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PROLOGUE


 


In the midst of great natural beauty, hidden
beneath lush growth, intensely scented poppies, bougainvillea, lilies of the
valley, a snake slowly crawls on its belly, back to the sea. And, the body of a
young woman lays twisted hopelessly, torn and disposed of, the day after a
lavish party on her family’s yacht, celebrating her engagement to be married
and to live in happiness the rest of her life.


“Find me,” she cries silently, as her spirit
departs from the land of the living,  the yacht rocks in the ocean,  and the
snake stops at the water’s edge, raises its head and hisses loudly into the
sun, before it slithers away.











CHAPTER 1


 


 


 


Cindy’s stomach fell as she looked out of the
plane window and saw the narrow landing strip at the St. Bart’s airport. It ran
right to the edge of the ocean and seemed as if it would take a miracle not to
miss the strip and sink in the water. As she reached for her life vest and
Mattheus put his hand over hers.


“We’re doing just fine,” he said, “the pilot
does this all the time.”


Cindy took a deep breath as the plane quickly
descended. The trip had gone so quickly. There hadn’t been nearly enough time
to go over all the reports the Senator had faxed about the gruesome murder of
beautiful Tiffany O’Connell, his daughter. Tiffany had been found at sunset,
mauled at the beach, the day right after her huge engagement party on her
father’s yacht.  Half of St. Bart’s had been there to celebrate. 


The Senator’s wife, a frail woman, beside herself
with shock and grief, had heard about Cindy and demanded a woman on the case. The
Senator had faxed sheet after sheet to them just before they boarded the
flight. The reports were sent secretly, along with photos of Tiffany, both at
her engagement party and then of her mangled body on the beach.


Nothing like this ever happened at St. Bart’s, he
told them, especially during the Christmas season, when the place was packed
with visitors, the rich and famous, coming from all parts of the United States
and Europe to celebrate and be seen at the glittering parties for those on the
A list. During this week, huge, magnificent yachts would be arriving, lining
the coast, jockeying for the best position. People planned for a glorious
Christmas vacation at St. Bart’s all year long. And so did the residents, who
thrived on the island’s reputation for being beautiful, pristine, totally safe
and unspoiled. The island was a unique mixture of ravishingly beautiful natural
habitats along with elegant shops, restaurants, clubs, and spas. The food was
exquisite, the service supreme. It was a place people could come and be cared for
magnificently, protected, free of the pressures and dangers that haunted other
vacation spots in the world. This one place still remained as a sanctuary for
celebrities who could unwind without being gaped at by the rest of the hungry
world.  The police on the island were doing their best to keep it quiet.


 Cindy felt strange to be going on Christmas,
which always been her favorite holiday. She loved the wonderful music, food,
smells, candles, lights. She loved wrapping presents, receiving cards,
connecting with those who’d been far away. A special feeling of peace and love
always surrounded her, a sense that the world could be a haven, always filled
with everything good. The image of this young woman’s mangled body now rose up
and filled her mind. She had to go, no matter what the season.


Cindy had looked over the photos and reports during
the flight, but there wasn’t much in them. The police on the island hadn’t
found any evidence at the scene of the crime.


 “Twelve stab marks,” Cindy had said to
Mattheus. “It’s a crime of passion.”


Mattheus wasn’t sure.


“No evidence anywhere? Could be a setup.”


Cindy loved tossing ideas back and forth with
Mattheus; they each always saw another aspect of what was going on.


 Mattheus looked out the plane window now, and
tapped his fingers on the edge of his seat. Cindy felt how eager he was to get
there already, dig in, uncover suspects. She took a deep breath. This was the
fourth case she’d been on in a row. She hadn’t had time to catch her breath or
regroup.  It was actually startling to her to see how enormous the need was for
a woman detective down on the islands. Cindy was troubled to see the danger
women lived in, and how unprotected they felt. It was also comforting to have
Mattheus besides her doing the work. They balanced each other wonderfully and
were quickly becoming a well-known team. More quickly than Cindy wanted.  Some
days it felt as if they’d always be together, chasing after one killer or
another. It was as if they’d fallen into an unknown destiny that swept them
along unfailingly.


 Cindy paused and wondered where they were
really headed, and what kind of life she could ever have again?


The photos of Tiffany were terrible, haunting. 
Cindy could see that she’d been a beautiful young woman, and that whoever did
it, was violent, possessed with hate. They took great pleasure in destroying
her beauty, twisting and stabbing her mercilessly. And the fact that it
happened the day after her engagement party was doubly troubling to Cindy. It
reminded her of the loss of her own husband of Clint, murdered right on their
honeymoon. 


“There’s something about times of happiness,” Cindy
said to Mattheus, “they’re dangerous.”


Mattheus looked at her directly. “They can be,”
he said softly.


“People can’t stand the happiness of others,”
Cindy murmured. “It brings out the worst.”


“Not always,” Mattheus responded. “It’s just
that in our business we’re called to see the darkness.”


Cindy shivered.


“And to help with it,” Mattheus’ strong, warm
voice grew deeper. “To make sure it doesn’t happen again to someone else.”


“But it does,” said Cindy.


“But at least we stop this particular killer
and save others he might have been killed,” Mattheus was resolute in his
determination.


 “We’ve still got a lot to learn about details
of this case,” Mattheus went on. “That’s good. We’re going with open minds.
Everything I’ve researched on the Senator and his family looks interesting. I’m
looking forward to meeting the guy. His constituents love him. He has a
fantastic record of fighting for the environment, supporting the underdog. He
makes plenty of time to be with the people, listens to their concerns.  This
guy has worked long and hard. He won his seat from the ground up. It’s disgusting
that something like this happened to him.”


Cindy nodded in agreement. “It’s disgusting no
matter who it happens to,” she said. “No one deserves this. No family deserves
to live in this kind of pain.” 


“But we don’t always get what we deserve. Do
we?” said Mattheus.


Cindy had no idea how to answer that. Of
course, it didn’t seem so.  She herself had been a victim of crime when Clint
was murdered, and she had to endure pain that felt like it would never go away.
 Doing this work helped, though. With each case they solved Cindy felt as
though she was rectifying what happened to Clint. His senseless death was
serving a good purpose; she was using the impetus from it to save others.


Cindy wondered more about Tiffany’s murder now.
There were no articles published it in the local papers and Mattheus had been only
able to research the Senator and his family thus far. 


“What about the Senator’s wife?” Cindy asked,
trying to round out the picture.


“They were childhood sweethearts,” Mattheus
said.


Cindy smiled. It wasn’t what she’d expected to
hear.


“Solid marriage, three kids, all girls. The one
who was killed, Tiffany, has a twin sister, Rori. And there’s an older sister,
Winnifred, who’s twenty one. The wife, Meryl, got sick pretty soon after the
twins were born. Never really recovered completely. Records say she’s frail,
hired a housekeeper to raise the family. Wasn’t always at her husband’s side
during government functions. There’s nothing in the records to show that the Senator
took up with anyone else.” 


Cindy was surprised again.  She hadn’t thought
that would have been something Mattheus would focus on, or that it would have
much bearing on the case.  


“A rough time for it to happen,” Mattheus sighed.
“A week before Christmas. The island is packed. The killer could easily get
lost in the crowds, commotion, parties. For all we know he could even have his
eye on someone else.”


They approached the tarmac, and Cindy felt
herself trembling.


Mattheus lay a reassuring hand on her wrist.


“You OK? I’ve never seen you like this before.”



Cindy nodded.


He was right. She felt unusually nervous
arriving on the island.  She wasn’t sure why. Perhaps it was the image of Tiffany
that stuck in her mind, casting a long, dark, shadow.


“You’re becoming an old hand at this by now,”
Mattheus went on. “You should be taking it all as a matter of course.”


Cindy couldn’t possibly imagine how the violent
loss of life could become a matter, or being responsible for hunting down the
one who did it.  Cindy had been raised to see the world as orderly, filled with
beauty and decency. It unnerved her deeply to look into the chaos that lurked
beneath the careful cover of what seemed to be social correctness, stable
relationships, and perfectly manicured homes.


The plane bumped on the ground a few times as
it landed. Then it stopped at the very edge of the strip, its nose practically
hanging over the water. 


“We’re here,” Mattheus said.


 











CHAPTER 2


 


 


Cindy and Mattheus stepped out of the plane,
into a different world than she’d ever been in before. Exquisite beauty
surrounded her on every side.  The azure waters, stretched out endlessly,
rippling softly in the sun. Palm trees boarded the airport and the intense scent
of flowers rose up to greet her, welcoming her to a place in which it seemed she
would never have a care.


A man dressed in khaki pants and a light,
striped shirt walked over to the plane and held out his sun tanned hand.  


“Cindy and Mattheus?” he asked. “Welcome.”


Mattheus stepped forward, and extended his hand
in return.


“The boat to take you to the Senator’s yacht is
straight ahead.”  


The man was official, but also calm. He picked
up their luggage and carried it to the boat. The rest of their luggage had been
sent ahead to the hotel they were staying at, where the Senator had reserved
rooms for them.


Mattheus and Cindy followed the man to the edge
of the landing strip, where a small motorboat was waiting for them. They
climbed in and sat down as the soft, salt air surrounded them. Cindy breathed
deeply as the boat took off, heading to their destination. It was wonderful to
be down in the Caribbean again.  For a moment, Cindy relaxed completely,
forgetting why she was here and where they were headed. As she looked around,
there was nothing to see but water on every side. She let herself drift into
the sense of utter well-being and oneness with life that always engulfed her on
the water. 


“Incredible day,” she whispered to Mattheus.


He moved closer to her and she felt the
strength and warmth of his body besides her, for a moment reminding her how she
had felt with Clint when they came down for their Caribbean honeymoon.


“We’ll be approaching in about ten minutes,”
the man who was driving broke into her thoughts. 


As the motorboat got closer to the yacht, the
waves became higher, the waters rougher, and a breeze stirred. Then, suddenly,
as if from out of nowhere, Cindy spotted the yacht. It was huge, white,
magnificent, towering in the ocean, water gently lapping against the sides. The
yacht rose up as a testimony to man’s grandeur, his domination of nature and
attempt to override the simple beauty of the sea. Cindy looked up at it,
knowing that it contained a world of its own that they would have to infiltrate
and dive down to the bottom of.


“Here we are,” said Mattheus, excited.


Cindy snapped out of her reverie, as she
climbed up out of the motorboat and walked along the plank that led to the
Senator’s yacht, where she knew their arrival was eagerly awaited.    


She and Mattheus entered the yacht from the
front deck. They walked straight into the main hallway, which was lined with
Christmas wreaths and decorations. Cindy was right. The yacht contained a world
of its own. The place was crowded, and the sound of voices greeted her as she
walked in. Over to the right was a large, wooden room, open to the sea. The
room was mostly filled with young people, between eighteen and twenty five,
dressed in expensive shorts, shirts and mini dresses, wandering back and forth,
talking. A sense of disbelief and anxiety filled the air. Some had glasses in
their hands, others were looking out into the sea. A few sat on the couches
that lined the edge of the deck, their long, suntanned legs spread out in front
of them. A winding, wooden staircase in the center of the room lead to the
second floor.


“They’re here,” someone called out loudly, as
Cindy and Mattheus walked in, causing a flurry of excitement. 


Then, at that very moment, the Senator walked
down the wooden, winding staircase to greet them.  He was a handsome man in his
late fifties, with thick, pepper and salt hair, strong blue eyes and a lean body
that he seemed to have taken very good care of. Dressed in white linen slacks,
an expensive shirt, there was nothing to show how distraught he had to feel.


“Thank you for coming so quickly,” the Senator
extended his hand as he approached Cindy and Mattheus.


Mattheus gave him his hand and the two of them
looked into each other’s eyes. The Senator focused his attention entirely upon
Mattheus. Cindy felt unnecessary, almost as if she wasn’t there.


 “We need all the help we can get,” the Senator
continued quickly to Mattheus, in a commanding tone.”


“I realize that,” said Mattheus.


“And we need it fast. I don’t want anything
covered up – not one clue lost.”


“Nothing will be lost, I assure you,” said
Mattheus.


The Senator looked at him approvingly.


“And this is my partner, Cindy Blaine,”
Mattheus motioned towards Cindy, trying to include her.


The Senator threw Cindy a quick glance.


 “Thanks for coming,” he said perfunctorily, “my
wife is looking forward to seeing you.”


“And I her,” Cindy responded.


The Senator looked at Cindy directly then. He
seemed a bit taken aback by her heartfelt reply.


“My wife is not in a good state of mind,” the
Senator said then, looking down. 


“That’s understandable, Cindy replied. 


To her surprise, her response irritated him.


“Right now, nothing is understandable,” he
replied in a clipped tone. “That’s why both of you are here.”


Cindy knew it was par for the course for family
members to be filled with sudden anger and exasperation. She tried to take it
in stride. 


At that very moment, a tall, lanky, beautiful
young woman with long, chestnut hair, dressed in white shorts and a T shirt,
walked up to the Senator and put her arms around him.


“Mom heard that they’re here, dad,” the young
woman said.


“This is my elder daughter Winnifred,” the
Senator commented.


“Mom wants to see Cindy immediately,” Winnifred
threw Cindy a glance.  She seemed calm and poised, like her father.  Her
younger sister had been killed three days ago, Cindy thought, and she’d had
some time to take it in. Now she was probably trying to give the family
strength, to normalize things. 


“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Winnifred,” Cindy
said.


“Wynn,” the young woman replied, tossing her
long hair back over her well framed shoulders. “Thanks for coming.”


A tall, slender, very handsome young man walked
over to join them, then. He had a shock of blonde hair, piercing hazel eyes, an
aquiline face and was dressed impeccably in shorts and an expensive T shirt.
The young man had an intelligent air about him as he stood there looking deeply
at both Cindy and Mattheus. 


“This is Tad,” the Senator said, “Tiffany’s
fiancée.”


Tad nodded silently.


Cindy had seen photos of him, but it was
shocking to see him in person.


“I’m sorry for your loss,” said Cindy.


 “That’s good of you,” said Tad. “We’re all glad
you’re here.” 


The Senator took a deep breath. “This has been
a total nightmare for Tad,” he said slowly.


“I can only imagine,” said Mattheus.


“Tad was the last to see Tiffany alive,” the
Senator quickly filled them in. “Inevitably, he’s become the main suspect. It’s
routine, of course. They look always look at those closest to the victim. As of
now they have no idea who did it, so, they grab onto whatever seems logical.”


“Murder is never logical,” said Mattheus.


“So true,” the Senator warmed to him. “And
there’s absolutely no reason to suspect Tad. He and Tiffany were together for
almost two years. He’s become a part of our family. We all love him.”


“We’ll go over this in great detail,” Mattheus
said, taking every word in. He also gazed at Tad, who seemed like the very last
person in the world who could ever commit such a crime.


“Dad,” Wynn broke in then, “mom is waiting.”


“Of course,” the Senator snapped to attention. “Show
Cindy to mom’s cabin right away. We don’t want to keep her waiting another
minute.” 


Cindy noted a condescending tone creep into the
Senator’s voice when he mentioned his wife, as if he were talking about a
difficult child. 


“You take Cindy to see mom,” he said to Wynn, “and
in the meantime, I’ll fill Mattheus in, introduce him to family and friends.” 


“Fine,” said Wynn, motioning for Cindy to
follow her. 


Cindy looked over at Mattheus, who nodded. 


“I’ll be waiting for you here,” he said.


The Senator looked at Cindy piercingly for a
moment before she left. 


“Remember, you can’t take everything my wife
says literally,” he said. “She’s not in a normal state of mind.” 


“How can you say this in front of Tad?” Wynn
murmured to her father, blushing.


Tad stood there expressionless though, as if he
could not absorb what was going on. He seemed to be in shock as he looked
intermittently at Cindy, then Mattheus. Finally, he simply stared over their
shoulders, out to the ocean, then way beyond that to the sky.


“Tad’s part of the family,” the Senator,
replied to his daughter, “and I don’t want Cindy misled. Your mother is not in
her right mind now.”


“Who is?” said Wynn. 


“That’s enough for now,” said the Senator,
curtly.


 “I’m sorry dad,” Wynn replied, “this is excruciating
for us all.”


“Excruciating,” Tad murmured then, his head
dropping down. Then he looked up slowly staring up at the sky, which was filled
with clouds drifting peacefully, on what otherwise could be called a beautiful
day.


 











CHAPTER 3


 


 


Cindy followed Wynn up the narrow, winding
staircase to the second floor of the yacht. The wooden floors were polished,
the freshly walls painted white, and the door to each cabin along the hallway
trimmed in beautiful, ivory molding. Cindy felt as though she could have been
walking along a hallway in an exclusive hotel.


“My mother’s cabin is at the far end,” Wynn
said as they walked in that direction. Cindy wondered if her mother and father
had separate rooms.


They got to the mother’s door and Wynn knocked on
it tentatively. 


“We’re here, mom,” she said.


“Come in.” 


Cindy heard a soft voice call back, as Wynn
opened the door.


Inside, the cabin was different from what Cindy
expected. It was large, airy and well appointed, with a double bed covered with
a crocheted bedspread, comfortable chairs, a white wooden bureau, little
tables, and large windows overlooking an outdoor balcony, which stretched out
over the ocean. Clearly, Wynn’s mother had lived a grand life, beautifully cared
for. 


She did not get up as Cindy and Wynn walked in.
Instead, she, sat in one of the chairs, wrapped in a silk, burgundy bathrobe.
Her dark hair was pulled back tightly and she wore no makeup at all. Her face
was expressionless and she seemed older than the Senator, but it could just have
been her state of grief.


“Close the door,” she said, as they walked in. 
“Now you can go downstairs with your father,” she said to Wynn. “Leave me and
Cindy alone.”


Wynn seemed surprised. “I’d like to stay,” she
said softly.


“There’s no reason for you to stay,” her mother
ordered. “Your father needs you. Rori needs you. Go, right now.”


Wynn shrugged and walked to the door, casting a
long glance at Cindy over her shoulder.


 “Rori doesn’t need me now or ever,” she
replied as she walked out the door.


“This has all fallen on her head and I’m sorry
about it,” she said as soon as Wynn left the room. “But she’s always been the
strongest of all. Everything falls on her head and she manages it.”


Cindy walked closer, took a chair and pulled it
closer to where she sat.


“How do you do, I’m Meryl O’Connell,” she said.


“I’m pleased to meet you and your husband,”
Cindy replied.


“My husband -,” Meryl smiled, “Don’t let him
fool you. He makes a terrific impression, but it’s just a front.”


“What do you mean?” asked Cindy.


“Richard pretends to be strong,” Meryl
continued, “He’s strong in the Senate, he’s strong in his views. He’s tough
with negotiations, but otherwise, he’s dying inside.”


“I’m very sorry,” said Cindy.


Meryl stopped a moment and truly looked at her.


 “I’ve heard wonderful things about you.  You
worked wonders in those other cases.”


“I did my best,” said Cindy. “And I was
fortunate.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Meryl asked. “If
you’re not fortunate this time? Are you putting me on warning? Taking my last little
bit of hope away?”


“That’s not what I meant,” said Cindy.


“Failure is not an option here,” Meryl said,
suddenly a strict taskmaster. “I need to know what happened to my daughter.  I
need to know who did it and why!”


“Of course you do.”


“I refuse to go on without it.”


“I understand full well,” said Cindy.


“Don’t pacify me,” said Meryl, “Treat me with
respect. I deserve it.” 


Despite her sharp tongue, Cindy liked her, felt
badly for her. Unlike the others on the boat, Meryl seemed to be coming undone.
There was nothing she was hiding inside.


“Do you want a drink before we start talking?”
Meryl turned and reached for a bottle of cognac that was on the table besides
her. When Cindy looked at her closely, she realized that she’d been drinking
since early that day. Her eyes were slightly red and puffy.


“I’ll skip the drink for now,” said Cindy.


“Well, I’m taking some,” Meryl poured the
cognac into a glass.


“I need to know whatever you can tell me,”
Cindy jumped in. “Maybe you can drink that later on, after we talk?”


“I’ll drink it now and also tell you whatever
you need to know.” 


“Fine,” said Cindy, “let’s start with your
telling me exactly what happened. We only have bare bones information so far.”


“Because the police are trying to keep it
secret,” Meryl snapped. “They’re more worried about terrifying the tourists
than protecting them from a killer on the loose, or getting justice for my
daughter, who’s lying on the beach, cold.” 


Cindy stared at her. Did she truly believe
that? Of course the body had been removed from the crime scene days ago. But
time hadn’t passed for the mother. 


“Can you tell me some details about the crime,”
said Cindy, trying to keep her focused.


Meryl shook her head. She didn’t seem to be up
to much.


“My husband has all the details of the case. He’ll
tell them to your partner. I heard you have a handsome partner, Mattheus, and
that the two of you make a dashing team.” Meryl lifted her hand to her hair and
brushed it lightly. “You’re creating quite a sensation, you know. People have
been looking forward to seeing who the two of you are. There have been quite a
few articles about both of you.”


Despite herself Cindy flushed. It was strange
to think of herself as a couple or part of a team. She viewed herself as a
widow, a single woman with a working partner at her side. 


“There are many questions I have about the
crime,” Cindy wanted to stay on course.


“Don’t worry, my husband will tell your partner
whatever you need to know.”


 “I also want to hear what happened from your
point of view. Everyone sees it differently,” Cindy said.


“So, suddenly I matter now?” said Meryl.


“You don’t matter usually?” asked Cindy.


“Not to my husband, not anymore,” Meryl’s jaw
jutted out as she raised the cognac glass to her lips.


“He got what he wanted from me, beautiful
daughters, a wonderful home. After that, he lost interest, left me alone most
of the time.”


“Is there some way this is connected to your
daughter’s death?” Cindy asked quietly.


“Of course not,” said Meryl. “It’s just
background information. Something the world out there has no idea of.  Everyone
thinks we’re the perfect couple, a wonderful family. Not one blemish to be
found. People scrambled to be invited to the engagement party. An A list event,
I’m sure you know.”


“That’s what I heard,” said Cindy.


Despite herself, Meryl smiled, remembering the
evening. 


“The party was beautiful, fantastic. Everyone
was invited,” She seemed breathless at the memory of it. “People came from all
over. We brought many of Tiffany’s friends with us down on the yacht. That’s
why we did it over Christmas vacation, when everyone would be around. Many of
her friends have families with homes down here. They come to St. Bart’s
regularly, especially during the Christmas holidays. These kids have grown up
together, year after year.”


Cindy got the picture of an entire world
gathering to celebrate this glorious event. 


Meryl continued, her eyes shining briefly, “this
engagement was a long time in coming. We were all hoping for it. Tad’s
wonderful, was top in his class in Princeton.”


“What about Tad’s parents?” Cindy suddenly
thought of them.


“Tad’s parents have a villa down here as well.
Tad came down on the yacht with us, and then he and Tiffany were planning to
spend a few days at his parent’s home after the party.”


Cindy made a note to meet and interview them.


 “They must be going through hell,” she said to
Meryl.


“Definitely high anxiety,” Meryl responded.  


“Have you spoken with them? Are you all in
touch?” Cindy asked.


“Briefly,” said Meryl. “They’re not exactly the
chummy kind. They prefer staying alone with each other and their daughter,
Cissy. Of course I can understand that. You don’t share your sorrow with
everyone.”


“Of course not,” said Cindy. But something
about the relationship between the two families sounded distant.


 “Seems your families were not very close?” Cindy
probed gently.


“Close enough,” Meryl bristled. “What
difference does it make? Tiffany and Tad were marrying each other, not the
families. He and Tiffany had an incredible future together. They’d been going
together for two years. We were all waiting and hoping. They finally did it,
and now, this!”


“What was their relationship like?” asked
Cindy.


“In the beginning they were on and off, like
most kids. It took Tiffany time to realize how wonderful he was. But I realized
it right away. And I always knew that they would get married.  I felt it the
day they first met. So did her twin sister, Rori.”


“Tell me more,” Cindy said quietly.


“Richard and I have three daughters,” Meryl
went on. Tiffany has a twin sister. Did you know that?”


“Yes, I heard it, but I haven’t met her yet,”
said Cindy.


“You will. You’ll meet her, you’ll meet
everyone. But Rori is nothing like Tiffany. I’ll tell you that up front.”


Meryl stood up. To Cindy’s surprise she was
taller than she appeared in the chair. She walked over to the photos on the
wall and motioned for Cindy to come look at them.


“This is Tiffany,” she said, pointing to a
large photo in the middle.


Cindy saw a dazzlingly beautiful, blonde young
woman smiling out at her. She wore a gorgeous Calypso, silk, midnight blue,
original gown, with shimmering sequins. 


“We shopped for that dress for a long time,”
Meryl said. “It made her eyes more blue, if possible.”


In the photo Tiffany’s long hair fell around
her shoulders and her eyes shone unsuspectingly. Tiffany stood there at the
peak of her beauty, at a day which heralded the beginning of a glorious new
chapter in her life. Her piercing blue eyes almost looked alive now.


“She has her father’s eyes,” Meryl went on. “Tiffany
was his favorite. Of course I would never say that to anyone else.”


Beside the photo of Tiffany on the wall, hung
another photo of an identical twin. Cindy stared at it. It would have been hard
to tell the difference between them, except that the other twin was dressed in
a short red satin, halter dress. She wore her hair exactly the same way as
Tiffany, but her eyes had a different, defiant look.


“That’s Rori,” said Meryl. “As different from
Tiffany as night from day.  I always told them apart easily, but now everything
has changed. When I look at Rori, I see Tiffany.”


“That must be very difficult,” Cindy said.


“They’re opposites actually. And of course,
they were never really close enough. Not like I’d hoped twin sisters would be.”
Meryl took another long sip of her cognac. “Don’t hate me,” she said then. “You’re
looking at me as though you hate me.”


“Why would I hate you?” said Cindy.


“What kind of mother lets her daughter die?”


“How did you let her die?”


“I don’t know,” Meryl started sobbing. “I
should have stayed with her every minute. They found her at the beach, you
know, stabbed.” It was more than Meryl could bear. She started sobbing heavily.
“Nobody is supposed to know about the condition of the body,” she managed
between sobs. “They’re keeping it secret. It’s all the evidence they have so
far.”


Cindy got up and brought her some tissues that
were on the small table near her bed.


“There’s only one real link to the crime,” Meryl’s
eyes opened wide. “It’s the necklace I gave her when she was sixteen. It was
beautiful, amber, with a special design I made just for her, set in the middle
in red rubies. They ripped it off her after she was killed. She never took it
off. The murderer did it. I’ll show you a picture of it later.”


“Did you show the police?” asked Cindy.


“Yes, I did. They’re searching for it.”


“Did Tiffany have on anything else on that was
valuable?”


““It wasn’t because of theft,” Meryl started
sobbing again. “The monster stabbed her over and over before she died. What a
horrible way to die. Why? And right after her engagement to Tad.”


It was horrible. Cindy shuddered.  “They didn’t
find any DNA under her fingernails? She didn’t fight back.”


“That’s the most awful part,” Meryl got quiet
suddenly. “There was no sign of a struggle at all.”


“How could that be?” asked Cindy.


“You tell me,” Meryl’s eyes flashed. “She let
him kill her. She just succumbed.”


Cindy’s mind started spinning. What would cause
someone not to fight back? Was Tiffany on drugs, was she in her right mind?


“Do you have any ideas at all about who could
have done this?” Cindy had to ask.


To Cindy’s surprise, Meryl perked up.


 “Yes, I do,” she answered briskly, her lips
pursing closed. “I think it was due to jealousy. Someone got so jealous they
couldn’t stand to see Tiffany happy. It could have been someone at the party,
even.  Otherwise, there was no reason for it. Everyone loved Tiffany. She was
funny, thoughtful, generous.  Not like Rori. Rori’s spoiled and always has
been. And everyone knows it.” 


“Who could have been so jealous of your daughter?”
Cindy asked.


Meryl leaned closer to Cindy. “Tiffany’s ex-boyfriend,
Shane. Tiffany insisted that we invite him to the party, even though they’d
broken up.  She’d stayed friends with everyone she ever dated. So, Shane came
to the party with his new girlfriend, but he didn’t take his eyes off Tiffany, not
for one second. A lot of people noticed it. I noticed it, so did Wynn. She
commented on it to me.”


“How long were Tiffany and Shane a couple?”
Cindy asked her.


“On and off for years, I guess. I’m not really
sure. Seems she was always talking to him about something.”


“Have the police interviewed Shane?”


“Who knows?” said Meryl. “The police are fixed
on Tad. He was foolish enough to tell them that he saw Tiffany alive about an
hour before it happened. That’s all they needed to hear. They’re too lazy to be
bothering with others. They just want to latch onto someone and close the case
fast. There’s no way in the world that Tad could have done it. It’s impossible.
I don’t think anyone even mentioned Shane to them.”


“Why didn’t you?”


“Why should I say anything?  No one takes me
seriously. Richard sees to that. That’s why I wanted to call you down here. I
want you to listen to me and to be on my side. I want you to report back and
tell me every little thing you find. Together we’ll find the killer. Women know
how to do that kind of thing.”


“I also have to report what I find to the
police,” Cindy said softly.


“Just as long as you tell me first,” Meryl
said. “We’re all in big danger now. I warned my daughters, I said stay on
board.  Don’t leave my side, I begged them. They refuse to listen to me, especially
Rori. Whatever I say, she does the opposite. I say stay close, she goes for a
long walk. She says we can’t live in fear, the police are on it. Rori never
listened to a thing I said. And Wynn’s trying her to best to soothe everyone. “
Then Meryl laughed strangely. “Where’s Tiffany?” she asked. 


 Cindy shivered.


“I don’t believe she died,” Meryl whispered. “They’re
making it up, hiding something important from me. A mother can always tell when
they’re hiding something.”


Cindy took a deep breath. Was the Senator
right? Was she completely unstable?


“Do you have any children?” Meryl asked then.


“No, I don’t,” Cindy said, suddenly saddened.


“Of course not,” Meryl shook her head. “How
could you do this work if you did? You couldn’t. You wouldn’t be able to put
yourself in such danger. But someday you may have children. You’ll know better than
how I feel. You’ll know better than about a lot of things. Having children teaches
woman things about life that she never could learn otherwise. It opens her up,
makes her aware.”


Cindy believed it must be so.


Meryl stood back and looked at Cindy with fresh
eyes for a moment. 


“You’re a young woman,” she said as if seeing
her for the first time. “Not so many years older than my own daughters. Young
and very beautiful.”


“Thank you,” said Cindy.


“I hope you won’t get trapped doing this for
the rest of your life,” Meryl sudden turned motherly. “There are better things
waiting for you, a home, a family, people you can love.”


“This is perfect for me right now,” Cindy said
quietly. “I’m happy to be here to help you.”


Meryl came over and gave Cindy a hug. As she
did, Cindy felt the full weight of this woman’s sorrow, falling upon her.


“God bless you dear for your wonderful heart,”
said Meryl. “But, keep your eyes open for danger. Remember this killer is
vicious. He slithers around, hides his intentions, despises women. And, nobody
knows where he is right now. No one knows. Not even the angels.”


 











CHAPTER 4


 


 


While Cindy was upstairs talking to his wife, the
Senator brought Mattheus to the bar in the room on the other side of the
hallway. It was long, polished and fully stocked. Some kids were sitting at the
bar, others were scattered on sofas. They got quieter as Mattheus and the
Senator entered the room. 


“There’s nothing left wanting on this ship,”
the Senator said as he went behind the bar to make a drink for Mattheus. “You’ve
had a long trip. What would you like?”


It was warm on the boat and Mattheus didn’t
want anything at the moment, except to be filled in on details. 


“Wine spritzer is fine,” said Mattheus, “light
on the wine.”


Mattheus looked around. He felt as if he had
landed at spring break in an exclusive club except for the strong feeling of
upset in the air. The kids backed off as he came in, giving him and the Senator
room to do business.


The yacht was fantastic. He wondered how the
Senator managed to afford it. Mattheus watched him as he prepared the drink.
The guy was elegant, smooth and in charge. When he turned around, Mattheus
noticed the wrinkles on his furrowed brow. 


The Senator handed the drink to Mattheus. Then
he took his own drink in his hand and said, “let’s go out on the deck to talk.”



They walked slowly out there. It was a relief
to be outside. Mattheus needed time alone with this guy.


“Particularly muggy day today,” the Senator
said. “Usually we get better breezes.”


Mattheus nodded.


“We don’t have much time,” the Senator went on.
“Once a case goes cold, it disappears. I understand why they’re keeping it
under the radar. But I don’t like it.”


“Of course not,” said Mattheus.


“They’re scared to create turmoil on the
island," the Senator kept filling him in,” too much is at stake. But what
about us? Our whole life is at stake. You wouldn’t believe the pressure I’ve been
under to keep this quiet. But between you and me, I don’t give a damn who finds
out.  So what if terror floods the island and ruins the party season. I want to
know who did it. I want him caught and stopped!” 


Mattheus felt comfortable with him. He related
to the guy’s angst. He knew what it felt like to have something he loved ripped
away from him and not be able to do anything about it. He related to how driven
the guy was to find the killer. He’d felt the same way when his wife had been
killed, was consumed with the need to solve the case – which he never did. To
this day no one knew who killed her. It tormented Mattheus.


“I’m actually glad you’re here,” the Senator
said then, “never would have thought so, either. It was my wife’s idea, but now
I see she was right, about something, finally.”


The Senator’s bitterness about his wife stung
Mattheus. He wanted to know what was behind it.


“We need to infiltrate every corner of this island,”
the Senator went on, wiping the sweat from his face. Mattheus also noticed that
the expensive shirt he was wearing was damp. 


“Do you have any ideas about who may have done
it?” Mattheus asked, point blank.


The Senator’s jaw clenched. “I’ve been thinking
about it night and day. I do have an idea. It doesn’t take a brain surgeon to
figure something like this out.”


Mattheus was surprised. 


“I’m a public figure,” the Senator continued, “and
I fight for what I believe.”


“I saw that when I researched your background,”
said Mattheus.


“Good,” said the Senator, all business now. “Then
you know how hard I’ve fought for issues that are important to me - the
environment, solar energy, protecting wild life?”


“Yes,” said Mattheus.


“Did you also have time to research what’s
going on here on the island?”


Mattheus perked up. “Like what?”


 The Senator’s eyes were gleaming. “Things here
aren’t the perfect heaven they seem. They used to be.  This place used to be an
incredible corner of the earth, unspoiled, hidden away, a sanctuary for nature
and people.  Up until recently they only had one practically dirt road to drive
on. It’s only recently that well paved roads were built.”


Mattheus wasn’t sure what he was getting at.


“That’s one of the reasons our family loved
this place so much. Not only our family, plenty of others. People come down
here to leave the world behind.”


“And?” Mattheus didn’t need a tourist guide to
natural beauty. He had a killer to find.


“The place is now being flooded with rich
Russian Moguls. They’re coming in and buying up homes and land for millions way
more than they’re worth. The Moguls plan to make big bucks on this place and
the rich people who live here smell even more money coming into their pockets.
There are battles going on about ransacking natural habitats to build new
hotels and casinos, turning this place into a high traffic, drug infested spot,
like plenty of others around.” The Senator stood up and ran his hands through
his hair. “I objected to that. I fought it. I fight it still. I will not give
in.” His hands were shaking.


Mattheus moved closer to him. 


“Sasha Petrovich is the name of the guy who
heads up this group who plans to build a casino here,” the Senator continued. “He
came to me to help him, to throw political power his way. He said there was
plenty in it for me. I turned him down flat.”


Mattheus took a swift breath. They were in
deeper waters than he had imagined.


“This guy has a villa down here. He has his own
security force. He comes and goes and thinks he owns the island, or is about
to. He warned me it wouldn’t be pretty if I fought on the other side.”


The Senator began pacing. “I never imagined he
would do something like this.”


“You believe he did it?” Mattheus asked
alarmed.


“Him or one of his flunkies,” the Senator said.
“These guys are heartless, they’re gangsters.  They live and die for money. He
was warning me about trouble, but I had no idea what he really had in mind.”


“Have you told the police?” Mattheus asked.


“What police? There’s never any crime here. We
have a few gendarmes on the island set up in a little police house. They’re in
the pocket of the President, his own personal corps. When someone goes against
the President’s wishes, these guys find ways to harass them. Do I have to tell
you that Petrovich and the President are also tight?”


These were serious accusations the Senator was
making. Mattheus pulled out a pad and started to take careful notes. 


“You’ve got to report this to the authorities,”
Mattheus stated.


The Senator’s voice turned bitter. “I told the
gendarmes, naturally. They just looked at me blankly.  This is was way beyond
what they’re able to handle. The real police for the island, the ones who are
used to handling crime, are down on Guadeloupe. I demanded that they be sent
for. The only reason the gendarmes called for them is because of who I am. They’re
on their way as we speak.”


“But a U.S. Senator’s daughter has been killed
down here. You’ve got to be able to bring help in from the U.S.”


“Right now we’re in the hands of the French. We
can call on Interpol later on if we have to.”


“Do the gendarmes down here know you’ve hired a
couple of private detectives?” Mattheus asked.


“I mentioned the two of you in passing,” said
the Senator. “It didn’t much sink in. Listen, I want you to get all the
evidence you can on Petrovich. Meet him, snoop around. Nail him.   Gather as
much information about them as you can, and I’ll pass it to my U.S.
connections. The local politicians want me to keep it quiet, but I don’t give a
damn how much noise you make. My daughter’s dead. That’s all I care about. And
I want her killer ripped from limb to limb.”


Mattheus looked up as the Senator spoke and was
startled for a moment as he saw Tad standing in the doorway, listening in. 


The Senator paused, followed Mattheus’ glance,
and took a deep breath.


“Come on in, Tad,” he said.


Tad walked over to the Senator, who put his arm
around him. 


“This is the son I always wanted,” the Senator
said.  “This is one terrific young man, and look what they’ve done to his life.”


Tad smiled wanly, looking strained and sad.
Mattheus could see how close the two of them had been.


“And to top it off,” the Senator continued, “all
their focus is on Tad. It’s ridiculous.”


Mattheus looked at Tad closely. He had a
distant quality about him, as if he barely registered what was going on. 


“I’m sure you have a solid alibi,” Mattheus
said to Tad, routinely.


“Of course he has,” said the Senator, offended.


“I was Scuba Diving at Richard Bolton’s place
when Tiffany was killed,” Tad said quietly. “I asked her to come with me, but
she didn’t want to. She wanted to walk on the beach alone.”


“Was that unusual for her?” asked Mattheus.


“No, not at all,” said Tad. “She loved the
different beaches here. She enjoyed walking on them. She had tons of friends
and people around her all the time. Once in a while she liked to take a walk
alone. I thought it was good for her.”


“Of course it was good for her,” the Senator
interrupted. “Tad, you didn’t do a thing wrong.”


“I just wanted to get a sense of your daughter’s
routines,” said Mattheus. He didn’t want to put either of them through any more
grilling right now. 


“Cindy and I will check in with the gendarmes.
They’ll fill us in on any other details, along with the reports of the medical
examiner,” Mattheus said.


“The report’s not in yet,” said the Senator.


“And, the gendarmes won’t have anything much to
tell you either,” the Senator went on. “They’ll say Tad was the closest to Tiffany
and the last to see her alive, so they’re focusing on him. They’ve interviewed
him three times already, but there’s no evidence linking Tad to the crime.” 


“From what I see so far, there’s no evidence
linking anyone,” Mattheus commented.


“That’s why you’re here,” the Senator said.


“Cindy and I will need to meet and talk with
everyone on the yacht,” said Mattheus. “And also, as many people at the party
as we can. You never know who may have an important piece of information.”


“Can you find the killer for me?” the Senator
asked then, in a hushed tone.


“There’s always something, one piece forgotten
that leads to a chain of footsteps the killer never imagined was there.”


 “You’ve got to find him,” Tad pleaded
hoarsely, “for all our sakes.”


“We will,” said Mattheus confidently. Tad was a
lovely young man. He seemed overwhelmed by what had happened. Mattheus wanted
to talk with him more, out of the Senator’s range of hearing. 


“Oh, here you are dad,” Wynn said loudly. “Rori
and I have been searching all over for you.”


Mattheus was so focused on Tad that he didn’t
see two young women come to the doorway then, about to enter the room. 


Wynn walked into the room agitated, with her
sister following. 


Mattheus hadn’t seen Rori before. She was
beautiful, tall, blonde, slender, he was startled to see how much she looked
exactly like photos of her murdered twin. 


“I can’t believe you’re drinking so early,”
Wynn declared, taking away her father’s glass.


Rori stood there, staring at Mattheus. “You’re
the detective on the case?” she asked.


“Yes,” answered Mattheus. “My partner is with
your mother right now.”


“I heard about her,” said Rori. “I heard that
she’s beautiful, doesn’t look anything like a woman detective.”


Mattheus was taken aback. He didn’t often let
himself recognize how stunning Cindy was, with long, wavy hair, perfect
features and wonderful figure. It was easier to see her as a work partner, a
buddy, one of the guys. That way he could be more relaxed, not focus on the
loneliness that always lived in the pit of his stomach.


“Cindy’s been with mom for quite a while now,”
Wynn said.


“She should be down here with us any moment
now,” said Mattheus.


“So, what’s the plan?” Rori confronted him.


Mattheus was surprised by her boldness. She
didn’t seem as shaken as the others, either.


“We’re going to have to talk to everyone on the
boat and also at the party,” said Mattheus.


“I’ll help you out,” said Rori.


“Thanks.”


“We’ll also want to talk to you and your sister,
Wynn.”


“The police have interviewed our family. They’ll
tell you what they said,” the Senator responded.


“Cindy and I like to do it ourselves again.”


Just then, Cindy, herself, walked in, looking on
top of things.


“Here comes Cindy now,” said Mattheus, happy to
see her. “Cindy, I’d like to introduce you to Rori.”


Rori stuck out her hand and Cindy took it. 


“It’s my pleasure,” said Cindy.


“Okay, you guys have a big job here and you
need to get going,” said Rori. “Where do you want to start?”


“Rori,” the Senator was becoming irritated, “don’t
take over.” Clearly, she was hard to handle.


Wynn stepped in then. “Rori likes to take
everything over.  Don’t be put off by her.”


“Just the opposite,” said Mattheus. “I
appreciate your sister jumping in.”


“Thanks,” said Rori, pleased.


“I’m sure you have your own plans,” Wynn said
to Cindy, “you don’t need any help from us.”


“Quite the opposite,” said Cindy warmly. “We
need all the help we can get. All suggestions are appreciated, any thoughts,
memories, tips.”


Emboldened, Rori spoke up again, “Who do you
want to talk to first?”


Mattheus joined in. “To begin Cindy and I would
like to have some time alone with Tad.”


“There’s no need for that,” the Senator didn’t
like it. “I told you, Tad’s been interviewed many times.” He put his hand on Tad’s
shoulder, as if to protect him from the pain he was going through. “There are
more efficient ways to use your time.”


“It’s fine with me,” Tad responded. “I’ll be happy
to talk to them. After all, Tiffany was my fiancée. I know every little thing
about her and what was on her mind.”


Rori stared at him oddly when he said that and
Wynn looked away.


“Let’s get off the boat now for a while,”
Mattheus said, “and find a place where we can talk.”


“It’s a waste of time,” the Senator repeated,
annoyed.


“It’s a place to start,” said Cindy.


“So, go,” said the Senator, “but don’t stay
away too long.”


 


Mattheus, Cindy and Tad, walked off the boat
together into the warm afternoon sun.  Tad had the key to the Senator’s car
that was parked at the edge of the dock. 


“I’ll drive you to a good spot to Talk,” said
Tad. “There’s a rocky cliff near a beach close by. We’ll get breezes from the
ocean below.” 


“Sounds perfect,” said Cindy.


For the first time since Mattheus had seen him,
Tad smiled. Cindy seemed to soothe him. Mattheus wondered in passing if she
might remind him of Tiffany, with the same friendliness and warmth?


They drove slowly to the cliff, parked, walked carefully
up a narrow path to the top, and sat down. It was beautiful here, with a view
stretching out over the ocean, and refreshing breezes all around. 


A huge bird suddenly flew by and a moment of
grim silence overcame all of them. 


“Tiffany loved birds,” Tad said, watching it fly.
“She loved many things, she loved being alive.”


The three of them all looked up in the sky,
watching the bird disappear across the edge of the horizon, and then down into
the deep ocean, where the waves splashed wildly against the rocks.


   Cindy loved it up here over the ocean. The
three of them sat together on top of the cliff for what seemed like forever
before they began to speak. She was also glad to be off the boat for a while,
able to get a larger perspective on all that was going on. Although everyone on
the boat was doing their best to act normally, an underlying sense of chaos and
doom pervaded the atmosphere. The interview with Tiffany’s mother had been
troubling and sad. The Senator was right, his wife flipped in and out of
reality. At moments she was tremendously clear, then out of nowhere, had lapsed
into fantasies, insisting that Tiffany was still alive. Cindy was glad to be
back with Mattheus. She enjoyed watching the wind blow on his handsome, sun
tanned face as he leaned towards Tad and finally began to speak.


“I’m sorry we have to go over this again,” Mattheus
said to Tad, “it must be a terrible time for you.”


“Terrible,” said Tad quietly. “Unbelievable. I’m
still in shock.”


“That’s natural,” said Mattheus.


Tad looked over at him, sensing that Mattheus
truly understood, perhaps had even been through something similar.


“Tell us a little about yourself,” Mattheus
went on softly.


“Graduated from Princeton last June,” Tad
started. “English major, art minor.”


“Interesting,” said Mattheus.


“My family has a house on the island. We’ve
been coming down to St. Bart's for as long as I can remember. It’s home to me.”


“This is where you met Tiffany?” asked Cindy.


“Yes,” said Tad, “we actually knew each other
for a long while.  Her family also came down to the island regularly. I saw her
around at parties and always thought she was beautiful. Not just beautiful,
charming, heartwarming.  Tiffany had a way about her that made everybody smile.”
He lifted both hands over his face.


“I’m sorry,” said Cindy.


Tad took his hands down and looked up at her, his
face wet with tears.  He was an odd mixture of strength and fragility, thought
Cindy.


“I feel like I’m dreaming,” he said, “and can’t
wake up.”


“You must have loved her very much,” said
Cindy.


Tad smiled at her oddly. “Yes, I did, so did
she. It took us time to realize it, but when we did, it was full steam ahead.”


“How long did it take?” asked Mattheus.


“In the beginning, I noticed her at parties. We
had a few words, here and there. She was the popular girl and I was more of a
loner. The party scene was never for me. Tiffany adored it.  She made me smile,
though. She always made me smile.” Tad stopped speaking and stared into the
distance.


Speaking about it made it real, and that was
hard for him, Cindy noticed.


“Then what happened?” Mattheus urged him on.


“We started to date about two years ago,” Tad
continued, “just a little. It was nice, but at first we decided to just stay
friends. Our interests were so different then. I knew the time wasn’t yet right.”


“What do you mean?” asked Cindy.


“Tiffany was a free spirit. She loved to bike,
dance, hike, do acrobatics. I like to read, paint, to collect things. I actually
have an amazing collection of antique clocks. When we first met, she wasn’t
ready yet and neither was I. It was too much to handle.”


“What made you decide to get together?” Cindy
asked interested.


“There was something between us that wouldn’t
go away,” said Tad. “I saw it in her eyes when she looked at me. Nobody ever
looked at me like that. And, she never, ever looked that way at anyone else. I
liked that.”


“How did she look at you?” asked Cindy.


“The way someone looks at you when they know
that the two of you are destined to be together, that nothing could ever tear
you apart.”


“You weren’t jealous when she was out at
parties, dating other guys?” asked Mattheus.


“No, I wasn’t,” said Tad. “I dated other people
too, quieter girls, calmer, who seemed more suitable for me. But actually, they
weren’t. And I was still away at college. I had to graduate first before I
could live near her. I knew she and I needed to see others before we could
commit. Our dates didn’t mean anything for either of us. We were just marking
time. And I never doubted for a second that after I graduated, we would be
together.”


“Sounds like you loved her for a long time,”
said Cindy.


“That’s putting it mildly,” said Tad, his eyes
suddenly tearing again. “The first thing I did after I graduated was to move up
close by. Then we really started dating. We’d waited so long, our feelings were
so strong by then, nothing was in the way.  It only took a few months before we
decided to get engaged.” Tad’s hands, clenched in fists, kept opening and
closing. “It was beautiful between us then, perfect. We couldn’t stand to be
apart for more than a few hours. I got a job on a newspaper right where she
lived. Things fell into place quickly.”


          Cindy remembered her days as a
reporter and smiled. 


“You guys didn’t fight?” she had to go deeper. “Sounds
as if you were very different. Nothing in particular you wrangled about?”


Tad smiled oddly. “Sure we disagreed now and
then. She wanted me to come with her to her parties and I preferred being
alone, at times. I liked walking on rocky beaches, she liked hanging out with
friends. I loved books and classical music. She couldn’t get enough of jazz.
Stuff like that. But what did it matter? Something much deeper held us together.”



“Didn’t you fight about those things?” Cindy
had to pursue it, push him a little.


“We didn’t fight. We never fought. We disagreed,”
Tad’s voice grew slightly strident. “Tiffany had no problem telling me what she
wanted and how she felt about what was going on. I accepted it. I had to. I
knew how much she loved me,” Tad’s body started shaking, as his voice caught in
his throat.  “She was so thrilled we were getting married, said it was the
happiest time of her life. She was all I ever wanted, too!”


Tad began rubbing his hands up and down his
arms. Cindy could see how exhausting all of this had to be for him.


“How about your families?” asked Mattheus. 


“Our families were happy about it. Especially
her father. He’s an amazing guy who’s surrounded by women in the family -
always wanted a son just like me.  And I always wanted a father just like him.”


“And your family?” asked Cindy.


“They loved Tiffany. Everyone did. I never
heard one person ever say a bad word about her. My father said he couldn’t
understand how someone like her would want someone like me.” Tad’s face grew
stony a moment.”


“He was kidding, of course,” said Mattheus. 


“Of course,” said Tad.


“How about your mom?” asked Cindy.


“My mom loved Tiffany from the start. The two
of them were as tight as could be. My sister Cissy felt a little jealous. Before
Tiffany came into the family she was the only girl on the block. But Tiffany
won everyone’s heart, even Cissy’s.” 


He stopped talking mid-sentence, and stared out
into space again, as if trying to digest what he was saying. 


“Where are you parents now, Tad?” asked
Mattheus.


“They’re at their home Pebble Beach, a few
miles away. The police have interviewed them a few times. What can they say?
They’re horrified.”


“I can only imagine,” said Cindy.


“I’d like to meet them,” said Mattheus.


“There’s no reason for it,” said Tad. “There’s
nothing they can tell you. They don’t have the slightest idea what happened to
Tiffany. And it hurts them to go over this time and again.”


“We’ll have to speak to them anyway,” Mattheus
said softly.


“Where were you when it happened?” Cindy asked
quietly then.


“I already told everyone,” said Tad, growing
slightly edgy. “I was scuba diving at Jimmy Bolton’s place. He confirmed it. He
saw me there.”


“I just have to ask anyway. It’s routine.”


I don’t know how I’m going to live without her,”
Tad suddenly burst out. “You’ve got to find the killer, please. Please,” his
voice got wilder and strident.  “If only I hadn’t gone surfing that day, none
of this would have happened. If only I’d kept in touch with her every hour on
the phone. I’ve got to know why this happened, who would want to hurt me this
way.”


Mattheus got up and went over to him. “We’re
going to find him.”


“Promise me,” Tad started wailing.


Mattheus put his arms on his shoulders. “I
promise,” he said. “Can you help us? Do you have any ideas?”


“I think about it all day myself,” Tad spoke
quickly. “Rori always had a bunch of wild friends I didn’t like. They scared
me, were the kind of people I stayed away from.”


“Why?” Cindy asked alarmed.


“Not my type - all they care about is drinking
and drugging, looking for the next high.”


Cindy hadn’t gotten that sense about Rori.


“They don’t have a brain in their head either,”
Tad went on bitterly. “Naturally, Tiffany was friends with some of them too –
until she and I got closer. Little by little I was getting her to give them up.
It wasn’t easy.”


“You’ve have to give us their names,” said
Mattheus.


“They’re all over the boat,” Tad waved his hand
in the yacht’s direction, suddenly disdainful. People like that are all over
the island, all over the country, too. I can’t point to one specifically. How
do I know? Maybe one of them got angry about Tiffany’s happiness? Maybe Rori knows
something I don’t about her rotten, spoiled friends.”


“You don’t get along with Rori? Cindy asked,
taken aback.


“We get along,” Tad was having a hard time
talking, “As much as possible… after all, I was taking her twin sister away.  She
had to feel something about that.”


“Were they close?” asked Cindy.


“Much too close,” said Tad.


Cindy was jarred. Rori’s mother had just said that
she and Tiffany weren’t close enough. Then Cindy remembered the Senator’s
warning her not to believe the mother. Cindy wanted to talk to Rori directly
and find out more for herself.


“You actually think it’s possible that one of
Rori’s friends would kill Tiffany?” Mattheus tried to pin Tad down.


“I don’t think any of this is possible,” said
Tad. “I have no idea who did it.  For all we know there’s a psychopathic, serial
killer loose on the island, about to let loose and slash all the beautiful, privileged
women down here.” 


Cindy shuddered. “That’s a horrible image.”


“Why would you think something like that?”
Mattheus focused in.


Tad started sobbing again.


 “How do I know? All kinds of crazy thoughts go
through your mind when someone you love is murdered. You don’t know what to
think.”


And, at that very moment, the waves below
splashed against the rocks with such ferocity, it sounded as if they were
echoing Tad’s immense confusion and pain.


 











CHAPTER 5


 


 


The Senator had reserved two adjoining rooms
for Cindy and Mattheus at the Ile De Joie, the most exclusive hotel on St. Bart’s,
perched on a hill, overlooking the ocean. Cindy had taken extra care packing
her suitcase, realizing she had to bring the most fashionable, trendy clothes
she had, to fit in with this crowd. At the last minute, Cindy had thrown in a
slinky, silver, satin gown her sister had bought it for her. The only time
Cindy had ever worn it was for her engagement party to Clint. It would come in
handy down here.


The taxi to the hotel
wound uphill along a paved, winding road, lined with perfectly coiffed shrubbery
and flowers. The windows were rolled down and an intensely sweet scent pervaded
the air, 


as if they were driving to paradise. As they
got closer, Cindy saw the hotel, low and sprawling, nestled over the hills and
rocks as if it grew out of the landscape, was an organic part of the
environment, enhancing the natural beauty around.


 A young, tanned, French bellboy, with a shock
of dark hair, greeted them as the taxi rolled up to the front door. He welcomed
them, took their luggage and led them inside. 


As she entered Cindy was enthralled by the wide
open space and exquisite furnishings. Despite the fact that the place was full
of guests, there seemed plenty of empty space. Cindy looked at the many
stunningly beautiful people milling around, and felt she’d landed on a
Hollywood set. Wherever you looked, you saw gorgeous, thin women dressed in
brightly colored Calypso cover ups, flip flops and small hand bags. It almost
seemed like a uniform. The men were dressed in suede loafers with no socks,
bright colored shirts that fit their bodies perfectly. They were tanned with
their hair perfectly groomed or in buzz cuts. All of the people seemed to come
from great privilege and to have spent enormous amounts of time on their bodies
and clothes. Parading back and forth proudly, they could have stepped off the
pages of the top fashion magazines. Cindy had to struggle not to feel like an
outsider among them, less of a woman in some ways. When Cindy noticed Mattheus
looking at the women admiringly, to her surprise it made her feel insecure.


A Christmas tree filled with colorful
decorations stood in the main lobby, and Christmas wreaths hung on the walls.
There was a sense of excitement and anticipation and yet, it was hard for Cindy
to feel as though Christmas was coming in this tropical paradise. All her memories
of the holiday revolved around cold weather, snow, the family cooking, and
opening presents under the tree. 


Mattheus stopped a moment to take it all in. 


“Merry Christmas,” he leaned over and whispered
to Cindy.


“It’s still a few days away,” she said.


“My favorite holiday,” said Mattheus.


“Me, too,” said Cindy. But she also felt squeamish
about celebrating when the horror of a hidden murder hung in the air. How could
she act as though nothing happened when a young woman had been mangled and
tossed away like garbage on a beach a few minute away? The memory of Tiffany’s photo
hanging on her mother’s wall flashed before Cindy. She looked young, beautiful,
triumphant, preparing for a thrilling life ahead. Cindy was disturbed that the police
insisted upon keeping the crime under covers.  She wanted everyone on the
island to know, to share the sorrow, join in the search. It was surreal to see so
many guests dressed to the hilt, parading back and forth in the hotel, wanting
to see and be seen when a murderer nearby was on the loose. Who knew if one of
them might not be the next victim? 


The bellboy led Cindy and Mattheus towards the
elevators at the back of the lobby, to take them to their rooms, where their
luggage was waiting.


Cindy’s mouth fell open as she walked into her
room. It was large, and decorated in pale peach and lavender. A lavender silk
bedspread with huge peach flowers was tossed over the bed and porcelain vases
on the tables around were filled with fresh lilacs. The huge windows were open,
overlooking the patio that stretched out over the sea. Evening was starting to
fall, and the setting sun sent a warm glow of orange along the outside deck.
Cindy felt it filter in over both of them.


“So beautiful,” Cindy declared.


Mattheus came over and stood beside her, taking
it all in. This place had a magical energy that was different from any other
she’d ever been to before. She saw that Mattheus felt it too. 


“Incredible,” he murmured.


Cindy hoped they would go out on the patio and
sit together for a while.


“It’s getting late,” Mattheus said slowly then.
“Let’s go to our adjoining patios and do some work while we still have some
energy. We can go online, check out the people we met. Then we’ll order dinner
up.”


Cindy loved that Mattheus could remain
practical and stay focused, even in the face of great beauty like this. 


“Good idea,” she said slowly, having a hard
time pulling herself away from the glow of the setting sun.


“The Senator wants me to check out a Billionaire
Russian Mogul, Sasha Petrovich,” Mattheus reported. “He thinks the guy has it
in for him, wants me to find out all I can and nail him. He’s convinced this
guy had something to do with the murder.”


Cindy listened with interest. “Really? That’s
huge,” she said.


“I’ll tell you all about it when I find out
more,” said Mattheus. “It definitely warrants investigation. What did you get
from talking to the mother?”


“A lot,” said Cindy. “The mother told me to
check out an ex-boyfriend, Shane. Apparently, he and Tiffany were close for
years. He was at the engagement party and didn’t take his eyes off her the
whole time. The mother thinks he could have been jealous.”


“Jealous enough to kill?” Mattheus said.


“It’s possible,” said Cindy.


Mattheus wasn’t impressed. “Anything else?”


“The mother said Tiffany and her twin sister
weren’t close enough.”


Mattheus made a sour face. “Odd comment for a
mother to make. Tad said they were very close.”


“Different angles of perception,” Cindy noted. 


“The Senator warned us not to take his wife’s
remarks seriously,” Mattheus remarked.


Cindy bristled. “I guess he has his reasons for
invalidating his wife,” she said. “But I don’t like it.”


Mattheus turned and looked at Cindy. “Why?”


“I don’t like the way he treats her,” said
Cindy.


“You don’t know enough about their relationship,”
said Mattheus.


“There’s disrespect there,” said Cindy.


“Bitterness,” Mattheus replied. “Lots of older
guys get bitter about their lives. It’s par for the course.”


Cindy wondered if Mattheus expected that to
happen to him, too.


“Who knows how the Senator’s relationship to
his wife connects to what happened to Tiffany?” Cindy said.


Mattheus put his hand on her arm. It felt warm
and comforting suddenly. 


“We have to stay focused,” said Mattheus. “There
are lots of people involved in this gang, all kinds of interactions. If we go
off on a whim, or in a wrong direction, we’ll lose valuable time.”


Cindy agreed. But it was difficult in the
beginning to know what was a whim or misdirection and what would lead to where
they needed to be. Things that seemed most innocent could have hideous
tentacles propping them up. Things that seemed frightening on the face of it,
often added up to nothing. It was what fascinated her about investigating, discovering
what hunch to follow and what to let go of immediately.


Mattheus took his arm away. 


“I’m going to my room now to get going,” he
said. “When you’re done with your work, let me know.”


Cindy didn’t want him to leave right at that
moment. “Sure, “she said, casually.


He went to the door. Before he left, he turned towards
her. “And, while you’re busy investigating, think of what we’ll order up for
dinner when we’re through,” he said, giving her a fleeting, whimsical smile.


Cindy grinned. He was cute. She liked that. He
could be playful even in the midst of a terrible crisis. It calmed things down,
brought perspective, helped her remember that despite the darkness of life, a
natural order prevailed.


Mattheus went straight to his room, pulled out
his laptop, and brought it out onto the patio that spread over the sea. It was
better for him to work here alone, apart from Cindy. He liked it that they had
their own separate spaces. It was easier for him to concentrate on what he had
to do that way. His former wife never let him out of her sight. It had been a
strain that grew worse over time and he appreciated Cindy’s easy acceptance of
his rhythms and needs. It seemed she liked her space too. Despite her gentle
exterior, Mattheus knew that Cindy was strong, fiercely independent and growing
more so day by day. He smiled, she was such an unusual mixture of so many
intriguing qualities. He barely knew what he would discover about her next.


Mattheus sat down at a table on the patio,
opened the laptop and went online. It was still warm outside with wonderful
breezes which calmed him, as he dove into the search engines, looking for all
he could find about Sasha Petrovich, the Mogul the Senator was focused on. To
his surprise, there was a wealth of information about him online. The guy made
his billions in international real estate, buying up prime land and converting
it to hotels and casinos all over the world. Petrovich’s picture came online.
He was younger than Mattheus had expected, in his early fifties, tall, stocky, sensual,
with ferocious eyes, dark hair, bushy eyebrows and an overly full mouth. Whew,
this was one hell of a character. One of the homes he owned was here on St. Bart’s,
where he came regularly. He had his own private security force, boats, jets and
all the women he could handle. There were tons of photos of him at parties with
different women. Quite the man about town. There were also pictures of him with
top political officials in different countries. Clearly, this guy had plenty of
money and knew how to use it. He also had plenty of influence to throw around. 


Mattheus switched to different websites to find
something about the battle between him and the Senator about building the
casino here on St. Bart’s. Strangely enough, he couldn’t find anything.
Mattheus found that odd. 


Mattheus stretched his legs out and threw his
head back. A sprinkle of stars was beginning to come out in the night sky,
making a canopy over them. He couldn’t rest and enjoy the evening, though. He knew
he had to do better. He had to meet Petrovich personally. He sat up abruptly,
and dove back online, searching for anything else about him he could find.


Petrovich came from a small town in Russia raised
in a poor family with a shadowy past. He made his money quickly, and flashed
like a comet onto the social scene. The guy had never been married and had guests
at his home constantly. Vodka and champagne flowed freely at his endless
parties, especially around Christmas. That was good. Mattheus checked further
and suddenly let out a low whistle. There was a big party planned for the next
day at Petrovich’s Villa. Couldn’t be more perfect, the timing was great. 


He got up and walked to the edge of the patio,
peering out at the ocean below. It shouldn’t be hard to get himself invited to
this guy’s villa, meet him in person, talk to the guests, snoop around. Mattheus
took out his cell phone and called the Senator’s private number immediately.


“Yes?” a clipped voice answered, eager. It
seemed as though he’d been waiting for the call.


“Mattheus here.”


“Yes?” the voice had more urgency.


“There’s a party tomorrow at Petrovich’s villa,”
said Mattheus. “Can you get me invited to it?”


The pause on the other end only lasted a
minute. “Consider it done,” the Senator said.


“Great.”


“Anything else?”


“Not yet,” Mattheus felt pressured.


“Okay then,” the Senator continued. “Good work
finding that out.”


Mattheus grinned. He liked to be praised when
he deserved it. This was a nice first step.


“And something else,” the Senator went on, “the
wife really liked your partner. She wants to see her again soon.”


“That’s good,” said Mattheus.


“Yeah, but don’t take her to Petrovich’s party.”


“Why not?” Mattheus suddenly felt on edge.


“He’s got a treasure trove of women who will
flock around you. You want to find out what they have to say. The last thing
you need is another woman hanging on.”


Mattheus took exception. “My partner doesn’t
hang onto me.”


“Okay, okay,” said the Senator, “but don’t
bring her anyway. It’ll keep the women away.” Then he laughed. “Actually, it
probably wouldn’t, they’re an aggressive bunch, barracudas if you ask me, they
just take who they like, no matter who he’s with. But, just in case, go alone.”



Mattheus didn’t like being told how to proceed
with his investigation. That was his domain.


“You’re a good looking guy,” the Senator
continued, adamant. “You’ll create a stir. It will work to your benefit. Listen
to me, I know what I’m talking about.”


Mattheus wondered for a second how the Senator
knew so much about the women around Petrovich.


“I’ll call him right now,” the Senator said, “and
I’m getting an invitation for one.”


Mattheus had no choice but to relent. He was
working for the Senator. Petrovich was his contact.


 “This time I’ll go by myself,” Mattheus said. “Next
time, I’m taking my partner along. I value her impressions and feedback.”


The Senator paused. “You’re a lucky guy,” he
said finally, “it’s rare to value someone like that.”


“Yes, it is,” said Mattheus, hung up and then
threw a glance over towards Cindy’s patio, a few feet away. He tried not to let
himself dwell on how valuable Cindy really was to him. Then he wondered how she
was doing with her research. He was getting hungry, almost ready for the dinner,
pretty soon they’d order up. He’d give her a few minutes before going over to see
what she wanted for dinner and also what she’d found. 


 


*


 


Cindy sat on her patio, her laptop open, deep
into the Facebook pages of Tiffany, Tad, Rori, Shane. There was hours of work
before her. She had emails to check, texts, tweets. Tiffany and Rori’s pages
were very different. Tiffany’s page was mostly dominated by photos of her and Tad.
She had tons of friends she spoke with regularly, mostly about the party coming
up. Her profile was bursting with things she loved to do, including cooking,
painting, dancing, boating, having a wonderful time. Her engagement had been
announced and friends from all over had commented on it, wishing her well.


 Tad’s page had mostly photos of Tiffany and
his sister on it. There were one or two male friends from college as well. Other
than that, there wasn’t too much activity. Clearly, he didn’t spend much time
this way. His profile stated that he enjoyed reading, writing, museums, and
walks along rocky shores. There was nothing irregular, except perhaps how
different the two of them seemed. It lead Cindy to take a moment to wonder
again about what it was that attracted couples to one another and how happy these
two would have ultimately been.


Rori’s Facebook page had a different flavor.
She had all kinds of friends splashed across it, including bikers, dancers,
rich girls, snobs, and a few good looking Japanese guys.  Her profile page was
not filled in. There was only one picture of Tiffany on her page and very
little mention of the engagement. Rori mentioned that she was indefinitely
single. Cindy wasn’t sure what she meant by that. 


Cindy was just getting to Tiffany’s ex-boyfriend,
Shane’s page, when Mattheus appeared on her patio.


“You’ve got hours ahead of you to work,” he
said quietly, as he came up and sat down beside her. “What did you find so far?”


“Just getting a flavor of everything,” said
Cindy. “We’ve got quite a cast of characters. The next step should be to speak
to Tad’s family. See if they have anything different to add.”


“I’m up for that,” said Mattheus. “Let’s make
an appointment to see them early in the afternoon. I’ve set up an appointment
for us to meet with the police in the morning. Then, I’m going to Petrovich’s
Villa for a party in the evening. The Senator is getting me in.”


Cindy raised her eyebrows. “Good work,” she
said. “We’re both going, or you’re going alone?”


“I think it’s best the first time I meet him
that I go alone. I’ll stay more under the radar that way.”


Cindy smiled. She didn’t love the idea of
Mattheus going alone.


“After all, Petrovich is quite a ladies man,”
said Mattheus. “Once he sees you, his concentration will be gone.”


Cindy felt a shot of warmth go through her. She
enjoyed it when Mattheus joked around this way. It never left the realm of
joking though, and she took it for what it was worth. 


“Now, let’s get some dinner ordered,” he said. “We
need fuel to keep going.”


Cindy agreed. She was tired and hungry and the
hotel was also known for its incredible French gourmet food. 


Mattheus called downstairs for diner and
included a bottle of aged French wine. He also asked them to send up a drink
before dinner for both of them.


Cindy felt badly for stopping and enjoying
herself when there was so much left to be done. And, yet, the more she
researched online, the more she felt they were on the wrong track.


“I’m not sure we’re even in the ballpark,”
Cindy said then to Mattheus after he’d ordered the drink.


“What do you mean?”


“For all we know, it’s none of the people at
the party,” she went on. “It’s Christmas on the island. The place is packed.
Could be there’s a random lunatic floating around. Maybe he hates the wealthy
and is hiding out somewhere, just waiting for revenge.”


“Could be,” said Mattheus somberly. “But why
would a random killer focus on the Senator’s daughter? Doesn’t make sense. If
the Senator has been fighting building on the island, it makes more sense that
he’s stirred up some powerful forces that want to teach him a lesson. There
have been demonstrations on Guadeloupe against developing on St. Bart’s. The ruling
forces there have shot people down for it. Guadeloupe is only forty five
minutes away.”


“Think it’s spilled over here?”  Cindy asked stunned.


“Makes sense,” said Mattheus, “there’s millions
of dollars involved in this battle.”


 The doorbell rang and their drinks arrived.  Mattheus
took their glasses out to the patio, and they sat down and drank slowly, as the
ocean beneath them roared.


“Or, the murderer could be hiding in plain
sight,” Cindy mused, picking up the train of thought they’d been following. “Much
closer - only a few steps away, right in front of our noses.”


 “Stranger things have happened,” said
Mattheus, as they stared together into dark night. 


 











CHAPTER 6


 


 


The first thing the next morning Cindy and
Mattheus were scheduled to meet with the local police in town. Crime was so rare
on St. Bart’s that the police station was small, located in an oversized
clapboard house on a narrow road, lined with flowers and huge trees. The road,
near a mountain, was in a hilly area, slightly apart from the main section of
town. Mattheus and Cindy parked down at the bottom of the hill and climbed up
on foot. Cindy wore sandals and it was fun walking up the pebbly road in the
warm, morning sun. Little lizards jumped out at them as they walked, a slight
breeze blew and the air was full of bird song. It was a place you could totally
relax in, be yourself, let loose, and deeply unwind. Cindy could see how easy
it was to be lulled into a sense of perfect safety here. Nothing in the
environment gave the slightest suggestion that anything could ever go awry.


The policemen, called gendarmes, got around the
island both on motor scooters and in cars. A few vehicles were parked outside.
When Cindy and Mattheus walked in, three gendarmes were waiting for them,
sitting at a round table, having coffee and croissants.


The station had an untouched, even lazy
atmosphere. There were filing cabinets against the far walls, a few round
tables with computers and phones. Some files and newspapers were scattered
around. Basically, the place had the feeling of nothing much happening here at
all.


One of the gendarmes stood up as Cindy and
Mattheus entered. He was tall, fair and elegant looking, in his early forties.
He walked over to them and extended his hand.


“Jean Pierre here,” he said in a slight French
accent.


“Mattheus and Cindy,” Mattheus replied
cordially.


Jean Pierre nodded and then smiled at Cindy.


The other two sat where they were, and continued
to drink their coffee.


“Marc and Tomas,” Jeanne Pierre said then,
introducing the other two gendarmes.  “We all have orders to share our
information with you.” 


Clearly, Jean Pierre had been appointed spokesman
for the group. The other two seemed reluctant to get involved. The entire
operation seemed like amateur hour. The crime didn’t seem to have made a dent.
Life was simply going on as usual.


Cindy and Mattheus sat down at the table with
all of them.


“To begin,” Jean Pierre continued, “I want you
to know how unusual it is for us to have a crime like this in St. Bart’s.
Actually, it’s unheard of.”


Mattheus raised his eyebrows. “And it was a
Senator’s daughter who was killed,” he added, breaking into their casual
manner. “That really ups the stakes.”


One of the gendarmes, Marc, perked up. He was
in his forties with slicked back dark hair and hazel eyes. Cindy thought he
looked more like an actor in a movie than a cop at work on a crime.


“That’s not to say we’re not troubled by the
event,” Marc chimed in. “Of course we are.  We have been working on it
relentlessly.” 


The third gendarme at the table, Tomas, pushed
his coffee away. He seemed like the most solid of all, stocky with a reddish
face and shifty eyes.


“You’re here at the peak of the tourist season,”
Tomas said, looking directly at Mattheus. “You may not be aware of it, but the
island is packed. The villas are filled and the parties have started. Every day
more yachts come into shore. Do you know what would happen if this news became
public? Do you know how many holidays would be ruined?”


Cindy couldn’t believe what she was hearing. It
was more important to keep the guests happy than find a killer lurking in their
midst –or to get justice for a vulnerable young woman.


“What about the Senator’s family?” she said. “They’re
suffering terribly. They need to find the killer immediately.”


“We’re working on it,” Tomas, said gruffly.


“For all we know there are other victims,”
Cindy continued, “or there will be again, soon. The killer could be out
stalking his prey right now as we speak.”


“Doubtful,” Jean Pierre muttered.


No matter what she said, there was a wall
around the three of them that Cindy couldn’t penetrate. This investigation was
way out of their range and obviously these guys were following careful
directives. Cindy doubted that they even had the slightest idea about how to proceed.


Mattheus went along with them, though. He was
more practical, not going to fight them. Instead, he tried to put them at ease.



“Of course we don’t want to rock the boat,”
Mattheus said. “I understand perfectly.” 


Jean Pierre seemed relieved and so did Marc. Tomas
looked at Mattheus, edgy.


“But we do need to see what you’ve found so
far,” Mattheus continued.


“Of course,” said Jean Pierre. “And we also
have clearance to take both of you to the scene of the crime.”


Tomas didn’t like that. He tapped his fingers
on the table, much the way Mattheus liked to do.


“Great,” said Mattheus, “but first fill us in
on what you have so far.”


Marc, walked to a filing cabinet, took out two
large files, threw them down on the table. Mattheus opened the files. Photos of
Tiffany lying mangled on the beach spilled out in front of them. It was hard
for Cindy to actually look at them.


“Body, stabbed twelve times, ultimately
strangled with bare hands,” said Marc. “See the marks on the neck.” 


“Overkill,” said Mattheus, looking at the
photos carefully. “Points to someone she knew.”


“Definitely,” Marc agreed.


“Or else a lunatic, high on drugs, out of his
mind, searching for power,” Tomas broke in, his small eyes squinting.


Jean Pierre took exception. “We don’t have
those kinds coming here,” he said.


“There’s always a first time,” Tomas, replied. “A
killing like this can be the extra high some are searching for. Guests on this
island have everything.  I mean, where do you go after you get to the top?
Where’s your next thrill coming from?”


Cindy shivered. This guy was grim. But he was
more real than the others.


“How do you guys go about catching someone like
that?” Mattheus jumped in.


“We call in the police from Guadeloupe,” said
Marc. “There’s plenty of back up available.”


“Have you done that yet in this case?” 


“The order is in,” Tomas replied.


“What else do you have about the murder?”
Mattheus wanted every last detail. “Any physical evidence, DNA?”


Marc stood up and shook his head. “We’ll take
you down to see the scene yourself. It was on the beach. The water came lapping
up over the body, washing most everything away.”


Mattheus wasn’t having it. “Was she raped in
the process?”


“Not sure,” said Marc. “Looks like it, could
be. There was definitely damage.”


“That’s important,” said Mattheus. “It changes
the picture. Did he leave any semen?”


“No semen,” Marc said fitfully. “Nothing under
her fingernails or on her body either to show a fight or struggle.”


“She just succumbed to it?” Mattheus asked. 


“Looks like it,” said Marc.


“Or, the guy prepared himself carefully,”
Mattheus went on. “Most likely wore a condom and rubber gloves. Could have been
a crime of passion, but he also planned it down to the last detail. Had to know
police procedure too. Could be we’ve got a real professional on our hands. I’d
bet anything this isn’t his first time. How long was she there before the body
was found?”


“Almost sixteen hours,” Jean Pierre chimed in.


“Nobody came looking for her before that?”
asked Cindy.


“There are lots of parties going on all over,”
said Marc. “I guess people thought she was at one and stayed longer than she’d
planned. It’s not so unusual.”


“What about her fiancée?” Cindy continued. “He
didn’t go looking for her?”


“No, he didn’t,” said Marc. “He said she’d sometimes
hang out with friends and forget about time. He figured she met up with some of
them and was partying.”


Cindy listened closely. She remembered times she’d
been gone longer than usual and Mattheus hadn’t checked up on her either. It
had bothered her, but she hadn’t said anything. Clint always had checked up
right away. He would never have let something like this happen.


“We’ve talked to the fiancée plenty,” Tomas
broke in. “His alibi is air tight. He was scuba diving at the time.”


“I heard,” said Mattheus. 


“From everything I heard, their relationship
was good,” Tomas continued. “We talked to Tiffany’s family, friends on the
boat, and also Tad’s family. No one thinks Tad is involved in any way. They say
he was a terrific boyfriend and that she was thrilled about getting engaged.
They were happy that night at their party, dancing, laughing, like that.”


Cindy took a deep breath. Tad did seem like a
decent young man.


“What about Tad’s family?” Mattheus plunged on.


“They’re rich, cold and haven’t much to say,
except what a great kid Tad is. They have a daughter who can be a loose wire,
but she had nothing to do with this.”


“Daughter has an alibi?” Cindy burst in.


“Yeah, she does, but that’s going too far,”
Jean Pierre said. “The victim was raped. It couldn’t have been a woman.”


“How do you know it was rape?” Cindy said. “Signs
of sexual violence?”


“Not really.”


“Could have been the rapist that hit St. Bart’s
years ago,” Marc chimed in, “the short guy, who watched couples having sex from
behind bushes. Then, when it was over, he’d knock out the guy and rape and kill
the gal. Remember him?”


“That was ten years ago,” Tomas made a face. “He
was caught. He’s in jail for life.”


They were grabbing at straws, not even sure if Tiffany
had definitely been raped. Somehow Cindy didn’t feel sex had much to do with
the crime.


“The sex could have had nothing to do with the
crime,” Cindy said. “It could have been consensual sex before the murder
happened.”


“Odd that there would be no semen left then,”
Mattheus said.


“No, I like the way you think,” Tomas focused
on Cindy. “I said the same thing myself. No reason to link sex to this killing.
The guys from Guadeloupe will look into it more.”


“And we’re also here,” said Mattheus.


Tomas frowned. “We’ll take you to the scene of
the crime, and then there’s not much more we can do for you.”


“What about the rich Moguls on the island?”
Mattheus threw it out casually, as if he were unsuspectingly tossing a fishing
rod into shark infested waters.


“What about them?” Tomas looked startled.


“It was the Senator’s daughter who was killed,”
Mattheus repeated. “Could be there was another motive for the crime? I heard
the Senator was causing a problem for some rich guys on the island who are
determined to build.”


“You mean build the casino?” Marc asked,
defensively.


“For starters,” said Mattheus.


Tomas stood up tall then and walked over to
Mattheus. 


“Now you’re going a little too far,” he said,
getting into Mattheus’ face. “This kind of investigation is not a good place to
go.”


“Why not?” Mattheus wouldn’t relent.


“This island is run by old, rich, ruling
families,” Tomas said under his breath. “It’s been that way for a long, long
time. There’s big money at stake here, especially in real estate. These
families don’t take it well when outsiders come in and start poking around.”


“You mean they didn’t like the Senator?” asked Mattheus.


“I mean you,” Tomas said huskily, “and your
lovely partner here.” He threw a glance at Cindy that was anything but
complimentary. “They’re not going to like it if you start poking around in
their private lives.”


Cindy’s heart pounded for a moment. They were
being warned to lay low, look away from possible motives and evidence. She
wouldn’t have any part of it. Cindy could never tolerate being threatened and
she wasn’t going to start now.


“I heard the girl who was killed was the
Senator’s favorite daughter,” Cindy continued defiantly, letting Tomas know
exactly where she stood. “If the Senator had gotten in someone’s way, this
killing would be a perfect revenge.” 


“You probably heard a lot of things,” Tomas was
trying to keep her down. “You got quite a little lady here,” he said to
Mattheus then, closing his lips tight.


“We’re good partners,” Mattheus remarked. “We
don’t let a stone go unturned. Not even a worm infested stone.”


Tomas guffawed, “Think you’re pretty hot, eh?”


But Cindy got what these guys were saying, loud
and clear. Stay out of the politics on the island. Focus on someone who was inconsequential,
like Tad. Let dirty dogs lay.


“Let’s go see the crime scene,” Mattheus broke
into the tense atmosphere that was becoming more intense by the moment.


*


 


“There are many beaches on St. Bart’s,” Jean
Pierre was driving with them to the scene of the crime, “one more beautiful
than the next. Right now the beaches will all be full. Usually, they’re more
empty and private. People can go and be alone with the sand and sea. There are
also some great nudist beaches for those who want to really unwind.”


Cindy couldn’t stand the sound of his voice
another minute. It was high and nasal, grating at her. He’d taken it upon
himself to be a tourist guide, it seemed. Or, perhaps, to distract them from
the true purpose of their visit. The roads they drove on were now more crowded
too. It was taking a while to get to the beach where Tiffany’s body had been
discovered.


They went up one hill and down another, dwarfed
by beautiful mountains on either side. The terrain here was jagged and
exquisite. Suddenly, the car pulled to a stop. Jean Pierre looked out towards
the right. Below them was an alcove with a white sandy beach on it. A few
jutties stuck out into the ocean. As Jean Pierre had mentioned, the beach was
filled with people, on chairs, blankets, stretched out in bikinis, drinking or
running into the sea. It was a time of joy and playfulness.


“That’s where we found her,” Jean Pierre
remarked.


“Who found her exactly?” Mattheus asked.


“Actually, I did,” Jean Pierre said quietly.


“Why didn’t you mention that before?” asked
Mattheus, disconcerted.


“I didn’t think it was important,” Jean Pierre
remarked.


“Did you know Tiffany?” asked Cindy, sharply.


“Not really,” said Jean Pierre. “I’d seen her
around. Her family’s famous, but there’s lots of famous people here. The place
is known for it – crawling with celebs. You can’t get caught up in it. You get
used to them after a while, don’t pay much attention.”


“How did you come to look at this spot?”
Mattheus was staying on track.


“We got the call that Tiffany was missing just
as it was getting dark,” Jean Pierre went on. “We get calls like that fairly
regularly. It’s not unusual for people to get drunk, get high, fall asleep in
strange places and forget to find their way home. They usually get back in
touch the next day.”


“It didn’t happen like that this time though,”
said Mattheus.


“No,” said Jean Pierre. “When we first got the
call, we didn’t take it so seriously.”


Cindy wondered if they ever really took it
seriously. Had it sunk in that a corpse had been found and that it was their
job to make sure another one didn’t turn up after it?


“By the morning,” Jean Pierre was continuing, “when
no one had still heard from Tiffany, we decided to spread out on the island and
check the beaches and trails. I was assigned this beach and two others. The
other two beaches I looked at were empty. Then, I scooted down here. It was
almost four in the afternoon when I got here. I started walking on the beach
and the sun was in my eyes, so I didn’t see her immediately. He paused,
remembering and suddenly looked troubled.


“Then?” Mattheus jogged him.


“The tide was going out. She was right up
against the water’s edge, near the rock jetty over there. The first thing I saw
was a leg.”


Cindy breathed deeply and looked away.


“Do you want to go down to the spot where I
found her?” he asked.


“Yes,” said Mattheus.


Cindy didn’t want to go. This was close enough.
She got the picture. She sat still in the car as the two of them got out.


Mattheus turned and looked at her. “It’s
important to go down there and be on the spot where it happened,” he said. “There’s
all kinds of things you can notice then.”


Cindy knew it was so.


Jean Pierre looked over. “Rough job for a
woman,” he said.


“Certainly can be,” said Cindy as she got out
of the car.


The three of them climbed down the slope of the
mountain to the beach. Waves of warm, salty air greeted her as she walked close
to the sand. The beach was full with people swimming, walking and laughing
everywhere.   


They walked to the edge of the water slowly and
stood there. Little birds walked on the sand and seagulls flew around them.


“This is where I found her,” Jean Pierre said.


It was terrible, Cindy thought, that Tad lad left
her alone that afternoon.


“Where did Tad go scuba diving?” she asked. “Far
from here?”


“A couple of miles down,” said Jean Pierre. “It’s
a well-known place. He went there all the time.”


Cindy looked into the ocean. What had really
brought Tiffany to this spot? Tad said she didn’t feel like going scuba diving
with him, needed some time alone on the beach. It seemed understandable enough,
but nothing was ever that simple, especially where a murder was concerned. The
fact that it was right after her engagement party may not have been by
accident, either. Had she been too visible? Stirred up too much envy? Cindy
suddenly wondered if Tiffany’d had any sense of her destiny? Often people had a
premonition before something terrible happened. What had drawn her to this
horrendous death? These questions whirled around in Cindy’s mind. She knew that
she had to check back in with Tiffany’s mother soon, who was waiting for
answers. What in the world could Cindy say? How could a mother absorb something
like this?


“What are you thinking?” Mattheus said,
breaking into her thoughts.


“I’m trying to sense what happened to her,”
Cindy replied. “I’m taking the steps she took with her, in my mind.”


Just then Marc and Tomas joined them.


“Okay,” they said, “we’ve been here long enough.
Don’t want to draw attention on the beach.” 


Cindy looked up and around. Already a group of
people were looking their way. It must have seemed strange to see the police
here, gathered together.


They all turned around then and walked back to
the car together. Cindy felt badly, as though she were leaving Tiffany stranded
on the shore. She almost felt as if Tiffany’s spirit were begging Cindy to stay
with her.


When they got back up the hill, Tomas stepped
forward. 


“Hope that was useful,” he said perfunctorily.


“Everything helps,” said Cindy.


“Next we’re going to talk to Tad’s parents,”
Mattheus said.


Tomas bristled. “No reason for it. We’ve talked
to them enough,” he sounded resentful. “There’s nothing more they have to say.
We’re on top of the case. And the guys from Guadeloupe are on their way up, as
well.”


“I hear you,” said Mattheus, “but we’re got our
own work cut out, too.”


“You don’t get what I’m saying do you?” Tomas’s
voice deepened. “Back off. Take it easy. We don’t want you guys spreading panic
on the island. Tell the Senator’s family what you want, but it’s not going to
help anything for you to get in our way.” His face was red and his eyes half
shut.


“He means what he says,” Marc echoed. “If you
step on the wrong shoes here, you can get kicked back pretty hard.”


“Got it,” Mattheus said.


“It’s been nice knowing you,” said Tomas then,
as the three of them turned to go.


“Looks like we’ve just been relegated to no man’s
land,” said Cindy.


“They can say what they want,” Mattheus
grinned, “it takes more than that to get rid of me.” 


“I wonder what they’re so afraid of our finding
out?” 


“Whatever it is, it stinks to high heaven,”
said Mattheus, “underneath this luscious island, something’s badly rotting, and
it’s time for us to find out what.” 


 


 











CHAPTER 7


 


 


The drive to Tad’s parent’s
home was surprisingly silent. Mattheus was in deep thought. He had a lot more
research to do on Sasha Petrovich and the political situation on the island,
but wanted to personally speak with Tad’s family as well.


When Cindy had called Tad’s
parents, asking for an interview, it took a while for them to agree.  Cindy had
to promise to keep it short, before they finally gave her their address and
directions to their home.


“I find it odd how little
attention has been paid to Tad’s family,” Mattheus remarked, when Cindy
mentioned that she got the appointment. “They’ve managed to escape into the
shadows beautifully.”


“Why shouldn’t they? This has
to be terrible for them as well,” Cindy replied.


“Maybe it is and maybe it isn’t.
Let’s find out. I’m going with you,” Mattheus was adamant.


Cindy wondered what he
expected to find.


Now as they approached the
home, the narrow road they drove on suddenly grew jagged as it twisted and
turned. At the end of the road a large, well-appointed home stood grandly,
under huge palm trees.


Cindy was taken aback. “This
looks like a little palace,” she said.


“Many of the homes on the
island are like this,” said Mattheus, unimpressed. “Getaways for the wealthy,
while the rest of us mortals have to work.”


Cindy was surprised by Mattheus’
bitterness. 


“What’s wrong with working?”
she said. “Working is good. I like what I do.”


“So do I,” said Mattheus, “but
we’re rare. There are millions who do not, who work under the thumbs of folks
like this.”


Cindy turned and looked at
him. She hadn’t realized he had such strong feelings about the wealthy. There
was a lot she didn’t know about Mattheus, she realized. It was fascinating
watching different aspects of his personality unfold.


“I hope you don’t let your feelings
get in the way of the investigation,” Cindy remarked.


Mattheus didn’t like that. “I
never let anything get in the way of cases I’m on. Nothing, ever. I’m a
complete professional.”


“Wow,” said Cindy. “Looks like
I hit a nerve.”


They drove up the driveway,
parked along the side and got out of the car together. Unexpectedly, it felt as
if about to rain, and the house was surrounded by a mist. Unusual for the
weather on St. Bart’s.


They walked up the entrance
way and before they got to the front, the door opened. A tall, very slender,
elegant woman stood waiting to greet them.


“Mrs. Crane?” asked Cindy, walking
to the entrance, extending her hand.


         The elegant woman did not blink an
eye, or extend her hand in return. 


      “Come in,” she said in a
plain tone, her face impassive and slightly weary.


Cindy and Mattheus walked into
the home. It was formal, stark and somewhat forbidding. The floors were grey
marble with an angular design and the furniture polished and upholstered in the
finest beige satin. It seemed strange for a vacation house on an island. Cindy
felt uneasy sitting down on the sofa.


“Sit down,” Mrs. Crane said,
motioning to a settee large enough to seat two. Another settee was placed
opposite it.


Cindy and Mattheus sat down carefully.
Everything about the place was carefully appointed, not a hair out of place. It
made Cindy nervous.


“Mr. Crane will be down in a
moment,” Mrs. Crane said as she sat, facing them, on the opposite settee.


“I am sorry for your loss,”
Cindy started.


Mrs. Crane looked momentarily
startled. 


“My loss?” It didn’t seem as
if she felt that Tiffany’s death was her personal loss. 


At that moment, however, a
tall, stately man in his early sixties, dressed in slacks and a sports jacket,
walked through a wide, latticed door and came over to them. He had to be Tad’s
father.


Mattheus stood up. “Mr. Crane?”
he said.


The man looked at him keenly. 


“How can my wife and I be of
help?” he asked. He spoke as if he were attending a board meeting in the middle
of a busy day.


“We’re sorry for your son’s
loss,” Mattheus started.


“Thank you,” he said, non commital.


Mrs. Crane looked down at the angular
patterns etched into the marble floor, her hand resting limply on the edge of
the sofa.


“What can I do for you?” Mr.
Crane repeated, seemingly eager to get this over with.


“I’d appreciate if you could
tell us about your son and his fiancée?” Mattheus started.


Mrs. Crane cleared her throat,
perturbed. “We’ve answered this question before, many times.”


“Don’t worry about this, I’ll
take over,” her husband said, putting his hand on her arm. 


“Tad’s a wonderful son, always
has been. He’s thoughtful, smart, successful.”


“Is there anything else?”


“What do you have in mind?”
Tad’s father said. 


“Sometimes a detail that you’ve
left out will surface and it can help us discover a new lead.”


“You live in the world of
possibilities,” Mr. Crane responded, “I live in the world of reality.  What
kind of detail are you looking for?” He was implacable.


“Whatever seems relevant to
you,” Mattheus responded calmly.


“Nothing about this seems
relevant to me,” Mr. Crane quipped. “Nothing seems understandable or normal.”


“I understand this has been a
terrible time for all of you,” said Mattheus.


“Beyond what anyone can
imagine,” Mrs. Crane chimed in. “Shocking and deeply humiliating.”


Humiliating? Cindy thought
that was an odd way to put it.  “How has it been humiliating?” she asked.


“We’ve all come down for a
celebration, not only us, but our closest friends,” Mrs. Crane’s eyes opened as
she vented. “This was to be a delightful time. It was at first, and then it
wasn’t. Some of our friends have even left the island prematurely since this awful
turn of events.”


“Why did they leave?” Mattheus
asked promptly.


“Well, wouldn’t you?” Mrs.
Crane said. “Everyone was appalled, scandalized. They wanted to get as far away
as they could. It’s not what anybody expected.”


It never is, Cindy thought and
noticed that neither of Tad’s parents said one word about Tiffany, or her
family.


“Were you and your husband
close to Tiffany?” Cindy asked point blank.


“We’ve told the police all
they need to know,” Mr. Crane interrupted. “Frankly, I have no idea what
relevance this has at all. What in the world difference can it make how Marge
and I felt about our son’s fiancée?” 


“It’s okay, Doug,” Mrs. Crane
interrupted, trying to calm him down. “They’re just doing their job. This sort
of thing is routine.” Then she turned to Cindy and Mattheus. “I actually liked
the girl very much,” she said.


“We were as close as we needed
to be,” Mr. Crane corrected her.


“You were happy about the
upcoming marriage?” Cindy turned to him.


“Tad was happy and that was
all my wife and I cared about. We trusted his judgment about so many things, we
had to trust it about this as well.”


This was far from a strong
endorsement of Tiffany, Cindy thought.


“How about the relationship
between Tiffany and Tad?” asked Mattheus.


“Why they were in love, of
course. Why else would they become engaged to be married?” Mrs. Crane seemed
irritated by the question.


“I would say they seemed fine
as well,” Mr. Crane chimed in. “I can’t say I thought Tiffany was necessarily
the perfect choice, or even good for him, though. Who knows if the marriage
would have lasted forever?” A muscle under his eye started twitching. “But
these days, first marriages are often simply suitable for a stage of life.
Tiffany wasn’t someone I would have selected, but that’s way beyond a parent’s
role these days.”


“Why wouldn’t you have
selected her?” Mattheus seemed fascinated.


Mr. Crane was comfortable
talking to Mattheus. “Tiffany was much too extroverted for Tad. Tad was always quieter,
more thoughtful, reflective. He has an individualistic way of seeing things. Tiffany
seemed the opposite. Quite caught up in the social scene, if you asked me.”


“What’s wrong with that?”
asked Cindy.


“Nothing, of course, it just
didn’t match up with Tad. In the beginning the difference between them alarmed me.
I thought she would grow tired of him, drop him like a hot coal. But then time
went by, and they seemed to do well together, so I began to take it in stride.”


“And she was always quite
lovely to us,” Mrs. Crane joined in, “considerate, friendly, kind. Don’t get us
wrong. There’s nothing on earth she ever did to deserve this. Even my daughter
Cissy grew to care for her. We’re all deeply disturbed.”


“Of course you are,” said
Mattheus. “And how did you the two of you get along with Tiffany’s family?”


 “They were all a little too
public and noisy for our taste,” Mrs. Crane said, “but the times we spent
together were fine. Perfectly cordial at all times.”


“Yes,” her husband agreed. “And
beyond this, I have no idea what you want from us.”


Cindy wasn’t quite sure at
that moment, either.


“We’d like any ideas you may have
on who might be involved,” Mattheus said directly. “Or who could give us more
information.”


“I’m afraid that’s way beyond
us,” Mr. Crane stood up, as if to end the interview. “This is way beyond
anything we could ever have imagined. It’s not, and never was in the range of
possibilities for our lives.”


But, just at that moment, a
slender, young woman with wild, curly hair walked in, wearing jeans and a
ripped T shirt. She had huge brown eyes and flushed cheeks.


“Cissy, this is Cindy and
Mattheus, detectives on the case,” Mr. Crane said, formally.


“Finally,” said Cissy. “I heard
two far out detectives came down to the island,” Cissy’s wide eyes were staring
at Cindy and Mattheus. “It’s great that you’re here. Thank God, you’ve come.”


“Thanks,” said Cindy. Cissy
seemed more relieved to see them than anyone they’d met so far.


“Looking for leads?” asked
Cissy, edging closer.


“Yes, we are,” said Cindy. “Any
ideas?” 


Cissy had a smoldering energy,
as if any moment she would burst into flame, or let loose with something or
other. 


“I sure have, “said Cissy. “ First
thing - check out Tiffany’s ex-boyfriend, Shane.”


“Why?” Cindy was alarmed by
the speed at which Cissy responded.


“Shane’s a player, and
everyone knows it. He and Tiffany were on and off for years. None of it ever
bothered Tad, but I never felt good about it. And, if you saw Shane at the
engagement party, it was truly weird. He didn’t take his eyes off Tiffany for
one second. It was definitely off the deep end and gave me the spooks. I
actually started to worry for my brother.”


Cindy liked her. Cissy held
nothing back and didn’t want to.


“What did you worry about?”
asked Cindy.


“I was worried that Shane
would get between them him and Tiffany, one day. I swear, I actually thought
that.”


“Cissy has always had a vivid
imagination,” Mrs. Crane interrupted, her voice brittle. “Since she’s been little,
she enjoys creating scenes in her mind and believing in them. In fact, Tad is
and always was totally able to take care of himself. Someone like Shane could
never make a dent in his life.”


Cissy threw her hair back off
her face, as if dismissing her mother. The two of them couldn’t have been more
opposite.


“Say what you want,” Cissy
flung at her, “I thought it. And so did some of my friends. In fact, one of my
friends, Alma, was going to speak to Tiffany about Shane. She never got a chance
to though.”  Cissy grew quiet, suddenly. “There’s a lot of things none of us
will ever get a chance to say to Tiffany now.”


“I’m sorry,” said Cindy.


“Yeah, I know,” said Cissy, “but
it’s not going to bring her back from the dead.”


“You’re out of line, Cissy,”
Mr. Crane chided.


“What did you think about Tiffany’s
relationship with your brother?” Mattheus jumped in, obviously wanting more.


“Tad was happy with her,”
Cissy answered abruptly. “It was obvious. She brought him out of his shell. Tad
has a tendency to brood. You hardly saw it though when he was with Tiffany. I
was happy for both of them. Tiffany looked up to him, too. She needed him
around her.” 


Cindy wondered why. “What was
it about Tad that drew Tiffany to him?” she asked.


“That’s a ridiculous question,”
Mr. Crane was offended. “You’re way out of line.”


Cissy got quiet though and her
cheeks flushed. 


“That’s a question a lot of us
asked ourselves all along,” she said.


“I think this is quite enough,”
Mrs. Crane drew a deep breath. “None of us have any idea what draws one person
to another. And, obviously Cissy is completely on edge, fantasizing and talking
uncontrollably.”


“She’s been very helpful to
us,” Cindy said kindly.


“Really, how?” said Mr. Crane.
“By suggesting you interview Shane? I know who he is. He might have been
jealous of Tiffany’s engagement, but it’s hard to believe he’s a homicidal
maniac. And that’s what we’re dealing with here, is it not?”


“Yes, it is,” said Mattheus,
plainly.


“A homicidal maniac?” Cissy
echoed, breathlessly.


“I think that’s about it for
now,” Mr. Crane turned, as if to leave.


“Is there a maniac loose on
the island?” Cissy asked quickly. “Is anyone else in danger?”


“That’s what we’re trying to
find out,” said Cindy.


“Thank you so much for doing
this,” Cissy repeated.


“Okay, this is more than
enough,” Mr. Crane repeated, motioning to the door. 


Cindy and Mattheus got up. “Thanks
so much for your time,” Cindy said to all of them.


“Just go and check out Shane,”
Cissy hissed loudly as they walked to the door.
















 


 Cindy and Mattheus drove back
to the hotel quietly, going over the interview.


“That sister’s a piece of
work,” Mattheus said.


Cindy liked her. “She doesn’t
hold anything back.”


“She’s a nervous wreck,” said
Mattheus.


“Cut her some slack, her
brother’s fiancée just died.”


Mattheus nodded. “Sure, I’ll
cut her all the slack in the world, but she’s a time bomb living in a
mausoleum. Her mother hates her. So does her father.”


Cindy had noticed before that
Mattheus could jump to quick conclusions about people. He summed things up too
quickly.


“You can’t say that,” said
Cindy. “She’s different from them, very different. They were scared to have her
talk too much.”


“What are they scared about?”
asked Mattheus. “What do they think she’ll spill?”


Cindy sighed. She hadn’t felt
that the interview yielded much and didn’t want to get lost focusing on Tad’s
family. 


“People like are always scared
of revealing anything about their lives. They live in hiding, that’s their mode,”
said Cindy. “Even their place is bare and empty.”


Mattheus turned his head and
smiled at Cindy.  “I love the way you put things,” he said.


Cindy was pleased. “As far as
I’m concerned,” she said, “the most important piece of information we got from
the interview was to go and interview Shane. That’s the second person who said
so.”


Mattheus shrugged as he drove.
“Who else?”


“Tiffany’s mother also
suspects him.”


“So, you go interview him,” Mattheus said. “I
want to focus on Petrovich. There’s a gold mine waiting for us there.” 











CHAPTER 8


 


 


Mattheus wanted to go back to the hotel to do
more research on the Russian Mogul before he went to the party that night. It wouldn’t
be hard to find Shane, and Cindy planned to go and talk to him alone. Mattheus told
her he wasn’t sure how important the interview would be. He felt Tad’s sister
might be enjoying the drama, blowing it all up inordinately. He wasn’t convinced
that Cindy would come up with anything special at all. 


When Cindy got back to the hotel she called
Tiffany’s mother to get Shane’s address and let her know what they’d found so
far.


As soon as the phone rang Meryl picked it up,
as if she’d been sitting nearby, waiting. 


“What do you have? Tell me?” she uttered
breathlessly.


“We’re just getting going,” Cindy tried to calm
her down. “We’ve met with the police –”.


“They’re useless,” Meryl interrupted. “It’s all
for show.”


“We’ve spoken with Tad and just now had an
interview with his parents.”


“You’re wasting precious, valuable time,” Meryl’s
voice had urgency. “Tad has nothing to do with this, I told you before. And his
parents are holed up in their own private world. They never really knew
anything about Tiffany’s life, and they didn’t care. They’ve only called our
family once since this happened. They’re cold as ice.”


“We have to take it one person at a time,”
Cindy said slowly.


“What else?” Meryl demanded.


“I was calling to get Shane’s number and
address,” Cindy replied.


“Better,” said Meryl. “I told you to do this in
the beginning. What made you decide now?”


“Mrs. O’Connell,” Cindy said calmly, “we hear
different things from different people and then plan our course of action.”


“Don’t double talk me,” said Meryl, “and don’t
call me Mrs. O’Connell. My daughter’s been murdered and I deserve to have you
talk to me straight.”


Cindy didn’t want to give her every detail of
the investigation. Some of it would come to nothing, some had to be kept quiet.
She had no intention of telling her that Mattheus was going to the party at the
Russian Mogul’s home that night. Meryl seemed unstable. For all Cindy knew Meryl
would turn up there herself.


“I am talking to you straight,” Cindy said. “Please
give me Shane’s contact information.”


Meryl relented and gave it to her. “Will you
call me after you see him?” she pleaded.


“I will,” said Cindy.


“Thank you, thank you,” she practically broke
into tears then. “I just need to hear something.”


“I understand,” said Cindy. “I’m doing my best.”


“I know you are, dear,” Meryl replied softly, “And
I know you’ll find the killer.”


*


 


When Cindy called Shane, she found him at his
favorite surfing beach.  It was about three miles from where she was now, and
he said he’d be happy to see her if she came.


 The beach Cindy headed to was known for
surfing, located up behind a cliff where the waves were strong. There were many
different beaches on the island, some calm and peaceful, others rocky, this one
filled with waves that drew surfers from all over the world. Cindy had noticed
on Facebook that Shane was an avid surfer, lived following the tides.


As Cindy drove to the beach, she wound her way
through the mist that was growing deeper. It would probably start to rain soon.
The weather was unpredictable today and it was hard to believe that Christmas
was only a few days away, with the mist, warm breezes and salty air.  


When she reached the beach, she parked the car
and stepped out onto the moist sand. The surf was rough and for a terrible
moment, it brought back memories of Clint. Pictures flashed through her mind of
the many times he’d gone surfing as she’d waited for him back at the hotel, or
came to get him at the beach. He’d always looked thrilled and refreshed after
his time in the ocean. Then Cindy remembered the awful day he went surfing and
never returned. She grew dizzy for a moment as the flood of memories engulfed
her and then slowly faded. 


She had to ground herself. Cindy was here on
this island with Mattheus now. They both were detectives who’d come to
investigate another crime. For a moment she had no idea how her life had taken
such a different turn. Clint and Mattheus were opposites in many ways, but at
the core, the same. Both were filled with integrity and committed to being of
service. She loved and respected that about both of them. Cindy had to trust
and admire the man she was with, whatever they were doing together.


As she walked down towards the beach and looked
over at the ocean she saw a young, blonde, man with a surfboard, roll out of
the ocean onto the sand. It had to be Shane. He saw her walking towards him and
waved.


“Over here, over here,” he called to her.


Cindy walked quickly to where he was standing,
the wind rustling her skirt. As she got closer she saw that he was about Tad’s
age, tall, muscular and suntanned. To Cindy’s surprise, he looked happy to see
her.


“Shane?” she said as she got closer.


“Ho, there,” he said, running up to where she
was. “Good to see you,” he seemed excited. “Thanks for coming. I appreciate it.”


“Let’s sit on the sand and talk,” said Cindy. 


“Great,” he said.


Cindy was taken aback. There was nothing at all
about him that seemed uncomfortable or suspicious. He couldn’t wait to get
going with the interview. 


“How the hell did this happen?” he started, as
if Cindy had some answers.


“That’s what I’m here to find out,” Cindy said.


“Jesus Christ,” is all I can say. “If something
like this could happen to Tiffany, then no one is safe.” 


Cindy could see that under his bravado, he felt
badly. 


“You knew her very well?” Cindy said.


“For years and years,” said Shane. “She’s the
last person in the world you’d expect something like this would happen to.”


“Why?” asked Cindy.


Shane shrugged. “She was just so nice,” he
said. 


“I heard the two of you were an item for a long
time,” Cindy said.


Shane made a face. “I wouldn’t exactly call it
an item,” he said. “We dated, stopped and then dated again.”


“I heard you were very important to her,” said
Cindy.


“Who told you that, her mother?” asked Shane.


A cooler breeze began to blow up along the
shore. 

“Yes,” said Cindy.


Shane nodded. “Tiffany always had to put up a
front for her mother. She told her mother what she wanted to hear. Tiffany was
cool, she knew how to play it.”


“Play what?” asked Cindy, surprised.


“She knew how to get along, not ruffle
feathers.”


“Weren’t the two of you an item?” asked Cindy.


Shane put his surfing board down and leaned
closer. He seemed very comfortable talking to her. 


“Not really,” he said. “I wouldn’t call it an
item. We dated on and off. It was casual. She never meant much to me
romantically.”


Cindy felt upset. “She didn’t mean much to you?”


“We just had fun together, if you know what I
mean?”


“Sex buddies?”


“Something like that. I never meant much to
her, either.”


Cindy couldn’t quite believe what she was
hearing and wondered how Tiffany would feel if she heard it.


“We both took it for what it was worth,” said
Shane, filling her in.


“What was it worth?” Cindy asked him.


“We had a good time together. It calmed our
nerves,” Shane looked at Cindy then as if she’d come from a different world. “What
a crazy day this is,” he went on. “I never saw mist like this around Christmas.
What a terrible time to die. I heard her mother wants to have a mass said for
her at church and her father refuses.”


Cindy hadn’t heard that, but she didn’t want to
get distracted. 


“How do you know your relationship never meant
much to Tiffany?” Cindy persisted. Cindy had the impression that Tiffany had cared
a great deal about Shane.


“Tiffany and I talked about it,” Shane said
plainly. “We didn’t hold anything back. I told her things between us would
never go anywhere and she said she felt the same way. It was nice. It freed us.”


Cindy wasn’t sure what to make of this. She
wanted to pin Shane down, make him uncomfortable, get to a deeper truth. 


“People said you couldn’t take your eyes off
her at the engagement party. That you seemed obsessed.”


Shane threw his head back and laughed out loud.



“Me, obsessed with Tiffany? Let me tell you,
there were a bunch of creepy people at that party. And whoever told you that is
nuts. I was fascinated to see her looking so happy, and curious to see if it
were true. I always knew when Tiffany was pretending, which she never did with
me.”


“Who were the creepy people at the party?”
Cindy pursued it.


“Whoah, that would take all day to tell.” 


“I have all the time in the world,” said Cindy.


“Well, maybe you do, but I don’t. I have to be
back in a little while. There’s someone waiting for me at home. Guess what? I
have a fiancée too.”


 “You’re engaged?”


“Sure, to somebody I’ve loved for a long time.
It was no big deal to Tiffany either. She knew about her. She wished us well.”


Cindy was silenced. “Do others know that you’re
engaged?”


“Of course they do,” Shane said. “Whoever said
I was obsessed with Tiffany is nuts. Let me tell you, that crowd loves to
gossip and spread rumors. They dream up all kinds of things, don’t have much
else on their minds. Me, I love to surf.”


Shane was frank and engaging and Cindy couldn’t
help but believe what he said. She was surprised at the picture he painted of
Tiffany. This was another person unfolding in front of Cindy’s eyes. It opened
the range of possibilities for what could have happened to Tiffany though, and
the people who could have been in her life. 


“Tell me more about her, Shane,” Cindy said.


“She was caught in the grip of her family” he
said. “They expected her to be perfect and she got caught in the trap.”


“And her twin sister, Rori?” Cindy asked
suddenly.


“She’s as different from Tiffany as night from
day. Rori’s wild, rough, can be pretty nasty. I never spent much time with her.”


“Where were you the time Tiffany was murdered,
Shane?”


“I was at a party,” he said. “There were lots
of people there who saw me. The police have talked to plenty of them. I had
absolutely nothing to do with this at all.”


“Do you have any ideas who did?” Cindy asked.


“I wish I did, believe me. I’d go with you
myself and wring the guy’s neck. If I hear anything, I’ll call you. I didn’t love
Tiffany, but she was my good friend.”


“I realize,” said Cindy, as it started to rain.


“Jesus, it’s raining,” said Shane, grabbing his
surfboard. “I’m taking off. See you later. Call me anytime.”


Shane grabbed his surfboard and took off as
Cindy sat there a moment in the warm rain. It felt good, cleansing. She thought
about the things Shane had said about Tiffany. Were they true or was he just
covering himself, trying to wiggle out of a bad situation? No matter what,
Cindy couldn’t help wondering how Tiffany would react if she’d heard what he
said. It was futile for Cindy to feel badly though, there was no way Tiffany
could know what Shane said about her. She was gone forever from this world,
couldn’t be hurt by anything anymore. That was a huge relief to Cindy, who felt
that Tiffany, unknowingly, had been caught in a terrible snare.


As she sat musing in the rain, to Cindy’s
surprise, her phone rang.  


“Cindy?” the voice on the other phone was soothing.


“Yes?”


“It’s Wynn, Tiffany’s sister. Where are you?”


“At the surfer’s beach,” said Cindy.


“Okay, that’s good.  I just wanted to ask you
if you’d like to join me and Rori and one of Tiffany’s friends in town tomorrow
morning?  We’re going stir crazy here on the boat and are planning to go in for
a few hours.”


“That would be perfect,” said Cindy. “Where can
we meet?”


“Meet us in the middle of town, at Robes café
at eleven. We’ll take it from there. We all want to meet you and hear what you’ve
found.”


“I want to meet you too,” said Cindy.


Wynn sighed a deep sigh of relief.


“Is there something else?” asked Cindy
suspicious.


“My mother is melting down,” said Wynn. “She’s
saying all kinds of crazy things, having dreams about Tiffany. She insists she
sees her on the boat walking around. It’s terrifying.”


“You need to call a doctor,” said Cindy.


“We can’t,” said Wynn. “She’s done this kind of
thing before. We have to keep it quiet. My dad’s reputation is at stake.”











CHAPTER 9


 


 


Petrovich’s party was tonight and Mattheus took
great care dressing for it. He’d brought a couple of evening outfits, including
a tux. Now he put on a custom silk sports jacket with matching slacks and deep
blue shirt.  Then ordered a taxi to take him to Petrovich’s villa. No doubt he’d
be drinking, and didn’t want to drive back late on the winding roads. The night
would be important, he felt it in his bones.


The taxi drove up to the lavish villa, which
rose above the ocean and was hidden behind rows of trees. As they approached a
private, Russian security guard stopped them to check and see if Mattheus was
on the guest list. Once he got clearance the taxi drove through two huge double
iron gates to the main entranceway.


Mattheus was impressed by the private security
forces. 


“Some operation this guy has,” he said to the
driver.


“The party never ends here,” the guy mumbled. “We
bring people back and forth all the time.”


“He’s got his own security forces too,” said
Mattheus. “Guess this guy has a lot to protect.” 


The taxi driver, an older, local man, turned
and looked at Mattheus. 


“Petrovich runs his own little kingdom,” he
said. “We’re the ones who have to protect ourselves from him.”


“How so?” asked Mattheus, alert.


The driver shrugged. “These guys are eating up
the island alive,” he said, “buying up all the land for millions and millions, building,
building, ruining the character of the place.”


 “Sorry about that,” Mattheus said.


“Sorry won’t get us anywhere,” the driver said.
“We need real muscle down here to stop them.”


“Are you getting it?” Mattheus asked.


“That’s for you to find out.”


Mattheus felt the struggle that was going on
here beneath the surface. He got out, tipped the guy well, straightened his jacket
and walked in through the open doors.


*


 


The place was vast, winding and beautiful and the
party was in full swing. The rooms were bursting with incredibly beautiful
people, dressed in fabulous, designer silks and satins with flashing jewels,
perfectly groomed, totally indulged. A huge Christmas tree stood in the center
of the main hallway decorated to the hilt with colorful ornaments and angels.
In the room to the left was music, laughter, excitement. Tables with food were
spread along the back walls. The room was crowded with people meeting, eating
and talking to each amidst the clinking of glass.


 A full bar stretched out in another room. Behind
it was a huge, open deck. On it was a Jacuzzi, half full, with guests inside,
drinking.  


Mattheus didn’t know where to turn first. As he
was about to go to the bar, a tall, dark haired young man, tapped him on the
shoulder.


“Mattheus?” he asked in what sounded like a
thick, Russian accent.


“Yes,” Mattheus answered, surprised.


“We received word that you had arrived from up
front,” the young man said.


Mattheus was impressed with the tight operation.


“Mr. Petrovich would like to see you,” the
young man said. “Please come with me.”


The guy didn’t waste a minute,” Mattheus
thought, as he followed the tall young man to an alcove off another large deck,
which had its own bar and  was filled with more people milling around,
flaunting their beauty and wealth.


“Mr. Petrovich will be here in a minute,” the
tall, young man said. 


Mattheus realized that was an order to stay and
wait where he was.


 “Sure,” he said. 


Each spot had its own dazzling energy and Mattheus
enjoyed taking it all in.


The young man left and Mattheus turned to the
bar for a drink. The moment he got there, a slinky, red headed female in a low
cut sequined dress slithered up to him. She seemed to have had one or two
drinks by now.


“Scotch on the rocks,” Mattheus ordered, as the
bartender approached.


“I love men who drink scotch,” the gorgeous
woman cooed, staring up at him. 


Mattheus was amused. She was so blatantly
coming on to him.


“My name is Alana Badoyvich,” she smiled,
parting her rich, ruby red lips, her strong perfume overcoming his senses.


 Despite himself Mattheus was intrigued.


“From Russia?” he asked.


“Naturally,” she cooed. “I am a guest of the
great Sasha Petrovich,” and she laughed, a gurgling sound. “And you, my
darling? Where you are you from?”


This gal really knows how to play it, thought Mattheus.



“I’m a detective from the U.S.,” he answered straight
forwardly.


Her smile decreased just slightly, and her
eyebrows lifted.


 “Now you are even more fascinating to me than
before,” she murmured. “A detective? And exactly what are you investigating, if
I may be so bold to ask?”


Mattheus thought he detected a slight tremble
in her well-modulated voice.


 “There’s trouble on this island,” Mattheus
answered softly, throwing her a bone.


She took it, and moved even closer to him, her
mouth wide open.


 “Trouble?” she said, “I am used to trouble. Tell
me about it.”


She certainly had a way of drawing a guy in.  For
a second Mattheus wanted to tell her about the trouble, but he stopped himself.
For all he knew she worked for Petrovich.  He pulled back.


Alana sensed Mattheus withdrawing immediately.


 “Everything you say will be secret with me,”
she uttered quickly. “I do not work for Petrovich. I am only his guest. Sasha
loves filling his home with beautiful women, he can’t live without us.”


“I can see that,” smiled Mattheus, looking
around.


She put her hand on his arm then, and drew him
closer. 


“Don’t look around at the others, darling,” her
voice became husky. “That does not make the woman you’re with happy.”


Mattheus grinned. They’d been together for two
minutes and already she thought she was with him – 


“You have plenty to look at right here with me,”
she continued.


Mattheus thought he might as well take
advantage of this sudden connection to find out all he could.


“Tell me about Petrovich,” he said as the
bartender brought him his drink, and the two of them lifted their glasses.


“Petrovich is a delicious monster,” Alana
smiled, pursing her lips together. “It’s common knowledge.”


“A monster? How?” 


“He eats up woman up and then throws them away.”


“Doesn’t sound pretty,” said Mattheus.


“So what?  Sasha grows bored easily, like
plenty others.”


“Then what are you doing here?” Mattheus asked
as she drew so close he could felt her warm, sultry breath on his face. 


“I am here for the party, no more, no less. I
am here to be happy. I long to be happy. How about you?”


Mattheus liked her. She was different most
women he ran into. He felt sad for her too, there was a lonely, desperation
about her.


“I am happy,” said Mattheus, in a soft voice.


Alana lifted her hand and stroked his sun
tanned face.


 “You are beautiful, darling,” she said, “but
you do not look happy. You cannot fool Alana.”


Mattheus smiled.


“And you have a magnificent smile, gorgeous, white
teeth.”


It was enough. Mattheus wanted her to stop. She
was hitting at feelings he’d left buried long ago.


“How long are you staying on the island?” he
asked.


“As long as you’re here,” she responded.


Mattheus stopped cold. He didn’t want to lead
her on and yet he wanted to hear what she knew about Petrovich.


“How long have you been a friend of Petrovich?”
he asked.


“No one is really a friend of Sasha’s,” she
smiled, her beautiful green eyes slanting, looking at him like a Cheshire cat.
People know Sasha, travel with him, drink his whiskey, eat his food, sleep with
him when convenient, but be his friend – impossible. He doesn’t know the
meaning of the word.”


Mattheus wondered for a moment if she knew it,
but then looked up and to his surprise, saw a huge, dark, burly man walking
towards him.


“Oh my dear, it’s beautiful Sasha,” she said,
throwing her hands up in the air, as if to seem thrilled with seeing him.


Petrovich liked that. 


“How handsome you are tonight, Sasha,” she
said. 


“My little kitten,” he said to her playfully, “it
is delightful to see you, but you must go away right now. I have to talk to
this man in private.”


Alana grimaced. “He and I have already been
talking so beautifully,” she said.


Petrovich smiled. “And you like him very much?”


“Very much,” she cooed, smiling at Mattheus. 


“So I will call you back in a little while
then,” Petrovich said, “and you can continue your courtship.”


Mattheus raised his eyebrows. “We’ve been
talking for about five minutes,” he said plainly, “not exactly a courtship.”


Petrovich laughed. “Move along little kitten,”
he said to Alana, who backed away gently, throwing Mattheus a long glance over
her beautifully, shaped, ivory shoulder.


“For a few minutes only,” Alana said
petulantly, “but I will be back.”


“She’s impossible,” Petrovich said to Mattheus,
after Alana had gone. “Once she takes a liking to someone, she never lets up.”


“One of your girl friends?” Mattheus asked.


Petrovich laughed again. “Hardly a girlfriend,
just an amusement.”


Mattheus nodded. This guy seemed to have a
harem he could call on anytime.


“So? How can I help you?” Petrovich asked. “I
understand the Senator asked that you be a guest at my party. At first I
thought this was an odd request.” 


The banter vanished and he looked at Mattheus
keenly. 


“I’m glad you agreed to it,” said Mattheus.


“Of course I had to agree because the Senator
is an important man. I had no idea though, that you would be so dashing.”
Petrovich looked Mattheus over approvingly. “You are a welcome guest, anytime.”


Mattheus was caught between feeling flattered
and put off.  He knew there was trouble between Petrovich and the Senator. Was
that why Petrovich agreed to have Mattheus come? Was Mattheus here to be
inspected by him? This guy was sharp and crafty. Mattheus decided to jump right
in.


“Of course you know what happened to the
Senator’s daughter?” Mattheus said.


Petrovich did not even blink an eyelid. “Terrible
thing,” he said. 


“I’m trying to find out more about it,” said
Mattheus.


“Maybe you will and maybe you won’t,” Petrovich
said. “These kinds of things are difficult.  I heard the murderer covered his
tracks beautifully.”


“They always leave something behind,” Mattheus
said.


“Not always,” said Petrovich. “For all you know
it could be a random act by a malcontent done during the holiday season.
Happens all the time in Russia.”


“We’re not in Russia,” Mattheus said plainly. “This
island is safe. Or it was.”


Petrovich lifted his bushy eyebrows. “Nothing
is safe,” he said.


“That’s why you have your own private security
guard?” said Mattheus.


“When you’re tremendously careful, you’re
tremendously safe,” said Petrovich. “Without it, who knows? There are snakes
crawling in even the most manicured grasses.”


Mattheus took a deep breath. This guy was
tough.


 “I heard there was trouble between you and the
Senator over building the casino,” Mattheus didn’t want to pull any punches. 


“You’ve heard a lot,” said Petrovich, who
turned to the bartender then. “Glass of Vodka,” he demanded.


The bartender immediately poured the drink and
Petrovich took it and drank half of it quickly. 


“Come with me, please,” he said to Mattheus
then and led him into another, more private alcove, with two comfortable
chairs. “Sit down,” he said, “and listen.”


Mattheus sat opposite him.


“First of all it is not a matter of trouble
between me and the Senator. He’s insignificant to me in the long run. This
casino will be built here, with or without him.”


Mattheus finished his own drink.


“It’s a matter of whether or not the Senator
decides to be of help. If he does, wonderful, it makes life easier. If he doesn’t,
someone else will. It’s his loss, and a stupid loss at that.”


“Is he trying to stop you from building the
casino?” asked Mattheus.


Petrovich shrugged. “Maybe he is, but so what?
He is not a truly powerful man. He simply has a few ideas he fights for like a
bulldog. They build a reputation for him.”


“Like protecting the environment?” said
Mattheus.


“Yes, the Senator fights for popular, foolish
ideas like that,” Petrovich said.  “I have tried to tell him that the
environment is here to serve us, not the other way around. The casino will
bring jobs, money, tourists to the island. It will put money in people’s
pockets. What idiot wants to stop that? Why? To save a couple of lizards?”  He
laughed.


“Is the Senator making it harder for you?”
asked Mattheus.


“A little, but I always find ways to get what I
want. Ultimately, he’s no more than an irritation – a mosquito on a summer
night.” Petrovich laughed and looked at Mattheus directly. “What about you?
What do you think of his cause?”


“My job is to find out about who killed his
daughter,” Mattheus answered, non-committal.


“And to get a beautiful woman to desire you
instantly,” Petrovich lifted his eyebrows approvingly.  “You’re good at it,
too. Obviously, you have a taste for women.”


Mattheus smiled. “Not really,” he said.


“You lie to yourself,” said Petrovich.


 Petrovich was playing with him like a child’s
toy, but Mattheus was fully aware of what was happening.


“Tell me, how long has it been since you’ve had
a woman as beautiful as Alana?” Petrovich continued.


Mattheus couldn’t remember. It had been a long
time now though since his wife had died. He was strangely silent.


“You can’t remember?” Petrovich said. “You
never married?”


“I was married,” Mattheus replied, despite
himself.


“It’s the old story, you grew to hate her and
she grew to hate you?” Petrovich cocked his head to the side. Clearly, Mattheus
had caught his interest.


“She was murdered,” Mattheus said somberly.


Petrovich was taken aback. “That’s bad news. And
this is why you became a detective?”


“Maybe,” said Mattheus.


“You could have a bigger, better life,”
Petrovich said, then. “You don’t have to work for the little Senator. If you
like, you can work for me. I need intelligence about many things.”


Mattheus wasn’t sure what he was hearing. “You’re
offering me a job?” he said.


“I’m offering you a job with me, and I’m also
offering you Alana, for starters.”


Mattheus was shocked. “Is she yours to offer?”


“She does what I want,” said Petrovich. “So do
the other women here. Look around, see which one suits your fancy.”


“I have a partner,” Mattheus blurted out
suddenly.


Petrovich was surprised. “What kind of partner?”


“A partner I work with, Cindy Blaine.”


“A woman?” asked Petrovich.


“Yes.”


“And is she beautiful?” his eyes dug deep into
Mattheus.


“Yes, she is,” Mattheus said, trembling. He had
no idea how the conversation had gotten off to this tack. “Very beautiful,
actually.”


“Then why isn’t she here at your side, if you
love her?” asked Petrovich.


“I didn’t say I love her. I work with her.”


“She’s also a detective?”


“Yes,” Mattheus nodded.


“A woman detective?” Petrovich laughed. “Listen,
forget about all this nonsense. I like you. Come on board with us and help us
get the casino built. You’ll find out about who is stopping it and let us know
what they’re planning before they do it.”


“I’m working for the Senator now,” Mattheus
replied. “Cindy and I have been hired to find out about who killed his daughter
and why. Can you help with that?”


“I can help with everything,” Petrovich said, “but
first you have to be on my side. We have to make a deal.”


“You know who may have killed her?” Mattheus
asked.


“I don’t,” Petrovich said plainly, “but I can
find out. I have tentacles all over the island.”


This was one hell of a powerful guy, Mattheus
thought, wondering if he could actually find out who killed Tiffany, and why he
wouldn’t just do it if he wasn’t involved?


“Seems like it’s something you should do, no
matter what,” Mattheus said. “An innocent girl has been killed.”


Petrovich was getting bored with the
conversation. “As I see it,” he said, “no one is truly innocent. In one way or another,
everyone deserves their fate. And, I don’t do anything unless it’s clear what’s
in it for me.”


Mattheus got that. 


“You come to work for me and I’ll pay you
triple what the Senator pays.”


“Why do you want me working for you so badly?”


“You’ll be a valuable asset to my organization.
I have a nose for this kind of thing. I’m never wrong and I always get what I
want.”


“And you don’t want me working for the Senator,”
Mattheus said. “You want to take away his support?”


“That’s part of it,” said Petrovich, “but just
part. “This Senator isn’t as great as he sounds. There’s lots of people around
who can’t stand him.”


“Tell me more about that,” Mattheus said to
Petrovich.


“If you ask me, he’s a self-righteous little
skunk,” said Petrovich. “The guy thinks he’s God gift to the people, but you
should see the way he treats others, especially his wife.”


Mattheus noticed it. He didn’t like that,
either.


“And look how I treat my women, shower them
with gifts, champagne, roses, all kinds of parties and handsome men. You know
how you can tell the worth of a man? See how happy he makes the women around
him.”


Mattheus smiled. This guy was larger than life
and yet down to earth at the same time, generous to a fault.


“I’ll think it over,” said Mattheus, playing
for time. He didn’t want to cut the cord with Petrovich, wanted to keep all
doors open. 


“Good, you think about it,” Petrovich said, “and
next time you come over, bring your beautiful partner along.”


Mattheus’ stomach lurched at the idea of
introducing Cindy to Petrovich. He wouldn’t do it. There was no way he would
share her with him.


“I see you don’t like that idea,” said
Petrovich grinning, and motioning for Alana to return.


“We’ll see,” said Mattheus.


“Could it be because you’re in love with this
partner and don’t even realize it?” Petrovich egged him on.


Once Alana got the high sign from Petrovich, she
quickly returned, cozied up to Mattheus and and ran her arms up and down his
back.


“Darling, I missed you,” she cooed softly.


Mattheus momentarily enjoyed the warm touch of
her hands, and then quickly wanted to shrug her away.


“It’s been nice meeting both of you,” Mattheus
said as he pulled himself together, “but I have to leave now.


“So early? That’s terrible? You’re leaving me? “Alana
pouted. “We’ve only just met.”


“He has an appointment,” Petrovich soothed her.


“With who?” she asked petulantly.


“Go tell Scanda to call for a taxi,” Petrovich
ordered her.


Alana obeyed. She smiled wanly at Mattheus and
turned to go. 


“Don’t forget me,” she whispered as she was
leaving.


“No one can forget you,” Petrovich assured her,
“now, go.”


She left.


Mattheus shook his head. “You run some
operation here,” he said.


“Remember, I like you,” Petrovich answered,
holding him there another moment.  “And, I’ll be waiting to hear your reply to
the offer I made.”


 “Fine,” Mattheus said, “I’ll be back in touch.”



Then he shook hands with Petrovich, turned
swiftly and went to the front door.


*


The taxi was waiting in front of the entrance.
Mattheus got in and undid the front buttons of his shirt. The night had been more
than he bargained for. Despite himself, Alana had stirred him and Petrovich was
a force to contend with. Mattheus had to figure a way to get more information
from him.  


As the taxi drove back to the hotel, Mattheus
looked in the rear view mirror and saw that he was being trailed by a car, no
doubt Petrovich’s security force. This guy was a snake, no question about it. He
trusted no one and no thing. Mattheus wondered if he himself was personally
involved with the murder. He certainly had it in for the Senator, wanted to
take his support out from under him. Petrovich’s connection to the crime couldn’t
be ruled out.











CHAPTER 10


   


 


To Cindy’s surprise, Mattheus wasn’t there when
she went down to the restaurant for breakfast this morning, as he usually was.
They’d made a habit of meeting for breakfast around eight o’clock every
morning. It was still early, and the restaurant was partially empty at that
hour, so they could eat quietly and talk. If they got there later on, the place
was noisy and packed. 


Cindy sat at a table waiting for Mattheus to arrive.
When he didn’t show by eight thirty, she ordered some eggs and coffee for
herself. Had he gotten in late from the party at Petrovich’s party last night,
she wondered? How did it go? As she ate her breakfast, she began to feel queasy
as different thoughts crossed her mind. Cindy had read about Petrovich’s
parties when she’d researched St. Bart’s. They had a reputation for being
incredible, filled to the brim with beautiful women, famous models, actresses,
heiresses. Had Mattheus met someone? He was an extremely good looking, rugged
guy and Cindy could easily see how the women would be drawn to him. 


Cindy was shocked at the wave of anxiety that came
over her at the thought of Mattheus meeting a woman he liked. She was startled
to realize how disturbed it made her feel. Of course, Mattheus had every right
to spend time with anyone he wanted. She and he were working partners, that’s
all. Was she becoming more attached to him than she’d realized? She’d have to
guard against it.


It was still a little early to go into town to
meet Tiffany’s sisters Wynn, Rori and the other friend. They had a date to meet
at eleven.  After breakfast, Cindy went back up to her room to wait. As she sat
out on the patio, she looked up at the soft clouds that drifted by unknowingly,
unaware of the suffering down in the world below. Was Mattheus in his room sleeping,
or had he slept somewhere out last night? The question gave Cindy chills. Despite
her better judgment, she pulled out her phone and dialed his room.


A groggy voice answered, “Yeah?”


“Still sleeping?” Cindy asked sheepishly,
tremendously relieved that he hadn’t slept out last night.


“Jesus Christ, what time is it?” Mattheus
rallied.


“About nine thirty,” Cindy said.


“Oh boy,” said Mattheus.


“Stay out very late?” she asked, lightly.


No answer. 


Cindy sensed he didn’t like the question. 


“Alright,” she said lightly, about to get off
the phone, “just checking in to make sure everything’s okay.”


“Why wouldn’t it be okay?” Mattheus answered
defensively.


Cindy’s heart sunk. He was covering something. 


“What you’re really calling for is to find out
is how the party went,” Mattheus mumbled. “You’re checking up on me.”


“Anything wrong with that?” Cindy asked. “We
usually have breakfast around eight o’clock. This morning you weren’t there.”


Mattheus got quiet again. “Nothing’s wrong with
it,” he said. “It’s just not a reason to wake me up.”


Cindy wanted to get off the phone quickly.  This
had gone further than she wanted it to.


“So, go back to sleep then,” she said, in a
business like tone. “I’m going into town in a little while to meet Wynn, Rori
and another one of Tiffany’s friends.” 


Mattheus was taken by her change of tone.


 “Okay, we’ll catch up later after your
interview. I want to hear what they have to say,” he said.


“Fine,” said Cindy and hung up abruptly, her
heart pounding. 


This wasn’t good. Obviously, he’d stayed out
late last night and clearly, it was no business of hers. She got up, changed
outfits, put on a pretty, lemon, linen dress, brushed her hair and shook it
out. Mattheus had every right to live his life and so did she. This was a
delicate balance between them. She had to be careful about it.


Cindy took a cab into town, which was as charming
and civilized as she could have imagined. The streets were lined with upscale
clothing boutiques, jewelry shops, gift and wine shops, florists and cafes. The
same beautiful, slim, tanned people were everywhere, milling around. Cindy felt
as though she could have been walking along a street in Paris, rather than on
an island out at sea.


She went to the café Wynn mentioned, and sat
down on a bench outside to wait. It was still a little early, but she felt
better being away from the hotel, getting distance from Mattheus, focusing on
her work. It had been a long while since she’d been involved with a man and had
forgotten the strange mixture of feelings that could come over her.  It had
been mostly easy with Clint, though. He’d never given her a reason to feel
nervous or insecure. She was horrified to feel this way with Mattheus, now. It
could mess up their entire relationship. 


As Cindy sat there wondering how to proceed,
she saw Wynn walking down the block, accompanied by two young women. Cindy
stood up to greet them, and was startled as they got closer.  Rori was the
spitting image of her dead sister. It felt almost as if Tiffany had come back
from the grave.


“Thanks so much for coming,” Wynn gave Cindy a
hug.


“It’s my pleasure,” said Cindy.


“I think you’ve met Rori,” said Wynn, “and this
is Tiffany’s best friend Alma.”


Alma smiled nervously and Rori looked Cindy
right in the eye. Her glance had a flicker of challenge in it, as if to say, I
have a right to get off the boat and move on with my life no matter what anyone
says.


“I’m glad you could come into town,” Cindy commented.


“We had to get off the ship,” Rori answered.  “It’s
getting to be a nightmare no one can wake up from. What’s the good of all of us
going crazy?”


“No good at all,” said Cindy.


Rori seemed to appreciate that. 


“Let’s go for a walk,” Rori continued,
flippantly. “I’ve had it with sitting in one place.”


Rori started strolling along the street and the
others joined her. Clearly she was the ring leader. 


“Oh my God, here’s Winstons,” Rori squealed, as
they approached an expensive boutique with huge glass windows, decorated with
Christmas wreaths.  “I absolutely adore their clothes. Let’s look.” And with
that, she plunged inside.


Cindy stood back, but Alma shrugged and
followed her in.


Wynn gave Cindy a knowing look. 


“It’s a distraction for Rori,” Wynn covered for
her. “We all have to do something to get Tiffany off our mind. Rori’s a great
shopper. Come on, let’s join them.”


Winston’s was a high end boutique with designer
label clothes. Like every place else on the island, it was filled. Young and
old women drifted around, inspecting the dresses, skirts and silk blouses. This
was serious business, the dresses started from seven hundred and fifty dollars
and up. An older woman that Cindy had seen at the hotel, accompanied a sales
person who brought four dresses to the checkout counter. All together the
dresses must have gone for at least five thousand dollars. The woman handed
over her credit card without blinking an eye.


“This dress is perfect,” said Rori, pulling a
green, silk dress off the rack. “And just my size. I’ve got to try it on.”


It was hard for Cindy to imagine how Rori could
enjoy shopping for clothes so much when her twin sister had just been killed.


As if reading her mind, Wynn said quietly, “Rori’s
a lot like our dad. She forges ahead, doesn’t let things knock her over.  She’s
dealing with the loss her way. She’s been on the phone all night with friends. Shopping
is an outlet for her, a release.”


Alma joined Rori, inspecting different shirts.


“And Alma’s latched onto Rori now that Tiffany’s
dead,” Wynn continued. “Alma was always lost without a best friend to latch
onto.”


“Do either of them have any idea who might have
done this?” Cindy asked.


“We’ve all been talking about that constantly,”
said Wynn.


Rori turned around and looked at Cindy and Wynn
before she went into the dressing room.


“You girls talking about us behind our backs?”
she asked.


“Why would you think that?” said Wynn,
perturbed.


“Because you are,” said Rori, disappearing
behind the silk sheets of the dressing room.


“Are the two of you close?” Cindy asked, as
Rori went in to try on the dress.


“I can’t say so. I’ve tried with her over the years,” said Wynn.
“It just never worked. It was 


different with Tiffany, she
was everyone’s dream. Rori was the rebel. It was how she got attention, by overpowering
everyone else.” 


Rori came out looking stunning in a tightly fitted, very
short bright green silk dress, with a halter 


top, that was backless. 


“I’ll take it,” she said, turning around in
front of the mirror.


“You look beautiful,” Cindy said and meant it.  Rori
was stunning, even though she had an edge about her, marked by a tattoo of a
butterfly perched on her left shoulder.


“Thanks,” said Rori surprised.


“Come sit over here a minute,” said Cindy,
motioning to the bench she was sitting on.


Rori came and sat next to her. Then Alma
followed close behind.


“We need time to talk,” said Cindy.


“We have plenty of time. Right now all we have
is time. We’ll all go out for coffee after I get what I need,” said Rori. Then
she got up to go try on another dress. “I want that dress over there in red,” she
said and started to grab it, as if there had to be something to make up for the
loss of her twin sister. “And I want that red necklace, too.”


Alma didn’t join Rori, but stayed behind with
Cindy.


 “Rori isn’t the most polite,” Alma started. “People
get insulted - take her the wrong way. I even heard a few people say that the
killer may have killed the wrong twin by mistake.”


“That’s horrible,” Wynn’s face puckered. “Don’t
you dare let Rori hear you say that.”


“She’s heard it herself,” said Alma. “She just
laughed and said, “it’ll be a cold day in hell before anyone gets me. I’m not
weak, like Tiffany.”


Cindy turned to Wynn. “Is there any truth in
that? Was someone aiming for Rori?”


“Of course not,” said Wynn. “People may be put
off with her, but no one would want to kill her. Nothing ever got that far.”


“And what about Tiffany?” Cindy asked, “how was
she weak?”


“Tiffany let her mother drag her around by the
nose,” Alma continued, “Rori hated that. It made her nauseous.”


“Rori and Tiffany weren’t close?” Cindy asked. 


“I wouldn’t say that,” Wynn interrupted. “People
can have disagreements and love each other.”


“What do you say, Alma?” Cindy asked.


“I don’t know for sure. It really bothered Rori
though that their mother loved Tad so much. She often said that it was her
mother who was making Tiffany marry Tad. Or, that Tiffany was doing it to be a
good girl.”


“Rori didn’t think Tiffany loved Tad?” Cindy
was startled.


“Tiffany loved Tad,” Wynn insisted.


“Rori wasn’t sure,” Alma continued. “But Tiffany
did love making her mother happy and Rori hated it. She wouldn’t take any of
her mom’s crap.”


“What kind of crap?” asked Cindy.


“Her mom can be pretty willful and dominating.”


Cindy suddenly felt afraid for all of them. “With
fits of depression?” Cindy added.


“That’s putting it mildly,” said Alma.


“Enough,” Wynn broke in. “My mom’s done as good
a job as she’s capable of. She’s loved all her daughters, whatever Rori thinks.
Rori plays the devil’s advocate. She always has.  You say night, she’ll say
day.”


“I never said their mother didn’t love them,”
said Alma, nervous.


Just then Rori came bopping over, her arms
filled with two dresses, a necklace and a shirt.


“Not a bad day,” she said lightly, tossing a
look at what Cindy was wearing. “Why don’t you get yourself a few things, too?”
Rori asked, pointing to a part of the store filled with colorful, gauze,
flowered dresses. “You’re actually very pretty. If you’d upgrade your image,
you’d really be something else!”


Cindy was stung, despite herself.


“Come on, I’ll look with you,” said Rori.


Not only didn’t Cindy want to buy anything, she
doubted if she could even afford a shirt here.


“You never know who you’ll meet on the island,”
Rori continued. “Lots of great guys come down during holiday season. For all
you know, the perfect guy for you will appear right at your hotel.”


“I’ve already had the perfect guy for me,”
Cindy said sharply, offended.


“Really?” said Rori, taken aback.


“He died on our honeymoon,” Cindy continued.


All of them fell silent.


“I’m so sorry, Cindy,” Wynn said then, her face
flushing. “Really, that’s awful.”


Cindy moved away from them and looked over her
shoulder for a moment. To her surprise she saw two of the gendarmes, Marc and
Tomas, standing outside the boutique, looking in. They were watching her
closely. 


Cindy nodded to them in recognition. Neither of
them nodded back. Instead, one of them, Marc, came into the shop and walked
over to her.


“Hello,” said Cindy.


He did not respond, simply stood close besides
her. Cindy started to sweat.


“What’s going on?” Alma whispered, nervous.


“I’m not sure,” Cindy said.


Rori went to the front desk quickly to check
out. 


Cindy turned and looked directly at Marc, who refused
to meet her glance.


 “Is something wrong?” she asked finally.


Again he said nothing, just stood there
silently.


“Let’s get out of here,” said Wynn.


Alma rushed over to Rori and the moment Rori
finished checking out, the two of them went to the door.  


Rori waved, “We’re going back to the boat,” she
called.


“I’ll meet up with you later,” Wynn called back,
staying close beside Cindy.


“Let’s get out of here and get a bite to eat,”
Cindy said to Wynn. 


The two of them turned away from Marc, went out
onto the street, and walked south towards a popular café for lunch.











CHAPTER 11


 


 


The café Cindy and Wynn went to for lunch had
wicker tables, benches, homemade croissants, finger sandwiches, salads and
delicious French gourmet pastries. They sat at a table in the back. Suddenly
ravenous, Cindy ordered a big meal and when it arrived, ate every bite of the
food that was brought to her. It calmed her down and helped her shake off fear
that had gripped her at the sight of Tomas and Marc and all the other unknowns
that were piling up.


Wynn sat quietly, sipping a cup of Cappuccino.


After she’d eaten, Cindy took a long look at
Wynn. She was extremely different from Rori, much steadier, poised and considerate.
Cindy liked Wynn, respected her. It was easy to see how hard Wynn tried to hold
her family together, keep things from falling apart. What had happened to
Tiffany was way beyond her, though. She needed help and seemed to know it. Wynn
seemed to be very grateful to have Cindy at her side.


“You’ve got quite a sister there,” Cindy said,
after she finished eating. “Rori’s a handful.”


“Rori means well,” Wynn defended her
automatically. “She’s just incredibly self-involved, always got what she wanted
when she wanted it.”


“Not nice,” said Cindy. “Must have been hard on
Tiffany.”


“Tiffany took it in her stride,” said Wynn. “Rori
never got to her, really. Tiffany was our dad’s favorite and that made up for a
lot of things. If you ask me, right now, Rori’s in shock. We all are. It’s
natural.” 


Wynn reached for her Cappuccino.


“Yes, it is,” said Cindy.


“Why were the gendarmes following you?” Wynn
asked then, nervous.


“I’m not sure,” said Cindy. “They may not be
thrilled to have us here on the island poking around. Private detectives can be
a thorn in their sides. And they’re trying to keep things quiet.”


“I know,” said Wynn, “it’s driving my dad nuts.”


“How is he doing?” Cindy asked.


“You never know the answer to that question,”
said Wynn. “My dad always puts up a good front. Tries to be strong for his
family.”


“He’s close to all of you?”


“His kids are his whole life,” said Wynn, “Believe
me, my father won’t rest until the killer’s tracked down. He’s actually made
calls to the States about it. Getting more help lined up. The jokers on this
island aren’t going to get away with anything.”


Cindy wondered who he was contacting and how
much Wynn knew about Petrovich and her father’s relationship with him.


“What do you think about the murder, Wynn?”


Wynn dove down into her Cappuccino again, not
saying anything.  Cindy felt she was holding something back.


“There’s something you’re not telling me,”
Cindy said quietly.


“It’s killing all of us,” Wynn said finally, “especially
our mom.”


“You’re very worried about your mother?” Cindy
probed again.


“No, I’m not,” Wynn answered abruptly. “She
goes through spells of craziness for less reasons than this. We’re used to it.
The whole family.”


“Your father’s used to it, too?”


“Especially him.”


“How does he handle it?” Cindy suddenly
wondered if there might be someone else in the Senator’s life, someone who
might have resented Tiffany.


“He handles it by working,” said Wynn.


“I mean does he have another woman?”


Wynn teared up for a moment. “That’s a weird
thing to ask his daughter,” she said.


“I’m sorry to have to ask it,” said Cindy, “but
there’s a web we have to break through here. You never know where the weak link
might be.”


Wynn nodded and caught the waitress’s eye. 


“Another Cappuccino,” she ordered. “Want
something, Cindy?”


Cindy did not. She wanted information, facts,
she wanted to hear something that would alert her to danger and help put the
pieces of this puzzle together.


“My father does not have any girlfriend that I
know of,” said Wynn, after her next Cappuccino arrived. “Of course anything is
possible, but it’s not something I have knowledge of. The truth is I always
hoped that he would have someone. I always wanted him to be happy.”


Cindy sighed deeply. She understood. She
remembered feeling that same way herself about her own mother and father. It
had hurt her to see her father alone, night after night in the living room while
her mother went to bed early, or talked endlessly on the phone with friends.


“I guess we all want and need our parents to be
happy,” Cindy said softly.


Wynn appreciated that. “We do,” she said.


Cindy saw an opening. “How about Tiffany? Was
she really happy about the engagement?” Cindy kept digging.


“I hope so,” Wynn answered, her eyes tearing
again. “Everyone thought Tad was a great catch.  I hope she felt that way too. In
a way Rori was right about her, Tiffany was weak. She always acted like she was
happy, but, there were moments I saw her looking strange. She seemed lonely
then, desperate, even. How does anyone really know?”


Cindy felt she was getting closer to something,
but Wynn suddenly made a hundred and eighty degree turn and diverted the
conversation. 


“How about you?” asked Wynn. “That’s a horrible
story you told us about your husband who died on your honeymoon.”


“Yes, it was,” said Cindy.


“Awful,” said Wynn, “And you deserve to be
happy, too.” 


“Thank you,” said Cindy.


“Do you think you ever will be?” Wynn asked. “After
something so awful happens, can anyone ever be happy again?”


“There are lots of ways of being happy,” said
Cindy, tried to answer honestly.


“You know what I mean,” Wynn persisted.


“Do you mean will I ever be happy again with a
man?” asked Cindy


“That’s what I was thinking,” said Wynn.


“Who knows? It could happen someday,” said
Cindy. “Right now I’m happy doing my job. I loved my husband very much. He was
everything I’d always wanted. He was fun, warm, kind, romantic. We were
incredibly close, made each other terrifically happy. I felt completely at home
in his arms.”


Wynn took a deep breath in. “That’s beautiful.”
She looked at Cindy  touched that she had opened up. “You were lucky in a way.”


Cindy never thought of herself as lucky
regarding Clint before.


“Even if you only had him for a little while,
you had a chance to know what real love was like.”


That was true.


“Many people never get that,” said Wynn, “no
matter how much else they have.”


Cindy felt warmly towards Wynn and wondered
about her love life then.


As if reading her mind, Wynn went on, “I’ve had
some great boyfriends, but no one who moved me that way. Nobody I ever felt so
safe and at home with.”


“I understand,” said Cindy.


“Yes, I know you do,” Wynn smiled. “It’s good
to talk to you, Cindy.”


“I hope you have that special love one day,”
Cindy said and meant it.


“Thank you so much,” Wynn responded, moved.
Then she smiled, “But, you know, plenty of people decide to get married to
someone they don’t really love.”


“Is that what happened with Tiffany?” Cindy
pressed forward. She felt something lurking beneath the surface that Wynn was
trying to tell her, but could not get out.


Wynn dug into her pocket book then, and threw
some bills for the check on the table. Cindy noticed her hand was trembling.


“What happened with Tiffany?” Cindy dug in.


Wynn looked up, tears suddenly streaming down
her face. 


“Tiffany was having an affair,” Wynn finally
breathed.


Cindy was startled. “When she was killed?”

“Yes,” said Wynn, noticeably shaking. “It was with a guy named Frances, who she
knew for years. He came down here all the time. He always liked her. She always
liked him.”


“Tiffany was sleeping with Frances while she and
Tad were together?” Cindy wanted to be sure of what she was hearing.


“Yes,” whispered Wynn. “And it was still going
on when she died.”


Wynn was noticeably nervous. She got up
suddenly, grabbed her handbag and before Cindy realized what was happening, flew
out the door.


“Wait a second Wynn,” Cindy got up and followed
after her quickly, walking fast beside her on the street.


“I didn’t want to tell anyone about the affair,”
Wynn spoke quickly, “I didn’t want to smear my sister’s name.”


“You didn’t smear her name, you’re trying to
help her,” Cindy replied. “Do others know about this too?”


Wynn stopped and stared at her for a second, “No,
they don’t. Why would they?”


“How did you find out?”


“She told me,” said Wynn, the tears falling
more swiftly as she started to walk quickly again. “Tiffany spoke to me about
everything.”


“She didn’t speak to Rori?”


“No.”


“Did Tad find out?”


“No, he didn’t,” Wynn stamped her foot. “He
never knew. I’m sure of that. Neither did Rori, or anyone. Just me, I’ve been
carrying this awful secret alone. And I’ve kept it completely quiet, until now.”


“How awful for you,” said Cindy walking faster
beside her as Wynn picked up her pace.


“Don’t judge her,” words spilled out of Wynn
that she’d obviously wanted to speak for a long time. “He gave her something
she needed badly.”


“Sex?” asked Cindy.


“More than that,” said Wynn. “She was a
different person when she came back from being with him, she was peaceful,
complete. I could see it on her face.”


“No one in your family suspected?”


“Just me, I knew.”


“This must have been a terrible burden to
carry,” said Cindy softly.


“It was. I’m just telling you know because I’m
terrified that it may have something to do with her death.”


“How so?”


“I don’t know. I’m not the detective. You are.
Find out.”


“Tell me about this recent guy, Frances,” said
Cindy.


“This one was more than just a recent guy. I felt
she actually loved him.”


 “More than Tad?”


“Much more.  After Tad left, she’d rush out to be
with Frances. Not only here, but back at home. Seemed like she couldn’t get
enough of him. She couldn’t refuse him, even if she wanted to. Sometimes I saw
her getting dressed to meet him. She turned into someone else.”


“Then why did she get engaged to Tad?”


“That’s the twenty four thousand dollar
question,” Wynn stopped for a second and stared at Cindy. “I asked her that
over and over. Tiffany said Tad was good for her. He calmed her down and let
her do whatever she wanted because he liked lots of time to be alone.”


“Let her do whatever she with other men?”


“No, of course not! He had no idea. He let her
go out as much as she wanted with her friends.  She didn’t feel tied down.
Tiffany was terrified of being tied down.”


“Why else did she get engaged to him?”


“How do I know?” Wynn grew restless, “maybe it
was our mother? She was crazy about Tad. She pushed and pushed for the
engagement.”


“Why?” asked Cindy. “Do you think your mother
had any idea about what was going on behind Tad’s back?”


“Never,” said Wynn. “Our mom thought that Tad
would stabilize her. Tiffany could get flighty at times.”


“Did your mother ever meet Frances?”


“Only as one of Tiffany’s friends. She never
thought much about him - no one did. No one does now.”


Cindy tried to slow Wynn down. This was
important information and she didn’t want to miss a word. 


“Let’s sit on the bench for a few minutes,” Cindy
said. 


There were a bunch of benches scattered on the sidewalk.
They sat down and Wynn breathed more easily.


“How can you be sure Tad didn’t find out?”
Cindy grilled her. “It would be the perfect motive for the crime.”


“Tad never found out, I’m positive,” said Wynn
and she lifted her I phone and emailed the video from the engagement party to
Cindy. “Take a look and see.”


Cindy opened her phone and looked at the video.
Tiffany was there, in Tad’s arms. They were laughing, dancing, having a great
time. The video then switched to Tad glowing, making a speech about how finding
Tiffany made his life complete. There was no way in the world he could have
known about Frances and make a speech like this.


“Tad was the one who really needed Tiffany much
more than she needed him,” Wynn continued as Cindy looked at the video. “He
could get too quiet at times. And he needed our family. My dad really loved
him, that meant a lot to him, too.”


 “Is Frances at the party?” asked Cindy,
looking at the video.


Wynn fast forwarded the tape. “Here he is,” she
said


A handsome, rugged, dark haired young man, with
a small scar on his chin, stood there talking to a few other people. Rori was
next to him laughing, holding a drink in her hand.


“I need his full name and address,” said Cindy.
“I’ve got to talk to him right away.”


“Please don’t say you found out from me,” Wynn
started shaking.


“Of course I won’t,” Cindy assured her. “You
can count on me.”


“For what?” asked Wynn.


“For everything,” said Cindy, taking her hand. “You’re
a brave woman, Wynn, and you’ve been a big help. Both Tiffany and I thank you
for everything.”











CHAPTER 12


 


 


The moment Cindy returned to the hotel, she saw
Mattheus waiting for her in the lobby. 


“Where were you gone to for so long?” he asked,
walking over to her, edgy.


Cindy smiled to herself. Where were you
last night? she thought, and glanced at her watch casually. 


“I’ve only been gone a few hours,” she said. “I
told you where I was going before I left this morning.”


“It’s been more than a few hours,” Mattheus
responded. “It’s almost the middle of the afternoon.”


Cindy looked at him oddly. “Do I have to check
in every hour?” 


“Okay,” he said, putting his hand on her arm, reassuringly.
“Sounds like we have to talk.”


Cindy shrugged. She liked it that Mattheus
picked up on clues immediately when things weren’t quite right between them.


“I did something to offend you,” he said. “It’s
written all over your face.”


Cindy smiled. 


“Want to tell me what I did?” He smiled too. “How
about getting a quick drink at the bar so you can fill me in.”


Clearly, Mattheus knew his way around women,
read them like a book. He always knew how to make Cindy smile at her own foolishness.
She liked it.


 “Sure,” said Cindy as they walked to the bar,
suddenly feeling needed.


They took a quick seat at the bar, ordered rum
and coke and relaxed a moment.


“Was last night useful?” asked Cindy.


“Ahh, that’s it,” Mattheus said. “I didn’t take
you to the party with me. It got you thinking,” he laughed.


“You didn’t come down for breakfast,” Cindy corrected
him. “I was just curious about what you found out.”


“You were curious if I spent the night with one
of the dames who accosted me at the party?”


Cindy laughed.


“You’re right there, they accosted me, but I
didn’t spend an extra second with any of them.”


“That’s not the point,” said Cindy. “You
absolutely have the right to spend time with anyone you like.”


“In the middle of a murder investigation?” Mattheus
asked.


“Time off is your time.”


“Cindy,” Mattheus said, “that’s crazy. I’m here
for a purpose and so are you. Do you think I’d let my head get spun around by
gorgeous women, scantily dressed?”


“Of course you would,” said Cindy.


“A spinning head is one thing,” said Mattheus. “Doing
something about it is another.”


“True,” said Cindy.


“Would you allow yourself that?” Mattheus
asked.


His question took her off guard. “No, of course
not,” she said.


“So, why should I be different?”

Cindy looked over at him with renewed admiration. “I’m sorry,” she said.


“It’s okay, it’s natural,” he said. “And,
actually, I’m flattered that you cared. Flattered and touched.


Cindy blushed. This wasn’t a conversation she
was comfortable having.


“What about you?” he said, taking her off the
hook quickly. “How did it go today?”


““I
have important news.” said Cindy. “I was actually going to tell you the second
I got back.” “What?”


“Tiffany was having an affair with a guy named
Frances, when she was killed.”


“Are you kidding me?” Mattheus’ jaw fell open.


“I know, it’s shocking.”


“It’s a game changer,” he said, his voice
growing urgent. “Who’s the guy?”


“Someone she’s known a long time. He’s down on
the island now, was actually at the engagement party.”


“You’re sure about this?”


“Her older sister Wynn told me about it. She’s
the most dependable of them all, solid and clear. She felt that Tiffany really loved
him.”


“Whew.” Clearly Mattheus was taken aback. “Did
Tad have any idea what was going on?” Mattheus slowly absorbed the information.


“Wynn is convinced that no one knew a thing,
especially Tad.”


“She’s convinced, but I’m not. Okay, so, what
are we doing sitting here? Let’s get over to talk to Frances, this second.”


*


Frances’s family’s home was high up on a hill,
at the foot of a craggy mountain. When Cindy called his voice was a bit
slurred, but he said they could come right over. The moment Cindy and Mattheus
ran the front door bell, he came down himself to let them in.


Frances was about Tiffany’s age, good looking,
with dark hair, suntanned, with a small, scar on his face. He stood there, a
little disheveled but rugged looking, dressed in shorts, a ripped T shirt and a
bottle of beer in his hand.


“Come on in,” he said, high strung and discombobulated.


The house was big and messy, with fieldstone
floors, magazines strewn around, furniture placed at odd angles and too many
plants lined up near the windows.


“No one’s home right now,” he said. “Parents
are out on their boat with friends.”


“When are they coming back?” asked Cindy.


“Who the hell knows?  Beats me. They go out for
days at a time,” said Frances.


Cindy wondered if he was drunk or high on
something. She and Mattheus walked in, cleared a space on the sofa and sat
down.


“I guess you’re interviewing all of Tiffany’s
friends?” Frances asked as he sat on a stool close by.


“Not all of them,” Mattheus said. “We picked
you for a reason.” 


Frances rubbed his hands on his knees quickly. “Oh
yeah, what?” 


Clearly, Mattheus was trying to make Frances
uneasy, knock him off his game, get him to talk, thought Cindy.


“Want to tell us about what went on between you
and Tiffany? Mattheus let a nasty tone creep into his voice.


“What am I supposed to say?” said Frances. “Tiffany
and I knew each other for years. We were friends.”


“Just friends?” asked Mattheus, grinning
suggestively.


Frances was getting more uncomfortable by the
minute. Despite herself, Cindy wanted to calm him down. She stopped herself
though. She knew it could be useful to push people to the edge, shake up their defenses,
get them to spill. 


“I heard the two of you were much more than
friends,” said Mattheus.


Frances’s eyes opened wide at that. “Yeah? Who’d
you hear that from?”


“It doesn’t matter who,” said Mattheus.


Frances threw Cindy a long, suspicious glance. “From
her?” 


“Frances,” Mattheus stood up threateningly and
walked closer to him.  “The game is up. Tell us what happened between you and
Tiffany.”


“I told you,” Frances said, “we were friends. What
else do you want me to say?”


“We’ve been in touch with the medical examiner,”
Mattheus was making it up as he went along, trying to smoke out Frances.


“Oh yeah? What’d he say?” 


 “Medical examiner thinks Tiffany was pregnant
when she died.” 


Frances jumped up. “What?”


“And the DNA’s gonna tell who the father is.”


 “What the hell are you telling me? She never
said a word about being pregnant to me,” Frances could hardly catch his breath.


“Why would she tell you a thing like that?”
Mattheus was closing in. 


“If it was my baby, she’d let me know,” Frances
shouted. 


Mattheus shouted louder, “Your baby? You were
lovers?”


“Sure we were lovers,” Frances was starting to
freak.


“For how long?”


“About six months,” he was running his hands
frantically through his hair.


“Was she sleeping with anyone else at the time?”
asked Mattheus.


Frances started pacing back and forth. 


“She was sleeping with Tad, but it couldn’t be
his. That baby was mine, for sure.” 


“Why couldn’t it have been Tad’s?” asked
Mattheus.


“Because they hardly slept together. Once in a
while, but it meant nothing to her.”


“That’s what they all say,” Mattheus rubbed it
in.


Frances grew furious, “But I’m sure, dude. It
was a whole different thing between Tiffany and me.”


“That’s why she got engaged to Tad?” Mattheus
said, sarcastic.


“It was temporary,” Frances hissed.


Cindy was stunned. Was that what Tiffany told
him? That she’d end up with him?  Cindy suddenly felt badly for him.


“Tiffany got engaged to make her family happy,
to keep her crazy mother from having another nervous breakdown,” Frances spun
into a different state of mind. “Her family never liked me much. I never liked
them.”


“Why not?” asked Cindy.


“Who the hell cares?” Frances spit out. “People
get engaged all the time and the wedding day never comes.”


“You didn’t want it to come, did you?” said
Mattheus.


“It wasn’t going to come,” Frances breathed,
Tiffany promised me that. 


“But, you killed her to make sure,” Mattheus
said.


“Are you nuts? I swear I didn’t kill her. I
loved her, she loved me. Why in the world would I kill her?”


“Ten dollars says you did,” said Mattheus
stepping closer to him. 


“You got to be crazy!” Frances reeled back and
forth. 


“What were you doing when she was murdered?”


“I was here, home alone.”


“Doing what?”


“Doing cocaine,” Frances said, “thinking things
over.”


“That’s how you usually spend your days?”


“How I spend my days is my business, Mister.”


“Not when the woman you were sleeping with was
found murdered.”


“I didn’t do it,” Frances whimpered. 


“Was anyone at home with you that day? Anyone
see you?”


“No one saw me. My parents were out on the boat
with friends. They’re always out on the boat with friends. I’m not lying to you
about anything.”


“Prove it then.”


“How the hell can I prove it? You want me to
jump into the ocean and kill myself?”


“That’s a strange thing to say,” said Mattheus.
“Why would a completely innocent guy kill himself?”


Frances was sweating heavily. “Oh Jesus,” he
said, and covered his face with his hands. “Now the baby’s gone too.” 


“Do you have any idea who may have done this,
Frances?” Cindy asked quietly, trying to calm him down.


“How do I know? I’ve been thinking about it
since it happened. It’s driving me crazy. I can’t even leave the house.”


“Did Tiffany ever tell you about anyone who had
it in for her?”


Frances’s eyes darted back and forth. “She had
some spats with a few friends, but nothing serious. Those friends of hers were
always throwing darts at each other. It’s how they spent their days.  It didn’t
mean anything. She was used to it.”


“Was one of them particularly jealous of her?”
Cindy asked quickly.


“Not really,” said Frances. “Not that I know.”


“How come she was sleeping with you and engaged
to Tad at the same time?”  Mattheus asked again, returning to the same point,
like a dog chewing on a bone. “What kind of guy sleeps with someone else’s fiancée?”


“I knew Tiffany long before she took up with Tad,”
Frances said. “She and I always had a thing for each other, even though we just
stayed friends. But then, all of a sudden, when she started dating him, everything
turned around. She was nervous, lonely, I saw it in her eyes. I asked her about
it one night at a party when he was out of town. One thing led to another.
Jesus, neither of us had any idea how incredible it would be between us. We
really fell in love.”


“Why didn’t she break up with Tad, then?” asked
Mattheus, irritated.


“She said she was going to break it up, but not
just yet.”


“And that didn’t bother you?”


“How could it? He was no match for what was
going on between us.”


“You were cheating on him behind his back,”
said Mattheus, his jaw tightly set.


“Tad got what he needed from the relationship,”
Frances defended himself. “He wasn’t a victim of anything.”


“No, she was the victim,” Mattheus dug in.


“Oh God,” Frances started trembling. “I miss
her, I really do.”


“Look, I’m going to have to call this into the
police,” Mattheus said quickly.


France’s eyes narrowed. “You have nothing
better to do than nail a guy who lost someone he really loved? Go to hell.”


The pain in his voice pierced through Cindy.


“I’m not nailing anyone,” said Mattheus. “It’s
my duty to call the police and let them decide what to do.”


“You’re a rotten freak,” Frances mumbled, “a
coward.”


“Take it easy,” Cindy went over to him.


He pushed her away, “You get the hell away from
me, too. The two of you stink.”


*


Frances sat on the couch glumly, not saying a
word then, just waiting for the cops. When the doorbell rang, he got up like a
robot and opened the door.


Tomas and Jean Pierre were standing outside.


“Come in,” said Frances.


They nodded to him and entered.


Mattheus got up and went over to them.


“Thanks for the tip,” Tomas said,
appreciatively to Mattheus.


Mattheus nodded grimly.


“Okay,” said Tomas to Frances, “sit down a
minute. We have a few questions to ask.”


As if he were a doomed man, Frances sat down on
the edge of the couch, almost listless by now. 


“I loved her,” Frances said slowly.


“First things first,” said Tomas. “Where were
you the afternoon, Tiffany was murdered?”


“I was here at home, like I usually am.”


Tomas looked at him more closely. “Doing drugs?”


“Sometimes,” said Frances.


“We can take him in for that,” said Jeanne Pierre
who stood stiffly behind him.


“Did you do some today?” asked Tomas.


“A little while ago.”


It frightened Cindy to see Frances so
undefended. He seemed to be losing the will to fight.


“So, you and Tiffany were an item?” said Tomas
fitfully then.


“Yes, we were,” said Frances.


“Even though she was engaged to someone else?”


“That’s right,” Frances continued, determined
to say it as it was.


Cindy felt a strange admiration for him, mixed
with fear. He seemed like a lamb about to be led to the slaughter.


“Was there anyone who saw you at home at the
time Tiffany was killed?” Tomas continued questioning.


“No, there was not,” said Frances


“Did you tell anyone you were going to be at
home during that day?”


“No, I didn’t,” Frances replied.


“There was no friend, no person you mentioned
it to?”


“No one,” said Frances.


“That’s odd for the holiday season, isn’t it?”
Tomas’s eyes narrowed. “Usually everyone’s with someone, at a party, on a boat,
in town?”


“I didn’t mention it to anyone,” said Frances.


“Is something else wrong in your life?” Tomas
asked, his voice becoming more subdued.


“Nothing else was wrong,” said Frances, as long
as Tiffany was around.” His eyes were glassy and there was a sense of doom
growing around him.


Tomas looked at Jeanne Pierre who nodded at
him. 


“Frances,” said Tomas, “I am arresting you now
on the suspicion of murder.”


Frances stood opposite him and stared into his
eyes. 


“Tiffany was pregnant with my baby,” Frances
muttered.


“What’s that?” said Jeanne Pierre.


“It was my baby. It wasn’t his,” Frances added
sorrowfully. “As soon as the tests are complete, the medical examiner will tell
you who the real father was.”


Tomas looked confused for a moment, then he
leaned over and placed France’s wrists behind his back in handcuffs.


“You’ll come with us and tell us more,” Tomas
said, as he led Frances in cuffs to the front door.


“I didn’t hear that she was pregnant,” Jean
Pierre remarked to Mattheus as they walked out.


“She wasn’t”, said Mattheus, confidentially. “It
was something I concocted to get him to talk.” 


Cindy’s heart dropped, but Jeanne Pierre
winked. 


“Smart tactic,” he said.











CHAPTER 13


 


 


Cindy didn’t say much on the drive home.
Obviously, Mattheus felt good that he’d gotten the truth out of Frances and was
going on and on about guys who cheated on their friends. 


“They’re the pits,” Mattheus said.


“Now it’s my turn to tell you not to sit in
judgment,” Cindy interrupted. Life happens. I like him.”


“How could you like him?” Mattheus asked, “why?”


“He seems honest, he’s not hiding anything. And
I believe he’s in real pain.”


“Listen, I had to give this information to the
police,” Mattheus said.


Cindy couldn’t disagree. “Sure, it’s one thing
to give them the information, it’s another thing to hate the kid.”


“Who said I hate him?”


“It feels like you hate him,” she said.


“I don’t hate him, I hate what he did. I hate
the fact that the Senator’s daughter was left on the beach like garbage, and he
could have been part of it.”


“Yes, but you don’t know for sure that he was.”


“Not for sure, but it’s a possibility. A good
one if you asked me.”


“How about the Petrovich and his vendetta
against the Senator?” Cindy reminded him.


“Possible, but I’m not sure,” said Mattheus. “The
Senator isn’t enough of a thorn in his side. And, the nature of the crime was
more personal – she was stabbed so many times. Had to be someone who knew her
and felt passionately. Frances is a passionate guy and he knew her very well.”


 


Cindy didn’t buy it. All these logical
deductions added up to nothing in her mind. No matter what Mattheus said, she
liked the kid. Something about the way he went weak when he heard about the
baby, and the way he didn’t defend himself. Mattheus thought it made him look suspicious.
Cindy felt the opposite. And she felt they were ganging up on him.


“I’m going to take a quick swim in the pool to
unwind now,” Mattheus said as they got to the hotel. “Want to join me?”


Cindy didn’t. She wanted to get back into her
room, get to the computer and do more research on Frances, see what she could
find out.


“Not right now,” she said to Mattheus. “I want
to find out more about Frances first.”


“Have it your way,” said Mattheus. “But, as for
me, some of my best ideas come to me when I’m in my bathing suit, swimming in
the sun.”


“Have a great time,” Cindy said lightly as she went
in the opposite direction, to her room.


The minute she got inside, her phone rang and to
Cindy’s surprise, it was the Senator. This was the first time he’d called her
directly.


“Where’s Mattheus?” he asked, when she picked
up the phone.


“He’s downstairs,” said Cindy.


 “Look, I just got news that the police made an
arrest in the case.”


“Yes, they did,” said Cindy. “Mattheus tipped
them off.”


“When in hell were you guys going to let me
know?”


“It just happened a few minutes ago,” said
Cindy. “I’m sure Mattheus is planning to give you a call.”


“Who is this kid? What have they got on him?”


Cindy flinched. She wasn’t going to tell
Tiffany’s father that his dead daughter had been cheating on her fiancée with
this guy. 


“It’s complicated,” she said.


“Listen you two are working for me. I need facts,
and I need them right away.”


“There was motive,” said Cindy. “He had
feelings for Tiffany.”


“That’s it?” the Senator got quiet. “Lots of
guys had feelings for Tiffany.”


“What do you mean?” Cindy honed in on that.


“I mean she was a beautiful, young woman. I
could see the way guys looked at her. Lots of them.  So what?”


“Maybe this time it went further than that,”
Cindy mentioned cautiously.


The Senator wasn’t impressed. “That’s all they
have?”


“So far there’s no evidence connecting him or
anyone to the crime,” Cindy repeated professionally. “Whoever did it took every
precaution to leave nothing behind. No fingerprints, no DNA, no trace evidence
of any kind. The necklace she wore was missing. That’s all there is.”


“It was premeditated,” the Senator growled. “First
degree murder.”


“So, for now we focus on motive,” said Cindy.


“What’s the motive here? This guy was jealous
of her fiancée?” the Senator sounded skeptical.


Cindy felt upset keeping this chain of
conversation going. Deep within she felt that Frances had nothing to do with
the crime. 


“He’s just a suspect,” Cindy added. “I’ll let
Mattheus fill you in on the details.” 


“Listen,” the Senator cleared his throat. “The
police are gloating about this. They’re taking all the credit and, also, they
want you guys off the case. As soon as possible. They’ve brought other
investigators in from Guadeloupe who don’t want foreign detectives poking
around.”


“They wouldn’t have had Frances without us,”
Cindy was irritated. “I got the lead and Mattheus and I followed it up.”


“I’m not talking about what’s fair or right,”
the Senator said in a husky tone. “I’m just telling you how it is. I’m not
giving into their pressure, but you guys got to keep me tight in the loop. As
far as I’m concerned, Frances is a convenient cover. First it was Tad, now it’s
him. I don’t know exactly what you found out that led to the arrest, but it was
stupid. He didn’t do it.”


Cindy agreed, but not for the same reasons.


“There’s much more to this than meets the eye,”
the Senator went on vehemently. “There’s murky dealings going on under wraps
all over the island, at last a billion dollars’ worth, and people want it kept
very quiet, if you get what I mean.”


“I get what you mean,” said Cindy.


“These guys can’t stand the sight of me.
Tiffany’s death was a warning, I’m sure. I’ve called Washington and they’re
sending down someone from the C.I.A. “


Cindy gasped. The Senator was working on his
own behind their backs as well.


“Does Mattheus know that?” asked Cindy


“He will when I get him on the phone,” the
Senator said.


“Good,” said Cindy. 


The Senator paused, and as if surprised, added,
“It’s been really nice talking to you.”


“Thank you,” said Cindy, “you, too.”


“What are you up to, next?” he asked, calming
down a bit.


“I’m doing more research on Frances now,” she
said. “I don’t believe he did it.”


“Good,” said the Senator, approvingly. “Dig him
out of this crap. He’s just a foil. A kid on drugs, like the rest of them.”


“I’m digging,” said Cindy.


“I appreciate that.”


 


After Cindy hung up, she felt a bit dizzy, the
C.I. A. coming down was a big deal. Well, why shouldn’t they? The daughter of a
U.S. Senator had been killed on a foreign shore. Even though the story hadn’t
surfaced, it could certainly be bigger than anyone imagined. Cindy had an
impulse to call Mattheus and let him know, but instead turned to her computer
to learn more about Frances.


Cindy dug through Frances’s background quickly.
It was easy to see that he’d had a troubled past. His family had a history of
domestic abuse, with his mother taking out an order of protection against his
father three years ago. The man she was with now was a new husband. Cindy
checked through more material, including Facebook pages as well. She discovered
that Frances’s father had moved to California and had almost no contact with Frances
now. After the divorce Frances had grown belligerent and had a few brushes with
the police. He had a wide circle of friends who supported him though, and a couple
of beautiful ex-girlfriends, whose photos were still up on his page. The all
kept in touch, too. No wonder Frances didn’t mind about Tiffany and Tad.
Frances was still in touch with all the women in his own past.


Cindy shook her head slowly. This world that
seemed so beautiful on the outside was filled with loneliness and pain. She got
up, walked around her room a few times, and felt a compulsion to watch the
video of the engagement party again.


It was startling to see Tiffany alive again, and
everyone exuberant, toasting to her happiness. Cindy stared at the people at
the party, running the video again and again, looking for any clues she might
have missed. Tad looked handsome and gracious, completely on top of his game.
Cindy did see something that jarred her somewhat, though. She ran the tape
again and noticed Rori, acting oddly, flirting with Frances a lot. He seemed to
be enjoying it too. Perhaps it made him feel better to have a woman who looked
exactly like the woman he loved, admiring him. Rori and Frances were chatting
and laughing. At the end of the video, they started to dance. Cindy wondered
how Tiffany felt about that, or if she even noticed. The place was packed and
it was certainly possible that her sister’s flirtation might have escaped her.


Cindy drummed her fingers on the table. She wanted
to speak to Rori again, ask her more about Frances, find out how well she
really knew him. 


 As Cindy stared at the video there was a knock
on the door. 


 “Come in,” Cindy called surprised.


Mattheus walked in, looking refreshed and
handsome, in linen slacks and a light blue shirt.


“I got a call from the Senator,” he said,
coming in and sitting down opposite her.


“I know,” said Cindy. “He called here looking
for you.”


Mattheus’ brown creased. “There’s an unexpected
glitch,” he said.


Cindy felt uneasy.


“More pressure from the Guadeloupe police force
to get us off the case.” 


“It doesn’t mean anything,” said Cindy. “They’re
being territorial. The Senator doesn’t want us to go.”


“He might not have much choice about it,” said
Mattheus, somberly.


The tone wasn’t like Mattheus. Cindy was
startled.


“The Senator said those guys are in the pocket
of the government. If they want us out, they’ll find a way. It’s been done
before.”


Cindy had a quick moment of fear. It flashed
upon her like a sudden, summer thunderstorm. There was no way she was going to
let it grip her, though.


Mattheus continued, “We have limited time to
get this tied up and get out of here.”


“They say it’s dangerous for us to stay?” said Cindy.


“Something like that. The Senator said people
disappear on this island when they fight against the ruling families. It’s
happened before, it will happen again. Case files are filled with missing
persons. Not one of them has ever been found.”


“What has that got to do with us? Are we
fighting against the ruling families?” Cindy was momentarily distressed.


“Could be, and we don’t even know it,” Mattheus
said. “Could be the Senator’s daughter’s death really was a warning to him.”


“I thought you rejected that idea,” Cindy
objected.


“I’ve been wrong before,” Mattheus said. “The
Senator told me what we were up against and said it was up to us to decide what
to do. He’s trying to be fair.”


Cindy shook her head, she didn’t buy it. 


Mattheus looked at her carefully. “The last
thing I want is to place you in danger,” he said.


Cindy stopped and stared at him as they shared
a moment of silence.


“I’ve never been someone to run away from
danger,” Cindy said quietly, then. “In fact, when I’m threatened, I do just the
opposite - run directly into the situation.”


Mattheus smiled. She knew he liked her bravado.



“It’s not so simple this time,” said Mattheus. “Right
now there’s a bunch of rough guys up from Guadeloupe who don’t want anyone on
the prowl.” 


“What exactly are they protecting?” asked Cindy.


“That’s what I need to find out,” Mattheus said.


“What about me?” Cindy was offended. “I
need to find it out too.”


“Cindy,” Mattheus started softly.


“If you’re about to tell me I should go home,”
Cindy burst in, “forget about it.”


“These guys mean business,” Mattheus said. “It’s
not a joke.”


Cindy couldn’t believe that Mattheus actually
thought she would back out. 


“Forget it,” Tiffany exclaimed. “I’m not a
quitter. I owe it to Tiffany, her mother and the entire family to stay here and
finish what I’ve started.”


“I couldn’t stand it if anything happened to
you,” Mattheus said suddenly, then.


Cindy was touched by the warmth in his tone.


“It happened to once,” he went on. “I can’t
have it happening again.”


Cindy knew he was talking about his wife’s
murder. Cindy wanted to reach over to him and comfort him for all he’d been
through. At moments like this, the walls between them fell away and the deeper
connection between them appeared.  At these moments their being together seemed
so right, as if they’d been brought together to help each other grow and heal
from what they’d both been through. 


“Don’t worry,” said Cindy, “nothing bad is
going to happen to me.  And this is different anyway, we’re detectives. I’m
your partner, not your wife.”


Mattheus looked sad for a moment.


“Besides, how in the world can I go home now?”
Cindy joked. “Christmas Eve is two nights away. There won’t be any plane
tickets anywhere to be had.”


“There’s going to be a huge Christmas Eve party
at Petrovich’s villa,” Mattheus continued. The Senator said there will be
someone important at the party who knows exactly who has a vendetta against
him. He’s convinced this will be a direct lead to his daughter’s murder. He
wants me to be there and get her to talk.”


“And how about me?” asked Cindy, her eyes
flashing. “Aren’t I going along?”


Mattheus grinned, “You want to this time?”


“Don’t you dare leave me out,” said Cindy. “Especially
on Christmas Eve.”


“Fine,” said Mattheus, “It’s a date.”


Cindy felt better. The thought of him alone at
a Christmas Eve party without her made her feel profoundly alone. Had he even
considered it?


“And, as for now, I called and invited Tad to
the hotel,” Mattheus continued, “so we could find out more from him about
Frances. He should be downstairs in about fifteen minutes.”


“Good idea,” said Cindy, standing up and
brushing herself off. “Give me a few moments, and I’ll meet you both down
there.”


She wanted to wash up, change, be refreshed.
Despite her calm demeanor, the conversation with Mattheus had unnerved her. There
were too many loose ends floating around. She had felt trouble coming, but wasn’t
sure where it would come from. She certainly hadn’t expected it to be the police.
These cops from Guadeloupe weren’t here to solve Tiffany’s murder, Cindy was
certain of that. They couldn’t care less about Tiffany. There was something
else going on. Something possibly deadly, a tidal wave brewing, getting ready
to pull all of them in. 











CHAPTER 14


 


 


     Mattheus went down to meet Tad
in the garden in back of the hotel, while Cindy took a quick shower. When she
got out she changed into a lovely lime green short, silky, halter dress. It was
very warm outside and she felt light and breezy in it. She’d washed her hair
and now blew it out and let it fall carelessly to her shoulders, rather than
tying it back as she usually did. Then she put on a colorful shell bracelet,
flip flops and made her way downstairs.


The garden wound around palm trees, lined with
stone paths. Small white tables and chairs sat around a large fish pond and the
fragrance of flowers filled the air. Tad and Mattheus were sitting and chatting
when Cindy arrived. 


When Cindy approached the table, Mattheus
looked up, surprised.  He looked her over quickly, and smiled.


“Wow, you look beautiful,” he quipped lightly. 


Tad raised his eyebrows, admiringly.


Pleased, Cindy sat down at the empty seat
between them. “Thanks,” she said lightly.


“I ordered you lemonade,” Mattheus kept his
eyes glued to her.


“Perfect,” she said, and then turned to Tad. 


“Nice to see you, Tad,” thanks for coming.


“It’s my pleasure,” Tad answered easily.


Everything seemed so natural, Cindy felt as if
the three of them could have been there to simply enjoy the afternoon, chatting
about little things, like which party they might be attending that night.


The table they sat at was surrounded by plants
and trees. A few small birds sang in the distance and once again the atmosphere
lulled you into a sense of beauty and safety from the ills of the world.


“How are you doing, Tad?” Cindy asked, gently.


“As well as can be expected,” he said evenly,
lifting a glass of fruit juice.


“It must be very difficult,” Cindy murmured softly.


“Yes,” said Tad, “but it’s slowly becoming real.”


Cindy knew how long it took to absorb such a
great loss.


“It takes time,” she offered, wanting to soothe
him


“How long do you plan to stay here on the
island?” Mattheus interrupted, looking closely at Tad.


Cindy thought, once again, what a good
counterpart Mattheus was to her. She enjoyed calming a situation in order to
look more deeply into it. Mattheus was impatient, wanting to jump in quickly
and get to the bottom line.


“I’m not going anywhere until they find out who
did it,” Tad said tersely.


“That could be a very long time,” said Mattheus.


“Why?” Tad looked disconcerted, “I heard they
have a suspect in custody.” 


“It’s not so sure,” said Mattheus, “there are
lots of complications.”


Tad shifted in his chair. 


“The police told Tiffany’s father it looked like
they’ve got their man,” Tad said. “They’re just waiting for one more lousy
report from the medical examiner.” 


Cindy and Mattheus caught each other’s eyes.


“What kind of report?” Cindy was startled.


“Something about whether or not Tiffany was
pregnant,” Tad said slowly, as if trying to absorb the reality of words.


Mattheus bolted upright. “How did you hear that?”


“The police here on the island told us,” said
Tad. “The medical examiner told it to the police.”


Cindy got chills. Tiffany being pregnant was a
fake story Mattheus made up to scare Frances into speaking. These guys were
taking it on now, hook, line and sinker. It sounded as if the medical examiner,
in cahoots with the police, was going to present false evidence to get the case
closed, fast.  


Mattheus looked startled as well. This was news
to both of them.


“Wait a minute, I need details,” Mattheus said,
focusing squarely on Tad. “Is the medical examiner suggesting that Tiffany
might have been pregnant when she was killed?” 


Tad began tapping his foot on the floor. “Something
like that,” he uttered.


“That’s a shock, isn’t it?” Mattheus pressed
on.


“I don’t believe it for a second,” said Tad,
nonplussed. “It’s totally impossible.”


Cindy was intrigued. “Why is impossible that
she would be pregnant? Accidents happen,” said Cindy.


“Not accidents like that,” the muscle in Tad’s
jaw was working.


“You don’t think Tiffany could have been
carrying your child?” Mattheus asked methodically.


“I told you, it’s impossible,” Tad flared up. “Tiffany
and I were fanatically careful. Do you think I’m a fool? That would have been
the last thing in the world either of us wanted.” Then he gulped down what was
left of his drink.


“Why would it have been so terrible to have a
baby?” Cindy asked. 


“Because neither of us was ready for it, “Tad
answered heatedly. “We needed lots of time together. We needed to create a new
life. I was taking her away from the world she was living in and teaching her
things she needed to learn.” His mouth pursed tightly. “But, obviously someone in
that world wouldn’t let her go.” 


 


“Who was it? Why?” Cindy wanted more and more
from him. “Do you know why Frances was arrested?” She suddenly felt that Tad might
know more than he was letting on. Was he protecting Tiffany, even in death?


Tad breathed deeply, arched his eyebrows, and
pulled himself together. 


“I’ve heard rumors about why Frances was
arrested,” Tad said in a strident tone.


“What kind of rumors?” Mattheus never left a sensitive
point go by. He loved zeroing in on painful moments. 


Tad remained centered though. “Rumors are just
rumors,” he said condescendingly.  “As a reporter, I’ve learned to give rumors
exactly the importance they deserve. Very little.”


Cindy smiled. She’d also been trained as a
reporter, way back. She, too, enjoyed searching out facts. She understood Tad,
resonated with him.


“I was also trained as a reporter, originally,”
she said to Tad, to make him feel better, create a bond.


Tad liked it. “Great,” he said, “then you know
what I mean.”


“I certainly do,” said Cindy, “all kinds of
rumors are flying, both about the case, and about Tiffany.”


“About Tiffany and me?” Tad looked agitated.


“Something like that,” Cindy replied, taking a
cue from Mattheus’ play book.  


“Well, they’re ridiculous,” Tad’s back arched
slightly. “People are so jealous and bored they’ll say anything to brighten
their day. Tiffany’s friends don’t have anything better to do than gossip constantly.
What do you expect from light weights?” His face was filled with scorn. 


“You didn’t care for her friends?” asked
Mattheus.


“Absolutely not, “ said Tad, “especially that
loser, Frances. But, little by little I was taking her away, removing her from their
influence. So, they try to get back at me by starting rumors.  It’s extremely ugly.”


“They are ugly rumors,” Mattheus chimed in.


Tad’s lips pursed closed. “Like what?” 


“Rumors about Tiffany’s true feelings,”
Mattheus said.


Tad began to tremble. “Don’t listen to rumors,
ask me. Tiffany loved me more than anybody. They couldn’t stand it. They were
all jealous of me.”


“Who in particular?” asked Mattheus.


“I can’t point anyone out,” said Tad.


“Was it Frances?” Mattheus kept going.


“No, I never thought so,” said Tad. “He was
just a loser, as far as I could tell.”


“Why?” asked Cindy.


“France’s a druggie who comes from a lousy
family. His father beat his mother to a pulp. She had to go to the police,” Tad
reported.


 This must have been common knowledge. Tad knew
every detail.


“I never had any idea why Tiffany was friends
with Frances?” Tad continued, “Or, any of them.” 


“You know what rumors they’re spreading?”
Mattheus dug back in.


“That Frances and Tiffany were sleeping
together, while she was with me!” Tad’s voice grew higher and thinner. “It’s total
crap.”


“That’s why the police arrested him,” Mattheus
said. “Frances confessed.”


“Confessed to what? Confessed to nothing. It’s
a stupid lie,” said Tad. “He lives in a dream world and makes things up. It
makes him feel important. There’s no way it could have happened. I was aware of
where Tiffany went and what she was doing all the time.”


“But I heard that Tiffany loved her space,”
said Cindy.


“I gave Tiffany lots of space. Why wouldn’t I?”
said Tad. “It wasn’t my desire to chain her. But, at the same time, I was
completely aware of where she went and what she was doing. I always asked her
and she always told me.”


“Did you tell her where you were, too?”
Mattheus listened carefully.


“Of course,” said Tad, gallantly. “We were
partners, we were a team.”


“What did you love so much about Tiffany, Tad?”
Cindy couldn’t help asking. It was obvious that the two of them occupied such
different worlds.


“She was beautiful, she loved living, and she
needed me badly,” Tad said, in one long breath.


“What did she need you for?”


Tad didn’t like that question particularly. “Well,
if you look closely, it’s fairly obvious,” he said, “she was surrounded by
spoiled, wealthy people who lived only for the next pleasure.”


“So?” said Mattheus.


“They all live a life based upon bottomless
desire,” Tad continued heatedly. “It doesn’t get them anywhere.”


“Her father didn’t,” Cindy corrected him.


“I’m talking about her friends and family,” Tad
answered quickly. “Her father is something else, a man of honor.”


Cindy was surprised to hear that phrased used.
It seemed completely out of place in this world.


“Her mother and older sister aren’t like that
either,” Cindy kept it up.


“Tiffany’s mother is a whole different story,”
said Tad, his eyes narrowing. “I don’t know if you realize it, but Tiffany’s
mother is partially insane.”


“I heard she had some emotional disturbances,”
Mattheus interrupted. “No one said she was insane.”


“But she is insane,” Tad interrupted, “and
overly attached to Tiffany.” Little beads of sweat burst out on his forehead. “In
fact, her mother kept grabbing onto Tiffany and pulling her into her crazy
world. If Tiffany didn’t do exactly as her mother demanded, the guilt was
terrific, and the manipulations. Tiffany couldn’t stand up to that woman, she
needed me to break away.  All Tiffany’s laughing and running around with
friends was an elaborate cover. She was hurting inside.”


Cindy wondered if Tad was throwing suspicion on
the mother?  It was surprising. She’d heard Tad and Tiffany’s mother had been
particularly close.


“I heard you and Tiffany’s mother had a good
relationship,” Cindy interjected.


“Her mother decided I was good for Tiffany, that
I would keep her close to home. She expected to maneuver me, too. Of course her
mother had no idea I was going to help Tiffany leave her behind.” He smiled
oddly. “I had to help her break away.  


“No one has mentioned anything like this,”
Mattheus said intensely.


“Why would they?” Tad flared up. “They probably
didn’t even realize what was going on. Her father is obsessed with his public
image, Rori is obsessed with rebelling and the older sister, Wynn, only wants
to keep peace. But I immediately knew what Tiffany was up against. I had a
taste of the same thing with my mother myself, years ago.” He breathed deeply. “Fortunately,
I learned how to handle it.”


“Fortunately,” said Mattheus.


“How did you handle it?” asked Cindy.


Tad smiled. He suddenly seemed tired. “That’s a
long story,” he said wanly, “and I’m not sure it has anything to do with what
we’re up against now. Some of us grow up quickly, though. When we do, we can
spot others who need us.”


“Spot it a mile away,” Mattheus agreed. 


Tad nodded. “I was forced to grow up. And I
did. I was helping Tiffany grow up, too.”


“Then someone came and killed her,” Mattheus rumbled.


Tad swallowed heavily.


“Could it really have been Frances?” Mattheus
shot the question at him again.


“I’ve thought about it over and over,” Tad rumbled
back. “He could have done it in a drug stupor.”


“But why would he want to?” asked Cindy.


“If the sicko’d been having fantasies about
sleeping with my fiancée, then maybe his jealousy drove him over the edge?
Especially after she got engaged to me. The murder happened right after our
party. Tiffany insisted upon inviting him to it - said he was an old friend.”


“Did you believe her?” Mattheus asked.


“Of course I believed her,” said Tad. “There
was no reason for her to lie, not about anything. What would she get out of it?”


Cindy breathed deeply, so did Mattheus. What
good would all these stories do? Basically, there was no DNA evidence to prove
anything. The only physical evidence they had that tied anyone to the crime was
the necklace Tiffany had worn around her neck that was ripped from her. The
police had made flyers of it and passed it around, an amethyst necklace with a
design engraved in rubies in the center. Beyond that, the medical examiner had
been examining the contents of the body for a long time. Obviously, he was
concocting the story of the pregnancy now just to put the case to rest.


“Without firm evidence of a pregnancy, so far
the police have nothing,” Mattheus said.


Tad nodded.


“What will you do if they find she was
pregnant?” Mattheus asked.


“I’ll never believe it,” Tad said. “They’ll
have to show me the slides.”


“And if they do?”


“I still won’t believe them. The cops down here
are crooked as hell.”


“They can’t make up DNA. If it says Frances is
he father, then he is.”


Tad’s face got beet red. “They haven’t produced
it yet! They never will! I don’t believe it! No one has any idea who killed her.
No one is close.”


“I’m the only one who’s close to finding the
killer,” Cindy suddenly announced.


At that both Tad and Mattheus stopped cold and
stared at her.


“Who? “asked Tad interested.


“It’s too soon to say,” said Cindy. “But I’m warm
on his trail.” 


Cindy didn’t know what she was referring to,
but it felt good to put it out there. She wanted Tad to feel that all wasn’t
lost. And she wanted to make a declaration to the universe that the truth would
not go undiscovered. She intended to uncover it, if it was the last thing she
did.


“That’s impressive,” said Tad. “Let me know
when you find him. You relieve my mind by just saying so.”


*


After Tad left Cindy went back up to her room,
agitated. Mattheus followed her back up. The interview had gone smoothly, but
the news that the medical examiner and police might be creating false evidence was
something wouldn’t let her rest.  She felt more urgency than ever to find a
real lead. 


“This is going nowhere, fast,” said Cindy.


“Just the opposite,” said Mattheus. “We’ve got
important information to work on. If the police and medical examiner are so
eager to get this case closed, there’s something bigger going on. It has to do with
Petrovich and the government. The ruling families are probably involved. The
Senator has got to be right.”


It was logical enough, but Cindy still wasn’t
convinced. She went to her computer and pulled out the video of the engagement
party again. 


“I want to look at the video of the engagement
party again,” she insisted.


“It’s a waste of time,” said Mattheus. “You’ve
looked at it over and over. You won’t find the killer there.”


Cindy turned on the computer anyway, and pulled
up the video. She let it run, and focused in on every detail.


As she was doing that, Mattheus put a call into
the Senator.


“Yeah, Cindy and I just heard that the medical
examiner is saying that Tiffany might have been pregnant?” Mattheus said. “What
do you think of this?”


There was a long pause. 


“Right, I agree,” said Mattheus. “No, it’s
alright, calm down. Cindy and I are going to Petrovich’s party tomorrow night. No,
Cindy needs to be there with me. This time I’m not leaving her out. Yeah, I
know the police in Guadeloupe are up here on the case. The question is what
case? What are they really here to track down?”


Cindy put her attention back on the video. She’d
seen it so many times she almost felt as if she’d been at the party herself.
Yet, there were so many moments that were recorded, something important could
have easily slipped by.  Suddenly, in one corner of the film, something caught
her eye. She froze the frame immediately. It was a brief moment, she hadn’t
noticed. Tad and Tiffany’s mother were in a corner, arguing intensely. Cindy stared
and stared.


“Look at this, Mattheus,” she called out
sharply.


Mattheus’ came over and looked over her
shoulder.


“What am I looking at?” he asked.


“This,” Cindy pointed to the image. “It’s Tad
and Tiffany’s mother going at it.”


“So?” said Mattheus.


“It doesn’t fit.  What are they fighting about?
The mother was the one who urged Tiffany to get engaged to him. She supported
the relationship.”


“Come on,” said Mattheus, “you’re grasping at
straws. People who are close argue. It doesn’t mean anything at all.”


“It does,” said Cindy.


“What?”


“I don’t know exactly, but you know all the
things he said about her. That it was his job to take Tiffany away.”


“So,” said Mattheus, “lots of son in laws feel
that they have to help their wives become less attached to their family. And
wives feel the same way about their husbands too. It’s natural. It’s no big
deal.”


But looking at Tad and Tiffany’s mother didn’t
feel natural to Cindy. “There’s something more here,” she murmured.


Mattheus shook his head. “You’re making a big
deal about nothing,” he said, “the real gold is going to be waiting for us at
Petrovich’s party tomorrow night. We’re going to find out more about the deals
going on, who’s involved and who stands to lose big bucks if they don’t happen.
This is where we have to look.”


Cindy leaned back and glanced up at him.


“And, just in case you’re wondering,” Mattheus
went on, putting his hand on her shoulder lightly, “I have the best date for
the party any guy could want. I’m very glad you’re coming with me.”


Little chills ran up Cindy’s shoulders. “So am
I,” she said. 











CHAPTER 15


 


 


Before the party, Cindy had something important
to do. She put a quick call into Tiffany’s mother to find out what went on
between her and Tad at the engagement party. The frame on the video gripped
Cindy’s mind and she had to explore it in greater depth. 


Wynn picked up her mother’s
phone. 


“So great to hear from you,
Cindy,” she breathed, relieved.


Cindy was glad to talk to Wynn
as well. “How’s it going?” she asked.


“Not good. Nothing is good,” Wynn
sounded distraught. “Mom is having a harder and harder time coming to terms. She
leaves the boat every day, roams around, trying to find the killer. People find
her poking around in all kinds of odd places.”


“Like where?” Cindy felt
alarmed. She had to go find Myrtle immediately, sit down with her and talk.


“She’s been drifting around
Pebble Beach, an old fishing village, talking to people, looking for things.”


“What’s she looking for?”
asked Cindy.


“God knows. She says she feels
Tiffany talking to her, telling her where to go.”


“Have you called a doctor?”
Cindy asked again.


“Not yet,” Wynn barreled on, “Mom
brings home odd tidbits, but it’s the necklace that’s driving her crazy. It
torments her that the necklace she gave Tiffany was ripped away like that. She’s
convinced the necklace is somewhere on Pebble Beach, or at least some of the
stones from it.”


“Where is your mother today?”
Cindy asked. She knew how easy it could be to fall into delusion after the
sudden death of a loved one.


“I’m not sure where she is,”
said Wynn. “Probably back on Pebble Beach, rummaging around.”


“I want to meet up with her as
soon as possible,” said Cindy.


“I’m sure she’d appreciate it,”
said Wynn. “She likes you very much.”


Wynn gave her a private cell
phone number her mother would pick up. It was only for the family and closest
friends. 


“I’m sure it’s okay if I give
it to you,” Wynn whispered, nervously.


“Of course it’s okay,” Cindy
said. “I’m working for the family. Your mother was the one who called me down.”


“What’s happening with the
investigation,” Wynn breathed, “are you getting anywhere?”


“Yes, of course we are,” said
Cindy, boldly. “Piece by piece things come up. Then suddenly, in a flash, they
all come together.”


“Like lightning?” said Wynn.


“Exactly,” said Cindy. “It
just takes a second for everything to fall into place. Just one extra piece of
information, something a person says off handedly, the way two people exchange
a glance.”


“And lightning flashes,” said Wynn,
excited.


“That’s right. The truth
becomes undeniable! You wonder how it was possible that it hid from you all
this time.”


“Fantastic,” said Wynn.


“It is fantastic,” said Cindy.
“It’s beautiful, and inevitable, too. There is justice in this universe, Wynn.”


Wynn was quiet for a moment. “I
can now see why you do this work,” she said quietly. 


And, at that moment, Cindy
understood herself better as well.


*


After she spoke to Wynn, Cindy
called her mother, Myrtle, who picked up the phone immediately.


“I want to see you instantly,”
Myrtle said, her voice thick and hoarse.


“Where shall we meet?” Cindy
responded on a dime.


Myrtle gave her the address of
a different hotel on the island, Place de Jour.


“Get here as soon as you can,”
said Myrtle.


“I’m on my way,” Cindy said.


One hour later, Cindy arrived.
The hotel was on the edge of a cliff, in a fishing village. The village was off
to the edge of the island, out of the way, less crowded than the main sections.
It was a relief to be here, out of the rush and noise. The hotel was smaller
than the one Cindy was saying in, made of white clapboard and looked like an
old, whaling inn.


Cindy dressed casually, in
slacks and a loose shirt, her hair tied back. The lobby of the hotel had upholstered
sofas to sit on and after entering Cindy immediately scanned the place looking
for Myrtle. She wasn’t there. Cindy checked her watch. She was right on time
and wondered where Myrtle was? She’d seemed so eager to see Cindy right away.


Cindy waited in the lobby for
about ten minutes. Myrtle did not appear. Uneasy, Cindy went to the desk,
described her and asked if they’d seen her around.


“You mean that older woman
with the big, green bag?” the young woman at the desk looked at Cindy oddly.


Cindy had no idea if Myrtle
carried a big, green bag, but decided to say yes.


“She’s waiting for you in the
back restaurant,” the young woman continued.


Cindy was startled. They’d
agreed to meet in the lobby. 


“Where is it?” she asked.


The young woman showed her
where the restaurant was and Cindy immediately went. The moment she walked in,
she saw Myrtle sitting alone at a large table, looking distressed. She was a
sorry sight, looking as if she were coming undone. Her hair was uncombed, curly
and frizzy. Her nails were unpolished. Her eyes shot back and forth furtively,
as if she were trying to spot someone hiding nearby. 


Cindy walked right over to
her.


“You’re very late,” Myrtle
said, displeased as Cindy approached her table.


“I’ve been waiting in the
lobby,” said Cindy. “I thought we said we’d meet there.”


“Well, you were wrong,” said
Myrtle, motioning for Cindy to sit down.


Cindy sat down quickly, her
heart pounding. She was positive that they’d arranged to meet in the lobby.


“I’d never arrange to meet in
such a public place,” Myrtle said, her voice raspy. “Where’s Mattheus?”


“He’s doing research for the
party we’re going to tonight,” Cindy said.


“The Russian Moguls?” Myrtle
quipped.


“Yes.”


“He’s following my husband’s
directions, naturally. My husband’s obsessed with the Moguls. If you ask me, he’s
jealous of them - wants their money and clout.”


Cindy was surprised to hear
that.  


“We’re checking out the
background situation thoroughly, before we go to the party tonight,” Cindy filled
her in.


“There’s no situation to check
out,” Myrtle spoke between gritted teeth. “There’s only lots of bucks, glitz
and slinky women that any man can have for the asking. Each one tries to outdo
the other and they all end the night drunk or buzzed.” 


 “Did your husband go to those
parties? “Cindy couldn’t help asking.


“Of course he did,” Myrtle
hissed. “He’s a man, isn’t he? You think any of them can resist easy booze and flesh?


Cindy breathed deeply and
paused. She wondered if the Senator was in Petrovich’s pocket? Did Petrovich
have something on him? Was he involved with one of the women? If it were made
public it could ruin his career. It could also have a direct bearing on the
murder.


“I’m sorry,” Cindy said.


“What are you sorry for?” Myrtle
snarled. “It’s the way of the world.  I got used to it. A strong woman can get
used to anything. But one thing I’ll never get used to, is losing a daughter.
No mother can.”


“Of course not,” said Cindy.


“And I’m going to find her,”
Myrtle insisted, “you’ll see.


“Find her, or her killer?”
asked Cindy quietly.


“Same thing,” Myrtle said, “don’t
hold me to the fine points.” 


Then, Myrtle lifted a large,
green pocket book she had with her, and spilled the contents out onto the
table. 


“Look at this,” she said.


Little photos spilled out,
bracelets, mementos, seashells and two amethyst stones.


“These all belonged to
Tiffany. They’re pictures of her when she was little and growing up. They’re
things that were important to her. I’m trying to find someone who recognizes
them or has a matching piece. Tiffany’s helping me, she’s telling me what to
do.”


Both Myrtle’s words and the
mess sprawled on the table seemed like the product of a deranged mind.


“I’m not crazy, if that’s what
you’re thinking,” Myrtle said heatedly. “I’m smarter than all of you. These
pieces have my daughter’s energy. Tiffany loved these amethyst stones. I gave
her four and there are only two here. The one who has the other two is the one
who stole her soul.”


“What about the necklace?”
asked Cindy.


Myrtle leaned closer, “Nobody
will find it. I’m sure they completely ripped it apart.”


“How are you going to find the
lost stones?” Cindy asked.


“By looking,” Myrtle said. “I
take these mementos, walk up and down and let them lead me wherever they do.”


Cindy was momentarily overcome
with sadness for her. Tremendous grief and shock could derail anyone. 


Then Myrtle lifted her arm and
called for the Waiter. 


“Bring us both the lunch
special,” she demanded.


Cindy wasn’t the least bit
hungry.


“Their soup du jour is
magnificent,” Myrtle said, suddenly turning into like an elegant, French lady.


For a moment, Cindy was
flabbergasted, had no idea how to proceed.


Myrtle took care of that for
her. She threw her head back, narrowed her eyes and looked at Cindy keenly, all
business now. 


“I heard they’ve arrested a
guy named Frances,” Myrtle started, seemingly clear as day.


“Yes, they have,” Cindy said. “Do
you know him?”


“Of course I know him,” Myrtle
said. “I’ve known him for years. He’s an old friend of Tiffany’s. He meant
nothing to Tiffany. I told you the one to investigate was her ex-boyfriend
Shane.”


“I spoke with Shane,” said
Cindy. “He’s engaged to someone and has a perfect alibi, was at a party where
lots of people saw him.”


Myrtle grimaced. “That means
nothing.”


“No, it means a great deal, “said
Cindy. “Shane was nowhere around when the event happened.”


Myrtle leaned closer. “You don’t
have to call it an event. It was bloodshed,” her teeth gritted, and she looked
like an animal on the loose. “Are you going to find the one who did it?”


“Yes, I will,” said Cindy,
with such determination that Myrtle suddenly calmed down.


“Why in the world did they
arrest Frances, though?” Myrtle went on, disconcerted. 


The waiter brought two bowls
of delicious cream and spinach soup with tiny croissants besides them.


Myrtle dug in and drank it
with ferocity.


Cindy couldn’t even take a bite.


“So, why did they arrest
Frances?” Myrtle asked again, her mouth full of food.


“You haven’t heard what they’re
saying about it?” Cindy asked gingerly, not wanting to further inflame her.


Myrtle stopped eating and
stared at her, angry. 


“I wouldn’t be asking you if I
knew, would I?”


“Frances admitted that he and
Tiffany were having an affair when she was murdered.”


Myrtle stared at Cindy as if
she’d landed from another planet. 


“What are you talking about?”


“The two of them were sleeping
together,” Cindy repeated carefully, giving it time to sink in.


“Tiffany and Frances?”


“Yes.”


“While Tiffany was engaged to
Tad?” Myrtle looked horrified.  “Ridiculous, it’s an obvious lie.” 


“It doesn’t look like a lie,”
Cindy said slowly.


“And a disgusting lie at that,”
Myrtle threw down her spoon on the table. “It must have been Tad’s father who
spread this rumor.”


“Why Tad’s father?” Cindy
quickly asked.


“Because he never liked
Tiffany, not for a minute. And, he didn’t understand what his son saw in her. I
resented that. I resented him. And I let Tad know how I felt, too.”


“Did his father try to stop
Tad from marrying Tiffany?”


“Not overtly,” Myrtle said, “but
he made little comments all the time. Tossed them off like jokes, only they
weren’t funny.  They were barbs, against my beautiful daughter. And they hurt
Tad and Tiffany, too.”


“How do you know?”


“Tad’s a good boy, he tells me
things.  He and I are very close. What he said made me hate his father, though.”


The intensity of Myrtle’s
hatred was palpable. Cindy felt waves of it go through her as well.


“What did Tad tell you about
him?”


“His father let him know how
he felt in plenty of ways, said he didn’t think the marriage would last.
Whatever Tad did, his father made him feel lousy about it. I built him up though,
told him what a fantastic guy he was. He liked talking to me. I was kind to him
and warm. Much warmer than his stiff mother, who went along with whatever the
father said.”


“Why did you want Tiffany to
marry into that kind of family?” Cindy asked, appalled.


“Tiffany was marrying Tad, not
his family,” Myrtle spit out. “He loved our family. I knew he’d end up spending
more and more time with us.  His crazy mother and father wouldn’t have such a
hold on him.”


Cindy shook her head. That was
exactly what Tad had believed, that he’d get Tiffany away from them. She had no
intention of saying that to Myrtle, though.


“Your husband liked Tad very
much, too?” Cindy was double checking.


“Yes, of course, he did. Tad
belonged with us, there was no question about it.”


Cindy suddenly felt nervous
for all of them.


“And what does Frances have to
do with all of this?” Cindy went on.


Myrtle looked confused. “Absolutely
nothing, it’s a complete foil. There’s no way he could have been sleeping with
Tiffany. She was a good girl.”


“You’re sure of that?” asked
Cindy.


Myrtle looked outraged. 


“Are you turning it around, blaming
the victim? Are you ascribing disgusting qualities to my  daughter, slandering
her even in death?”


“That is not my wish,” said
Cindy.


“But that’s what you’re doing,”
Myrtle bit her lip. “If you ever dare believe that Tiffany was sleeping with
Frances, I’ll have to fire you on the spot.”


“I am just reporting to you
what people are saying,” Cindy spoke in the most professional tone she could
muster.


“What people say on this island
is meaningless,” Myrtle threw her head back. “I keep away from all of it. When
we’re down here, I stay on the boat alone. My husband is the one who mixes it
up, goes to parties, talks at events, makes a name for himself. I couldn’t care
less.  All I ever cared about was Tiffany. She was the one who really mattered
to me.”


“How about Wynn?” Cindy asked,
horrified.


“Wynn’s okay,” Myrtle went on,
haughtily. “She’s close to everyone, though. Tiffany belonged to me!”


“I heard Tiffany had many
people she was close to,” Cindy wanted to bring some reality in.


“Of course Tiffany had many friends,”
Myrtle leaned over, “but the one who mattered to her was me. At the end of the
evening, she’d come home and tell me every little thing that happened. She didn’t
hide a thing. And she never said a word about Frances.  Nothing. He was just a
casual friend.”


Tad hadn’t been so far off
track. Tiffany’s mother had her clutches into her, big time. Cindy felt the
need to take this further, shock Myrtle and get more information.


“There is a question,” Cindy
continued, “that Tiffany might have been pregnant at the time of her death.
Frances claims it was his baby. The medical examiner is trying to find out.”


Myrtle’s mouth hung open. “Pregnant?”
It was more than she could absorb. “What are you talking about?”


“There’s a chance that Tiffany
was with child,” Cindy spoke evenly.  She felt that sooner or later Myrtle
would hear this anyhow. “It’s a definite possibility.” 


Myrtle scratched her hands on
the table desperately.


“Frances insists he’s the
father,” Cindy continued. “We thought it could be either him or Tad.  Tad said
it’s impossible that Tad could be the father.”


Myrtle face grew pale.


“Why would it be impossible
for Tad to be the father?” Cindy asked.


Myrtle’s face began to twitch.



“My precious daughter was
pregnant?” she moaned. “A grandchild was on the way?” 


“Do you think Tad was the
father?” Cindy persisted.


“No, he’s right. He couldn’t have
been, he told you the truth.” Myrtle could barely get the words out.


“Why couldn’t he?” Cindy knew
they were zoning in on something crucial.


“Tad didn’t do well sexually,”
Myrtle said softly. 


Cindy’s brain raced with
possibilities. “Impotent?” she asked.


“Most of the time,” Myrtle
said, matter of factly. “It’s not such an uncommon problem these days.”


Cindy was shocked that Myrtle
knew such intimate details about Tiffany’s life.


“Tiffany and I discussed it
many times,” Myrtle continued, “I told her it didn’t matter so much. It was
better in the long run to have a husband who wouldn’t go running after all the
women who would fling themselves at him.”


“Do women do that with the
Senator?” Cindy asked.


“Of course they do. Why not? He’s
a handsome man, but cold,” Myrtle smiled bitterly. “In the long run these women
don’t get much.”


“How could Tiffany be happy in
a marriage with an impotent man?” Cindy asked bluntly.


Myrtle stared at her then. “Does
sex really matter so much?” Myrtle asked. “I mean once you have your children, do
you really need to be bothered all the time?”


Cindy flushed. She couldn’t
imagine not being close to someone she loved.


“I guess sex is important to
you,” said Myrtle, disdainfully, “and maybe to some others, but not to Tiffany.
I told you Tiffany was a good girl. She liked to play, dance, run around with
her friends. I thought a man like Tad would appreciate her sweetness. And, he could
be quite affectionate too, when he wanted to. Affection counts for a lot, plenty
of women would rather have that.”


“What will you do if you find
out that Frances was the father?” Cindy asked, point blank. 


She knew this was only a story
Mattheus had made up, but the police were going with it, and even though it
wasn’t true, it was a good story for smoking out information.


“What would I do if I
discovered Tiffany had lied to me, hadn’t told me the truth about her life?  Hid
the fact that a baby was coming?” Myrtle’s face flushed beet red. “I’d feel
even more betrayed than I do now.”


“Betrayed by Tiffany?”


“No, betrayed by life, useless,
worthless.”


“You have two other daughters
who love you.”


Myrtle stared at her with
vacant eyes. “Rori doesn’t love me. Ever since she was little she could never
stand to be near me. And Wynn is more like her father, always networking,
looking for the best in everyone.” 


Myrtle then leaned over the
table and scooped up the knick knacks that had belonged to Tiffany and began
putting them back into her bag, one by one. 


“This has been a terrible
lunch,” Myrtle said slowly, half to herself. “In the beginning everyone focused
on Tad. Now Frances is the latest. What does it all amount to?”


“There’s no way it could be
Tad?” Cindy repeated just one more time. 


Myrtle looked at her, suddenly
listless. 


“How could it be Tad? His
alibi was perfect, just like Shane’s. Tad was Scuba Diving at Jimmy Bolton’s
diving school. Why would Jimmy Bolton lie about it? He’s always been Tad’s best
friend.”


Cindy wasn’t sure she’d heard
right. “What did you say?”


“Nothing,” said Myrtle,
stuffing what was left of the mementos into her bag.


“You said Jimmy Bolton, the guy
who ran the Scuba Diving School, was Tad’s best friend?”


“Yes,” said Myrtle blankly. “It
isn’t a big deal.”


“It is a big deal,”
said Cindy, startled. She hadn’t heard it before. 


Cindy would have to tell
Mattheus about it right away. They’d have to re-check Tad’s alibi to see if
anyone else had seen him Scuba Diving that afternoon. 


“Why is it a big deal?” asked
Myrtle.


“It changes the quality of Tad’s
alibi, if it was his best friend who confirmed it,” said Cindy.


“You’re implying Jimmy Bolton
could have been covering for Tad?”


“Possible,” said Cindy. “Do
you know if anyone else saw Tad Scuba Diving?”


 “I have no idea who did or
did not see Tad Scuba Diving,” said Myrtle, irritated. “But I do know you’re
way off the track. You haven’t really heard a thing I said. Tad had no reason
to kill Tiffany. He loved her, she loved him. And, she accepted him as he was. She
wasn’t the kind of woman who was filled with hopeless desire, like you.”


Cindy stopped and stared at
her. That was a strange way to put it.


“Myrtle was unnerved.  “Am I
right? Are you that kind of woman? Always hungry for a man?”


“Are you?” Cindy wanted to shoot
back, but held her tongue as Myrtle threw her head back and ran her hands
through her frizzy hair.











CHAPTER 16


 


 


The excitement of getting ready for Petrovich’s
Christmas Eve party over rode the surprising news about Tad’s alibi.


“We’ll check out it later,” Mattheus said, off
handedly, when Cindy told him about it. He was convinced that the party tonight
would set them in the right direction, be a treasure cove of leads. “Let’s get
ready now,” he said.


But Tad’s alibi didn’t sit well with Cindy. She
couldn’t stop thinking about it, but decided to focus on the upcoming gala as
she dressed for it. She knew the evening ahead would be exciting and glamorous.
There would be lots of people there who could fill both her and Mattheus in on
all kinds of deals and secrets about the Senator’s personal life. 


Cindy got out of the shower, put on a robe,
dried and blew out her long, full hair. Tonight it looked better than usual,
shiny and golden from being out in the sun. She stopped a moment and looked at
herself in the mirror.  The woman who looked back out at her looked young,
alive, exciting. Her eyes were sparkling and she had a great suntan. For the
first time in a long time, Cindy felt like a beautiful, desirable woman again. 
She was thrilled to be dressing up, going out to a fabulous party. It was a
welcome break from days and days of investigation and concern.


Cindy knew the party would be filled with magnificent
women from all over the world, exquisitely groomed, dressed to the nines. There
was no way she was going looking like a dowdy detective from New York. Mattheus
was a great looking guy and Cindy had to get ready for those women to flock to
him in droves. 


Cindy chose a very short, black, silk, low cut,
sleek dress, high heel shoes, and long, silver earrings. Mattheus would be
shocked when he saw her, and she was looking forward to that. A surge of
confidence burst through her. She could and would compete with the best. To top
off the outfit she put on a long, string of pearls, and a couple of sprays of her
most exotic perfume.


While she was getting ready, Cindy’d left her
door half open, so when Mattheus came to get her, he walked right in. 


“Anyone here?” he called out, as Cindy was
putting on the last touches of make up in the bathroom.


“I’ll be out in a second,” Cindy called back.


A moment later, when Cindy walked into the
room, Mattheus had his back to her, looking out at the ocean.


“Merry Christmas,” Cindy said softly.


He turned around quickly, and stared, dumbstruck.


“Whoah, you look amazing!” He could barely get
the words out. 


“Thanks,” Cindy smiled.


 “No, wait a minute. I mean you’re breath
taking,” he said.


The two of them stared at each other. 


Cindy took in his warmth in deeply. She needed
it, appreciated it.


“I’ve never seen you look like this,” Mattheus murmured.


“It’s my secret self,” Cindy whispered, “coming
out for the grand party.”


“That’s some secret self! I’m thrilled to be going
with you.” 


Cindy liked that. She liked everything about the
way the evening was going.  


“It’s great to be going with you, too,” Cindy
said. “Now, let’s go.”


Mattheus laughed. “Yeah, we’d better not spend
the entire evening here- looking at each other, ordering in champagne, drinking.”


Cindy flushed. Their relationship lived on the
edge. There were a few moments of closeness and then one or the other of them re-focused
on what they were here to do. It was a built in safety mechanism and made these
fleeting moments all the more precious.


“We’re headed for the wild time tonight,”
Mattheus said, as they got into a taxi. “The party will be loaded with all
kinds of leads. The best thing to do will be to split up soon as we get there,
so we can work the room.”


“Definitely,” Cindy agreed.


But then Mattheus turned and looked at her,
disconcerted, as if he wasn’t so sure he wanted her out there alone. 


“You sure don’t look like a detective,” he
said.


“All the better,” said Cindy.


“Yeah, I guess,” said Mattheus, as the taxi
wound its way along the crowded roads to the brightly lit, sprawling, noisy
villa, bursting with people, music, laughter and drinks.


*


“Merry Christmas, Merry Christmas,” a large,
hefty, handsome, man came right up to them the second they walked in, and threw
his arm around Mattheus’ shoulder. 


It had to be Sasha Petrovich, Cindy thought. He
was extremely buoyant, as though he’d been drinking since earlier that
afternoon. At the same time, he was sharp and clear as day.


Petrovich looked over Cindy admiringly, his
eyebrows raised. ““And this has to be the beautiful partner of Mattheus,” he
said. “I must say, I am amazed! With a partner like this, my dear Mattheus, what
in the world are you doing here? If she was mine, I would keep her all to myself.”
And he laughed loudly.


Cindy felt Mattheus flinch.


“Of course there are all kinds of partner to be
had in this life,” Petrovich went on, plopping his other arm over Cindy’s bare
shoulder. 


She didn’t like it, edged away. 


Petrovich looked at her, put off. This was not
the response he was used to from women. 


He turned entirely to Mattheus then. 


“Come, let me introduce you to someone I know
who will be helpful to you,” he offered.


“Great,” said Mattheus.


“And, you still have to let me know your
decision about the offer I made you,” Petrovich didn’t miss a beat.


“I’m working on it,” said Mattheus.


Cindy wondered what offer he was working on. If
Petrovich was trying to make her uneasy, he was succeeding.


Petrovich turned to Cindy then and smiled intensely.


 “I offered your wonderful partner a terrific
job with me,” he said unabashedly. “He’d be a fool not to take it. Triple the
income and plenty of other delightful perks.”


Cindy smiled calmly. Petrovich was trying to
play her, make her squirm. She pulled herself together instantly, was way too
smart to go for it.


“How generous of you,” she said lightly.


Petrovich raised his eyebrows, impressed. He
seemed to like that he couldn’t bait her.


 “And how about you, Cindy?” he went on, “there
are all kinds of jobs in my world.” His laugh had a coarse edge to it.


Cindy disliked him intensely. She could see why
the Senator would take him on. Someone had to. Petrovich was the kind of guy
who felt everything and everyone was for sale. He thought there was nothing he
couldn’t get his huge hands on.


“Not for me,” Cindy said, flippantly, “there
are some of us who walk other pathways.”


“You don’t say?” said Petrovich, making a sour face.
He wasn’t used to be spoken to that way. 


“Actually, most of the people here work for me and
are very grateful for it.”


They hadn’t even walked into the main room or
joined the party, and Cindy felt as though she wanted to leave. 


Mattheus stepped between them quickly though,
interrupting the growing friction. 


“Who is the person here you said you wanted me
to meet?” Mattheus asked Petrovich.


“Not necessarily that I want you to meet,”
Petrovich corrected him. “In fact, I think you’ve already met her here already.
She’s someone the Senator insists you hook up with, feels she has something
important to tell you,” and Petrovich smiled at Cindy.


Cindy was on the alert. Petrovich was trying to
make her insecure, feel that he was privy to the Senator’s secret wishes.  She
could see that he enjoyed getting between people, seeding suspicion and fear. In
order to survive in his glitzy world, people had to out maneuver one another. Cindy
wondered if Petrovich could have feared or disliked the Senator so much that he’d
actually kill his daughter. It was too extreme. It didn’t make sense. But, she’d
have to explore the possibility anyway.


Mattheus caught Cindy’s glance. 


“I’m going to go with Sasha to meet the person the
Senator wants me to talk to,” Mattheus said calmly.


Cindy nodded. She understood. “Fine,” she said,
“I’ll drift around.”


Petrovich laughed. “Don’t drift too much, it
could be dangerous. We have fantastic guests in every corner. For all you know,
someone could take a fancy to you and you’ll lose your way back to Mattheus.”


Now he was trying to unnerve Mattheus as well. Cindy
saw that he was succeeding.


“Stay in this room,” Mattheus said to Cindy.


“I’ll be fine,” Cindy smiled and threw her hair
back over her shoulders. “I’ll meet you at the main entrance in a couple of
hours.”


“A couple of hours?” Petrovich looked amused, “the
party will have barely begun. A couple of days are more like it.”


Mattheus’ jaw clenched. He gave Cindy a firm
look and she nodded again. They were here to do a job and weren’t going to lose
sight of their time frames, no matter what Petrovich said.


Mattheus turned and disappeared into the crowded
room with Petrovich. For a second Cindy felt stranded, but then she stopped and
took the place in. It was staggering. The huge room was filled with guests,
wave upon wave of beautiful people. It was decorated for Christmas with mistletoe,
sparkling angels hanging on the walls. A giant Christmas tree stood in the
center, almost reaching to the ceiling. Holiday music was playing, waiters
walked around serving hors d'oeuvres and champagne. A long table along the side
was lavishly filled with anything anyone could want to eat.


Cindy turned to the table to get something to
eat. Before she even walked a few steps, she felt a soft hand on her shoulder.


“I don’t think I’ve seen you here before,” a
man’s voice said. 


Cindy turned.  A tall, slender guy, in his late
thirties, stood there looking at her with anticipation. He had tousled hair,
tight slacks and a custom tailored, perfectly fitting shirt. 


“Andy Granite,” he smiled.


Cindy smiled back.  He was charming with soft,
grey eyes. 


“Cindy Blaine,” she replied.


“Attorney from Manhattan,” he offered.


Cindy’s eyebrows raised. “I’m here from
Manhattan as well.” 


“Lucky for me,” said Andy. “How’d you get into
this party? A friend?”


Cindy paused. She wasn’t sure how much she
should tell him.


“I saw you were headed to the table over there,”
said Andy. “May I join you?”


“Sure,” said Cindy. “The food looks wonderful.”



“Everything here is wonderful,” he answered. “People
scramble for months to get an invitation for tonight.”


“High expectations,” said Cindy as they
approached the table and took a couple of plates.


“You can say that again. Everyone wonders who
they’ll meet.”


Andy didn’t take his eyes off Cindy for a
second as they began filling up their plates. He was a lovely guy and Cindy
didn’t want to waste his time or lead him on.


“I didn’t even know I was going to be here
until a few days ago,” Cindy said.


He
looked surprised. “Really?”

I’m a detective, “Cindy quietly. “Here on a case.” 


Andy stopped cold. “No kidding, what kind of
case?” He stared at her.


Cindy said nothing.


 “I can understand not talking about it,” he
went on quickly. “In fact, I didn’t think detectives let it be known who they
were at all.”


“I’m not undercover,” Cindy said simply.


“I appreciate your honesty,” Andy said, looking
at her softly. “It’s rather unusual here.”


“So, I gather,” said Cindy.


“Well, do you want to sit down and talk anyway?”
He was a little confused about what to do next.


“Sure,” said Cindy, “for a little while. I’m
also here with my partner. “ 


He looked at her quizzically.


“My partner in crime, another detective,” Cindy
smiled.


“Well, even detectives get hungry,” Andy said. “Let’s
eat our dinner, and then you can go.”


They sat down in the corner.


“I noticed you the minute you walked in,” Andy
said quickly, “saw you and another guy talking with Petrovich. I didn’t know
who the other guy was, but when he walked off, I wouldn’t let the chance go by.”


“That was my partner,” said Cindy.


“What’s the crime you’re investigating?” Andy
asked again.


“Murder,” said Cindy.


He grew quiet. 


“It’s a U.S. Senator’s daughter.”


Andy’s eyes opened, shocked. It seemed as if he
knew nothing about it, but Cindy couldn’t be sure. He could have been directed
to come over and speak to her. 


“That’s horrifying,” he said, “when did it happen?
I haven’t heard a thing about it.”


 “It’s being kept quiet,” Cindy said. 


“You’re playing with fire,” Andy said after a
few moments. “A Senator’s daughter – that’s complicated. If you asked me, I
would advise you to stay clear of things like that.”


Cindy looked at him closely. He seemed
concerned.


“It’s my job,” she said.


He picked up his plate and started eating. 


“There’s all kinds of cases out there to
investigate,” he said, “marital infidelity, corporate theft, find something
else. Politics can be nasty business, especially down here.”


The holiday music got louder, Christmas Carols
rang out, surrounding them. People were drinking and laughing a lot. Cindy
thought how Tiffany would never again here these Carols, or celebrate anything
at any party anymore. Cindy was glad to be here, standing in for her.


“What do you do?” asked Cindy, to lighten the
conversation.


“Corporate law,” said Andy. “Mergers and
acquisitions. Simple and direct.”


Cindy thought of how Clint had been taken down
by a corporation.


“It’s odd that a beautiful woman like you would
become a detective,” Andy looked at Cindy with fascination.


“I like it,” she said directly. “There’s lots
of people out there in big trouble. It feels good to step in and help. Do you
know anything about Senator O’Connell?”


Andy looked grim. “Oh my God, it was his daughter
that was murdered?” 


“You know them?”


“Of course. He’s been coming down here for
years with his family,” said Andy. “I’ve been coming down regularly, too. Which
daughter?” His face grew ashen.


“Tiffany,” said Cindy.


 “Oh no,” Andy murmured. 


“What do you know about the family?” asked
Cindy.


“Not much,” he said. “Everyone knows he’s a
Senator. Once in a while he shows up at these parties.”


“Alone?” asked Cindy.


“Yes, alone.”


“Ever notice any other woman he spent time
with?”


Andy looked uncomfortable. “Not really,” he
said. “He talks to people, we all do.”


“I don’t mean to grill you,” said Cindy.


“It’s okay,” Andy said quickly, “grill me all
you like.”


“Does Petrovich have something on the Senator?
Cindy asked bluntly then. “Is he in Petrovich’s pocket?”


“I have no idea,” Andy said. “Really, I just
come down and have a good time, then go back up to New York and work.  I’m a pretty
boring guy, basically. Not as exciting as the people you must meet.”


“You’re just fine the way you are,” Cindy said,
appreciatively.


“Well, you made my night,” Andy grinned boyishly.


 Cindy suddenly felt what a relief it could be
to have a life like Andy’s, where things went routinely and people could be
counted on. After work you went out for dinner, met with friends, took in a
movie. You weren’t always on the search for secret clues to the mind of killers.


“Now it makes sense,” Andy muttered half to
himself. “I noticed some police from Guadeloupe down on the island these past few
days, was wondering what they were doing here.  In fact I saw some at this
party tonight.”


Cindy was startled. “Where?”


“In the back,” said Andy. “I didn’t know why
they were here.  Heard said they were waiting for someone to show up.”


Cindy had chills. “Doesn’t Petrovich have his
own security guard?” 


“These cops are not down here to guard
Petrovich,” Andy answered. “They’re looking for someone else. Now I know who.”


“The killer?” asked Cindy.


“Who else would it be?” said Andy as he leaned towards
her. “Maybe they think he’s going to show up here.”


That thought had never even occurred to Cindy.


“Look, this is tricky business,” Andy went on. “There
are lots of people here you can talk to and find out more than you can from me.
I don’t want to waste your time.”


“You’re not wasting my time. It’s lovely
talking to you,” said Cindy.


Andy smiled again.


“I hope I can see you again when the case is
solved,” he said tentatively.


Cindy was touched by his sweetness. 


“When the case is solved I leave the island,”
she said, wondering when and if it would ever be closed.


“So, maybe we can see each other back in New
York?” Andy suggested, “that is, if your partner lets you.”


Cindy smiled. “I have my own life. It’s not up
to my partner.”


Cindy wondered then how Mattheus was doing, where
he actually was, if he might need her for something. She stopped and took a
moment to scan the room. At first he was nowhere to be seen. Then, finally she
spotted him, or at least someone who looked like him, nestled in a corner. Cindy
stood up and walked a few steps closer, to make sure she was seeing correctly. Mattheus
was against the wall, with a beautiful, tall red headed woman close up to him,
hanging all over him.  He had an odd smile on his face, as if was thoroughly
enjoying it.


Stunned, Cindy shuddered and turned back to
Andy.


“I’d love to have more time to talk to you,”
she said, trying to block out what she’d seen.


“I can only imagine how busy you are,” said
Andy.


Cindy paused, he was right. She was totally
busy. Every moment of her life was consumed with finding another piece of
evidence. And when one case was over, the next one came along. How much time
did she have for a life for her own? Her time with Mattheus wasn’t real either.
It revolved around tracking killers, digging up suspects, figuring the next moves.
Cindy took a deep breath. It was a strange relief to be simply sitting here, talking
to a regular guy who wanted to be with her just because of who she was. Cindy
suddenly felt homesick, not only for Christmas with her family, but for friends
she could relax with and a man she could build a real life with again. The life
that she was living now, made it impossible. And seeing Mattheus like that,
made everything worse.


Andy reached out his hand and stroked her hand
gently, “You’re a beautiful woman,” he said.


“Thank you,” said Cindy, not noticing Petrovich
approaching them as they spoke.


“Well, I see you forget your partner the moment
you find another man,” Petrovich came up and laughed gleefully. “And you, my
dear Andrew, have had tremendous good fortune tonight. You’ve found the most
beautiful woman in the entire room.”


Andy stood up, uncomfortable.


“No need to be nervous,” Petrovich grinned “But
perhaps you don’t know, dear Andrew, that this intoxicating woman, you are
talking to, has other things in mind besides you.”


Cindy was horrified and appalled by Petrovich. 


“She is actually a detective, plumbing the
depths of your brain.”  Petrovich glanced slyly at Cindy enjoying exposing her cover.


“Yes, she told me that,” said Andy, simply.


Petrovich became sullen. It was not what he
expected. 


“And I appreciated her honesty,” Andy went on.


“But why in the world are you two talking then?
What could you possibly have to tell her about what she wants to know?”
Petrovich probed. 


“Not much,” Andy said. “I had no idea the
Senator’s daughter had been killed.”


Petrovich remained poker faced.


“For all we know it was a mistake,” Petrovich
finally said. “The girl could have been mistaken for someone else.”


“It was a vicious killing,” said Cindy, “nothing
accidental about it at all.”


Petrovich shook his head. He didn’t like the
whole thing. 


 “It was an idiotic thing to have happened,” he
grumbled. “Kicking up dust where no dust is needed, getting in the way of
plans.” Then he turned to Cindy. “Why don’t you ask me your questions,
directly, my dear? Your dashing partner is quite busy with a beautiful woman he’s
met, who simply adores him, and never lets go.  And, if you asked me, he
returns her feelings completely. Even though the woman claims to be here from
the C.I. A., I am positive Mattheus is not thinking about work at this moment.
Take a look and see.”


Cindy refused to look their way again.


“Ah, I see you’ve already noticed her.  Like
you, she’s extremely beautiful. A snare for the unguarded, I’d say.”


For the first time tonight, Cindy realized how
much Mattheus must have been missing the attention of a woman. But she would
not give Petrovich the benefit of seeing her suffer. She looked at him as clear
eyed as a tiger.


“I would love to question you directly,” Cindy
said to Petrovich. “What a gracious offer. For starters, tell me what you know
about the murder.” 


“Actually, nothing,” he said. 


“A man with your clout and connections?” asked
Cindy. “You have to know something.”


“But I don’t,” said Petrovich in a low, grumbly
tone, “that’s why it’s so irritating. And, this so called investigation is interfering
with important business dealings, which is precisely why it has to be over with
and done.  My only wish is to see the case closed. That’s why I’ve invited the Guadeloupe
Police to be my guests here tonight, as well as your charming Mattheus, who
thinks somehow I am involved. I am not. And it doesn’t look good for me, does
it, to have him or others thinking I could be. Deals I make naturally. Murder
is something I never stoop to.”


Andy cleared his throat. Clearly, this
conversation was more than he bargained for.


“Should I be hearing all this?” Andy asked,
finally.


“If you want to pursue a relationship with this
exquisite woman, then you’d better get used to conversations like this,”
Petrovich replied instantly. “And, also, you will have to put up with her
formidable partner, who I can easily handle, but you cannot.”


Cindy cleared her throat. Petrovich was trying
to put an end to her relationship with Andy.


“Petrovich thinks he runs the world,” Cindy
said with bravado, “his world maybe, but not mine!” 


Petrovich laughed. “She’s spirited, but foolish,”
he continued. “And jealous of the attention her partner is giving other women,
as well.”


Cindy’s face grew red.


“Women are my finest wine,” Petrovich continued,
“I’ve had a taste of every brand, know them all intimately. It may take time
for Cindy to understand, that what’s good for the goose is not good for the
gander. Mattheus can do what he likes with women. She cannot. It won’t make Mattheus
happy to know that Cindy has even been talking to you so intimately. In fact it
could cause a dangerous strain in their relationship, if I told him so.”


Cindy stood up tall. “What has any of this to
do with you?” she asked, furious. 


Petrovich laughed out loud. “Nothing, but you
are a guest at my party. And I’ve actually taken a liking to you. You’re the
first woman, my dear, who has interested me in a long, long while.”


“Well, there’s nothing about you interests me
in the least,” Cindy snapped.


Petrovich moved closer to her, seductively. 


She moved away and turned towards the door.


“What do you plan to do?” asked Petrovich, “Leave
without your partner? That would be foolish, dangerous, even.”


“Now you’re concerned about my safety?” Cindy
could not bear to look at him.


“Yes, in fact, I am,” he said.


When on a case, Cindy knew it was a cardinal
rule to stay in touch, never go without letting your partner know when you left
or where you were. She decided to go tell Mattheus that she was leaving now and
would meet him back at the hotel. She had to get away from Petrovich, found him
entirely repulsive.


First she wanted to say good bye to Andy.


 “I am staying at the Ile de Joie Hotel,” Cindy
said to him. “Please call me there if you care to.”


Then she turned and left, to find Mattheus,
edging her way slowly through the crowded room. It was hot and late and
difficult to wedge her way between the clusters of people. When Cindy got to
the far corner she caught another glimpse of Mattheus at the bar. Her heart
stopped cold. There was no space at all between him and the red head now, she
was pressed full up against him. They were talking intimately, drinks in their
hands.


Cindy stopped in her tracks. This was more than
she could handle. What did this have to do with investigating a crime? Nothing.
He was obviously drawn to this woman and she to him. They were comfortable
together, whispering. Her mouth was practically on his face.


Cindy spun around, tears in her eyes, and dashed
back to the front door. There was no way she would get in between them and tell
him about her plans. Instead, she flew to the front gate and ordered the
security guard to call her a taxi immediately.


 The guard looked her over and smiled. “Going
home alone? So early?”


Cindy did not respond. She
just wanted to get out of there, think things over, and decide what to do next.


 “The cab will be here in a
few minutes,” the guard said, trying to get her attention.


“Thank you,” said Cindy curtly,
leaning back against the front door. It was actually beautiful outdoors, the
air was warm, thick and sweet and the dark sky was lit with a canopy of stars. Tears
stung Cindy’s eyes when she realized that she was so far from family, here alone.


Instead of a taxi, a small
dark car drove up to the entrance. The man at the steering wheel got out, and
motioned for Cindy to get in. He was muscular with dark hair, dark eyes and
wore a simple suit.


She stood frozen, looking at
him. There had to be some mistake. She wondered who he thought she was.


He seemed to know what he was
there for though, came over to her slowly. 


“Cindy Blaine?” he asked.


“Yes?”


“Officer Sanchez Hanuah,” he
said in a rumbling tone, took out his badge and showed it to her. “From Guadeloupe.”


Cindy was stunned. He had a
formidable power and strength.


 “Get into the car. We’ll
drive you back to the hotel. Along the way, we can talk a little.”


She stood exactly where she
was. 


“My partner will be here in a
little while,” she lied. “I’m waiting for him.”


“It’s you we want to talk to” Hanuah
said, unmovable. “You came out alone and called for a cab. You’re not waiting
for your partner. You’re running away.”


Cindy backed away from him. He
or one of his crew must have been watching her all night. She had no intention
of going into that car alone with him. She looked over at the security guard
who was smirking. He hadn’t called a taxi, he’d called these guys. Following
orders from Petrovich, obviously.


“There’s nothing to be afraid
of,” Hanuah said. “We’ve been waiting for you all evening. There’s no reason
for us to hurt you.”


“What have you been waiting
for?”  Cindy asked.


Hanuah smiled a strange smile,
showing a row, of perfect, tiny teeth.


“We’ve been waiting for you to
leave the party, with or without your ridiculous partner.”


Cindy stiffened. She started
to say something, but he stopped her.


“Do not defend him,” Hanuah
smiled, waving his hand. “A ladies man cannot be trusted. It’s stupid to work
with that kind of man.  One, two, three, they fall into the trap.  I’ve seen it
happen again and again.”


Cindy realized that Mattheus
had been set up. They’d provided a beautiful, irresistible woman to pretend she
was an agent, and rivet him to every word she said. Of course, it worked
perfectly. He was drawn in, intoxicated. Cindy’d seen it with her own eyes.


Hanuah looked at Cindy. “With
a partner like that, things like this happen. Sooner or later you end up alone.”



Cindy knew he was right, but
refused to admit it.


“I am not alone,” she responded,
pretending that none of it touched her at all. “My partner is inside, doing his
job. I’m outside, waiting for a cab. He and I will meet up later. We always do.
Now, what do you want to talk to me about?” She suddenly felt a surge of anger.
She was getting tired of these endless games and innuendos. “We can talk right
here, right now.” 


Hanuah looked around. People
were coming and going everywhere. “Not really,” he said.


Cindy dug in. “The we can go
inside and talk.”


“You’re feisty, I like it. But
it’s too crowded and noisy,” Hanuah said. “We’ll get in the car and ride down
the road straight to your hotel.”


He clearly knew where she was
staying. Cindy wondered if he’d been watching her there as well.


“Why in the world would you
think I trust you?” she said, incredulous.


Hanuah leaned back, amused. “Then
call your partner, and we’ll wait for him, too.”


Cindy pulled out her phone and
started to call. She stopped midstream. She had no intention of calling Mattheus
to come to her rescue. She didn’t want to speak to him ever again. Let him be
as drawn in as he wanted by that woman. She could handle this on her own. 


Cindy spun around towards the
guards.  “Get me a taxi this minute. Or else!” she commanded.


The guard looked at Hanuah,
who nodded his approval, a tiny smile playing around the edge of his mouth. 


“If you insist we can ride in
the taxi with you,” Hanuah said.


“Wait a minute,” said Cindy,
archly.


“We don’t have a minute,” the
smile disappeared. “And neither do you. This has gone far enough. If you won’t
listen, I’ll tell you right here. Back off the case.” His eyes narrowed.


“Is that all?” Cindy said
flippantly.


“You and your ridiculous
partner have become irritants,” Hanuah said, more forcefully, “more than
irritants, you’re getting in our way. We have work to do and you’re not part of
it.”


His eyes flared as he spoke. There
was something fascinating about his smoldering energy and Cindy suddenly felt relieved
to be with him.  She let her defenses drop a moment. 


“What’s the problem?” she
burst out passionately, matching his intensity, “We’re not the enemy. You’re
here to work the case, so are we. We can work together, we can help.”


He came much closer and Cindy felt
his breath filled with alcohol on her face.


 “We do not want your help.
Get off the island. Go home. Listen to me.”


A rush of pain flew through
Cindy. She wanted to say, I have no home to go to anymore. There is nothing
else I can do now but track down killers here on the islands – end up with wild
men like you on Christmas Eve. Instead, she breathed deeply, trying to find her
lost bearings.


 “I can’t leave Tiffany’s
family in the lurch,” she insisted.


“This is much bigger than
Tiffany’s family,” Hanuah suddenly spoke in a confidential tone. “Now they’re
sending in people from Washington. We cannot tolerate that. We’re not sure who
they are, but we’ll find out soon. If we’re not careful, they’ll be calling
Interpol next. Big reputations are at stake. You’re making more trouble than
you know. This little, miserable murder case has to be closed, and fast.”


Cindy looked at him simply and
openly. He stopped speaking and their glances met. 


“Who killed Tiffany?” she
asked softly. “Tell me and we’ll close the case one, two, three.”


“I don’t know,” he breathed, “and
I don’t care!  She’s inconsequential, at best.”


Something struck Cindy vividly
at that moment and she started trembling from head to foot. 


“Has there’s been another
murder?” Cindy gasped, terrified. “Is Tiffany is just the tip of the iceberg?”


He put his hand on her arm to
steady her. 


“No, there hasn’t, not yet,”
he said. “But there could be if you don’t leave soon. Murders often happen in
threes down here. As an island detective with a big reputation, you should know
that. I don’t want to see more bloodshed. And neither does Sasha. Once bloodshed
starts, it’s hard to stop. Petrovich is a very wise man. And, by the way, he
seems he likes you very much.” 


Cindy made a terrible face.


Hanuah smiled, baring his
perfect teeth again. 


“And I can see perfectly well
why he does,” Hanuah added.


 Despite herself, Cindy liked Hanuah
too. Under different conditions, she and he could have become friends.


“I appreciate what you’re
doing,” Cindy said. 


“Appreciate it or not, it
doesn’t matter,” Hanuah muttered, “just do what you’re told. Go home.”


Then he turned, went back into
the car, spun it around on its heel and sped down the dark road.











CHAPTER 17


 


After Hanuah left, the guard called a taxi
which came and drove Cindy home. She felt both sad and proud to be coming home
alone. She didn’t have to stay there and watch Mattheus carry on like that. It
was way beyond the call of duty. She also realized that they were working on a
case and had to find a way to keep going until it was closed. The warning she’d
gotten from Hanuah had power behind it and Cindy knew they had to take it
seriously. She and Mattheus had stumbled onto something that was way larger
than they’d realized. The police and government were involved. It could be
anything, money laundering, smuggling, humongous profits made on dirty deals.
Big reputations and careers were obviously at stake. Cindy believed that the
Senator was aware of what was going on. He’d been to Petrovich’s parties, tangled
with authorities. What had he been thinking when he called Cindy and Mattheus? Probably
shocked by the death of his daughter and determined to get justice.


But, Hanuah was right. Tiffany’s death was
inconsequential to them. It wasn’t inconsequential to Cindy, though. Although
Cindy never met her, she felt a growing connection to Tiffany, cared for her a
great deal. The more Cindy found out about her, the more alive Tiffany became.
Cindy could almost feel her calling out for help and justice now. There was no
way Cindy could go home and leave the case open.  And what about Frances?  An
innocent guy, who most likely had nothing to do with the crime, would probably
be found guilty. One life ruined after another.


Hanuah could threaten Cindy all he liked. She
was not budging. And, oddly enough, she was not afraid.


It took a short while for Cindy to get back to
the hotel. The taxi drove up to the entrance and you could hear the music,
laughter and partying coming from inside. Cindy was relieved to be alone. She
tipped the driver, raced up to her room, took off her fancy evening clothes and
threw them on the sofa. Then she put on a robe and went out onto the patio to just
sit and look at the stars. It helped to breathe the salty air and let the warm
evening breezes wash over her.  In just a few hours her entire world had turned
around.  Her relationship with Mattheus was different. He didn’t feel like someone
she could turn to for safety anymore.  But, that was okay, she said to herself.
Why did she have to turn to anyone for safety? It was time to grow up, become a
mountain of strength not only for others, but for herself as well. 


As she sat out there musing, her cell phone rang.
It had to be Mattheus, wondering where she was. She couldn’t bring herself to
pick the phone up.  Cindy was actually shocked at the depth of her feelings. She
was more upset and jealous than she could remember, or had any right to be. This
was crazy, she told herself. What had Mattheus actually done? Flirted with her
a little, and then been completely drawn in by that gorgeous woman. Okay, it
happened in front of her eyes, but Cindy and Mattheus weren’t a couple. She had
to remind herself of that, over and over. It was easy to get lost in a fantasy
down here, take little things to mean much more than they did.  She must have
been lonelier than she realized, and probably he was too. 


The phone rang again, and she still couldn’t
answer. Despite herself, their relationship had meant a lot.  She and Mattheus
played on the edge of intimacy time and again. They’d come to a moment and then
retreat. There always were intimations, flirtations, soft suggestions in the air.
Hanuah’s words had probably been designed to create suspicion and a wedge
between them. These guys down here were snakes, Petrovich, Hanuah. They knew
exactly what they were doing. Cindy shuddered at the thought of them. Then,
Andy crossed her mind lightly. He was so normal, plain, uninteresting, but good
to talk to anyway.  Living this life, working day after day in the heart of
suffering, intrigue and crime, she’d forgotten about people like him.


 The cell phone rang a third time. Cindy knew
she had to pick it up and let Mattheus know she was safe. She picked up.


“Where the hell are you?” Mattheus sounded
furious and scared.


“Back at the hotel,” said Cindy. “I’m fine.”


“Well, I’m not,” said Mattheus. “I’m pissed as
hell. You don’t just pick up and run out on your partner.”


Just who exactly ran out on whom? Cindy
thought.


She flushed “You didn’t have your partner run
out on you,” Cindy said lightly. “You had her right at your side all night
long.”


Silence on the other end. “I don’t believe what
I’m hearing,” Mattheus said finally.


Cindy closed her eyes. She wanted to hang up,
but knew she couldn’t.


“You ran out because you were jealous?” He
sounded dumbstruck.


Cindy had nothing to say.


“You acted like a spoiled child,” Mattheus said.



No, like a woman in love, Cindy realized. Tears
fell down her face as the conversation continued. This was the last thing she
wanted or needed, to be in love with Mattheus.


“You could have endangered both of us,” said
Mattheus, calmer now.

“Endangered you? I don’t see how.” 


“Really? If something happened to you, what do
you think I’d do? Go nuts.”


“I guess,” said Cindy sadly.


“You guess? What the hell’s going on? You don’t
sound like you’re in your right mind,” he said.


It was a harsh statement, but probably true,
thought Cindy. She’d gotten mixed up, allowed herself to develop feelings for
Mattheus that had no place in their lives. It was easy for old longings to
replay, old hopes to get dashed.


“There are more dangers doing this work than I
realized,” Cindy said quietly.


“What do you mean by that?” Mattheus asked.


“Figure it out,” said Cindy, annoyed at his
denseness and hung up the phone.


*


  Cindy awoke in the morning clear headed and
ordered breakfast up in the room. She wasn’t ready to see Mattheus yet. And, on
his side, he didn’t call.


Cindy knew she had to alert him about her
encounter with Hanuah, and she would. He’s probably sleeping in, thought Cindy.
After all, it’s Christmas Day. But then, she decided to forcibly stop thinking
about him, and turn her attention to the task at hand. The time they had left
to work down here was limited. She needed to continue to gather whatever facts she
could before they were actually kicked off the island. 


Several things were uppermost in her mind right
now –checking further into Tad’s alibi to see if anyone else saw him scuba diving,
and also, finding out more about Frances. It was important to see if there was
anything at all that actually linked him the crime.


In a little while, Cindy’s phone rang and to her
relief it wasn’t Mattheus, it was Rori.


Cindy picked up immediately. Rori had been on
her mind these past few days. The video of the engagement party showed that
Rori and Frances were close. Cindy’d wanted to talk to her not only about
Frances, but find out if she knew whether someone had seen Tad scuba diving. 


“Hi,” said Rori, “Merry Christmas.”


“Merry Christmas to you,” said Cindy.


“Sorry to bother you on a day like this, but I
was just wondering if you might have an hour to meet with me?” asked Rori. “I’m
going stir crazy on the boat and want to get off and take a walk. I can’t stand
being with the family another minute.”


“Absolutely,” said Cindy delighted. The timing
couldn’t have been more perfect. “Where do you want to meet?”


“How about Gagua Beach?” said Rori.


*


Cindy and Rori met up on Gagua Beach, a small
beach on a cove along the edge of a wild bird preserve. Cindy hadn’t seen this
inlet before and once again she felt as though she was stepping into a magical
world, full of the call of birds, talking to each other.  It was startling to
listen to them singing and also take in the incredible beauty of the sights.
The water stretched along a rocky shore, down beneath sloping hills filled with
trees where these wild birds made their home. Some flew over Cindy’s head, warbling,
as she walked down to the shore. It felt as though they were welcoming her to
their enclave. 


When she got down to the beach, Rori was
already there, sitting on a rock. 


“Merry Christmas,” said Cindy as she drew
closer.


Rori looked up and smiled. 


“Thanks for everything you’re doing,” she said.
“Working like this, even on Christmas day.”


Cindy was surprised. Rori seemed warm, open and
eager to see her. She was a far cry from the edgy twin sister Cindy had met
before.


“It must be a very painful day for your family,”
said Cindy, as Rori got up.


 “Every day has been awful in one way or
another since Tiffany died,” said Rori. “We can’t catch a break.”


“I’m sorry,” said Cindy. 


“Let’s take a walk along the water,” said Rori,
restless and wanting to move.


The two of them started walking, and Cindy
loved the feeling of sand under her feet.


 “My mother is getting much worse,” Rori started.
“Going downhill every day. It’s exhausting.”


“You’ve always had a hard time with her?” Cindy
asked


“Always have and always will,” Rori wasn’t
pulling any punches. “You’d think she’d get it together, at least for the sake
of the family. It can be done. Look at me, I’m not getting worse.”


“That’s great,” said Cindy.


“What good would it do if I fell apart?” said
Rori.


“None at all,” Cindy agreed.


 “And besides that,” Rori continued, “my father
really needs me now. He’s devastated. Tiffany was his favorite, and now that
she’s gone, he always wants me around. I guess it doesn’t hurt that we were
identical twins. He looks at me and thinks she’s here. But she’s not. I’m
nothing like her.”


Cindy couldn’t help wonder if somehow Rori
might be relieved that her sister was gone.


“What was your relationship like with Tiffany?”
Cindy asked.


“Okay, not special,” said Rori directly. “We
were different in a lot of ways. Our mother adored Tiffany and could never
stand me.”


“That’s awful,” said Cindy.


“You get used to everything,” said Rori. “It
makes you strong.”


Cindy felt a strong wave of admiration for Rori.
She was blunt, direct, didn’t pull any punches.


A light wind came up and blew in their faces as
they walked. Surprisingly, it had grown somewhat cooler.


“Some say we could get heavy rain, later,” Rori
offered in passing, “that’s unusual down here, this time of year.”


Cindy was enjoying the breezes. “It’s quite an
island,” she said.


“It’s okay,” said Rori. “After this I don’t
think we’ll ever come back. I know I don’t want to. Can’t wait to get out of
here, actually. We’re just waiting to hear what the medical examiner finds.” 


“About Frances?” asked Cindy.


Rori nodded sadly. 


“I noticed on the engagement video that you and
Frances have a nice relationship,” Cindy said.


“Very nice,” said Rori, stopped walking, and
looked out into the ocean. “He’s a great guy who’s had lots of rough breaks. He
didn’t do this. I’m positive. There’s zero reason for him to be in jail.”


“Zero?” asked Cindy.


Rori bent down and picked up a piece of
driftwood, then used to it write a huge zero on the moist sand. 


“There’s absolutely, positively no way Frances
would have hurt Tiffany,” Rori said. “I had to tell you that.”


“Why are you so positive?”


“Because he loved her,” said Rori.


Cindy and Rori looked at each other.


“But Tiffany was engaged to Tad,” said Cindy. “Sounds
like it could have been a motive to me.”


Rori shook her head calmly. “Tiffany’s
engagement meant nothing,” she said. “Frances was the guy she loved.”


Cindy was startled. Wynn had told her no one
else knew about this.


“Tiffany got engaged to pacify my mother,” Rori
went on. “Nothing more, nothing less.”


“How long did you know about your sister and
Frances?”


Rori tossed her hair back off her face. “It
wasn’t hard to figure out. Tiffany wasn’t good at hiding anything, only from my
mother, who chooses to be blind.”


“Tiffany told you about her relationship with
Frances?” Cindy probed.


“She didn’t have to tell me anything. I saw
what was going on,” Rori said. “But let me tell you something else that could
have something to do with what happened.”


“What?” Cindy’s heart started beating fast.


“Tiffany was a drug addict, too.”


Cindy’s body got cold.


“You’re never going to find the killer if you
don’t know what you’re up against,” Rori said defiantly. “I decided someone’s
got to tell the truth. If they don’t it’s gonna get pinned on Frances, and I
couldn’t stand that. He doesn’t deserve a life in jail! Even though a lot of
people might want him there.”


“Who?” asked Cindy, alerted.


Rori’s face had a strange wildness about it. “There
are plenty of people who would breathe easier if the case was closed. Then all
kinds of dirt won’t get dredged up and this island can still look like a
paradise. Tourists will feel safe, money keep flowing, new homes and casinos
built. My mother always says let sleeping dogs lie. I say it’s time to wake up
all the sleeping dogs and let them howl. One of them killed Tiffany. Let them
howl so we can find out who!”


 Cindy was inspired by Rori’s spirit. 


“Who else knows Tiffany was an addict?” Cindy needed
confirmation.


“Probably Frances, I’m not sure. But I saw her
sniffing cocaine all the time.”


“That must be pretty common down here,” Cindy
said.


“But recently Tiffany graduated to heroine. I’m
sick of the whole family thinking she was a goody goody and I was the rotten
one. When the truth comes out it will be better for everyone.” 


“How recently did Tiffany graduate to heroine?”
asked Cindy. 


“A couple of months ago,” said Rori. “I told
her she was playing with fire. She told me to mind my own damn business. It was
her life and she’d do with it what she wanted. It wasn’t her life for long,
though.”


“The two of you fought?” Cindy insisted.


“We didn’t fight. We said it like it was.”


“Did Tad know about her addiction?” 


“Who the hell knows, or cares?” said Rori. “If
you ask me, Tad lives in a world of his own. He never really knew much about Tiffany,
just imagined he did. He liked to wear her on his arm, like an expensive Rolex.
Believe me, Tad was never important to her.”


“She was important to him though,” said Cindy.


“Who knows?” Rori was growing impatient. “No
one ever really got to know Tad. None of our friends much liked him, either.
They just put up with him for Tiffany’s sake.”


“Did anyone besides Jimmy Bolton see Tad scuba
diving that afternoon?” asked Cindy, “anyone at all?”


“I don’t know and I don’t care,” said Rori. “I
told you Tad’s unimportant. The one you should be really talking to is the
pusher who sold Tiffany her drugs. He knew her better than Tad did. He could
help you find the killer.”


Rori took out a piece of paper and wrote the
name and address of the pusher down.


A huge, bitter wave blew in from the ocean, as
a cluster of birds flew out of the trees, cawing loudly and flying together, as
they made a zig zag path across the sky. 


“Go see the pusher as soon as you can,” Rori
repeated. “Then let me know what he says. Get ready, you’ll get a whole lot
more from him than you’ve bargained for.”


*


When Cindy got back to the hotel, Mattheus was
sitting and waiting in her room. She was momentarily stunned to see him there.


“I see we’re playing a game of cat and mouse,”
he said as she walked into the room.


Cindy didn’t realize she’d left the door open.


“Where have you been?” he continued.


“I went to speak to Rori,” Cindy said in the
most professional tone she could muster, not looking at him at all.


“On Christmas Day?” he asked.


“Rori called. She wanted to get off the boat
and meet with me,” Cindy remarked, incredibly careful not to talk about
anything but business. “In fact, Rori told me that Tiffany was a drug addict,
and gave me the name of her pusher.”


Mattheus sat up upright in his chair. “You mention
this so casually?”


“And, that’s not all,” Cindy was on a mini
roll. “When I was waiting for the cab to go home last night, Sanchez Hanuah, a
cop from Guadeloupe approached me. He said we’d better get off the case and leave
the island as soon as we could. Seems our messing around is causing deeper
problems. Law enforcement may be called in now from everywhere.”


Mattheus turned and faced Cindy. 


“And how long were you going to wait to tell me
this?” he said.


Cindy felt her face go ashen, looking directly
at him.


 “I planned to tell you today,” she said
lightly.


“And you just decided on your own to rush off
and see Rori, after a warning like that from Hanuah?” 


“Time is of the essence,” Cindy said archly. “We
don’t have much time here. I didn’t want to lose a second. I don’t feel that
Frances did it. And, we both know the medical examiner isn’t coming up with
anything real.”


“They can pin it on him anyway,” said Mattheus.
“Things like this happen all the time.”


“Not when I’m on a case,” said Cindy.


“When you’re called?” asked Mattheus. “How
about me? You’re doing this alone now?”


Cindy stopped talking and stared at him. “I don’t
know,” she answered quietly.


“You don’t know what?” The muscle in Mattheus’
jaw started working.


“I don’t know how I’m going to proceed,” Cindy
said definitively.


“You’re furious because of me and that red
head?” Mattheus looked outraged.


“I think things have gotten a little out of
hand between us,” Cindy said quietly. “It happens. I’m not blaming you.”


Mattheus took a step closer. “I was doing my
job,” he said. “This is the way to get women to spill, you butter them up. She’s
an important undercover agent.”


Cindy said nothing.


“It’s a known tactic,” Mattheus repeated.


“And maybe she was doing the same to you?”
Cindy quipped. “Ever think you could have been set up? Lured in? It sure wasn’t
difficult.”


“I wasn’t caught in anything,” said Mattheus.


“That’s not how it looked to me,” Cindy said.


Mattheus breathed out hard. “You got jealous,”
he said.


“Yes,” Cindy answered. “You made a fool of me.”


“What are you talking about? There’s not one
woman at that party who could ever hold a candle to you,” said Mattheus, emotionally.


Cindy didn’t buy it. It was more of the same
banter they engaged in that turned created these fantasies.


“That’s an unnecessary comment,” she said.


“No, it isn’t,” said Mattheus. “In fact, it’s
exactly to the point. I’ve never met a woman I felt about the way I feel about
you.”


Cindy’s chest constricted. She found it hard to
breathe.


“You’re not only beautiful, you’re smart, gutsy
and I respect you,” Mattheus said.


It was hard to take all this in.


“And it seems as if you feel the same way about
me,” Mattheus slowly grinned.


“I don’t know what I feel exactly,” said Cindy.
“It’s easy to get lost in a fantasy here.”


“It doesn’t have to be a fantasy,” Mattheus
said then, slowly. “We can make it real.”


“I don’t know if I can trust you,” Cindy said,
tears suddenly stinging her eyes.


“You have to trust me,” Mattheus was pleading. “I
didn’t do anything. I told you, I was only working.”


“But it didn’t look like that to me, Mattheus.”


“I’m sorry,” he said, “but that’s all it was.
Now, let’s go down to the restaurant and have a Christmas meal.”











CHAPTER 18


 


 


Before Cindy and Mattheus went down to the
restaurant in the hotel, he reserved the best seats in the front, overlooking
the ocean. They needed some time together, not only to soothe ruffled feelings
but go over what they’d found.


Even though she was hungry, Cindy felt somewhat
hesitant about going for a meal with Mattheus. Last night had been taxing and
had taken a toll. But, she also knew that she and Mattheus had work to do. She
planned to keep their meal focused squarely on that.


Mattheus went back to his room to change and Cindy
dressed casually, in a rose, silk dress with sandals and a light sweater. She
pulled her hair back to look more professional and went very light on the
makeup. Simpler and plainer was better, she thought. 


Cindy dressed quickly and as she inspected
herself in the mirror, she couldn’t help feel an odd sense of loneliness she
hadn’t felt in a while. Probably because of the holiday, she thought. It was
odd being away from friends and family, made her feel as if she were a drifter
with no real anchor in her life.  Cindy was suddenly struck with a strong desire
to call home and speak to her sister, Ann.  Ann had been so disapproving of
Cindy’s new life that it had been a long while since they spoke. Cindy wondered
if maybe Ann might be missing her as well.


On impulse, she reached for the phone and
dialed her sister in the States.


The phone picked up immediately. “Merry
Christmas,” the voice on the other end rang out.


Cindy dove in, “Merry Christmas, Ann.”


Silence. Her sister had probably been expecting
someone else.


“Is that you, Cindy?” the voice on the other
end was faltering.


“Yes, it’s me,” said Cindy, “How are you?”


Another pause. Obviously, Ann was taken aback.


 “I’m fine,” Ann said. “What prompted you to
call out of the blue?”


“It’s Christmas,” said Cindy, in what she tried
to speak in a light hearted tone.


“Oh, that’s it!” Ann’s voice grew tighter. “The
other three hundred and sixty four days of the year don’t matter at all?”


Cindy’s stomach clenched. She wondered why she’d
expected a different response, had hoped her sister might have mellowed by now.



“I was hoping you’d be glad to hear from me,” said
Cindy.


“You mean you want me to pretend that I have a
sister for a day? Someone who cares what becomes of us all?”


 “I care about what becomes of you, Ann,” Cindy
responded. “Sounds like you don’t feel the same way.”


“Don’t twist this around,” Ann’s voice started
to slur a little.


Cindy knew that Ann was deeply unnerved by Cindy’s
detective work and it seemed she’d only grown more bitter since they’d last
spoken.  


“Are you well, Ann?” Cindy said.


Ann started crying a little. “I miss you,
Cindy,” she said, in a suddenly childlike voice. “I can’t stand the worrying
you’re putting us through.”


“I’m sorry,” said Cindy.
















 


 


“Sorry isn’t enough,” said Ann, “Come home. Give
up this crazy obsession with finding killers.”


“It’s not an obsession,” Cindy defended
herself.


“It is an obsession. Clint is gone. You found
his killer, that’s enough. Life goes on. There are good people to meet, a new
life to build. You’re wasting your life.”


Cindy took a deep, breath, as the thought of
Andy crossed her mind. He would be exactly the kind of person that Ann would be
thrilled to have Cindy bring home. But was it even possible? Cindy had seen too
much by now, been down too many mazes. She didn’t think she could ever go back
into that kind of life again. Like it or not, she’d become an entirely a
different person.


“I’ll be home to visit soon, Ann,” Cindy said
softly.


“Yes,” said Ann, “but then as soon as someone
else calls, you’ll go running out on another case! You and the guy you’re
working with, he can’t settle down either, both of you running away from
ghosts.”


Cindy was offended. Ann didn’t know the first
thing about Mattheus and Cindy wasn’t going to start defending him now.


“People need me,” Cindy said quietly. “I’m good
at what I do.”


“And what about me, what about the family? We
need you, too.”


Cindy was sorry she’d called and caused Ann
this upset.


 “I’m sorry I called,” she said.


“You miss the point entirely,” said Ann. “Don’t
be sorry you called. Be sorry that you’ve left the whole family behind.”


“I love you, Ann,” Cindy said softly. 


“That’s all you have to say?” asked Ann.


“Merry Christmas,” Cindy added.


“Merry Christmas,” Ann echoed, as she hung up
the phone.


*


Cindy sat quietly for a few minutes after she
hung up the phone. She felt even more empty and hollow after talking to Ann.
They’d been so close for so many years. It was painful to realize that she and
her sister were growing in such different directions and that Ann couldn’t
understand her at all now.


 Cindy got up then to go down to the lobby,
apprehensive about how things between her and Mattheus would go. Oddly enough
though, when she got there, Mattheus was excited to see her. It was odd how men
could go on as if nothing happened, forget an entire upset in one minute flat.
Cindy noticed that Mattheus had dressed for the occasion, looked more dashing
than usual, in beige linen slacks and a brightly colored shirt. She did her
best to disregard it.


“I’ve got us the best table in the house,” Mattheus
said lightly, as he led her through the crowded lobby into the luxurious
restaurant on the water.


Actually, it was wonderful to be in the
restaurant. It was decorated for Christmas, everyone was decked out, and there
was a sense of celebration in the air. Cindy and Mattheus sat at the front
table, where the sun shone on them and light breezes gently drifted by. 


“Gourmet French dining at its best,” Mattheus
said as he glanced at the menu.


Cindy ordered sautéed salmon, salad and white
wine. Mattheus chose the same. 


After they’d ordered, Mattheus leaned towards
her, reaching out for her hands.


Cindy did not offer them, and he slowly drew his
hands back again. 


“Okay,” he said suppressing a smile, “let’s get
right to business.” 


“Good,” said Cindy. “My talk with Rori was incredible.
She claims that Tiffany was a drug addict and game me the name of her pusher.”


“Whoah, hold up. What kind of drugs?” asked
Mattheus, disconcertedly.


“She recently graduated to heroine about two
months ago.”


“According to her sister,” said Mattheus.


“I can check it out with the pusher,” said
Cindy.


“That’s a trip we’ll take together,” said
Mattheus, “it’s not a place for you to rummage around alone.


At one time that would have made Cindy feel
cared for, now it irritated her. 


Cindy disregarded his comments, “I have more
information,” she said. “Rori also said Tiffany and Frances were in love.” 


Mattheus looked startled. 


“It’s an important part of the picture,” Cindy said,
“could explain a lot of things, like why Tiffany chose to become engaged to Tad,
who rarely could have sex, was impotent.”


Mattheus’ eyes flashed. “You sound like a
living tabloid.”


Cindy didn’t like that. “Tiffany’s mother said Tiffany
confided in her and told her that.”


“So, that’s why explains Tiffany’s affair with
Frances,” Mattheus remarked. “But why marry a guy who’s got a problem like
that?”


“Rori said Tiffany never intended to marry Tad.
She became engaged to pacify her mom.”


“It’s all very interesting,” said Mattheus, “but
none of it takes us one step closer to who committed this sordid crime.”


“The drug part might,” said Cindy. 


“I have my money on Petrovich,” said Mattheus


“You think he killed Tiffany?” Cindy asked
point blank.


“Not him, once of his henchmen. He’s got them
spread out, like tentacles, all over the place.”‘


“What’s the motive?” asked Cindy.


“Not exactly sure yet, but getting closer,”
said Mattheus, definitively.


“Fill me in,” said Cindy.


The waiter brought the food and placed it
luxuriously down in front of them. Mattheus started to eat. He seemed happy to
be there, and hungry. As he ate, Mattheus looked up at Cindy and talked in a
low voice.


“Petrovich is head of a smuggling ring, money
laundering operation, and huge real estate empire. And, he personally controls
every part of it. The cops, politicians and intelligence agents are all in his
grip. And it’s a tight grip, let me tell you.”


“How’d you find all this out?” Cindy asked.


“I put it together,” said Mattheus, talking to
the folks around him.


“You mean the red head?” asked Cindy.


Mattheus looked up at her with a strange look, “let’s
not get into that again.”


“I’m not getting into anything, just asking,” said
Cindy. “Is she part of his covert operation?”


“Yes,” said Mattheus. “She doesn’t think I know,
but I do. She told me last night she was an intelligence agent, with her own
questions about Petrovich.”


“She’s a double agent?” Cindy remarked.


“I’m sure of it,” said Mattheus, his eyes
narrowing.


Cindy picked up her fork, but couldn’t eat.


“So, she’s feeding you false information?” said
Cindy.


“Right” said Mattheus grinning, “but I’m two
steps ahead. I know how to ferret out the truth and read between the lines.”


Cindy put her fork down.


“What’s the matter?” asked Mattheus, “the food’s
fantastic.”


“I’m not so hungry,” said Cindy.


“You need a strong stomach for the work we do,”
Mattheus looked directly at her. “You can’t let developments affect you like
this.”


Cindy realized he was right. She had to learn
to deal with whatever this life laid out before her.


“Tell me more about the cop you ran into,”
Mattheus asked.


“Sanchez Hanuah, from Guadeloupe, showed me his
badge. Wanted me to go for a ride with him.”


Mattheus stopped eating. “Yeah, a ride straight
to hell.”


“He warned us to stop poking around and get out
of town as quickly as we could. He wasn’t kidding, Mattheus. He meant business.”


“So do I,” said Mattheus. “I looked this guy up
after you mentioned him.  There’s no record of anyone like that on the police
force in Guadeloupe.”


Cindy was startled. “Could he be working for
Petrovich?” 


“I asked Petrovich about him, too,” said
Mattheus. “He denies knowing anyone like that.”


“That doesn’t mean anything,” said Cindy, “Petrovich’s
security guy at the door knew who he was. The two of them had a relationship.”


“I should have been there with you,” Mattheus said
firmly. “Don’t run away like that again.”


Cindy felt a flush of heat as he said that. “There’s
more too,” she said quickly, defending herself, “Hanuah said you were a typical
ladies man. Someone who easily fell into the trap and that I wasn’t safe with a
partner like that.” 


“I’m not a lady’s man,” said Mattheus
definitively. “I was once, years ago. Those days are over forever. You are
completely safe with me.”


Cindy shrugged. “Just telling you what he said.”
















 


 


Mattheus looked sad. “Sounds like he got to you
and turned your head inside out.  That was his intention, make you insecure,
split us apart, take your power, dislodge our investigation. That tells me we’re
getting close to something big.”


Cindy wondered if it were true? Had she simply fallen
into a trap? It was frightening to contemplate. For a moment she felt way out
of her depth. 


“Listen,” Mattheus said, pushing his plate away
from him, “I have an appointment in an hour with the person from the party. I’ll
grill her on Hanuah, as well as everything else.”


“An appointment with who?” Cindy was startled.


Mattheus pushed his chair back. 


“I left our discussion midway last night. There’s
more stuff I need to get from her.”


“The red head?” asked Cindy.


“You’ve got to drop that,” Mattheus said. “This
is a murder case we’re on.”


Cindy’s heart started pounding. He was right.
She had to pull herself together immediately. He had every right to talk to
anyone he liked.


“You’re right,” said Cindy, as strongly as she
could. “Find out about Hanuah, and while you’re at it, I’ll go check out the
guy who sold drugs to Tiffany.”


“Wait until tomorrow when I can go with you.
Those guys are low lives. Don’t go alone.”


Cindy
only half heard what Mattheus was saying, her mind was racing uncontrollably.
In a few 


minutes he was going to take off and meet that woman
again. Was it so urgent that he had to see her on Christmas day?  Why he really
was going back? How much information could she really have? 


Cindy didn’t say a thing to him, just drank the
water near her plate.


“Hey,” Mattheus said then, “you haven’t eaten
even a bite of lunch.”


“I’ll eat later,” Cindy said lightly, her stomach
clenched in a knot.











CHAPTER 19


 


 


     After Mattheus left for his
appointment Cindy stayed downstairs, walking along the winding stone paths that
surrounded the hotel, leading to the edge of the water. It had been a wild holiday
so far, and she wondered what was to come next. There were a few hours left
before sun down. Cindy especially loved this time of day. She slowed down as
she walked and basked in the soft light that filtered through the clouds. More
than ever now, she realized what a rocky path she had chosen. Danger lurked
everywhere, not only from those she encountered, but from the emotion and
confusion that arose within. To Cindy’s dismay, she didn’t know now whether or
not she could trust Mattheus. Her confusion and suspicion about him, distressed
her most of all. Was Mattheus simply a ladies man, as Hanuah had claimed? Was Mattheus
playing with her, relishing her need for him, enjoying the power? That would be
entirely unacceptable. If it were so, there would be no way they could go
forward. Or, was it only her loneliness and longing for a partner that had allowed
fantasies to develop about him? 


She sat down on the edge of a rock then, close
to the water. No matter how she tried to rationalize it though, the plain fact
of the matter was that something was off.  Right now Mattheus was with the red
head, taking her out for a drink. They’d made the date last night. Part of
Cindy wished she could follow him and see for herself exactly what was going
on. Another part was ashamed for even having those thoughts.


As she sat there, wondering, the water splashed
close to where she was sitting. She snapped back, startled, and woke up. How
she could even be wasting another moment dwelling on this? Time was of the
essence. She was here for a purpose. There was so much more to be done. Cindy
took her phone and quickly dialed the number of Tiffany’s pusher. He was an
important lead and she’d get on it right away.


His phone rang and rang.  No one answered.
Cindy wouldn’t be put off.  She got up from the rock and decided to grab a cab
and go in person to his address to see what she could find. After all, Mattheus
was out there, investigating, there was no reason she shouldn’t be as well.


*


The roads were not as crowded today and taxi
drove quickly over a hill, down a ravine, through a narrow cluster of spindly trees
and straight to a tiny fishing village in an out of the way spot. Cindy enjoyed
looking out the window, watching the scenery fly by.  There was no end of nooks
and crannies on the island with unexpected flowers, bramble, trees and rocks.


They arrived at the bottom of a hill and the
driver stopped.


“Should I wait for you to take you back?” he asked.


Cindy was surprised. “No, it’ll be a while,”
she said.


“May not be so easy to get a cab back,” he said,
“especially today.”


Cindy hadn’t thought of that.


“How long will you be?” he continued.


She had no idea. The guy might not even be
around. 


“It could take a few minutes,” she said, “or I
could be here for half an hour, or more.”


“I’ll wait,” the driver said nonchalantly,
inspecting Cindy out of the corner of his eye.


Cindy appreciated it, but it also made her
uneasy.  Why did he want to wait so much, she wondered? Maybe he’d also have a
hard time getting another fare today.


“Okay, thanks,” she said


*


A few, small, wooden shacks lined the bottom of
the sloping hill he’d taken her to. Cindy walked along the tiny road in front
of them. Loud music was playing in the first shack Cindy passed. The next one
was dead silent. The third one, dark grey and broken down was a bit further
away. The place had a seedy, moldy feeling about it. The paint was peeling and
the fence in the front, cracked. Cindy walked up closer to it and checked the
address on the front door. This was it, the place Rori had said Tiffany came to
buy her drugs.


Cindy walked up to the front door and knocked
on it, loud.


No one answered. Who knows where he could be
today, Cindy thought. She knocked once again and waited. 


No answer again.


Cindy turned and was about to go back to the
cab, when someone came to the front door and opened it slowly, peering out. The
door creaked as he opened it wider.


A small man with thick lips and beady eyes stood
there, rumpled and worn. 


“Yeah? Who are you?” he said.


Cindy was taken aback. He looked as if he had
either just woken up or was high on something himself.


“Cindy Blaine,” she said.


It meant nothing to him. “What are ya here for?
Want to buy?”


“I want to talk to you,” Cindy said slowly, not
wanting to put him off.


He jutted out his big bottom lip, “What about?”


“Tiffany O’Connell.”


His face contorted for a second. “What about
her?”


“Can I come in?” Cindy asked, not knowing what
she expected to see inside.


“We can talk on the porch,” the guy said, eased
out and slammed the door.


That was probably a better idea thought Cindy,
though she was curious to look around inside his house. 


“I don’t got anything inside you would want,”
he said, covering his bases. “Who told you to come here?” Minute by minute he
seemed more awake.


“Tiffany’s twin sister, Rori,” said Cindy.


He shrugged as if he had no idea who Cindy was
talking about.


 “Rori said you might have some ideas about who
killed Tiffany.”


Suddenly, is bottom lip dropped and looked glum.



“Heard about that,” he mumbled, “damn, rotten
shame,” he seemed truly distressed. “Nice girl.” 


“You knew her well?” Cindy continued.


“Not well. But I knew her.”


 He sat down on the edge of the one broken
chair on the porch, and rubbed his knees. 


“What can you do? You play with fire and it burns
your ass,” he said.


“She got burnt bad,” Cindy said intrigued.


“Sure she did. Drugs burn. I have no idea what
happened to her, if that’s what you’re asking.”


Cindy could barely breathe. The smoldering air
down at the bottom of the hill, the dampness of the shack, the horrible
discovery all pressed down hard on her chest.


“You have no idea who could have done it?”
Cindy dug deeply in. 


“You should know, not me,” the guy said, peering
carefully at Cindy. “Who are you anyway, the lady detective I heard about who
came down from the US to solve this crime?” 


“How did you hear about me?” asked Cindy.


“People talk, word gets around. Nothing stays
hidden here very long.” He looked at her more closely and grinned. As he
grinned, his nose slanted to the other side of his face.


“And how about you? The cops know what you’re
doing?” Cindy wanted to put him on the spot.


He laughed harder then. “Everyone here knows
everything that happens. If a bird falls out of his nest, someone hears about
it.”


Cindy suddenly wondered if Petrovich was in on
this. 


“Petrovich protects you?” she asked.


The guy got quiet then and chewed his lips.


 “Good question. You’ve done your work. You’re
not as dopey as you seem,” he said. “I always say watch out for the ones who
act like they don’t know anything.”


“Petrovich takes a slice of your profits for
protection?” Cindy continued, unabashed.


“He doesn’t need my profits, Petrovich’s got
billions.”


“There’s something else he gets from you, then?”


At that the guy got up off his chair, looked at
Cindy keenly and said, “the interview’s done. I gave Tiffany what she asked
for. The rest’s up to you.”


He started to go back into his house, when his
phone rang. This time he picked it up immediately. 


“Yeah, she’s already here,” he said.


Someone had to be calling checking up on Cindy.
She began to tremble inside. It couldn’t have been Mattheus as she hadn’t gave
him the pusher’s contact information.


“No, no,” the pusher grinned, “she’s just
leaving now.” 


He hung up the phone.


“Who was that?” asked Cindy.


“No one you know,” he mumbled. “Just an old
friend from Guadeloupe.”


“Sanchez Hanuah?” Cindy’s blood went cold.


Shocked, the pusher stared at her. 


“You did more than your homework,” he said,
impressed.


 Hanuah had to have been keeping track of her,
may have even tailed her to this spot. Once again, Mattheus was right. She
shouldn’t have come here alone.


“Alright, I’m going now,” said Cindy.


“Good luck lady,” the guy said. “I really mean
it.”


“Thank you,”


“And remember, Tiffany was a good girl. Just
got caught in the rotten pool of desire that floods the folks down this way.”


“I’ll remember,” said Cindy.


“Take care of yourself,” he said then, as he
crept back to the door, and disappeared inside.


 


Cindy walked off the porch quickly and turned
back up towards the cab. Thankfully, he was waiting for her. It had grown
darker out by now, but there was still enough light left to make her way to
where he had parked. 


As she walked quickly, in the long shadows made
by the trees, she suddenly heard a rustling noise behind her. Fear flooded her
and she picked up her pace. It was probably just a small animal that had leapt
out from the trees. There was no reason to be afraid, she told herself. 


The next thing she knew strong arms gripped her
from behind and a hand slapped over her mouth. Cindy wanted to scream, but
couldn’t. She felt the arms pressing around her, squeezing her ribs, forcing
the air out. Then, a punch landed on the side of her face, and an excruciating
kick on her lower back. Flooded with pain, her head began reeling, as she
gasped desperately for breath. Help me, help me, she wanted to call out as
darkness enclosed her, dimming what was left of the light of the day. The last
thing Cindy heard as she swooned into unconsciousness was a deep voice saying, “Throw
her away.”











CHAPTER 20


 


Cindy woke up the next day in a white room,
hooked up to a machine. Her head spun as she looked around, not knowing where
she was. It was as if she’d fallen into a deep sleep and had terrible dreams
she couldn’t escape from. She looked around the well lit room slowly and took a
deep breath. A sharp pain in her mid back flooded her entire body. She lifted
her hand to her back, but couldn’t get it to move far. It seemed as if she lay
like that forever, when a nurse walked into the room.


 “Where am I?” asked Cindy.


The nurse, a lovely young woman, in her mid-thirties,
with a slight French accent leaned over her. 


“You’re safe, you’ll be well. You’re in a
hospital in St. Maarten. You were flown over here by helicopter late last
night. There are people worried about you, waiting outside.”


Cindy tried to move her head back and forth,
but that was also difficult.


“You’re bruised badly, but nothing much is
broken,” said the nurse. “One rib is strained or fractured and will heal by
itself. In a couple of days you’ll be able to leave.”


Memories of being grabbed and beaten slowly
came back to Cindy as the nurse spoke.


“You had an angel around you,” said the nurse. “The
taxi driver who was waiting for you came looking when you did not return.”


Cindy started to cry.


“He found you laying under a tree nearby,
called the police, and they flew you here.”


“Is Mattheus here?” Cindy asked softly. 


“Your partner?” the nurse asked.


Cindy found it hard answering.


“Don’t worry,” the nurse put her hand on Cindy’s
arm. “Your partner is outside and another man is also with him. They’ve been
waiting here all night long.”


Cindy felt terrible. How had she let something
like this happen? 


“Would you like to see your partner?” the nurse
asked.


Cindy managed to nod her head.


“I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to hear you’re
awake. He’s been pacing back and forth in the hallway all night long.”


Cindy closed her eyes. She’d put Mattheus through
hell, for no reason.


The nurse left the room and Cindy lay there
quietly, taking it all in. Memory upon memory flooded back to her. The rustling
behind her, the hard arms around her waist. She also thought of the call she’d
made to her sister earlier in the day. What would have happened if the taxi
hadn’t been waiting for her? Ann was right. Cindy might not have ever seen her family
again.


Mattheus looked distraught as he rushed through
the door and ran over to her. He took her hand and looked in her eyes. Cindy
wondered if her face was black and blue.


Cindy tried to smile.


“The doctors and nurses say you’re going to be
okay.”


Cindy nodded slowly.


Mattheus closed his eyes. Cindy saw how
tremendously upset he’d been. 


“It’s my fault,” said Mattheus, “I’m so sorry.”


Cindy was confused. “Not at all,” she
whispered. “My fault entirely.”


He looked chagrined. “I should never have left
you alone on Christmas,” Mattheus spoke heatedly.


Cindy closed her eyes. It was hard talking and
listening, but she was glad he was with her, very glad, indeed.


“I had my priorities all mixed up,” said
Mattheus.


Cindy shook her head. “We were doing our jobs,”
she murmured.


“My main job is to take care of you,” he said.


Despite her throbbing headache and pain in her
back, Cindy realized that Mattheus was not thinking clearly at the moment. All
of this must have been a terrible shock.


“We’ll talk about it more later,” said Cindy.


“Of course, we will. You rest,” he said.


The nurse came in with some light food for
Cindy. 


“It’s important that you start to eat by
yourself,” she said. “Right now we’re giving you liquids.”


The last thing Cindy wanted was something to
eat.


“Later,” she said.


“I’ll feed it to her,” said Mattheus, picking
up the dish of applesauce they’d brought.


“That’s fine,” then nurse said and smiled. “She’ll
have to rest for most of the day then. I believe she will be able to start
having visitors tomorrow.”


“Makes sense,” said Mattheus, trying to put a
spoonful of applesauce into Cindy’s mouth.


Cindy opened her mouth and took it.


“I’m staying here until you’re better,”
Mattheus said. “The Senator flew over immediately last night as soon as he
heard what happened. He can come back tomorrow. He’s tremendously upset.”


Cindy took another mouthful of applesauce. She
had no desire to see the Senator at all right now.


“They’ll keep you here for a little while,”
said Mattheus, “and then we’re on the plane back to the States.”


It was too much for Cindy to process right now.



“Game over,” said Mattheus. “Some you win, some
you lose.”


“This wasn’t like him,” thought Cindy, taking
another spoon of food.


“Besides, there’s plenty of law enforcement
down here on the case,” he continued feeding her.


“Like who?” Cindy managed to get out.


Mattheus smiled. “Still the investigator?” he
said. “We’ll talk about it later. Right now, you really have to rest.”


Cindy closed her eyes, and blissfully fell
asleep.


*


It was two days before Cindy felt well enough
to speak to any visitors who came to the hospital. But by then it was actually
amazing how much better she felt. Mattheus had stayed at her side continually
as well, putting any fears and suspicions she’d had about him totally to rest.
I must have been crazy, thought Cindy, believing what I did. Hanuah got to me, played
with my mind. There’s a huge lesson to learn here. 


Cindy thanked Mattheus many times. He said he
was grateful to be here with her, helping her heal. Cindy knew he hadn’t had
the opportunity to be there for his wife when she was attacked and killed. This
has to be relieving for him now. 


After lunch on the second day they said it
would be fine if Cindy had a few visitors. The Senator had stayed outside
waiting each day and was the first to come in.


He walked into the room, looking devastated. 


“I’m so sorry,” was the first thing he said,
walked over, and sat next to Cindy’s bed. “I should have never let it go this
far. Thank God we haven’t had another casualty here.”


Cindy’s heart went out to him. He was in way over
his head, caught in a quagmire he could not crawl out of.


“I’m doing well,” she said.


“What in the world inspired you to go to the
most dangerous, seedy part of the island?” he asked right away. 


Cindy paused. She didn’t want to tell him what
she’d learned about his daughter or that Rori had sent her there.


“You get lots of leads that you have to follow,”
was all she replied.


“I know you were doing this for our sake, but
it has gone far enough,” he repeated. “Once you’re well, you and Mattheus have
to leave.”


“We’re being officially fired?” she asked. A
strange time to be fired, she thought, when they were so close inside the web.


“For your own good,” said the Senator, “and for
our sakes as well. There’s plenty of cops on the job now, anyhow. The gendarmes
have called for backup from Guadeloupe.” 


Cindy wanted to ask if Hanuah was among them,
but didn’t want to stir up more trouble or endanger anyone else.


“I see,” she said.


“You both have done a wonderful job,” said the
Senator, “please realize that. In fact, I have a nice bonus for both of you.”


That was the last thing Cindy cared about.


“When you’re ready to be discharged, Mattheus will
go back to the island and pack up. I’ll arrange for first class tickets on the
next plane home for both of you.”


 “You’ve paid attention to every little detail,”
said Cindy.


The Senator took that as a compliment. 


“Yes, thank you. I have. You’ll probably only
be here one more day - be discharged tomorrow. I know my family wants to thank
you and say good bye.”


“That’s kind of them,” said Cindy. “By the way,
did the police happen to find out who attacked me, and why?”


“It’s being looked into as we speak,” the
Senator said in a suddenly official voice.


“I hope you realize that whoever did it,” Cindy
remarked, “is very likely connected to the death of your daughter.”


“Strong possibility,” said the Senator
ruefully.


“And, as Frances is locked up in jail, clearly he
had nothing to do with it,” Cindy spoke intensely.


“Doesn’t look like it,” the Senator said,
officially, once again. “I’m sure the police will not hold him much longer.”


Cindy wasn’t so sure.


Mattheus walked into the room then.


“I’ve told Cindy about the plans for what
happens after her discharge,” said the Senator.


“We’re off the case officially,” Mattheus said
to Cindy.


The Senator stood up and looked at them both. 


“Once again, I’m terribly sorry about what
happened to you,” he said to Cindy, “I hope you’ll forgive me.”


“And I’m sorry about the death of your
daughter,” Cindy responded. “I hope you will forgive us for not finding the
killer. But we’ve come very close now.”


“Yes, you have,” he mumbled and walked out of
the room.


Cindy and Mattheus looked at each other then.


“He’s weak,” Cindy said.


Mattheus shook his head. “No, there’s only so
much he can handle. There’s only so much power he can wield. Now he’s afraid
for the rest of his family.”


“I understand,” Cindy said.


“At least Frances will be let out of custody.
That’s something,” Mattheus said.


“Are you sure he will?” asked Cindy.


“Yes, that was the agreement,” Mattheus said. “There’s
no link at all between Frances and whoever wanted you dead.”


“It had to be Hanuah,” said Cindy, “or someone
connected to him. He warned me about this Christmas Eve.”


“Hanuah’s only another pawn,” Mattheus said.


“You found out who he is?” asked Cindy,
surprised.


“I did,” said Mattheus. “He’s actually married
to the red head I was interviewing. They’re both in Petrovich’s employ.”


Cindy was shaken. 


“Petrovich wanted to divide us, and take the
spoils for himself.”


“Why would he want Tiffany dead, though?” asked
Cindy.


“He didn’t,” said Mattheus. “We were just
treading too deeply on their turf. He had no way of knowing what we would turn
up.”


“So, Tiffany amounts to nothing, then?” Cindy
said.


“She amounts to something, but we can’t go
further to find out. Just can’t.”


“I get what you’re saying,” said Cindy. “But I’ve
never been one to accept defeat.”


“This isn’t defeat,” said Mattheus. “You’re a
brave, courageous, fabulous woman and you’ve proved it every which way.”


“Thank you,” Cindy flushed.


“And I care about you, more than I can say,”
Mattheus said.


Cindy looked into his eyes. It was true, she
could see it. She took his hand and held it close to her.


“And I hope you care about me, too,” Mattheus
said, suddenly nervous.


“I do,” said Cindy, and meant it.


Mattheus breathed a sigh of relief.


“We’ll be out of here tomorrow,” he said. “You’re
much better now. I’ll go back to the hotel tonight, and pack up. You will be discharged
tomorrow around eleven a.m. Then you’ll be taken to the airport to fly back to
St. Bart’s. I’ll meet you there before the flight back to the States. We have
tickets on a three o’clock flight.”


“So, that’s it?” said Cindy.


“It’ll take some time to process what happened,
get our bearings, but we’ll be fine. We’ll move forward. Another case will come
along.”


Cindy marveled at Mattheus’ spirit. 


“Okay,” she said. “I didn’t listen to you
before and look what happened. What choice do I have now?”


“None at all,” he said.


They both smiled.


“And now there are a few people outside waiting
to see you,” Mattheus said. “Do you have enough energy for a little visit, for them
to thank you and say good bye?”


“Of course,” said Cindy.


Mattheus smiled, got up, and went to the door. 


“Okay, you have your visits, and I’ll be going
back to St. Bart’s to start packing. I’ll call you when I get there.”


“Good,”
said Cindy, feeling as though she was being forced to close a chapter that was
not 


complete. Clearly they were all closing ranks around
her, and wouldn’t give her a chance. It didn’t matter, Cindy still felt that
the answer to who killed Tiffany was right close by. Too close, maybe. 


Mattheus left and after a decent lunch Cindy
was ready for visitors. 


Tad was the first to come in. He stood at the
door looking at her, seemed overly happy to see her.


“I felt so nervous when I heard what happened,”
Tad started.


“I’m fine now,” Cindy soothed him.


“You came down here to help us, and look how it
affected you,” his lower lip was trembling.


“Tad, I’m really okay.”


“I heard you’re leaving tomorrow,” he said. “Well,
I for one am sad to see you go.”


“Don’t worry,” Cindy joked in a low voice, “before
they know it, we’ll be back.”


Tad’s eyes opened wide.


Cindy was amused to see his reaction. She had
just been making a joke.


“You’ll be back to work on the crime?” he
asked.


“Why not?” said Cindy, playfully. “We’ve
already come this far.”


“You’re incredible, Cindy,” Tad said. “You
never let go, don’t fear danger. Harm means nothing to you.”


“You’re quite a guy yourself,” said Cindy. She
felt badly about Tad now, knowing all she did. 


“I hope you’ll find a way to go forward.”


Tad looked at her oddly. “Of course I will,” he
answered. “Why shouldn’t I? I had an amazing woman and she’ll be hard to
replace. But one day I will. This is a big world.”


“That’s a good attitude,” said Cindy. Suddenly,
memories of his unchecked alibi also came to mind.


“Tiffany was a complicated woman,” Cindy added.
“Maybe you’ll find someone simpler, easier to live with?”


Tad looked at her, startled. “That’s an odd
thing to say,” he remarked.


Cindy couldn’t help but probe.  “Tiffany had
many sides to her,” 


“We all have many sides to us,” Tad held
strong. “Different people bring out different parts of each other. Tiffany
brought out only the best in me.”


“And what did you bring out in her?” Cindy
couldn’t help asking.


Tad grew a bit pale. “You really want the
answer to that question?” he said quickly.


“Very much,” Cindy whispered.


 “Okay, before you leave for the States, come
to my home for an hour or so, and I’ll show you a whole scrapbook I have of our
relationship. There are letters to me, photos, mementos. I have poems she
wrote.”


“I’d love to see that,” Cindy said, her heart
starting to beat faster. It would be a wonderful closure for her on the case,
show her a more intimate side of Tiffany. Cindy didn’t want to be left with
only the sordid stories she had heard.


“Great,” said Tad, excited.


“It’s very generous of you to offer to share
that with me,” Cindy said.


Tad’s eyes shone brightly. “It’s the least I
can do,” he said. “Especially if you’re not giving up, and plan to return to
hunt the killer down!”


Cindy didn’t realize he’d taken her comment so
seriously. Obviously, it had touched a chord. She didn’t want to go back on it
now and tell him she was just joking.  It didn’t feel right to joke about
Tiffany, anyway. Cindy’s feelings about Tiffany had deepened as the investigation
went on. She really wanted to see the scrapbook, learn as much about her as she
could, leave on a positive note. How else could she ever put the case to rest?


“What time is your discharge?” Tad asked
lightly.


“Around eleven,” said Cindy, “then I’ll be
taken to the airport to fly back to St. Bart’s. Mattheus is meeting me there a
little later there. We’re scheduled to be on a flight at three back to the States.”


“Perfect,” said Tad. “I’ll pick you up at the
airport at noon. My home is only about ten minutes away. That should give us at
least an hour before you meet up with Mattheus.”


“Wonderful,” said Cindy, very much looking
forward to it. “Tad, you’re a doll.”


“You have no idea how much of a doll I truly
am,” Tad smiled appreciatively. “Wait until tomorrow, and you’ll find out. 











CHAPTER 21


 


 


The discharge from the hospital and flight back
to St. Bart’s went easily. Cindy was amazed at how much better she felt, and
how good it was to be out of the hospital, headed back to the island. She’d
developed a fondness for St. Bart’s, and missed being there. As the plane
hovered over the airport getting ready to land, it slowly struck her that she
and Mattheus would be leaving for the States in a few hours.  A pit in her
stomach began to form. How could she leave like this, with Tiffany’s killer on
the loose? Who knew when or where he’d strike again?


The plane flew down and landed like a bird
drifting off a cloud. Cindy suddenly realized she’d promised Mattheus she’d let
him know when she’d arrived. They’d been checking in so much with each other
these past days that it almost slipped her mind.


She stepped out of the plane, took out her
phone, and gave Mattheus a quick call.  As she was dialing, she saw Tad coming
up to her, thrilled to see her there. He must have gotten to the airport early
and been waiting for her to arrive. Cindy couldn’t remember whether or not she’d
told Mattheus she was going to spend a little while at Tad’s house before she
and Mattheus met up at the airport. She didn’t even remember if she’d told him
about the scrapbook.


Mattheus picked up the phone right away. “You’ve
landed?”


“I have,” said Cindy, “easy flight.”


“How are feeling?” 


“Great,” said Cindy, “as if it never happened.”


“Whew,” Mattheus sounded relieved. “Take it
easy, have some coffee in the airport, read a magazine. I’ll be there in about
an hour or so.”


“Actually, Tad’s here at the airport,” Cindy
filled him in. “I’m going back with him to his house nearby for a little while.
He wants to show me the scrapbook he has of his relationship with Tiffany. I’ll
be back at the airport in a little over an hour, before you get there.”


Mattheus grew silent. “What are you talking
about?”


“Tad has kept a lot of mementos and he thought
it would be meaningful for me to see them.”


“We’re off the case, Cindy,” Mattheus sounded
jarred.


“I know, but Tad offered to show it to me when
he visited at the hospital, and I wanted to see what he had. It will help me
put things to rest.”


“He could have just brought what he had to the
airport,” Mattheus didn’t like it.


Cindy hadn’t thought of that. “I guess he
thought I’d be more comfortable at his home. It’s only ten minutes away from
here. No big deal. I’ll stay there for about half an hour, then he’ll drive me
back and I’ll meet you here.”


“The case is over, Cindy,” Mattheus repeated
somberly. “I hope you realize that.”


“I realize it,” she said, getting edgy. “But it
has to be over inside me as well. I don’t want to carry this around like a
stone on my heart.”


“Oh boy,” Mattheus said.


“Look, I’ll see you here in about an hour,”
said Cindy then. “We’ll have plenty of time before we catch the plane back to
the states.” Then she hung up quickly.


Tad waited patiently a few steps away while
Cindy was on the phone. As soon as she hung up, he came closer and smiled.


“I’m so glad you’re coming over for a little
while,” he said graciously. “It’s strange to think that soon you and Mattheus will
be gone.”


It was strange for Cindy to think that as well,
harder to leave than she’d realized.  She had a gnawing feeling that she and
Mattheus were much closer to finding the killer than they realized. Maybe
something in Tad’s scrapbook would shed light on it.  Miracles like that,
happened, Cindy thought. Why not to me?


She got into Tad’s car, a small Volkswagen, and
they took off for his place.


“Are your parents home?” Cindy asked lightly as
they drove down a sloping road.  “Do they know I’m coming?”


“Actually, they’re out sailing today,” Tad
answered lightly. 


“Your sister too?”


Tad grimaced. “I think she’s gone with them. She
almost never does, but today she decided to.”


Tad sped up and before Cindy knew it, they
arrived at his home.


They walked inside, and as before, Cindy was
struck by how cold and angular the place was, empty like a museum that had not
as yet been filled.


“Come with me,” Tad said, taking Cindy down the
hall into a different room she hadn’t seen before. It was smaller and darker, lined
with books from ceiling to floor.


The study?” asked Cindy.


“Right,” said Tad. “This is where my father and
I sit and ponder the meaning of life,” he chuckled. “The right side of the room
has my father’s books, the left side, mine.”


Cindy was taken aback. “I didn’t know you were
so close to your father,” she said. “Actually, I had the impression that –.”


 “He couldn’t stand me?” Tad interrupted.


Cindy hadn’t meant to say that exactly. But,
perhaps Tad wanted to speak freely now that she was about to leave. 


“My father never could stand me,” Tad repeated swiftly.
“And it wasn’t a secret to anyone. There was something wrong with everything I
ever did, including choosing Tiffany.”


“That’s not what your father told us,” Cindy
said.


“My father lied, acted. He was very slick, very
good at that. The truth is he hated Tiffany’s guts.”


“That’s a strong way to put it.” Cindy began to
feel cooler, listening to him. 


“In fact, “Tad’s face began to flush, “my
father thought Tiffany was a rotten person.”


Cindy gasped. “That’s terrible.”


“Yes, it was. He said it to me, over and over. And
what was worse was that I didn’t believe him.” Tad’s face grew contorted.


“What are you talking about?” Cindy was growing
nervous.


“You know what I’m talking about,” Tad said to
her in a hoarse whisper, then. “They found you beaten up a few feet away from
the pusher’s house, didn’t they?”


“Yes, they did,” said Cindy slowly, not knowing
what was coming next.


Tad came closer. “So in the end, you and I
found out the same thing.”


“What?” Cindy was having a hard time speaking.


 “That Tiffany was a drug addict,” Tad spoke
without blinking an eye, watching Cindy’s every reaction.


Her face turned stone cold. “That doesn’t make
her a rotten person, “Cindy finally said.


“That’s what I said, too, in the beginning,”
said Tad. “My dad kept trying to convince me, but I thought he was just trying
to spoil my happiness, like he always did. But you have no idea what my father
is capable of.”


“Like killing Tiffany?” Cindy shivered.


“Could be,” Tad smiled strangely. “But who
would believe me?”


 Was Tad trying to pin the murder on his
father, Cindy wondered suddenly. 


“I’d like to see the scrapbook,” she said.


“I’m going to show it to you,” said Tad, “but
what good will it do if you find out about her? You’re leaving the island in a
little while, anyway.”


“Tad,” Cindy suddenly cried out, “what is it
you’re trying to tell me?”


“Will you stay on the island if I tell you the
truth? Will you lock up my father?”


Cindy suddenly had trouble breathing. She was
still weaker than she’d realized. She didn’t know how she could promise him
something like that.


“I’ll certainly tell Mattheus,” she started. “We’ll
do what we can.”


“Will you stay?” Tad’s eyes started gleaming. “My
father doesn’t deserve to walk around alive while Tiffany is dead, strangled
and stabbed.”


Cindy took a deep, swift breath.  The fact that
Tiffany had been strangled hadn’t been made public. Only very few people knew
it. 


“How do you know she was strangled?” Cindy
confronted him.


“My father told me,” Tad grinned.


Cindy’s heart was pounding. “He described the
murder to you?”


“He did.”


“And you said nothing until now?”


Tad threw his head back and laughed shrilly. “What
could I say? He’s my father.”


“Why are you telling me now?”


“Because you said you’re not giving up. You’re
going hunt the bastard down.”


“Show me the scrapbook, Tad,” Cindy demanded. I
want to see more. I need to see it.”


“What I told you isn’t enough?” he yelled. “What
more can I show you?”


“The scrapbook.”


Tad turned on his heel. “Okay, I’ll get it.”


 He went to a safe in the corner of the study,
and fumbled with the lock. Cindy got up and went beside him.


“The scrapbook is in there?” she asked.


“Yes,” Tad spoke darkly, “under lock and key. This
is my safe. No one else can get in. I keep what’s important to me in here.”


The lock finally turned and Tad yanked the door
it open. Cindy looked inside. There was a scrapbook and some silk scarves,
which must have belonged to Tiffany. As Tad pulled out the scrapbook, the
scarves rolled to the side and underneath Cindy saw a gorgeous amethyst
necklace glittering. In the center was the exquisite design set in rubies. It
looked like a wild heart burning. This had to be Tiffany’s necklace, the one that
had been ripped off her when she was killed. It was in Tad’s possession, locked
up in his safe.


Cindy gasped and began reeling. She tried her
best to re-group. The killer wasn’t Tad’s father. It was Tad.  Waves of
perspiration flooded her face. 


“What?” asked Tad, turning to look at her.


“Nothing,” Cindy murmured. “It got so hot and
humid.”


Tad looked at the necklace and looked at her.


Cindy’s mind flew all over the place. She
stepped back from the safe, trembling.


“That necklace belonged to my mother’s mother,”
Tad said slowly, watching Cindy’s every move.


“Really?” she said casually, trying to be
nonchalant. “It’s beautiful.”


“Certainly is,” said Tad.


“You know, it’s so hot, I’m just wondering if
Mattheus is on the way?” Cindy said, and reached for the phone that was in her
pocket. She wanted to call Mattheus immediately, clue him in somehow. As she
dialed the number as Tad stared at her, slowly putting the pieces together.


“Mattheus,” Cindy gasped into the phone.


“What? What?” Mattheus was terrified.


“Mattheus,” Cindy gasped once more, before Tad yanked
the phone away. 


“Someone showed you a picture of this necklace?”
Tad’s eyes narrowed. “They told you it belonged to Tiffany?”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about?” Cindy
lied.


“Don’t try to fool me,” Tad’s face became
contorted. “I hate it when people try to play with my mind. Don’t you dare try
to fool me the way Tiffany did.”


“I’m not trying to fool you, Tad,” Cindy
murmured.


“Yes, you are. You recognized the necklace and
called back up. You want to nail me for the murder!”


 He grabbed Cindy by the neck.


Cindy’s phone rang. 


Tad pulled the phone out of her hand and tossed
it out the back window. 


“You’re never answering that phone again,” Tad
muttered as it crashed on the patio.


Cindy tried her best to wrestle away from him.
The harder she pushed, the tighter his grip got.


“Tiffany was a lousy whore,” Tad started
screaming in a high pitched, rancid tone. “I have pictures of her in my
scrapbook to prove it. My father took them and gave them to me.”


“Your father took them?” Cindy was horrified.


“My father was onto something. He followed her
wherever she went. When she met Frances, my father was there in the shadows,
taking pictures of her and him,” Tad shrieked. “He said he did it to save me, to
let me know who she was.” Now Tad was breathing heavily. “When I saw these
pictures I knew he was right. What else could I do? I had to kill the bitch on
the spot. Do you blame me for that?”


“I don’t blame you,” yelled Cindy.


“Blame him! He drove me to it!”


“It’s a nightmare,” Cindy cried out, as though
pleading for her life.


“But you blame me anyway, I see it in your
eyes.”


“No I don’t,” Cindy yelled.


“The hell you don’t, the hell you don’t,” Tad
pressed harder around Cindy’s neck.


“Oh God,” Cindy’s voice wouldn’t come out. “Oh
God, she tried to yell anyway in the empty house, “Don’t let me die, please
God.”


Tad dragged her back to the edge of the room,
threw open the door to the back porch and pulled her outside. It was unusually
hot out, and Cindy started sweating profusely. Her back was aching and her
strength ebbing.


“Look at this before you die,” Tad grimaced,
taking one hand and flinging open up the scrapbook with photos of Tiffany that he
thrust it in her face. “When you go meet Tiffany on the other side, I want you
to tell her she deserved what she got. Tell her I knew everything about her and
that she did nothing but lie and lie. She made a fool out of me, but I got the
last laugh.”


Cindy did her best to calm her mind, gather her
thoughts, try to find a way she could save her life.


“Maybe Tiffany deserved to die,” Cindy, cried, hoarse
with pain, “but I don’t,” Tad. I deserve to live.”


Tad stopped and stared at her.


“I haven’t lied, I haven’t tricked you!”


“All you bitches are the same,” Tad growled. “You’re
all disgusting flesh pots. My father told me that a long time ago. And he was
right.”


“Not me, I’m different,” said Tiffany.


 “Then prove it to me,” said Tad, and loosened
his grip just a bit.


It felt wonderful having her throat freer,
easier to breathe.


“I can prove it to you,” Cindy promised.


“How?” asked Tad, his eyes flashing.  His face
was close, a few inches from hers and he was staring down at her. 


At that moment there was a loud cracking noise,
as if a tree were falling, or a clap of thunder approached in the distance.
Both Cindy and Tad jumped back, startled by the sound.


A loud voice called out. “Don’t make a move.
Stay right where you are.”


Then Mattheus burst into the room, his gun
drawn, his body taut.


“Mattheus,” Cindy called out desperately.


“See, you lied, you lied,” Tad tightened his
grip around Cindy’s neck again. 


“You let her go or I’ll shoot you on the spot,”
Mattheus came closer, zeroing in.


Cindy felt Tad trembling.


“You’ll lie there in a pool of blood, just like
you left Tiffany,” Mattheus voice was fierce with rage.


Tad suddenly let go of Cindy, spun and fled
like a wild, crazed deer out back through the trees, and disappeared in a
flash.


Cindy ran into Mattheus’ arms and began to sob.


Mattheus held her for a long while.


“How could this have happened again?” he
murmured.


“It was different this time,” Cindy could
barely get the words out. “Tad did it. He’s the killer. We have all the proof
we need right here.”


Mattheus grabbed his phone and called the
gendarmes.


“Get the guy,” he said. “He flew out of here
about three minutes ago.” 


Then Mattheus called the Senator with the news.


 “Cindy and I are on his trail,” Mattheus said.


“Where the hell could he go to?” the Senator
screamed.


“We’ll find him and let you know.”


Cindy went to the back to get her cell phone
and then came closer to Mattheus again.


“We’ll get in the car and hunt him down,” said Mattheus,
his eyes gleaming.


At that moment, Tad’s sister, Cissy, wandered into
the room, looking disheveled and confused.


“I heard noise?” she said, as if she’d been
sleeping. “I heard someone screaming?”


Mattheus turned to her point blank. 


“Your brother killed Tiffany,” he said. “We
have all the evidence we need. Now he’s on the run.”


Cissy turned white. “My God, I was afraid of it,
I was afraid.”


“You were afraid of it?” Mattheus said, his
face contorting, “and you didn’t say a word?”


“I couldn’t, I couldn’t,” Cissy was trembling.


“And what if he killed someone else?”


“He wouldn’t, he wouldn’t,” Cissy kept
trembling.


“Once they get a taste of blood, they’re gone,”
said Mattheus, “they do it again and again.”


“Not always,” Cissy tried to defend him.


“He just tried to kill me,” Cindy edged in
between. “He was going to choke me to death.”


Cissy looked as if she was going to faint.


 “Where would your brother go if he’s on the
run?” Cindy demanded.


“I’ll show you,” said Cissy, the blood draining
from her face. “I know his favorite spot on top of a mountain. He goes there
when he’s upset. He goes there when he’s lonely. He goes there when my father
is hating his guts.”


“Take us there this second,” said Mattheus.


“I will,” said Cissy.











CHAPTER 22


 


 


Their car flew over the roads, up the hills,
across a little bridge that covered a ravine and straight up a hill then,
leading to a mountain top. On the way there Cindy called the police to let them
know where they were headed. They’d already mobilized and were on the way. 


“We’re on it! Full point alarm out,” Tomas
said.


“Full point alarm out,” Cindy repeated, so
Mattheus could know what was going on.


“He’s done,” muttered Tomas, heatedly then. “This
guy hasn’t got a chance. Bulletin out. It’s a manhunt! We’re circling the
mountain.”


Cindy gasped. She felt terrified for Tad and for
all of them, hunting a person down as if he were an animal.


“They’re all on the way,” Cindy whispered
hoarsely. “He hasn’t got a chance.”


“Oh my God, oh my God,” Cissy started sobbing. “My
brother couldn’t help it. Give him a break. He was driven to it. My father wouldn’t
let up. He kept saying she was a whore.”


“What break did he give Tiffany?” Mattheus
barked, as he drove single mindedly, obsessed. 


“She was sleeping with Frances,” said Cissy.


“Does that mean she deserved to die?” Cindy
asked.


“Should I call my parents?” Cindy started
sobbing again.


“Not yet,” said Cindy, putting her hand on
Cissy’s arm. 


“I bet this wasn’t the first time your brother
killed,” Mattheus commented as he drove fiercely to the destination. “The
murder was too carefully planned – no fingerprints or evidence of any kind.”


“What are you saying?” asked Cissy, trembling.


Mattheus stared her for a second and then
turned right back to the road. 


“I’m betting your brother killed before,”
Mattheus was cornering her.


Cissy got stone silent.


“You keep something from us,” Mattheus was
furious, “and you’re an accessory to the crime.”


“He killed little animals when he was little,”
Cissy said in a tiny voice. “He and my dad would bury them in the backyard. My
father said Tad had been hunting, but it made me nauseous. He killed people’s
pets. I always begged him never to do it again.”


Cindy’s body trembled from head to foot.


“Your mother knew about it?” asked Cindy.


“Yes,” Cissy answered blankly. “She knew about
everything but didn’t do a thing.”


“So, who’s the real killer here?” Cindy said,
shaken. “It’s complicated, it’s complicated.”


“Not as complicated as you think,” muttered
Mattheus. “I’m gonna get this guy if it’s the last thing I do.” 


They were there a few feet now from the top of
the mountain. The car slowed down, drove up and parked behind a cluster of
trees.


“Okay,” Mattheus got out and yanked on Cissy’s
arm.


 “Show us exactly where your fantastic brother
goes to hide.”


They walked a few feet up a hill which led to
the top of the mountain. It had gotten a little cooler, with a small breeze
that arose. Tad was there on the highest plateau, standing with his arms out in
the air. The gendarmes and two other cops had gotten there already. Cindy was
startled to see Hanuah among them. All of them were circling the mountain, and
Tomas had a megaphone. There was no way Tad could ever escape.  


Cindy, Mattheus and Cissy arrived and stood
beside them. A few minutes after that, the Senator arrived with Rori.


“Alright, you’re cornered,” the megaphone
shouted. “Come down peacefully, or we’ll shoot.”


“Don’t let them shoot, don’t let them shoot,”
Cissy was clinging to Cindy. 


“Come down now, or else,” the megaphone
insisted.


Tad stood there, as if made of stone. He tossed
his head back as they spoke, letting the breeze wash over him.


“Are you coming down?” the megaphone called
mercilessly.


“Never!” Tad finally shrieked back.


“Help him, please,” Cissy begged.


“We’re coming up then,” the megaphone shouted.


Cindy walked over to the cops. “Give me a crack
at this,” she said. “I know him. I can talk him down.”


Hanuah looked at her between half closed eyes,
unable to meet her gaze. He must have been involved in my mugging, Cindy
thought. I could have died like Tiffany. He’s no better than Tad.


“Give me the megaphone,” Cindy demanded,
furious then. “I got him to this point, and I have a right to talk him down off
the mountain.”


Tomas handed the megaphone over to Cindy.


She put it to her mouth immediately.


“Tad, this is Cindy. “Come down. You’ll be
taken care of.”


“You lied to me,” he shrieked. “You lied! All
of you bitches, bitches, roll a man over in bed and then throw him into the
mud.”


“I never lied to you, Tad. You lied to me.”


“That’s all you bitches live for, throwing a
guy into the mud.”


Cindy shook her head slowly. “I’ll make sure
you’re taken care of Tad.”


She heard Cissy sobbing in the background.


“Your sister’s here too, she wants you to come
down.”


“My sister’s a pig, like the rest of them,” Tad
shrieked back. “You want me to come down? Alright, I will,” and in a suddenly
flash, he raised his arms higher like a terrified bird and flung himself down
off the mountain, spinning through the air and then crashing heartlessly onto
the stone below.


When they got to him, he was face up, in a pool
of blood, unmoving, staring mindlessly into the hot, empty summer sky.











CHAPTER 23


 


 


Cindy and Mattheus’ plane left for the States
without them on it. No one would let them leave. Along with the shock and grief
caused by the suicide, there was great relief that the killer had been found.
Cindy and Mattheus were thanked, honored, congratulated, not only by the
police, but the Senator, his family and even Petrovich joined in. They had done
incredible work, all agreed. A dinner on the Senator’s yacht was planned to
officially honor them.


Before the dinner, the Senator pulled Mattheus
to the side. 


“Before you go home,” he insisted, “you and
Cindy have to take a few days as my guest, anywhere you like on the island. You
need to time to relax, rest up, enjoy.”


Mattheus had accepted the invitation
immediately, and the Senator had arranged for an adjoining suite for them at a
luxurious, private villa-hotel, on a secluded beach.


“We can use a few days to unwind,” Mattheus said
to Cindy, when we told her about the invitation. 

Cindy agreed. She certainly needed to relax and process everything that had gone
on. The sight of Tad jumping and then laying there dead on the ground would
never leave her mind. She thought about it over and over. Was there anyway she
could have prevented him from jumping? What could she learn from this? Would
any of it ever make sense?


During the dinner on the yacht, the Senator,
his family, and Petrovich made little speeches, offering thanks. 


At the end, Mattheus stood up to talk.


“All of our success was only due to Cindy’s
amazing bravery,” Mattheus said.


Public acclaim as last thing Cindy wanted at
the moment. Not only was she exhausted, she was heartsick at how it had all
come to an end. There were no winners, here, Cindy felt. There was only the
satisfaction of knowing she’d prevented another killing from taking place.
Someone else’s life had been spared.  


After the dinner was over, the Senator arranged
for a car to take Mattheus and Cindy from the yacht to their new hotel. 


Once in the car, Mattheus put his arm around
Cindy.


“I don’t know what I would have done if
anything happened to you,” he said.


Cindy put her head back on his shoulder. It
felt wonderful resting there. His shoulder was strong and comforting.


“You’re the most important woman in the world
to me,” Mattheus whispered into her ear.


Deeply touched, Cindy lifted her face and
looked into his eyes. They were warm, open and filled with a depth of caring
she’d never seen before. She moved closer to him then, turned her face upwards,
and suddenly, their lips met. The world spun around and Cindy melted into a
moment more beautiful and fulfilling than anything she’d ever expected or hoped
for.


“We belong together forever,” Mattheus breathed
as they drew apart.


Cindy looked up at him, her eyes filled with
tears.


“What does forever mean?” she whispered.


“Forever starts right where we are,” Mattheus
smiled, “and means we walk together through all the years.” 


Cindy smiled. She loved the way he had of
putting things.


He smiled with her, looking boyish and playful,
filled with anticipation.


“Can’t wait to get to the hotel,” he murmured.


Neither could Cindy. 


“Let’s forget about the adjoining rooms,” she whispered,
as they drew together in a passionate embrace, one that both of them had been
waiting for, longer than they’d realized. 
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