever a man in the
picture?” Cindy asked.


“I don’t know,” Mattheus replied. “I wrote to her for
a few times after I sent the money and she wrote back. Then things just tapered
off. She didn’t answer the last note I sent and I figured that someone else was
in her life and our relationship was over. It was a relief.”


“We figure all kinds of things, don’t we?” said
Cindy.


“Yes, we do,” Mattheus murmured, rubbing his face,
nervously. 


“Well, in a few minutes, we’ll see for ourselves,”
said Cindy, “we won’t have to guess anymore.”


*


The moment Cindy and Mattheus walked into the Aupres Hotel
they headed to the reception desk. A tall, lithe, beautiful, teen age, young
woman, with long, chocolate brown curly hair, stood there restlessly, three red
bracelets on her arm.


“There she is. You go over,” said Cindy. “I’ll wait
back here.” Cindy wanted to let them have their first moments alone together,
but stood close enough so she could hear and see what went on.


“Oh my God, she’s beautiful,” said Mattheus.


“Very beautiful,” Cindy agreed.


Mattheus gathered his courage then and walked over to
her. “Andrea?” he said, as he approached.


Andrea turned towards him, stopped shifting around, and
looked at him boldly. “It’s you?” she asked, edgy. “You’re Mattheus, my father?”
 


“I’m Mattheus,” he responded, matching her edginess.


Andrea’s lips curled into disdain.  “I didn’t ask if
you were Mattheus,” she said, snappy. “I asked if you were my father?”


“Are you my daughter?” Mattheus replied, clearly
taken off guard.


 “What? Are you some kind of nut?” she answered,
digging in. “You called me and asked me to come here. You said you were my
father.”


Mattheus was so jarred he could hardly speak. “We
have to sit down together and explore this,” he managed finally. 


“Explore what?” Andrea looked for a second like she
would explode. 


Cindy knew Mattheus was wondering if she was really
his daughter and what it would mean if he acknowledged it without being sure.  He
must have felt he wanted evidence.


“What did you call me here for?” Andrea dug in and
challenged him.


Immediately, Cindy walked over and stepped in to
defuse the situation. “Hi, Andrea,” Cindy smiled, “we’re so happy to meet you. We’re
so glad you came.”


“Who the hell are you?” Andrea bit her lower lip, flashing
a look of anger at Cindy for even being there at all.


“I’m Cindy Blaine,” said Cindy slowly.


“The wife?” Andrea spit out.


“No,” Cindy quickly corrected her, “I’m Mattheus’s
business partner.”


“Look,” said Andrea, “I wasn’t born yesterday. Tell
me another.”


Andrea was obviously street smart and tough, thought
Cindy, on the lookout for trouble.


“We’re private detectives,” Cindy went on, wanting to
give the young woman solid information so she could feel more secure.


“Detectives?” that seemed to shock her. “Does my
mother know that?” Andrea turned to Mattheus, confronting him.


“I haven’t been in touch with your mother for years,”
he said quietly.


“Yeah, that’s what she told me,” said Andrea. “And
she’s wondering why in hell now?”


“Look let’s go sit down together in a comfortable
place,” Cindy suggested. “Let’s get something to eat.”


“I’m not hungry,” Andrea became more defensive. “And
I came to see my father, not you. He didn’t say he was bringing someone.”


“I’m sorry,” said Cindy.


“So take a hike,” she went on. “Leave us alone
together.”


Even though her request made sense, Cindy didn’t feel
like she could go. Oddly enough she felt frightened for Mattheus, as if he
needed protection from this young woman. And Mattheus was right, Cindy suddenly
realized, who knew who she really was? At the moment neither of them could be
positive that this young woman was actually his daughter, after all.


“Cindy and I do everything together,” Mattheus informed
her. There was no way he wanted to be alone with her, either.


“So? What do you want with me?” Andrea got more
restless.


“Let’s go somewhere to talk,” Cindy suggested again.


“Why? This isn’t a party,” said Andrea. “It’s me
meeting my dad for the first time.”


“Of course, I realize that,” said Cindy. “But can’t
we all meet together?”


 “Screw you,” Andrea practically spit in Cindy’s
face. “Don’t try to tell my father and me what we should do. I haven’t seen him
since I was born.” Then she turned straight to Mattheus and stared at him. 


Mattheus stared back at her. There was absolutely no
love lost between them.


“My mother said you screwed her and dumped both of us
like a piece of dirt,” Andrea continued, “just a night’s fun.”


“That’s not true,” Mattheus’s back arched.


“Well, I’ll believe my mother before I believe you,”
Andrea answered.  “Give me one reason in the world why I should believe
anything you tell me at all?”


There wasn’t one reason Mattheus could come up with.


“We didn’t contact you to upset you,” Cindy
interjected.


Andrea put her long, willowy arms on her hips. “So,
why did you contact me, then?”


“Mattheus wanted to meet the daughter he never saw,”
said Cindy.


“Just like that? Out of the blue? Nah, I don’t buy
it. You want something from me or from my mother. Who knows if you even are my
father? You probably want to break up my mother’s relationship with Cain.”


“Who’s that?” Mattheus asked, stunned.


“My new dad,” said Andrea. “Somebody we know must
have contacted you, heard that you two were private detectives. Everyone wants
to break their relationship up, but it isn’t happening! Just because Cain’s
been in jail a couple of times doesn’t mean he doesn’t deserve a second chance.
Besides, he nice to me, very, very nice. I like him.”


Andrea’s strong statement of support for Cain alarmed
Mattheus. “An ex con, tell me more,” he said, suddenly paternal.


“I’m not telling you a word,” Andrea tossed her head,
“because it’s none of your damn business. Nothing about my life is.”


Mattheus extended a hand to Andrea then. “Andrea, let’s
go to the back garden and at least sit down and talk about it. I want to hear
about it. I want to know all about your life.”


A look of hope flickered across her face quickly, but
then faded away. She thrust Mattheus’s arm away. “Why in hell should I believe
you? You wouldn’t even say you were my dad. You’ve got to be some kind of
creep.”


“I didn’t say I wasn’t your dad,” said Mattheus sadly.
“I said let’s explore our relationship.” 


“You know, if I tell Cain that you’re on the scene
and want to take me away from him, it ain’t gonna be pretty,” she retorted.


Cindy was horrified. “Mattheus doesn’t want to take
you away from anyone,” she said.


“Oh yeah? Well, my mother thinks differently. My
mother thinks Mattheus is a major creep who’s out to destroy her life. He didn’t
care about her when he first met her, so why should he now?”


“Did you tell your mother you were coming here to
meet us?” asked Cindy.


“You better believe I did,” said Andrea. “My mom’s
got no one to look after her but me.


And now she has Cain, my new dad. But who knows how that
will go?”


“How many dads have you had?” asked Cindy.


“This is my third dad,” said Andrea. “The other two
were good in the beginning but ended up beating the hell out of my mom. I
helped her get away from them.  I’m hoping Cain is better.”


Suddenly, Cindy’s heart broke for Andrea. “I’m so
sorry,” Cindy breathed.


Andrea looked at Cindy out of the corner of her eye,
frightened.  “You’re sorry for who? For me? I’d say you’d be better off being
sorry for yourself. If you think this jerk Mattheus is any better than any of
the guys my mother had, you’re in for a big surprise.”


“You don’t know me, Andrea,” Mattheus said to her
slowly, in sudden pain.


“And who said I want to?” asked Andrea.


“No one,” Mattheus answered.


“And you don’t know me, either,” her voice got softer
then and shaky.


“No, I don’t,” said Mattheus.


“And do you want to?” she asked, haltingly.


Mattheus took a step closer to her, tentatively. “Yes,
I really do,” he said.


“Okay,” she said then, her eyebrows arching, “if you
want to get to know me, fine.” Then she turned and pointed at Cindy, “but first
you got to get rid of her!”


Cindy felt a huge weight bear down on her chest, as
Andrea directed the full force of her anger against her. “I may have room for
another dad,” she went on, “but not for another mom! That’s out of the
question. My mom is spectacular, she’s beautiful, wonderful. No way I’m replacing
her.”


“I don’t want to replace your mom,” Cindy pleaded.


“This isn’t about what you want,” Andrea answered,
spitefully. Then she turned back to Mattheus and smiled for the first time.


 Cindy couldn’t help notice how her face changed when
she smiled, took on a look similar to Mattheus, flashing with sudden charm.  It
cheered Mattheus greatly to see her smile, too. He flashed the same smile back
at her, then.


Andrea looked so happy then, as if she’d won round
one. “Get rid of Cindy and then call me,” she said, as she shook her red bracelets,
ran her hand through her hair, turned and pranced out of the lobby, fast.


When she’d gone Cindy and Mattheus stared at each
other. 


“My God, my God,” said Mattheus, “she’s been raised
in a home with guys who’ve beat her mother. Her new stepfather’s been in
prison. This can’t be good.”


“No it can’t,” Cindy agreed.


“Thank God you forced me to find her,” said Mattheus.
“She desperately needs a good, strong father, a fine role model.”


“Everyone needs that, Mattheus,” said Cindy.


“But Andrea knows nothing about me, I abandoned her,”
Mattheus breathed, “she needs it especially.”


 “But she doesn’t want me around,” said Cindy.


Mattheus paused and looked at Cindy strangely, taking
it all in. “No, she doesn’t,” he echoed. “Not in the beginning, anyway.”


“So, where do we go from here?” asked Cindy, a long,
slow chill running through her body.


“Well, for starters, I go down to Anguilla, where she
lives with her mom” Mattheus replied promptly. 


“You go alone? Without me?” asked Cindy.


“For a while,” said Mattheus. “I go alone to build a
relationship and get things straight and settled.  Then I’ll call for you later
on.”


“And where do I go?” asked Cindy amazed.


“Why not go home for a little while and visit your
sister?” said Mattheus. “She’ll be thrilled to see you. It’ll be a little
vacation.”


“Mattheus, we’re
on the verge of getting engaged,” Cindy was practically in tears.


“It was your idea for me to meet her,” Mattheus
countered, “and you were right. You said we couldn’t go on until the past was
cleared up. And I had no idea how important it was until I saw my daughter face
to face.”


“I never said you should choose her over me or that
we would separate,” Cindy replied.


“We’re not separating,” said Mattheus, “we’re just
taking a little time apart. And it’s not a matter of choosing one over the
other. She’s my flesh and blood, I could see it the minute she smiled. I can’t
leave her in a situation like the one she’s in. I’m stepping in and making it
right.”


Cindy stared at Mattheus as though he were a stranger.
“What about our work? What about cases?” Cindy was stupefied.


“This is the case I’m on right now,” Mattheus
replied. “An innocent young woman living with a mother who’s been beaten by
guys in the past and who now has an ex con for a new husband.”


“You’re on this case? And what about me?” Cindy was
appalled.


“I told you, take a little vacation. There’ll be
plenty of other cases after this is finished. We’ll tackle them together like
we always did.”


“You’re dreaming, Mattheus,” Cindy replied. “The
shock of meeting your daughter has caused you to unravel.”


“Just the opposite,” said Mattheus. “I’m going back
and making things right with her and nothing is changing my mind.”


“Fine, go do what you have to,” Cindy said. “And, we’ll
see where I go next. That’s a decision I’ll make on my own, as well.”


“I get it,” said Mattheus. “I get it.”


“What do you get? You don’t get anything,” said
Cindy.


“Sure I do,” said Mattheus. “I’m going to be the
father I was meant to be and nothing’s gonna stop me now.”
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In DEATH BY DEVOTION, before
they get engaged, Cindy urges Mattheus to meet his long-lost Caribbean
daughter, whom he has never met.  Sixteen years ago, after a one night stand,
the woman became pregnant, and Mattheus quickly left. Mattheus’ beautiful,
volatile, fifteen year old daughter, Andrea, badly needs him, and she wants him
to come to Anguilla, where she lives, so they can get to know each other. One
caveat, though: he has to come without Cindy. Andrea has a mother, and one
mother is enough. Mattheus feels his daughter is in trouble, feels compelled to
go, and abruptly leaves Cindy behind.



Convinced that her relationship with Mattheus is over, Cindy returns to the
States, ready to start her life again. A few days after she gets back, amidst
the excitement and a wonderful job offer, she receives a startling call from
Mattheus down in Anguilla: Andrea’s stepfather has been killed and Andrea was
found beside him, covered in his blood. Mattheus, desperate, begs Cindy to come
down and help. Not only has his daughter been taken into custody—but now he is
a suspect as well.



Unable to say no, Cindy returns to the Caribbean to help find the true killer
and to attempt to free both Mattheus and his daughter—but she soon finds that
she’s up against an underground web of danger on the island, and it may be too
late to save all of them—including herself.



DEATH BY DEVOTION is both a stand-alone novel, and is also Book #9 in the
Caribbean Murder series.


Tap
here to download DEATH BY DEVOTION now!
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