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CHAPTER 1


 


 


 


Cindy
and Mattheus sat shoulder-to-shoulder in the plane, enjoying the trip and each other,
relaxing like old times, as if nothing had gone wrong between them. Before they’d
left they’d gone over the details of the case that they were flying down to the
Cayman Islands to solve. Mattheus felt it could just be a case of a missing
person—a bride at a destination wedding who’d gotten cold feet and ran away. Sure,
she’d found a strange way to do it, but last minute panic can do crazy things
to the mind.  He wasn’t convinced they were looking at a crime.


Cindy
wasn’t so sure.


Cindy
hadn’t even been sure she was going to work on another case with Mattheus,
until the frantic call for help came in. The call came very early in the
morning, the day after she and Mattheus had finished their last case in Key
West. Cindy was planning to go back home to Long Island, take a breather, and
spend much-needed time with her sister Ann. The visit would stabilize Cindy,
help her regain her footing. It always did.


Cindy
had still been in Key West, asleep in her hotel room, when her phone rang
uncontrollably and wouldn’t stop.  She’d picked up the receiver, only half
awake. 


“My
son, my son!” a woman kept gasping.


“Who
is this?” Cindy woke up fast.


“Dana
McPherson,” the woman could barely speak.


Dana
McPherson was a well-known surgeon in Oyster Bay who Cindy had known when she’d
been married to Clint. Dana, a strong, elegant woman could barely catch her
breath.


“What’s
wrong?” Cindy grabbed the phone hard.


“We
need you, Cindy,” Dana’s voice was laced with panic and tears. “You’ve got to
help.”


“Tell
me what happened?” Cindy tried to calm her.


“They’re
holding my son Peter for questioning. He’s the main suspect,” Dana could barely
get the words out. 


“Suspect
in what?” 


“He
didn’t do it, I’m positive,” Dana was babbling. “You have to come down and convince
them of that. You must.” Then she started sobbing uncontrollably.


Cindy’s
heart clenched. She wasn’t ready to take on another case. She needed time, had promised
it to herself. She wanted to sort out her life, see where things were going
with her and Mattheus. Things had happened so quickly between them, she hadn’t
had time to digest it. Mattheus’s erratic behavior in Key West had frightened
her in more ways than one.  Cindy had to be sure this was the life she really
wanted, and that Mattheus was the one she wanted to share it with. 


Dana
finally stopped sobbing and began speaking again.


“We’re
all here at the Cayman Islands for Peter’s wedding. Everything was fine. Then Peter
and Allie went for a night dive a day before the wedding. The two of them got
separated underwater and she never surfaced again. Never!”


Cindy
gasped. The awful story reminded her of what had happened to her and Clint on
their honeymoon when he’d disappeared surfing. She remembered  the wait, the
horror, the search.


“It’s
awful,” Cindy breathed.


“Beyond
awful,” Dana’s voice choked back.  “They’ve been searching under water and on
land and can’t find her anywhere.  For no reason at all, they’re focusing on Peter.
We can’t do this without you, Cindy. You and Mattheus are known for the
fantastic work you do. Especially in the Caribbean.”


“Thank
you, Dana,” Cindy breathed.


“Can
you come right away? We’ll pay you well for it.”


Cindy
flinched. It wasn’t about the money, it never had been. There was a deep satisfaction
she felt helping others who’d become victims of sudden crimes. Cindy loved digging
beneath the surface of lives, stripping off masks, listening for lies. She
enjoyed searching out the real culprits and then helping families discover a new
equilibrium in their lives. It made what happened to her with Clint bearable,
gave it all meaning to help someone else.


“Please
come down with Mattheus, right away,” Dana pleaded.


“We’re
on the way,” Cindy responded.


*


“We’ll
be landing at Cayman Islands Airport in exactly twenty minutes. The weather is
perfect, skies are clear,” the Captain’s voice came over the loud speaker, updating
the passengers who’d left Miami a short time ago. It was only a thirty minute
flight down to the Cayman Islands and seemed as if no time had passed at all.


Cindy
looked out of the airplane window. This was the part she loved, flying through
a cloudless sky, arriving at a new island, being ushered in. She loved being filled
in on the details of a case, meeting the people involved, getting an overall
feel of the crime scene. The trip had been easy so far, and things between her
and Mattheus felt natural and good, as if they’d never gone through the
difficulties they had on their last case.


Mattheus
reached out and squeezed Cindy’s hand with warmth and anticipation, just as he
used to. It gave her a sense of closeness and support, as if the two of them
were in this completely together. This was the part she loved most of all,
being a team with someone she cared for - and who cared for her, no questions
about it. That connection between them had almost been gone during the weeks
that just went by. Granted, it was a time of shock for him.  After years of
searching, Mattheus had finally located his missing wife’s body in Key West. To
his horror, he also discovered she’d just been killed, had been alive in
hiding, all along.


Naturally,
it threw him for a loop and old waves of rage and confusion arose.  The more he
investigated and discovered about his wife’s secret life, the worse he’d felt
about himself - and everyone else.


Cindy
told herself over and over she had to understand that. How could Mattheus not
be suspicious then, turn into a stranger and withdraw? How could she have
expected him to be the same person she’d known? Cindy desperately wanted to
trust him again, have things go back to the way they’d been. But could they
ever? Did time go one way only? That was her question now – she wasn’t sure.


Cindy
put her head back on the plane seat and smiled. No matter what had or hadn’t happened,
at least they were still together, shoulder to shoulder, taking on a new case.
That was something anyway. Despite herself she felt comforted.


“I
reserved one room for us at the hotel this time,” Mattheus leaned closer and
said softly. 


Cindy
smiled. She’d been wondering about that. They’d both been so cautious in the
beginning of their relationship. They’d only progressed to sharing a bed after many
months of working together, knowing each other, building a bond. When they’d
finally became lovers, it had been wonderful for both of them, deeply healing
and nourishing, as if their lives could truly start again. But old wounds weren’t
healed so easily. Hard times and misunderstanding came and by the time they
were down in Key West on the last case, she and Mattheus had returned to being
working partners again, in separate rooms.


“Hope
you’re okay with one room again?” Mattheus murmured. “I asked for two single
beds, just in case.”


Cindy
turned and looked at the delicious, boyish smile on his face, the one she’d always
found so engaging and hard to resist.


 “We
can take one room,” said Cindy, “but two single beds are good. Let’s not jump
into anything right away, we’ll see how it goes.” 


“Ever
the cautious one,” Mattheus grinned. “I’d better be glad with what I can get.
One room is definitely better than two.”


Cindy
looked into his beautiful eyes and smiled. He still loved her, that was clear.
She loved him too, but was that enough to create a foundation they could build
a life on? She truly didn’t know.


“Fasten
your seat belts for landing,” the voice over the plane’s loudspeaker announced.


“Already?”
Cindy was shocked.


Mattheus
laughed as he reached over and pulled her seat belt over her gently. “We’re on
the way,” he said.


“Prepare
for landing,” the voice continued.


“I’m
prepared,” Mattheus whispered to Cindy, “how about you?”











CHAPTER 2


 


 


The
ride to the hotel in the Cayman Islands was breathtaking. The taxi wound its
way along perfect roads, bordered by palm trees, groves, sweet-smelling
flowers. As they drove Cindy looked out the window at some of the most diverse
flora and fauna of the world.


“That’s
the national tree, the Silver Thatch Palm,” the driver, an old Jamaican guy, announced
proudly, “ever see anything like it?”


“It’s
gorgeous,” Cindy murmured approvingly.


“Not
only that,” he quickly added, “We’ve got mangrove forests, banana orchids, and
our fantastic Cayman Parrots to please you.”  Then he turned around, looked at
them and grinned, displaying a few missing front teeth.


“We’ve
got a regular tour guide here,” Mattheus said in a low tone.


“You’re
gonna love the sugar and sand beaches,” the driver continued. “And, your hotel
is right on Seven Mile Beach – some of the best snorkeling and scuba diving in
the world.”


“Thanks
for the run down,” said Mattheus.


“My
pleasure,” he went on. “You guys are sweet. I saw that the minute you got into
my cab. Nothing like those slick business guys I usually get. I said to myself these
two got to be honeymooners, for sure.”


Cindy’s
heart stopped a second when he said that. She’d been down to Barbados with
Clint for her honeymoon. This was far from that.


“We’re
down here for work,” Cindy quickly made the correction.


The
old driver turned back to look at them again. He raised his eyebrows,
surprised. 


“Sure
fooled me with that one,” he exclaimed. “Thought for sure I had two honey birds
in the car.”


He
turned back to the road and drove slowly along winding roads, which became more
and more manicured as they approached their destination, the Grand Hotel. The
hotel was one of the best resorts on the island. As they drew close, Cindy
could see the sprawling buildings that were surrounded by trees, verandas, and
a long, walking path leading directly to the ocean. The light breeze that blew
in through the taxi window had the delicious smell of warm, salty water. Cindy
took a deep breath and closed her eyes. It felt so good to be back down in the
Caribbean again.


“Great
spot,” the driver commented. “Lots of rich folks come here for weddings, too.
Not usually during the Batabano Carnival though.”


“What’s
the Batabano Carnival?” Mattheus was interested. 


The
driver started laughing, “Wait and you’ll see for yourself.  It starts a couple
of days from now and the place fills up like you can’t believe. Thousands of
locals and visitors pour into town to see the parades and be in them. There’s music,
floats, costumes, dancing, singing!  It’s a party you’ll never forget.”


“Sounds
like Mardi Gras,” Mattheus commented.


“The
hotels are all gonna start filling up, too,” the driver went on, excited.


If
all had gone well, the wedding would have been over before the festival, Cindy
thought. Perhaps the family expected the guests to stay on and enjoy themselves
afterwards. What a crazy time for the bride to go missing.


The
taxi pulled up to the front door of the hotel and Mattheus and Cindy got out as
a bellman came for their luggage. They tipped the driver and walked the few
steps into the hotel.  


The
lobby was a vast, open space filled with designer sofas, chairs, cocktail
tables and large paintings of the Island on the walls.  Suntanned guests, elegantly
dressed in expensive pastels, sat at the cocktail tables, sipping drinks, and
charming one another. Cindy, dressed in a beige linen summer suit, shook her
long hair loose over her shoulders, trying to fit into the décor.


As
they entered Cindy immediately saw a few policemen standing at the desk. She
and Mattheus both stopped at the same moment, and looked over at them. It
seemed as if the police had been waiting for them. One of the cops nodded at
Mattheus, who went right over to greet him. 


Cindy
stayed where she was and took it all in. The calm of the afternoon had not been
ruffled. There was no sign that something awful had happened here. There was no
crime scene cordoned off, or sense of danger. Cindy looked over the guests in
the lobby carefully to see if anyone else seemed to be aware of their arrival.
No one was. Everything went on as usual, as if it were simply another beautiful
day to luxuriate in on the balmy Island.  


Cindy
turned and watched Mattheus speaking with the policemen at the desk. Mattheus
was especially good at connecting with law enforcement. He had a way of
becoming one of the boys immediately, privy to their information. Cindy had
seen him do this before. It usually helped if she stayed back at first. When
Mattheus introduced Cindy as his partner, it often created a sense of discomfort,
having a woman detective appear on the scene. That would probably be even more
true here than other places, thought Cindy. 


The
Cayman Islands were a British overseas territory and there was a formal sense about
the place.  Even though the Islands were considered a low crime environment,
that had been changing the past few years.  Gang crime had been increasing
dramatically, and this was a well-known haven for money laundering and tax evasion
shelters. Blue collar crime was the hardest to pin down, thought Cindy. She
remembered how confusing it had been when she’d discovered who her husband’s
killers were.  It was the last thing she’d expected. 


Finally,
Mattheus looked up and saw Cindy watching him. He motioned her over, and she
walked slowly to where they were.


“This
is my partner Cindy Blaine,” Mattheus introduced her to the two cops who seemed
interested to meet her. “Cindy, this is Douglas and Lance.”


Cindy
nodded to both of them. They were tall, clean shaven, nice looking and professional.


“Very
pleased to meet you,” said Lance.


Douglas
quickly turned to Mattheus. “We’ll catch up with you later, after you get
settled. You can meet us in Room 3 - Mezzanine. The hotel has given us the room
to use to interview the wedding party, family and friends. Kind of them.”


“Convenient,”
Mattheus nodded.


“We
heard that you’re holding the groom,” Cindy interjected. 


Both
policemen looked at her surprised.


“Heard
that from whom?” asked Douglas.


“His
mother,” said Cindy.


“The
woman who called you in on the case, no doubt?” Douglas bit his thin upper lip.
“Of course we can’t officially hold Peter, “he quickly continued. “We can,
however, bring him in daily for questioning and strongly recommend that no person
of interest leave the hotel.”


Cindy’s
eyebrows raised. “It’s still a missing person case though, isn’t it?”


Douglas
threw her a hostile glance and turned on his heel away.


Lance
quickly stepped into the conversation, “Of course, formally, we have a missing
person’s case.  At the moment the body has not been recovered. But by now, that’s
just a formality.  No one expects to find her alive. What are the chances that the
victim swam up from the depths and landed safely on shore? Highly unlikely, I’d
say. And the bigger question would then be, where did she escape to, from whom
and why?”


Cindy
was interested to hear them refer to Allie as a victim.  Did the police feel
she was the victim of an accident or of a crime?  


“Authorities
have scoured not only the waters, but every inch of the Island by now,” Lance continued.
“It’s common not to find the body in a scuba diving accident. There are all
kinds of predatory fish that live under the waters, tangled plants, moss, reefs.
Parts of the body could have gotten separated, something stranded here or
there. I don’t mean to be graphic -,” and he gave Cindy a narrow smile.


Cindy
did not smile back. She felt uneasy listening to him.


“Of
course the families are grieving and frightened,” Lance continued. “That’s to
be expected. It’s a bit unusual to call private detectives in, though. We have
the best reputation for police work in all of the Caribbean.”


“It’s
not personal,” Cindy said directly to him. “I know the groom’s mother.”


“Interesting,”
replied Lance. “Well,” he said to Mattheus, “we’re glad you’ve arrived.  I’m
going back up to the Interrogation room now. Come and join us when you’ve
unpacked.”


“We
will,” said Mattheus, “and thanks for everything.”


*


The
hotel room was unexpectedly beautiful, luxurious, a super deluxe suite. There
were burgundy silk bedspreads with gorgeous hand painted throw cushions on it.
Under the marble tables were exquisite rugs, and large open windows overlooked
the sand. Their luggage had already arrived and was neatly placed in one
corner. On a large table in the center of the room, was a bouquet of fresh
flowers and a gift basket awaited them filled with fruit, wine and candies. The
only thing missing was rose petals on the floor. Except for the two single
beds, they could certainly have been entering a honeymoon suite.


“To
what do we owe this honor?” asked Mattheus letting out a low whistle as he took
it all in.


Cindy
went over to the gift basket. There was a small note besides it and she opened
it up.


 


We
cannot thank you enough for joining us here and helping. We’ve done all we can
to make your stay pleasant. Please make yourself comfortable and then let us
know when you have arrived.  We are most eager to have you meet everyone here.  Edward
McPharlen.


 


Edward
McPharlen was Dana’s husband, Peter’s father. Clearly he’d arranged all of this.
A well-known financier, who worked both in the States and down here on the
Islands, he would certainly know just who to contact to arrange the perfect
amenities. 


“How
well do you know this McPharlen guy?” Mattheus asked, taken aback by their
quarters.


“The
McPharlens were good friends of Clint’s family for years,” said Cindy. “I met
them a few times in passing.  They were actually guests at our wedding. Edward,
the father has a fine reputation. As I recall he’s an upstanding guy, sponsors
one of the biggest charities on Long Island.”


Mattheus
kept looking around, taking it all in. Cindy was surprised that it made him so
uneasy.


“They’ve
sure got lots of money to spread around,” Mattheus murmured. “These guys can
have weddings wherever they like, invite hundreds of guests - it doesn’t mean a
thing to them.”


“Yes,
they’re wealthy,” said Cindy, “but they’re also generous. His money helps many
people.”


Mattheus
clicked his tongue a few times and turned to Cindy, “We really don’t know
anything about how he operates,” he said.  “For all we know somebody got
jealous of him – very, very jealous.”


Cindy
watched Mattheus’s eyes roam around the room and wondered if it was himself he
was talking about. Was he was jealous of this wealth?


“Do
you begrudge Edward his success?” Cindy asked directly.


Mattheus
looked over at her, stung. “I wouldn’t say I begrudge anybody anything,” he said
abruptly. “But there are plenty of people out there who could live for years on
half of what this wedding  cost – the wedding that never took place, after all.”


Cindy
didn’t like Mattheus’s comment. She felt strangely unnerved by it. Her wedding
to Clint had taken place, but they’d never had a chance at their marriage
either. Mattheus himself had come from more modest circumstances than she had,
but none of it meant a thing to her. Cindy hadn’t seen this side of Mattheus
before so clearly. But then again, they’d never been faced with this kind of lavishness
before.


“Why
don’t you call this Edward guy and tell him we’ve arrived?” said Mattheus briskly.


“Don’t
you want to change from the trip or shower?” asked Cindy.


“No,
I’m ready to go right to work,” Mattheus said.


Cindy
could see he was getting revved up again.  It saddened her for a moment. She’d
hoped they’d have even a little time together, even just to stand on the
balcony and look out at the sea.


“Okay,”
she said in a clipped tone, and picked up the phone to call Edward McPharlen
and tell him they were ready to go.











CHAPTER 3


 


 


Edward
McPharlen sounded startled when the call came from Cindy, telling him that they
had arrived.


“That’s
fabulous,” he said, “we’ve been counting the hours. Thank you so very much.”


“It’s
our pleasure,” said Cindy, “where would you like to meet?”


“How
about the back veranda of the hotel, it’s quieter there and more private,” he
said in a hushed tone, leading Cindy to wonder who he feared might be listening
to their conversation. “How soon can you come?” 


“Immediately,”
said Cindy, not missing a beat.


“Really?”
He sounded impressed. “You don’t need some time to settle in and catch your
breath?”


“We’re
ready,” said Cindy, “and thank you so much for the flowers and basket.”


“It’s
the least we could do,” he said, ever the gentleman Cindy remembered him to be.
“We’ll be down there in five minutes then.” 


“We’re
on,” said Cindy to Mattheus, “let’s go.”


Cindy
and Mattheus easily found their way to the back veranda. They took the elevator
to the main floor, turned towards the back of the sprawling hotel and stepped
outside along a narrow walking path that led through groves, down an incline,
to a beautiful, thatched, outdoor veranda. 


Almost
empty, the veranda was situated underneath a large straw roof, where the late
afternoon sun could filter through. Only a few tables had guests at them,
talking to each other, drinks in their hands.


Cindy
and Mattheus arrived at the entranceway and were shown to a table at the side,
nestled out of view, besides vines of bourgenvallias.


The
Maitre D’ held out Cindy’s seat and she slipped in gracefully.


“We’ll
both have Sangria,” Mattheus said, as he took his seat.


Cindy
looked at Mattheus, uneasy. In the beginning of their relationship, he used to
order her food without checking with her, but that had longed ceased. She had
no idea what led him to believe that she wanted a glass of Sangria now.


As
if reading her mind, Mattheus said, “You once told me Sangria was your favorite
drink. Just wanted to let you know I didn’t forget.”


Cindy
sighed and decided not to make more of this. Mattheus was just being
considerate and besides, they had much more important matters at hand. In a
moment or two Edward and Dana would be arriving. She wanted to create a calm,
settled atmosphere for them.


True
to their word, a few minutes later, Cindy looked up and saw Edward and Dana
McPharlen walk into the veranda and over to their table without a moment’s
hesitation. Edward was tall, with salt and pepper hair, impeccably groomed, and
dressed in casual linen slacks and a conservative, blue sport shirt. Dana, who
seemed pale and drawn, looked a bit more disheveled, her hair drifting down along
the sides of her face in some disarray.


Mattheus
stood up as they approached and so did Cindy. 


Before
Cindy could say a word, Dana rushed over and hugged her. It was almost as if
Dana were a little girl holding onto her mother. Cindy felt Dana’s fear wash
through her.  


Mattheus
introduced himself to Edward and they all sat back down and pulled their chairs
a bit closer to one another. 


“I’m
so sorry,” Cindy kept saying to both Dana and Edward, looking back and forth between
them. 


“This
is not our son’s fault,” Dana started shaking her head, “Peter didn’t do a
thing. This is a nightmare we can’t wake up out of.”


Edward
was calmer, more deliberate.  “We wanted to meet you in the back of the hotel
because police and plain clothes men are all over, watching and listening to
everything. They’ve got cameras and videos hidden everywhere. For all we know
some are seated right beside us.”


Cindy
looked around briefly, but most tables were empty.


“The
police have to make sure that nothing escapes them, of course,” said Edward.


“They
don’t think it was an accident?” Mattheus asked plainly.


“They’re
on the fence about that,” Edward answered, clearing his throat. “At least that’s
what they tell me. I, for one though, have no idea why they feel that way.
These scuba diving accidents are not unusual from what I understand.”


“And
Peter is a certified diver,” said Dana, her voice faltering. “He’s done all
kinds of dives, has been diving since high school.”


“He’s
not the one who’s missing though, the bride is,” said Mattheus plainly. “Was
she an experienced diver, too?”


Both
Edward and Dana grew silent.


“Yes,
she was very experienced,” Dana finally answered, sadly.


 “That’s
what the police keep asking,” said Edward growing somber. “They’re wondering how
it happened, if both of them were so experienced. Or, why at the least, Peter
couldn’t protect her. How did he allow the two of them to become separated underwater,
knowing all he did?”


“It’s
not a fair question though,” Dana interjected, “it just isn’t.”


The
waiter brought the Sangria over and Cindy lifted it to her lips, but couldn’t
drink it.


Mattheus
drank his in almost one, long gulp. 


“It
was an evening dive,” Dana began whimpering. “Visibility wasn’t great. The two
of them swam in different directions for a little while, they got separated.”


Obviously,
that was her son’s story, thought Cindy.


“How
do you know they swam in different directions?” Mattheus asked her bluntly.


Dana
seemed startled by his briskness.  “Peter told us. There’s no reason he would
lie.”


Edward
reached out and put his hand over his wife’s.  “Of course there isn’t,” he
soothed her.


“There
has to be a presumption of innocence,” Mattheus responded. “They need hard
evidence to prove anything different.”


“Of
course they do,” Edward bristled. “And it’s also only a presumption that she
died, anyway. There’s no trace of her body. All that they found was the
equipment that she must have pulled off.”


Cindy
was surprised. It was the first time she’d heard that detail.


 “The
question is why she got rid of her equipment?” said Cindy softly. She wanted to
stay grounded, soothe the anxiety that was circling around the table.


Edward
sat up straighter. “Actually, a report just came in an hour ago,” he looked
straight in Cindy’s eyes, “they found something wrong with the equipment. A
faulty air gauge. They’re wondering if it had been tampered with.”


“That’s
huge,” Mattheus exclaimed, picked up his Sangria glass and drained the last
drops dry. “That speaks to foul play!”


 “I
hadn’t heard that,” said Dana, trembling.


“I
just found out,” Edward answered, “I was going to tell you.”


“Does
it make it look worse for Peter?” Dana turned to Cindy imploringly. “Does it?
Tell me?”


“Not
necessarily,” said Cindy.


“They
seem to be focusing on him entirely, though,” Dana’s eyes filled with tears.


“That’s
because he was the last to see her alive,” said Cindy quietly. “It’s a matter
of routine.” 


“Who
else was on the dive with them?” Mattheus interjected. “Did they rent their
equipment? Who was the Captain of the boat?”  


“They
had their own equipment,” Edward spoke methodically. “It was kept in their
hotel room and they brought it with them for the dive. Nobody else went down
underwater with them.”


“It
was a romantic evening dive before the wedding,” Dana spoke fitfully. “I told
Peter not to go, there were so many details still to be taken care of.  But he
and Allie both loved evening diving, it relaxed them. He said they needed a
break. Besides, they’d done it so many times. In fact, it was scuba diving that
brought them together. They met at a group dive three years ago.”


“Have
the police spoken to the Captain of the boat?” Mattheus turned his attention to
Edward. 


“Yes,
his name is Jared Flay,” said Edward. “He owns one of the one of the best Diver
Shops on the Island. He’s taken hundreds of people out. He and Peter have known
each other for a long while. They’ve been out together many times before.”


“It
was a routine dive, routine, that’s all,” Dana said emphatically.


“I
get it,” said Mattheus.


“Get
what?” Edward bristled for a moment. “What is there to get?” 


“I
get that this is complicated,” said Mattheus. “There are lots of factors to
consider when someone disappears.”


Cindy
suddenly realized that this scenario had to be re-kindling Mattheus’s fresh
memory of his wife going missing and the years of torture that went with it.


“These
things are never what they seem to be,” said Mattheus bluntly. “These cases can
twist and wind you in a thousand directions before you find out what really
went on.”


Dana
sat up straighter at that. “Find out now!  We don’t have time to twist and wind
in a thousand directions. Our family and closest friends are here at the hotel
for the wedding. Speak to them all, and to those on the bride’s side as well.”


It
struck Cindy that this was the first time they’d mentioned anything about the
bride. Their entire concern so far had been for their son’s safety. That was
normal enough, she guessed. Everything had happened so quickly, they all still
had to be in shock.


“How
are the bride’s parents doing?” Cindy asked quietly then.


Both
Edward and Dana looked away. “They’re extremely private people,” said Edward
finally. “If truth be known, we haven’t seen them at all since this all
happened. We tried to offer condolences but they wouldn’t have any part of it.
They’re just holed up in their room.”


“They’ve
got to be devastated,” said Dana. “Can you only imagine how you would feel if
this happened to Peter?”


“I
cannot,” said Edward, “and I don’t want to. I also don’t want Peter to take the
punishment for a crazy accident right before his wedding.”


Mattheus
and Cindy shared a sudden glance. Peter’s parents were convinced of his innocence,
but who knew what had actually gone on - not only under the water, but also
between Peter and Allie.


“Have
the bride’s family and wedding party been interviewed?” Cindy asked.


“Yes,
they have,” said Edward, “the police here pride themselves on being thorough.
Naturally, they haven’t told us what her family said.”


“Tell
us a little about the relationship between Peter and Allie,” said Cindy.


  
Allie was an only child,” Dana looked at Cindy knowingly. “She was extremely
attached to Peter almost from the start.  Peter always felt that it was up to
him to take care of her. That’s why this has to be particularly devastating for
him as well.”


“What
do you mean very attached?” asked Mattheus.


Edward
stood up at that moment and then sat down again. He didn’t like what he’d heard
being said.


“Peter
and Allie were very compatible,” Edward insisted. “I don’t know why Dana says
they were overly attached! Peter always seemed happy when I saw him with Allie. 
I said that to Dana, again and again.”


“Did
Dana feel otherwise?” Mattheus asked.


“It’s
not that,” Dana burst in, “mothers see things one way, fathers another. Edward
is simply saying that he admired Allie, was looking forward to having her as a
daughter in law. Allie was quite different from me. It might have been a relief
for him. I can be a very strong woman at times, perhaps a bit overwhelming.”


 “Did
I ever say you were overwhelming?” said Edward, irritated.


“Not
in so many words, of course,” Dana replied.


“How
else were you and Allie so different?” Cindy asked Dana, alerted. 


“Allie
went along with whatever Peter wanted,” Dana replied. “I wondered about it at
times and so did others. Some people thought she didn’t have a mind of her own,
or was too malleable. But she did well in school, had a good job in advertising.
Everyone who knew her liked her a lot.”


“Did
you like her?” asked Cindy.


“Of
course Dana liked her,” Edward jumped in quickly. “We all loved her. Would we
have made a wedding like this and paid for every bit of it, if we didn’t?”


“Quite
a shindig,” Mattheus said, reprovingly.


“My
son works in my company and has been down on the Island all through his life. He
loves it here and so do I. Peter completely deserves this wedding.”


“Did
I ever say he didn’t?” Dana gasped.


  
“Not you,” Edward was growing heated, “but Mattheus is suggesting something -.”


Cindy
wanted to immediately cut into the tension between them.  


“And
the bride’s family?” she asked Dana, “were they happy about the wedding?”

“They couldn’t care less where the wedding was held,” Dana said emphatically.


“That
seems odd,” Cindy replied.


“Of
course they care,” Edward corrected Dana, “they’re just not in the league to
pay for this kind of thing. They were happy to have us do it for them.”


“How
do you know they were happy?” Cindy asked quickly.


“Allie
told me that herself,” Edward said, “and she also mentioned it to Mac, my
partner and best friend.”


Mattheus
took a deep breath and so did Cindy. 


“Seems
like there are quite a few people to speak to,” said Mattheus.


“Tell
me more about Mac?” asked Cindy. Each new person opened a whole new door for them
to walk through in finding that one precious detail that could turn it all
around.


“Mac’s
my partner,” Edward seemed relieved to be talking about his best friend. It
settled him down a bit, made things seem more normal. “We started the company
together years ago. He’s great with getting new business, a people person. Mac’s
known Peter since he was a child, is practically an uncle to him.”


“What
difference does any of this make?” Dana cried out, suddenly putting her face in
her hands.  “Just get Peter out from the grip of the police!”


Edward
continued blithely, oblivious to his wife’s cry of despair.  “Over the years Mac
had something to say about each one of Peter’s girlfriends. But he loved Allie.
She was close to him too, spoke to him about things.”


“Have
the police interviewed Mac?” Mattheus asked.


“The
police have interviewed everybody,” Dana inserted, “but it’s routine stuff,
superficial.  It’s only Peter they keep grilling and grilling.”


“They
need to tie this up, pin it on someone “Edward chimed in. “And, they’ve got to
keep as much as possible under the radar. This is not the kind of thing that
brings good publicity, especially now with the festival coming. Thousands are
headed to the Island.”  


“Seems
like a strange time to have a wedding,” Mattheus commented.


“No,
it’s a grand time,” said Edward, proudly. “Our family comes down for the
festival every year. Everyone loves it. The wedding would have been over by the
time it began and then the guests could have stayed and enjoyed it. The
Batabano festival is a salute to Cayman’s turtling heritage. Batabano refers to
tracks left in the sand by sea turtles as they crawled onto the beach to nest.
Finding these tracks was a reason to celebrate! It still is.”


Cindy
was fascinated. A yearly festival to celebrate the tracks of a turtle in the
sand! And what about the tracks of killers she’d discovered, sprawled all
through the Caribbean? Was that a cause for celebration as well?


“The
festival reflects the heritage and vibrant rhythms of island life,” Edward was
speaking as though he were standing at a podium, giving a yearly report. “Did
you know that the Cayman Islands are home to a melting pot of over one hundred nationalities?
We’re proud of it! One country celebrating many cultures. Multi-culturalism at
its best.”


“I
wouldn’t have thought that would be something you’d be proud of,” Mattheus
commented.


Edward
stopped short. “Why not?” 


“Most
wealthy folks are only interested in keeping their own clan safe and secure.”


Dana
pulled her chair back from the table, offended.


 “Excuse
me, but my husband runs the largest charity on Long Island. He’s a well-known
benefactor, concerned with the needs of many.”


Dana
wasn’t getting through to Mattheus and Cindy jumped into the breach immediately.


“I
told Mattheus, what a fine family you all were, how proud I was to know you,” Cindy
exclaimed.


Dana’s
face flushed as she reached out her hands for Cindy. 


“Thank
you for that, Cindy,” she said, “thank you so much.”


Edward
stood up from his chair then and pushed himself away from the table.


“I
believe it’s time for us all to go to the Interrogation room now,” he said. “They’re
questioning Peter again right now. It’s time for you to join them and see for
yourself.”











CHAPTER 4


 


 


The
Interrogation room was a long, narrow conference room on the Mezzanine. One by
one the guests and wedding party had been called down here to be interviewed by
the police. Peter was called down every day and kept there the longest. 


When
they entered, Cindy saw a tall, handsome, lanky guy sitting at the front of the
table, his head in his hands. Dana and Edward immediately sat down at the
opposite end of the table, near the door.  Clearly, the police had been
informed that they all would be here.


Cindy
and Mattheus walked up to the front of the table where two police officers were
sitting across from Peter.


“C
and M Investigations,” said Mattheus, introducing himself and Cindy.


The
two police officers looked up and nodded. 


“We
heard from Lance that you guys had arrived on the Island,” a small, heavy cop
said.


“We’d
appreciate the chance to talk to Peter alone,” said Mattheus.


The
cops looked at each other. “Okay,” the small one said, “you got half an hour
with him, that’s all.” They started to the door. “You want his parents in the
room while you’re talking to him?”  


“They
can come back in half an hour, too,” said Mattheus.


 


As
soon as they all left, Peter took his head out of his hands and looked up. He
was a handsome, clean cut young man with chiseled features and large, green
eyes that looked dazed and forlorn.


 “Really
glad you’re here,” he said, “the cops are driving me crazy. They keep asking
the same things over and over. Do they think I’m some kind of a fool?”


“They’re
trying to break you down,” said Mattheus, “that’s how they get you to tell them
things you’re hiding.”


“I’m
not hiding anything,” Peter looked bewildered. 


“We’re
all hiding something,” Mattheus interjected, “even if we don’t realize it at
the time. “When we go over things again and again, something new turns up.”


Cindy
looked closely at Peter. He had a direct, forthright quality about him, and she
liked him immediately. 


Mattheus
paused. “I’m sorry we have to go through all this again,” he said to Peter, seemingly
feeling the same way Cindy did.


“I
don’t have anything new to add,” Peter remarked, plaintively. “I have no idea
what happened to Allie, none at all. I wish I did.”


“Tell
us what you can,” said Cindy, eager for Peter to have a sympathetic ear.


“Allie
and I went down for a dive the evening before the wedding,” Peter spoke as if
he were suddenly picturing it all again. “Night dives are beautiful. The sun
going down creates a glow under the water that you can’t even dream of up
here.  This time was different, though, there’d been strong winds all day long.
The winds and late hour made visibility poor. Sometimes at this time of year, you
get nor’ Easters.  It wasn’t that bad, but it wasn’t good.”


“Why’d
you go diving in those conditions?” Mattheus asked immediately.


“I’d
been down in worse conditions,” said Peter quickly. “Allie and I love diving,
and we needed time alone together, badly. You can’t imagine the pressure that
was building! There were so many people, plans, arrangements. She was getting really
nervous and so was I. We’d barely gotten to see each other since we got down. It
was becoming overwhelming for Allie.” 


“And
how about you?” asked Mattheus.


 “I
wouldn’t say I was overwhelmed,” said Peter slowly, “but I knew we needed to
get away for a while. I didn’t like seeing her nervous like that. She kept
saying strange things like we should have eloped. Once she even asked if I
wanted to run away from her? I told her I didn’t. I promised her I never would.”


“Weddings
can certainly become crazy,” said Cindy. She remembered her own wedding with Clint,
how little time they’d had alone before it, how she’d hungered for the honeymoon,
when they’d be away from it all. 


“Why
did Allie ask if you wanted to run away from her?” Mattheus zeroed in. “Was the
relationship shaky?”


“Not
at all,” said Peter, “but sometimes she thought it was. I always had to
reassure her.”


“And
you did?” Mattheus was focused.


“Of
course,” said Peter, “all the time.  Actually, a friend suggested to Allie that
we go for the dive to unwind. She thought it was a great idea. We always got
closer under the water, playful, relaxed. Heck, there’s the no way you can
think of your problems when you’re swimming near coral reefs and fishes.”


“Sounds
beautiful,” Cindy murmured.


Peter’s
eyes lit up momentarily.  “Beautiful is putting it mildly,” he said. “There was
no reason not to go. The wind didn’t start getting rough until about an hour
before we left. I really didn’t think it made such a big difference.”


“Who
suggested that you two go for the dive?” Mattheus asked intently.


“I
have no idea,” said Peter.


“Allie
didn’t tell you who?” Mattheus wouldn’t let it alone.


“No,
she didn’t, and I didn’t ask her,” said Peter, “what difference does it make?”


“Everything
could make a difference,” Mattheus replied, “any little detail. You never know
what.”


Peter
grabbed the glass of water on the table and drank it down quickly. 


“You’re
an experienced diver?” Mattheus went on.


“Very,
and so was Allie,” Peter replied.


“You
both checked your equipment before the dive?” Mattheus continued.


“Absolutely,”
said Peter. “It was perfect. We were all set to go.”


Peter
seemed clear and steady as he spoke, even with all the pressure he was
obviously feeling. 


“You
heard that they found trouble with the air gauge?” Mattheus wasn’t holding
back. 


Mattheus
was being combative and Cindy didn’t understand why.


“I
just heard about the air gauge a little while ago,” said Peter, shaking his
head. “I don’t understand it. That never happened to me before. Everything
looked like it was in perfect order. Look, I loved Allie. There was no reason
in the world for me to do anything to her. None at all. I spent all my time
trying to make her happy. Anyone here can tell you that. Look at the gifts I
gave her, she had the most beautiful jewels of all her friends.”


Mattheus
looked down at the floor as he rubbed his foot back and forth. “That’s not
necessarily the way to make a woman happy,” he said.


Cindy
flinched at Mattheus’s bitterness.


“I
made Allie happy in all kinds of ways,” Peter insisted, “we loved each other or
things would never have gotten this far. I never would have married her.”


“You
didn’t marry her,” Mattheus reminded him sharply.


Mattheus
was being cruel. It wasn’t necessary. Cindy didn’t like it.


“We
were as good as married,” Peter fought back. “You can talk to anyone of her
bridesmaids, they’ll tell you how happy she was.”


Mattheus
shook his head slowly. “Women are strange creatures,” he said in a low tone, “one
minute they’re happy, the next they’re gone. Go figure it out.”


 
“I’m sure you loved Allie,” Cindy interjected, “nobody is questioning that.”


Peter
looked at her gratefully and Mattheus eased up a bit then.


 “If
someone at the wedding could have possibly wanted to harm her, who do you think
it would be, and why?” Mattheus asked bluntly.


“No
one,” Peter answered sharply.


“There
was no one who wanted to harm her? No one who could have been jealous of all
those jewels?”


“That’s
ridiculous,” said Peter. “Her friends were close to her for years, and were
happy for her.”


“As
far as you know,” Mattheus inserted.


“Allie
was proud of those jewels. The first one she showed them to was her mother. It
made her proud of herself in her mother’s eyes.”


“Her
mother wasn’t proud of her otherwise?” Mattheus was quick on the draw.


Peter
made a fist and drummed it on the table. “What are you getting at?”


“You
got to let it all out,” Mattheus insisted. “There’s trouble in paradise and you
can’t protect anyone here.”


“Who
am I protecting?” Peter’s shoulders lifted.


“Look,
you’re a top banker and trader,” Mattheus lifted his chin and stared straight
at Peter, “you’ve learned how to figure the angles. Are you telling me you can’t
imagine that someone here might have been jealous of the two of you?”


Peter’s
eyes glass over. Not only was he exhausted, he seemed to refuse to even
consider such a thing.


“No,
I can’t imagine who,” said Peter.


“Peter,”
Cindy came closer to him, “you have to think hard now. We need your help. We’re
on your side.”


“There
are no sides,” Peter burst out, “no one’s hurt Allie. Can’t it be she’s still
alive somewhere? She was a strong swimmer, isn’t it possible she swam up to the
surface? Maybe she’s lost on the island and doesn’t know where she is?  She
could have panicked when she realized she didn’t have enough air, pulled
everything off, hyperventilated, wasn’t able to exhale thoroughly!  She could
have had too much nitrogen! That happens all the time, it impairs judgment and
coordination, she may still be suffering from it now. Or maybe she came up too
fast?” The words rolled desperately off his tongue.


“Got
the bends?” said Mattheus.


“It’s
possible,” said Peter, “but I don’t think so. I think she’s lost on the island
and is alive.”


Cindy
and Mattheus shot each other a quick glance. Neither of them wanted to be the
one to say that it seemed unlikely that Allie survived.


“I
realize the police don’t agree,” Peter continued. “I see it in their eyes. They
think she’s gone, and that someone could have killed her.”


“Why
would they think that?” Cindy asked gently.


“Because
that’s their job,” said Peter. “It would be a feather in their cap to find a
killer. But who could have killed her? That’s just nuts. We got separated, the
visibility was bad, the tides too strong and she couldn’t find her way back to
me. When she saw she was so low on air, she must have panicked. It didn’t take
much for Allie to panic these days. I did my best to help her all the time, I
did my best.” Peter’s face grew pale and he closed his eyes. “When I realized Allie
was gone, I thought I would die. You think I wanted to come back up alone
without her? I didn’t. They had to struggle to get me back up on the boat.”


“Who
could have tampered with the air gauge?” asked Mattheus. 


“Tampered
with it, or did something just go wrong?” asked Peter fitfully.


“Where
was it kept? Who had access to it?” asked Cindy.


“Hell,
we kept our diving equipment in our hotel room.  Both families and the wedding
party came in and out all the time. You’re telling me someone came in and did
something to the equipment? Wanted to harm her?”


“I’m
not telling you anything,” said Cindy. “It’s our job to check carefully though,
and find out.”


Peter
suddenly put his heads back into his hands.


“We’ll
do our best for you Peter,” Cindy said, reaching her arm out to him.


Suddenly,
the door to the room opened and Cindy heard someone walked in. Had half an hour
passed already? Were the cops returning? Cindy turned to look and saw a tall,
rugged, handsome guy in his fifties standing there. He wore jeans, a plaid
sports shirt and watched them all intently.


Peter
looked up, greatly relieved, “Hey Mac,” he called out, “come in, you’re needed
here.”


“Hey
buddy,” Mac came over to where they were seated.  “I’m never more than a few
steps away.”


As
he approached Cindy felt a wave of energy flash between her and him.  Then she
felt him focus on her with a powerful presence.


“You
must be the private detective,” Mac said, ignoring Mattheus and sitting down
close to her.


 “Yes,
I am,” Cindy responded, “my partner Mattheus and I are here on the case.” 


 Mac
didn’t look at or greet Mattheus, just turned to Peter then.


“So,
is this gorgeous detective making you feel any better?” Mac asked.


Peter
tried to crack a smile but could not.  


“The
only thing that’s going to make me feel better is when I hear they’ve found
Allie alive,” he said.


“Listen,
buddy,” said Mac, “you’ve got to unwind. This is terrible, and the cops are
making it worse for you. But it’s their job to draw blood from a stone. They
don’t have a thing. You had nothing to do with it and they know it, but they
don’t have anything else right now.”


Cindy
saw Mattheus bristling, not warming to Mac in anyway. 


Mac
turned to Cindy then, “Did you happen to hear anything from Peter that he hasn’t
told everyone a hundred times by now?” 


“Since
I wasn’t here the hundred times, I have no idea,” said Cindy, coolly. “But I do
think Peter’s a special young man and I’m going to do my best to find out what
happened to his bride.”


“He’s
more than a special young man,” Mac declared. “He’s a prince and always has
been.”


Peter
looked at Mac with appreciation. 


“There’s
no way Peter hurt his gal. I’d give my life for that,” Mac insisted.


Cindy
was overwhelmed by the strength of Mac’s conviction, his feelings for Peter and
devotion. It seemed as though he were the kind of guy would tear the world
apart to protect someone he loved. Peter was fortunate to have a friend like
that. 


“Peter’s
lucky to have you in his life,” Cindy remarked.


“I’m
lucky to have him, too,” Mac replied, “and we’re both lucky to have you on the
case. It changes the vibe completely. And, I’ve got a feeling that you’ll get
to the bottom of things, fast.”


“With
Mattheus’s help I will,” Cindy commented, wanting to include him, and make sure
Mac knew she wasn’t here on her own. 


Mac
turned to Mattheus for a fleeting second, “Nice to meet you,” he said, in
passing.


Mattheus
shifted in his seat glumly, and did not reply.


*


In
a few minutes, the door opened again and the police returned. Dana and Edward
came in behind them.


Mattheus
got up to join the cops immediately. “What’s next?” he asked.


“We’re
going to make another visit to the Captain of the boat Allie dove from, a guy
named Jared Flay,” one of the policemen said. “He’s runs one of the best Dive
Shops around. We’ll talk to him again and look around again. 


“Count
me in,” said Mattheus, obviously eager to go. 


“First
you come back with us to the station,” the cop went on. “We’ll go over what we
have so far, show you photos, documents. That will probably take the rest of
the day. We can hit the Dive Shop tomorrow.” 


Mattheus
looked pleased, “Terrific,” he said, as he walked to the door with the police.
Before he left, he turned back to Cindy, “We won’t go to the Dive Shop without
you,” Mattheus promised. “While I’m going over the records at the station, you
can use the rest of the day to interview the guests.”


“Perfect,”
said Cindy, as Mattheus left. They always divided their time on different parts
of the investigation, it made the most sense.


Dana
and Edward then came closer to where Peter was sitting. “You’ve got quite a
partner there,” said Dana.


Cindy
wasn’t sure what she was getting at. “Mattheus is strong, thorough and does a
great job,” Cindy declared.


“Lucky
for you, I guess,” Dana declared, as Mac smiled with amusement. “I’m glad you’re
here without Mattheus for a few hours though,” she went on. “It’s good to have
a woman on the job, alone for a while. What do you want to do next?” 


“I’d
like to speak to Allie’s parents,” Cindy replied.


“So
would everyone else,” said Dana. “The police have only had a little while with
them. They won’t talk right now, they’re grieving.”


Cindy
understood. “Give them some time. It’s too much right away.”


“But,
they’ll have to agree to speak to someone at some point,” Dana went on, “it may
as well be you. That would probably be easier for them anyway.”


“There
are others I have to talk to others as well,” Cindy continued. “What about the
wedding party?” 


“Good
idea. Let’s start with them first, “Dana agreed. “I’ll introduce you to all of
them now. They’re usually downstairs at this hour in the cocktail lounge. Let’s
go and take them out to the front lawn where it’s quieter.”


Cindy
was grateful for Dana’s steady, clear guidance. The woman was determined to spearhead
an effort to clear her son. There was no way she was going to let this case go
unsolved.


Mac
stepped closer to Cindy once again. “Love to join you two, if I can,” he said
softly, to Dana.


Dana
looked taken aback.  “Peter needs you here, Mac,” she said, “this is where you
belong.”


“Of
course,” Mac replied not taking his eyes off Cindy. “There will be plenty of
time for Cindy and I to talk later.”











CHAPTER 5


 


 


The
cocktail lounge was filling up as Cindy and Dana walked in. Beautiful women in
short, silk, summer dresses, men dressed casually, in open throated custom
shirts, were laughing, talking, charming each other. 


“The
wedding party usually gathers at the center table,” Dana remarked quietly. “They’ve
been coming down here at cocktail hour late every afternoon to chill out. It’s
important to try to normalize things.”


Cindy
followed Dana as she wound her way through the crowds to a low, round table,
surrounded by a plush sofa in the center of the room. A group of beautiful,
suntanned young women and good looking young men sat around the table, looking
dazed and glum. 


“Hi
guys,” Dana started, as they got closer, “this is Cindy Blaine, an old friend
of the family and  one of the best private detectives on the Caribbean.”


The
whole group looked up, startled. 


“My
God,” said Nora, a bridesmaid with very curly hair, “no one told us you were
coming.”


“Hi
guys,” Cindy tried to be upbeat.


Some
of the girls moved a bit to make room for Cindy and Dana to sit down.


A
tall young man, with sandy hair, leaned towards Cindy. “Welcome,” he said,
extending his hand.


“This
is Tad,” Dana introduced him, “Peter’s best man, his rock of strength.”


“Pleased
to meet you, Tad,” said Cindy.


 “Thanks,”
said Tad, “but why a detective? Have they decided it was a crime?”


“They’re
not sure,” Cindy replied.


“No
one’s damn sure of anything down here in this place, are they?” It was a groomsman
with broad shoulders, dark hair and furrowed eyebrows. “I’m Bernard,” he added.


A
lovely, frail young woman with blonde hair, sitting to the right of Cindy, trembled
and began crying.


“Stop
it, Laura,” another bridesmaid burst in.  “Laura’s the Maid of Honor,” she
said, “And I’m Elizabeth.” Elizabeth was taller, with straight chestnut hair,
dark eyes and a firm manner. 


“I
can’t believe this is happening,” Laura kept crying, “and to have a detective
down here with us, too. It only makes it worse.”


“Makes
it better,” said Elizabeth. “We don’t know for sure that Allie’s gone. We need
help searching. For all we know, she ‘ll turn up soon.” 


“She’s
not turning up,” Laura’s crying got louder. “I know it.”


At
that the whole group fell silent and grim. 


“We’ve
all been a mess since this happened,” Tad turned to Cindy, “not to mention
Peter, even though he continues to hold onto hope.”


“Why
shouldn’t he hold onto hope?” another groomsman, with short clipped hair,
interjected. 


“This
is Roger,” Elizabeth introduced him.


“I
keep telling Peter that Allie’s gonna turn up fine,” Roger continued.


“There’s
no reason to say something like that,” Bernard was upset. “You’re raising his
hopes for no reason. After all this time, she’s not turning up alive.”


“Hey,
man, you don’t know that for sure,” Roger bit his bottom lip hard.


“It’s
the waiting that’s the worst of it,” said Bernard.


“I
know it is,” said Cindy, remembering how she’d waited to find out what happened
to Clint after he disappeared on their honeymoon. It was the not knowing that was
most brutal.


 “We
all feel we should be out there personally searching the Island,” Bernard
continued, “but the cops won’t let us leave the hotel grounds.”


“We’d
only get in the way,” Elizabeth insisted, “they’ve got it all covered.” 


“You
don’t know that,” Bernard shot back. “If you ask me, the cops just don’t want
more trouble to deal with, don’t have the man power to follow all kinds of
leads.”


“Maybe
they just want to protect us,” said a regal looking bridesmaid who threw her
head back as she suddenly stood up and then sat down again. “I’m Robyn, Allie’s
oldest friend,” she said to 

Cindy.


Cindy
nodded at her. “Investigations are complicated,” she replied. “It’s important
to keep them under control.”


“We’re
all in danger, aren’t we?” Nora piped up.


“There’s
no reason to think that,” said Cindy.


“And
there’s no reason to think we’re not in danger,” Bernard retorted.


“That’s
why I’m here,” Cindy replied, “to figure it all out. And I’d love to speak to
each of you personally in greater detail.”


“Each
of us? About what?” Bernard looked agitated.  


 “I
need to find out as much as I can about Allie and Peter, and their relationship,”
Cindy spoke calmly and clearly.


Tad
stood up. “Listen, you’re way off track if you think that Peter had anything to
do with Allie’s disappearing.”


Cindy
stood up and faced all of them.  “I don’t think anything yet, just have to find
out.  Each of you can be holding a piece to the puzzle you don’t realize you
have. When we talk you may remember a fact that doesn’t seem like anything, but
leads us to whole new trail.”


Robyn
didn’t like it either. “This has nothing to do with Allie and Peter’s
relationship,” she chimed in. “Peter and Allie were happy, they were fine.
Allie was excited about the wedding and especially having it here. There are
over a hundred guests who came down for it.” 


A
hundred guests - Cindy wondered if they’d all been interviewed. Probably not. 


“Money
was no object either,” Bernard, interjected. “We were all set for a fantastic
time.”


“I
want to go home,” Nora piped up. “I want to see my parents. “How long are they
keeping us down here?”


“You’ll
all be allowed to leave as soon as we know more,” Cindy tried to reassure her.


“But
it’s not safe to go now, is it?” Nora continued. “For all we know there’s
someone loose on the island who wants to kill us all?”


“There’s
no reason to suspect that,” said Cindy firmly. The wonderful thing about
investigations was that you depended upon facts, didn’t allow wild imagination
to create terrifying scenarios that chewed up your energies and threw you off
base.


“Can
you give me a guarantee that we’re safe?” Nora’s eyes flared. 


“There’s
no point in letting fear run wild,” Cindy replied. “It confuses the issues,
undermines clarity.”


“I’ve
heard that crime on these islands is increasing every day, and no one’s talking
about it,” Nora replied. There’s all kinds of drugs, gangs and smuggling
seeping in from other places.”  


“It’s
normal to think the worst at a time like this,” Cindy tried to calm her. “It’s
normal to have catastrophic expectations when you’ve had a terrific shock.”


“Why
would someone want to kill us all?” Nora couldn’t stop, and Laura started to
cry again. again. “Things look so beautiful here on the outside, but underneath
they aren’t,” Nora continued. “I asked Allie a few times if she was sure she
wanted her wedding away from home?”


“What
did she say?” asked Cindy.


“She
said Peter wanted it here badly. He grew up in the Cayman Islands, works here
now and loves it here. Allie said she was okay with it. But she never thought
this place would kill her, that she was going to die.”


 “Oh
brother,” said Tad.  “Some great cocktail hour. Listen you guys, we’ve got to
cheer up. At least for Peter’s sake. We’ve got to keep his spirits up!”


“Tad’s
always been a wonderful friend to Peter,” Dana suddenly interjected, “he’s been
a shoulder to lean on all through the years.”


“Thanks,”
said Tad staunchly. “And I’m not gonna stop being here for him now. The guy
needs support!  Chins up! We’re his wedding party. We’re his team!”


 “I’d
like to speak more to each of you about this personally,” Cindy repeated. “It
will help me a lot. Who would like to come to the table over there with me and
start?”


There
were no volunteers. That surprised Cindy. 


“Maybe
it would work better to first talk to the bridesmaids alone together and then
to the groomsmen,” Dana suggested quietly.


 “Okay,”
Cindy said, “let’s start with the bridesmaids. We’ll all go down to the beach that’s
in front of the hotel and talk there. After I’ve talked to the gals, I’ll talk
to the guys.”


“Sounds
good to me,” said Dana, throwing Cindy a grateful glance.


The
girls got up then, and all together, wound their way out of the cocktail lounge.
Cindy and Dana followed behind them through the lobby, down to the pink, sandy
beach, a few hundred feet away. 


“I
have no idea why they didn’t want to talk to me personally,” Cindy said to Dana
as they walked.


“I
imagine they might feel as though they’re revealing personal information,
betraying their friend,” Dana conjectured.


“Their
friend has disappeared – her life could be at stake! How could revealing personal
information be a betrayal at a time like this?” asked Cindy. 


Dana
drew a deep breath. “I don’t know,” she said, “but I don’t think the reality
has sunk in yet.”


*


They
gathered together on the sandy pink beach that was stretched out luxuriously in
front of the hotel, surrounded by palm trees. Dana collected a group of empty
beach chairs, placed them in a circle and they all sat down. The sounds of soft
waves lapping up on the shore and the early evening breeze circled around them
as they sat there.


“We’re
gathered here to find Allie, to bring her home,” Cindy started. “Tell me
whatever you can think of that could be of help.” 


“Allie
was a terrific diver,” Laura started, “she loved the water. She loved diving
with Peter.”


“Peter
loved diving with her as well,” Dana jumped right in


A
few of the other girls glanced over at Dana. Cindy suddenly realized that the
presence of the groom’s mother was an inhibiting factor. How could they speak
frankly with her around? Cindy needed raw information, and she wasn’t going to
get that with Dana around. 


“Dana,
I’m really sorry,” Cindy said abruptly, “but I’m going to have to ask you to go
back up to the hotel until I’m finished down here.” 


Dana
drew a sharp breath in and the girls seemed suddenly flustered as well.


 “Why?”
asked Dana.


Cindy
wanted to be as kind as she could, but the truth worked best. This was no time
for playing games.


“I’m
sure the girls will feel freer to talk if the groom’s mom isn’t here,” Cindy said
directly. “I know you want to join in, but I need to hear every little thing.”


Dana
stood up swiftly. “Of course, you’re right,” her voice was husky, “I didn’t
think of it. It never occurred to me.”


“That’s
why I’m here,” said Cindy, “to cover details that would go unnoticed. Time is
of the essence. I hope you understand.”


“I
understand.” Dana gathered herself together, “I’ll take a back seat, lay low.
The investigation is in your hands now.” Then she waved to everyone as she
walked back along the sand to the hotel, alone.


All
eyes were turned to Dana, as she left.


“That
was gutsy of you,” Elizabeth said to Cindy, when Dana was out of sight. “Dana’s
a good woman, but you’re right.”


“Thank
you,” Cindy replied. “I need full cooperation. I need to know anything any of
you can think of - the most personal details about Allie, Peter, their
relationship, and anything else!”


“Is
this being recorded?” asked Nora quickly.


“Everything
is in total confidence,” Cindy assured her.


“There
are cameras and recorders hidden everywhere in the hotel,” Nora continued.  “Any
fool can realize that.”


“Is
there something you want to tell me, Nora?” Cindy asked quickly.


“I’m
scared,” said Nora, “terrified. I think someone among us knows something that
they’re not willing to reveal.”


At
that the girls shuddered, as if a wave of fear encompassed them all.


“Nonsense,”
Elizabeth interrupted. “Nora exaggerates things in her mind. There’s no reason
to think that anyone here is hiding anything. There’s nothing to hide. Allie
lived her life straight out. She had two boyfriends before Peter and the minute
she met him, that was it.” 


“They
fell in love?” asked Cindy.


“That’s
putting it mildly,” said Elizabeth. “Peter was all she could talk about, or
think about. She couldn’t stand being away from him for a minute. He was
definitely the man of her dreams.”


“What
about him?” asked Cindy.


“That’s
a strange question,” Elizabeth paused. “Who knows what it is about a guy that
makes a woman feel he’s her dream?  Personally, I could never see it. But then,
Peter’s not the one for me.” 


“Peter’s
a wonderful guy,” Robyn defended him. “He’s been good to Allie, extremely generous
- gives her incredible gifts all the time, and I mean incredible.”


“So
what? He can afford it,” Elizabeth piped up. “Who knows how much these gifts really
mean to him?”


“They
mean a lot to Allie though,” said Robyn, “that’s what matters, isn’t it?”


“I
guess it matters,” Elizabeth shrugged, “if you’re into collecting jewels.”


“Was
Allie into collecting jewels?” Cindy asked methodically.


“Of
course she wasn’t,” Laura interrupted. “She had a wonderful, sweet heart.”


“She
liked showing them off, though” said Elizabeth. 


“I
wouldn’t say Allie showed off her jewels, she just wore them,” Laura was
determined to protect her dear friend. “The jewels were a sign to Allie how
much Peter cared. Allie always needed reassurance. She used to model in high
school. She had the perfect body and was incredibly beautiful, but she was
always insecure.”


“Why?”
asked Cindy.


Laura
looked at Cindy distressed. “Who knows why a beautiful woman is insecure? It
happens all the time.”


“It
will help me to know why Allie was insecure,” Cindy repeated. 


No
one said a word for a moment.


“An
insecure woman can do things that inadvertently lead her to harm,” Cindy
continued. “It could have led to what happened here.”  


“Allie’s
mom was terrifically hard on her,” Robyn piped up, “Allie always wanted to make
her mother proud and it wasn’t easy. Whatever she did was never good enough. I
saw it myself, over and over.”


This
was something Cindy hadn’t heard before. 


“When
Allie nabbed Peter it was a real coup,” Nora agreed. “Her mom couldn’t put her
down so much anymore. After all, Allie had gotten the richest bachelor around.”


“Nabbed
Peter?” Cindy was struck with the expression.


“She
went after him hard,” Nora continued, “just like any woman who really wants her
man.”


“Allie
was tough?” asked Cindy.


Robyn
had enough of this. She waved her hand back and forth as if to wipe out the
picture they were painting of Allie. 


“Are
we blaming the victim now?” asked Robyn, perturbed. “Allie was not tough. She
was single minded. She loved Peter and did all she could to hold onto him. Is
there anything wrong with that?”


“Of
course not,” answered Elizabeth. “You’d do it, too, wouldn’t you?” she asked
Cindy.


Cindy
smiled. “Of course,” she said, to make them feel as though she were one of the
crowd. But for a moment, she wondered whether she would really try to nab a guy
she loved?  She didn’t have to do that with Clint, everything had happened
naturally between them, and mutually. It all just worked, it was comforting.
That’s what she loved so much about it.


“So
Allie’s mother couldn’t be pleased,” Cindy needed to know more, “What about her
father?”


“When
you meet him you’ll see, he’s quiet,” said Elizabeth, “goes along with the mom.
He’s moderately successful, but not successful enough for his wife. Never will
be.”


“I
need to know something that may sound harsh to you,” Cindy prepared the girls
for what she had to say next. 


A
silence fell over all of them and the sound of the waves on the shore grew
louder.


“Was
Allie in love with Peter? Or was she in love with the jewels?” Cindy asked.


Nora
gasped, and Laura flushed beet red.


“That’s
a horrible question to ask,” said Laura. “Why would you want to put her down,
just like her mom did?”


“I’m
not putting her down,” said Cindy, “my job is to search out the truth. The
truth can save her, or at least, find out what happened. She deserves that,
doesn’t she?”


 “Of
course she deserves it,” said Elizabeth, “but I told you, I never saw Allie as
happy as when she and Peter met.”


“Their
happiness lasted?” Cindy wouldn’t let go.


“Their
high times came and went,” Robyn jumped in. “Of course Allie and Peter had
their conflicts, like everyone else. But basically, they were good.”


The
girls were presenting a united front, but Cindy had the strong feeling there was
something else going on. She couldn’t get at what and decided to try a
different tack.


“How
about Allie’s other interests, her job, the people in her life?”


“Allie
was an account manager at an ad agency,” Elizabeth spoke up. “She liked her
job, and had lots of friends. The gals in the wedding party are the ones she
was closest to. We’ve all known her for years. She had different sides to her,
too. She loved shopping, fashion, dancing. Allie was a terrific dancer. Peter
loved that about her, how she loosened him up. Her other real hobby was diving.”


“That’s
odd,” said Cindy. Scuba diving didn’t really fit the picture of the woman they
were painting.


“What’s
odd it?” asked Robyn. “She’d been a model and liked posing underwater, loved
the scenery down there. Most of all, being close to Peter. I’ve seen lots of
photos of the two of them underwater.”


Cindy
wanted to see those photographs. “Are there photographs of the two of them down
there the night she disappeared?”


The
girls looked at each other surprised. “I doubt it,” said Elizabeth.  


“Allie
also liked danger, if you ask me,” Nora piped up then.


That
comment hit a chord with Cindy, “How so?”


“Anyone
who goes diving at night is asking for trouble,” Nora’s voice grew high. “I
told Allie many times not to do it. She said I was totally paranoid and that’s
what she loved about me. I said I can be paranoid and still be completely right.
Why does someone in their right mind go diving in the night with poor
visibility? You tell me!”


All
the girls took a deep breath and Elizabeth rolled her eyes. 


“Nora
is overly cautious,” said Elizabeth.


“You
can’t be overly cautious when your life is at stake,” said Nora. “Look where we
are! Sitting at the beach with a detective and Allie has disappeared.  Now she’ll
never have a chance to be a bride.”


That
stopped all of them cold, took the energy right out of the conversation. They
all grew silent and looked out at the evening sky, which slowly grew darker.


It
was definitely getting late and Cindy glanced back towards the hotel, wondering
how long they should continue talking. To her surprise, she saw a man standing
at the edge of the beach, watching them. The wind blew his shirt and hair.
Startled, Cindy realized it was Mac.


The
girls followed Cindy’s glance to where he was standing.


“That’s
Mac,” Elizabeth commented. “He’s like an uncle to Peter, and also Peter reports
directly to him at the company.” 


 “What
does the company do, exactly?” asked Cindy.


“Trading,
finance, worldwide banking,” Elizabeth responded. “Mac is great, he brings a
fun touch to everything.  Right now he’s probably wondering what we’re all
talking about down here. He doesn’t like to be left out of anything.”


Cindy
looked over at him once again. He waved to her and she waved back.


“He’ll
be a good person to talk to,” Robyn offered, “he’s extremely involved in Peter’s
life and knows everyone on the Island.”


Cindy
took a deep breath then, and the girls all followed suit. This seemed like a
suitable breaking point for now.  


“I
really appreciate the time you’ve spent with me here,” Cindy said, “and I hope
we can talk more as things go forward. If there’s anything else anyone of you
remembers, or wants to tell me privately, I’ll give you my cell phone and hotel
room phone number.”


“Great,”
the girls seemed relieved.


As
Cindy wrote out the information to give to each them, she felt Mac approaching
on the sand. 


“Hi
gals,” he said light heartedly, “hope this has been useful for all of you.”


“It’s
been terrific, “said Robyn. “I feel so much better now that Cindy’s on the
case.”


“We
love her,” Elizabeth added.


“You’ve
got good taste,” Mac chimed in.


“Thanks,”
said Cindy, finished writing and started handing her contact information to the
girls.


“I’d like a copy of the contact
information myself” said Mac, giving Cindy a sidelong glance. “Sure,” said
Cindy, professionally. “Anything you want to say to me, anything you can think
of -.”


“That’s
quite an invitation,” Mac smiled. “There’s plenty I’d like to talk to you
about. How about right now?” 


At
that Laura stood up, shivering. It had grown much cooler and she only wore a
thin shirt.


“I
need a few minutes alone with Cindy first,” Laura broke in, about to burst into
tears again. “I need to talk to her badly.”


Cindy
stood up and stepped closer to her.


“Is
that alright?” Laura asked.


“Of
course it is,” said Cindy, throwing a glance over her shoulder to Mac.


“Absolutely,”
Mac agreed, “take your time. I have all night.”


 


 











CHAPTER 6


 


 


Mac
and the girls went back up to the hotel, as Laura huddled closer to Cindy. 


“Thank
you for giving me your time,” Laura murmured, “I really need it.” 


“Thank
you for talking to me,” Cindy replied “Here, take my jacket,” Cindy, took her
jacket off and put it over Laura’s trembling shoulders.


“Are
you sure?” asked Laura.


“Of
course, I’m sure,” said Cindy. “Come on, let walk a little near the ocean and
you can tell me what’s on your mind.”


Although
it wasn’t that cold, Laura pulled the jacket tight over her shoulders. She and
Cindy started walking towards the edge of the beach, as the fading light of the
day cast long shadows on the sand.


“Sunsets
are beautiful here,” Laura started, “but it’s been mostly overcast these past
few days. That’s not unusual for this time of year. Not only can it be cloudy,
but it gets very windy suddenly.”


That
was interesting, but they weren’t here to discuss the weather. Cindy knew that
Laura was nervous about what she was about to say.


“What
is it you want to tell me?” Cindy interrupted gently.


Laura
stopped walking as they got to the water. “I was afraid of saying this in front
of the girls,” she started.  “They all talk about each other and I don’t want
them talking about me!


“I
understand,” said Cindy.


“Yes,
you really do,” said Laura, tears filling her eyes. “That’s why I’m talking to
you now.”


“Whatever
you tell me will be in complete confidence,” Cindy assured her.


“Thank
you,” she said. “I don’t want to create the wrong impression or say something
that will lead you astray.”


“Don’t
worry, say what you have to,” Cindy persisted. It was hard for Laura to get
going but instinctively Cindy sensed that Laura had something vital to tell
her. “Jump right in.”


“Allie
was always clinging to Peter, and it got worse and worse as time went on,”
Laura finally started, her voice getting husky.


A
strange chill went through Cindy. “What do you mean clinging to Peter? Was
she insecure about his feelings for her?”


“Worse
than that,” Laura’s voice blended with the sound of the waves, and Cindy had to
listen intently. “Rather than feel more and more grounded in the relationship, Allie
felt less and less. She would call Peter all day long, check what he was doing,
where he was going, what he was thinking about. She felt he could take off at
any moment.”


Cindy
shuddered. “How awful. How did he take that?”


“He
hated it,” Laura whispered. “She talked to me about it every day, wasn’t proud
of what was happening.”


“Of
course not,” said Cindy.


“No
girl wants to have to cling to their guy for dear life!” said Laura.  


“No
guy wants to be clung to like that, either,” Cindy replied. “How did Peter
handle it? Did Allie tell you?”


“He
didn’t like it,” Laura’s voice got louder, as a wave came rushing in, almost
splashing them as they spoke.


Cindy
lurched backwards and pulled Laura away from the water.


“My
God, I hope and pray she’s not dead in there,” Laura looked out into the ocean.
“I hope he didn’t do something to her,” she started sobbing again.  


Cindy
put her arms around Laura’s shoulders.  “I know how hard this is,” Cindy said
softly, “but you’re helping her by telling me this.”


Laura
stopped speaking a moment.  “Helping Allie? Why? Do you think Peter did it,
that it was the only way he could get away?”


Cindy
felt jarred. “No, I didn’t mean that,” she said crisply. “I meant that you’re helping
me get a fuller picture, which will give us a better chance of finding her.”


“Do
you think they’ll ever, ever find her?” Laura gasped.


Cindy
and Laura paused and looked straight at each other.


“I
don’t know if we’ll find her,” Cindy said, quietly, “but we’ll do our best to
learn what happened. If someone harmed her, we’ll bring them to justice.”


“There’s
no justice,” Laura said quivering. “Allie didn’t deserve to die like this.”


No
one deserves to die like this, thought Cindy. But these deaths did happen, and
Cindy felt a longing to make them right. As best she could.


“Laura,”
Cindy suddenly called out, as a poison thought flew through her mind. “Is it possible
that Allie couldn’t stand the pain, that she took her own life?”


“No,
no!” Laura called loudly, “Never. Not her. Allie loved life. She wanted to
live. She told me so a thousand times. You’re on the wrong track!”


“She
told you over and over that she wanted to live?” That seemed odd to Cindy. “Was
she worried about it?”


“Sometimes
she was worried about it,” Laura’s voice dipped down. “Two of her cousins died
young, in accidents. Her mother used to say it was the family’s destiny. That
would scare anyone, wouldn’t it?”


“Of
course,” Cindy shivered.  “Did Allie believe it was her destiny, too?”


“She
didn’t know,” Laura whispered. “But she felt better about it after she met
Peter. She thought he would make everything right. That’s why she clung to him
so much.”


“What
did Peter do when Allie clung to him like so much?” Cindy asked swiftly.


“He
told her to cut it out, give him space,” Laura spoke quickly. “One day he even
said she was suffocating him! Allie laughed when she told me, but I said that
was a horrible, horrible thing for him to say, and she’d better be careful.”


“Careful
of what?” Cindy felt a moment of alarm.


“Of
pushing him away” Laura breathed. “Who knows what a guy will do when he feels
suffocated?”


“It’s
not unusual for guys to crave space, especially when they get closer to their
wedding,” said Cindy, “most don’t kill to get it, though.”


 “Most
women don’t cling the way Allie did either,” said Laura. “At first Peter loved
that she needed him so much, it made him feel special. He’s used to having
women around him who dote on him. But as time went on, the noose tightened. Then
he started to spend more and more time away with his friends and Allie got
upset. She felt rejected. Soon she didn’t even want him talking to old college
friends, like Vivien.”


“Who’s
Vivien?” Cindy was startled.


Laura
put her hand to her head, seeming suddenly exhausted.


“Let’s
sit down on the sand,” Cindy suggested.


“Good
idea,” said Laura as they both sat down on the sand that was moist and cool.


“Who’s
Vivien?” Cindy repeated softly, as they looked out into the horizon and past
the horizon into the unknown.


“Vivien
was Peter’s first girlfriend in college,” Laura continued. “She and Peter were
an item for a couple of years and then split. But they always stayed really
good friends. Allie didn’t like it.”


“Lots
of girls would find that difficult,” said Cindy.


“Allie
told Peter she didn’t like it, right from the start. He said he and Vivien were
good friends and would always be. She was like a sister to him – the
relationship was non-negotiable.”


“Pretty
tough talk,” said Cindy.


“He
felt strongly about it,” Laura said. “Allie went along with it, then it
bothered her, again and again. She kept trying, but it never felt right. She
thought Peter and Vivien had a weird bond.”


“That’s
rough,” said Cindy. 


“It
stinks,” said Laura. “I told her that this relationship was going to go on their
entire life. If she couldn’t live with it, she should get out now.”


Cindy
thought that was wise advice.


“But
Allie couldn’t leave,” said Laura, “she was way too attached.”


She
left now, Cindy thought, like it or not, one way or the other, Allie had to go.


“Do
you know Vivien?” Cindy asked.


“Sure
I know her,” said Laura, “not only that – you’ll meet her soon, too. She’s
right here at the hotel, a guest at the wedding.”


Cindy
was surprised. This was the first she’d heard anything about her at all.


“Peter
insisted that Vivien be at the wedding. He even wanted her to be one of the
bridesmaids,” Laura went on. “That’s where Allie drew the line. She wouldn’t
have it.”


“Did
Vivien know how Allie felt?” Cindy was troubled.


“Of
course she knew and she couldn’t care less! Vivien couldn’t stand Allie.  Allie
was sure she was saying bad things to Peter, trying to get between them. Some
women are like that, their biggest pleasure is getting between a guy and a gal
– seeing who he chooses!” Laura’s mouth began quivering again. 


 “Did
Peter actually tell Allie that Vivien was trying to get between them?” Cindy
asked cautiously.  It sounded as though Allie were unstable, it would be easy
for her to start imagining things and pull Laura into her fantasies, make
Vivien the bad guy.


“I
don’t know,” said Laura, suddenly tremendously sad.


“Is
Vivien single?” Cindy went on, “does she have a boyfriend of her own?”


“Vivien
always has a boyfriend, she’s had a whole string of them.  She’s absolutely
drop dead gorgeous,” said Laura bitterly. “Tad’s her most recent guy. He’s
Peter’s best man.”


Cindy
remembered Tad clearly. He’d made a strong impression.


“How
is Vivien dealing with Allie’s disappearance?” Cindy asked methodically.


“She’s
horrified,” said Laura. “The minute the news came, she wanted to go right home.
The police wouldn’t let her though, they wouldn’t let anyone. Mac spent a lot
of time with Vivien right afterwards, calming her down.”


“Mac,
not Tad?” asked Cindy.


“Tad
was busy with Peter, wouldn’t leave his side. It was natural for Mac to step
in. He likes to play uncle to us all. He’s divorced and his wife and daughter
live on the other side of the world. I heard he was quite the ladies’ man -.”


Cindy
was fascinated, but decided not to pursue it now. She had to stay on track.


Laura
started crying softly, leaned over, and began drawing circles in the sand. 


“Allie,”
she called out suddenly, “What happened to you? Where are you? Help us out here,
please. Give us a sign!”


There
was no sign from Allie though, just the sounds of the waves rushing in and out.


*


When
Cindy and Laura got back up to the hotel lobby, the groomsmen were gone. Instead,
Mac was sitting on the sofa waiting.


“I’m
tired,” Laura said hastily as she saw him there. “I’m going up to my room now.”


“Fine,”
said Cindy, “thank you so much.”


“Thank
you,” said Laura and dashed off.


Mac
stood up, smiled and motioned to Cindy to come and join him.


 It
felt good to be indoors and Cindy was glad to sit down for a moment.


“Can
I order you a drink?” Mac asked immediately.


“No
thanks,” said Cindy.


“How
about dinner?”


“I
appreciate that, but Mattheus and I usually have dinner together,” Cindy said.
She was looking forward to going over the findings with Mattheus at dinner.


 “When
Mattheus returned from the police station he started interviewing the
groomsmen,” Mac replied. “He’s in their rooms as we speak.  It’s going to take
a while. For all you know he’s eating with them, and you’re probably hungry.”


Cindy
smiled, “I am,” she confessed.  Mac had a wonderful, craggy strength about him.
Being near him was comforting, like sitting near the jutties at the ocean.


“It’s
impressive to see the way you’re handling the case,” Mac went on. “But you’ve
got to stop and take a bite for yourself as well.” 


It
was odd having someone be concerned about her needs. It seemed like a long time
since that had happened. Cindy felt looked after.


“I’ll
have an appetizer, to take the edge off,” she agreed.


Mac
motioned for the waiter and menus. 


Cindy
ordered soup and salad and Mac ordered crabs.


“You’re
an incredibly beautiful woman,” Mac said bluntly, after they’d ordered. “It’s surprising
to see you in this line of work.”


 “I
like what I do,” Cindy replied plainly, “I’m well suited to it.”


“I’m
sure are, but there’s a story behind this,” Mac raised his eyebrows, as if waiting
to hear more.


Cindy
would not go there, though.  “I’m here for Peter and Allie, their families and
friends,” she replied. “At the moment, it’s your story I’m interested in.”


Mac
put his head back and laughed. “I like that. You’re sharp.”


“You
said you wanted to talk to me?” Cindy asked, staying on focus.


The
soup came in a moment and smelled delicious and warm.


“Have
some soup first,” Mac said gently, lifting it off the tray and handing it to
her.


For
an inexplicable moment, Cindy wanted to cry.  She had no idea why, probably
tired and shaken by the details of the case.  She hadn’t had enough time
between cases, to rest up, either.


“Soup
good?” Mac asked softly.


“Delicious,”
she said, drinking it quickly. “Thank you.”


Mac
ate his crabs slowly. “I like you,” he said.


Cindy
wondered what was coming next.


“And
I don’t want you to go off in the wrong direction,” Mac continued, slowly.


For
a second Cindy felt like a young girl in school, being guided by a teacher. Was
he trying to make her feel she couldn’t handle things on her own, that she
needed him? It was a tactic that would confuse her judgment.


“What’s
the wrong direction in this case?” Cindy asked quickly, staying on point as she
felt the warmth of his body beside her.


“I
don’t know what these girls said to you,” Mac responded, “but you’ll be wasting
your time if you focus on Allie’s relationship with Peter.” 


“Where
does the focus belong?” Cindy took him up on it. 


They
both stopped talking a moment and looked at each other. Mac’s beautiful eyes
pierced hers deeply. 


“Focus
on me,” he said and smiled.


Cindy
could not think for a moment. 


“What
about you should I focus on?” she finally said, trying to keep centered and
clear minded.


“Run
your information by me,” Mac continued. “Not only am I interested in what you
discover, I can help you separate the wheat from the chaff. There’s a lot of
loose wires at this wedding, little time bombs waiting to go off. Most of them
mean nothing.”


Like
who, Cindy wanted to ask, Vivien? But she kept quiet.


“There’s
always a lot of drama with these folks. Most of it amounts to nothing. They
live off it. It gives them a high.”


“A
lot of drama in your life as well?” Cindy suddenly asked, curious. Mac was
daunting, sensual, provocative, and seemed to know exactly what he was doing. 


“There
used to be a lot of drama in my life,” Mac said softly, “now I’m single and
free from it all. I’ve one daughter who lives with her mother on the other side
of the world. Me, I come and go as I choose. The world is my oyster.”


“Quite
an accomplishment,” said Cindy.


He
laughed. “You can say that again.”


“A
world traveler?” she asked.


“When
I choose to be,” Mac replied. “I like it down here, though.”


“I
can see why,” said Cindy. “It’s beautiful, luxurious, with great weather. Your
company’s doing fabulously, too, I imagine. What’s not to like?”


“Exactly,
I’m a man who has impeccable taste and can have whatever he wants. And what I
want most is to help with this case. Edward and Dana have been my best friends
for years. They look fine on the outside but they’re spinning inside. I want to
be a rock for all of them.”


“You
are a rock,” said Cindy softly.


“Thank
you,” Mac replied, pleased.


“And
what can you tell me about Allie’s disappearance?” Cindy went on. 


“I
felt something bad was coming for a long time,” Mac said, “not this, of course,
but something. Allie got too upset about little things, would go off into a
spin. Now, don’t get me wrong, I liked the girl – very much.”


“Did
you think she was good for Peter?”


“I
did in the beginning,” said Mac, “at the end I began to have my doubts. She was
unstable.”


“Did
you say that to Peter?”


“No,
never. You don’t say something like that to a guy who’s in love. I’m not going
to tell you I didn’t hope he’d reconsider, at times. Peter’s a bright guy, he’s
got a good head on his shoulders. Does great work at the company. He’s
important to all of us.”


“Did
he reconsider?” Cindy asked plainly.


“Not
that I ever heard,” said Mac. 


“What
do you think happened to Allie?” Cindy looked at Mac directly.


“I
think she went into one of her panics,” Mac said softly. “She and Peter got
separated under water, she couldn’t find him and must have gone crazy. They
found her vest and tank. It looked like she ripped them off in desperation.
People do that when they panic, when they can’t get enough air.”


“You
think Allie drowned?” Cindy wanted specifics.


“Seems
obvious,” said Mac.


“Where’s
her body?” asked Cindy.


“Who
knows? But it’s unlikely that she swam to the surface and is alive, lost on the
Island. Come on now, that’s some kind of dream.”


“Unlikely,
but possible,” said Cindy, testing.


“Nothing
would make me happier,” said Mac, “but I wouldn’t count on it. Actually, this
wouldn’t be anything more than a missing person case, if they hadn’t found that
her air gauge was broken, that someone could have tampered with it.”


“That’s
a big if,” said Cindy.


“Equipment
breaks all the time. There’s no reason to suspect Peter,” said Mac
emphatically.


“Who
else could have been involved in tampering with the air gauge?” Cindy needed to
know.


“What’s
the point in speculating?” Mac went on. “I doubt anyone will ever see her again,
and without the body, even though the gauge was broken, this can never become a
criminal case.”


Cindy
wondered why he wanted things closed so quickly.


“Take
the pressure off yourself,” Mac continued. “Take it easy, take it slow. There
are people at this wedding who will drive you crazy, if you let them.  And it
will all be for nothing.”


That
was a strange way to put it. Body or no body, the case was more than a
disappearance. The air gauge had possibly been tampered with, someone could
have interfered with Allie’s supply of air. Whether or not they found the body,
there might be plenty of circumstantial evidence laying around. Cases like
these were always put together one piece at a time.


“Our
efforts are never for nothing,” said Cindy. “A life has been lost. Allie
deserves a thorough investigation.”


 “Lives
are lost all the time,” said Mac grimly, “especially when people go diving at
night.”











CHAPTER 7


 


 


Cindy
went back up to her hotel room to wait for Mattheus. It was dinner time and
they also had to fill each other in on what they’d found so far. She opened the
door, entered, took a moment to bask in the luxury that surrounded her. The
room was magnificent and spacious, designed to invite its guests to relish the
incredible nature surrounding them, be free from all cares. It was soothing to
be here by herself for a few moments. There was so much to digest, so many
unanswered questions drifting around in her mind.  


Cindy
walked to the patio and stepped out on it, letting the evening breezes wash
over her. It was Allie who should have been standing here, looking out at the
ocean, filled with the joy of a new bride, about to start her life with a man
she adored. Where was she? What had really happened to her? Little by little a
picture of Allie was forming in Cindy’s mind. She was beginning to sense the contradictions
in Allie’s life, her loneliness, struggles, longings. Was there a chance she
could still be alive? Had she made it to the surface, landed somewhere, lost on
the shore, hoping someone would find her? It was a very, very long shot. Most
likely the tides had pulled her far out to sea. As Cindy stood and listened to
the ocean, she could almost felt Allie crying out for help. 


As
Cindy stood there, she heard the door to the hotel room open, and someone come
in.  She turned around quickly.


Mattheus
stood in the middle of the room, looking around, not seeing Cindy standing out
on the patio. He looked rumpled and tired, but handsome as ever. It had been a
long day for both of 


them.
Cindy watched him rub his hands over his face slowly and was seized with a
desire to rush over, embrace him, tell him how glad she was they were here together.
She wanted it to be the way it had been when she used to put her head on his
shoulder and he would whisper to her. She needed it at the moment.


This
was no time to follow her impulses, though. Before they got closer again, Cindy
had to feel safe and certain. She stood still watching, as Mattheus ambled over
to the desk in the corner of the room, opened the computer that was on it, and
began writing something.  After collecting herself for a few moments, Cindy walked
in from the patio.


 Mattheus
looked up, startled. "Jesus, I thought you were downstairs, somewhere. You
scared me half to death.”


Cindy
smiled, “Am I so terrifying?”


“You
can be when you want to,” Mattheus smiled. “Terrifying’s a good word for it.”


Cindy
felt herself grow tight and grim. 


“I
just got in a few minutes ago,” she answered, pulling away. “What are you
writing?”


“Notes
to myself,” said Mattheus. “We’ve got quite a cast of characters here. If we
map everything each one tells us, we’ll find all kinds of tiny contradictions
which will lead us to straight into the arms of the killer.”


Cindy
walked over to the computer and threw a quick glance at it. Mattheus was sending
an email to someone. She wondered why he didn’t just send it from his phone.


“Who
are you emailing?” she asked lightly.


Mattheus
looked up at her put off. “That’s all I get? A quick question?”


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


Now
I’m part of your investigation, too?” Mattheus remarked.


Cindy
laughed, “Should you be?”


He
finally looked directly at her.


 “No,
I shouldn’t. We should trust each other completely! Even when we disagree –
even when we disappoint each other. We still should never take our trust away!”


“I
do trust you,” Cindy replied swiftly, “I was just curious who you’re emailing?”


“My
mother,” Mattheus grumbled. “I’m telling her that I’m down here at the
beautiful Cayman Islands, in the super deluxe honeymoon suite, with a gorgeous
woman who says she trusts me, but doesn’t really.  Not only haven’t I gotten
one hug since I’ve been here, I even had to make sure the room had two single
beds.”


Cindy
knew Mattheus was joking, but the truth beneath his comment hit her hard. He’d been
hoping she’d run over and give him a hug when he came in. He obviously felt she
didn’t trust him enough to go back to the way things used to be. 


There’s
all levels of trust, Cindy wanted to tell him, but this wasn’t the time to delve
into their relationship. This trip wasn’t about them, and no matter how
beautiful the room was, it wasn’t a honeymoon suite. They were here together to
track down leads and find out why a beautiful young woman, about to become a
bride, disappeared the night before her wedding in the murky sea.


“We’re
not exactly on our honeymoon right now,” Cindy reminded him.


“We
could be though,” Mattheus turned to her fervently. “After the case is over we
could stay on and have our honeymoon here. We could find a justice of the peace
to marry us. It doesn’t have to be so complicated.”


Cindy
didn’t know where all this was coming from. She drew a long, sharp breath. Mattheus
was mixing everything together, refusing to acknowledge that they needed time
to work things through, get to know each other better. 


“But
maybe you don’t want to ever have another honeymoon?” Mattheus said, suddenly
flippant. “Maybe one lousy experience was enough for you?”


Cindy
felt her face flushing. That was unnecessary. Mattheus was blaming her for not
wanting to get closer to him right now. Was he blaming it on the fact that
Clint had been killed on her honeymoon? Cindy absolutely refused to say another
word about it. It was unfair and this was not the right moment.


“Fill
me in on what you found out this afternoon,” she said in a clipped voice,
determined to take things in a different direction. 


“Do
you still want to go to the Dive Shop with me and the police first thing in the
morning?” asked Mattheus. 


“Yes,
I would, said Cindy, wondering why he thought she would change her mind.


“Good,”
Mattheus liked that. He seemed to ease up. “This afternoon was busy,” he went
on. “Most of the groomsmen are freaked out about this. They’re a tight little
bunch, who adore Peter. No chink in their armor, all have the same story. They
say Peter’s a great guy and was happy with Allie. Seems like Peter makes a pile
of money working for his father, and a couple of the groomsmen work with him. His
best man Tad’s his right hand guy at work. Peter’s got a cushy deal if anyone
ever had one. He works directly under Mac, the sleazy partner.”


Cindy
was offended. “What’s sleazy about Mac?” 


“That
guy’s a player if I ever saw one.”


“Where
do you get that?” Cindy defended Mac.


“How
could you miss it? It’s written all over him,” Mattheus looked at Cindy
strangely.


“Mac’s
a great friend to the family and also to Peter,” Cindy said.


“That
guy’s got his nose in everything,” Mattheus insisted. “There’s not a thing that
happens that he doesn’t know about. He plays people, figures the odds. It gives
him pleasure.”


“A
control freak?” Cindy was curious about Mattheus’s feelings.


“More
than that,” Mattheus was adamant. “This guy’s after a piece of the action for
himself.”


There
was no way Mattheus could know that. And it was unusual for him to take such a
dislike to someone so quickly. Basically, he was just going with a hunch and
taking it to the furthest possible degree. Cindy hadn’t seen him so bitter
before, either. Must be because there was so much money and influence here, she
thought. Could be making Mattheus feel inadequate.


 “Not
only did I speak to the groomsmen,” Mattheus went on, “I got to meet a few
women who aren’t in the wedding party.” 


Cindy
was surprised, “Like who?”


“Vivien,”
Mattheus filled her in quickly. “A close friend of Peter’s.”


Cindy
made a sour face. “There’s bad blood between Vivien and Allie.”


“Vivien’s
gorgeous,” Mattheus breathed. 


“What
has that got to do with it?” asked Cindy.


“Well,
I can understand why Allie might not have liked her. I’m sure lots of women
would be threatened by Vivien,” said Mattheus. “She’s the kind of woman you
definitely keep away from your man.”


Cindy
felt her blood boil.  “Vivien was Peter’s ex-girlfriend. Even after they broke
up, they stayed very close.”


“What’s
wrong with that?” Mattheus wasn’t impressed.


Cindy
became more heated. “Peter and Allie fought a lot about it. It was a big bone
of contention between them.”


Mattheus
had no reaction. “Seems like most women need to find something to have a bone
of contention about,” he finally said. “It makes their day.”


Cindy
recoiled, felt insulted, but wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of showing him
that.   


“What’s
Vivien like? What did you find out from her?” Cindy continued.


“She’s
got long red hair, groomed to the hilt, sensuous,” said Mattheus. 


Cindy
felt as if Mattheus were throwing little barbs in her direction, trying to make
her feel shaky.


“Vivien
told me that Allie’s mother hated her,” Mattheus continued, “and that her
mother was incredibly jealous of Allie’s relationship with Peter. Vivien urged
me to talk to the mom.” 


“Vivien’s
suggesting that Allie’s mother killed her daughter?” Cindy was horrified. “That’s
pretty ridiculous. Makes me wonder more about Vivien.”


“You
never know,” said Mattheus.


“There
are some things you do know though, “Cindy responded. “You know not to go off
on wild speculations. You taught me that, Mattheus. You taught me to keep a
sense of balance, or things can get de-railed pretty fast.”


“Right,”
Mattheus conceded, “but getting pulled into wild speculations is an
occupational hazard. But every good detective’s been there. You’ve got to be
willing to get de-railed sometimes, go after wild speculations.”


That’s
how Cindy used to feel, but Mattheus had grounded her, taught her to stay with the
facts. For the moment it seemed as though they’d switched places. Maybe it was
still the shock of having found his wife’s body so recently.


“I
think someone killed Allie,” Mattheus said flatly then.


Cindy
was stunned. This wasn’t like him either. He never jumped to conclusions like
this.


“There’s
no real evidence of that,” Cindy responded.


“A
tampered air gauge speaks loud and clear.”


“What
was the motive?” Cindy shot back.


“Jealousy,”
Mattheus responded without thinking. “It oozes all over this place.”


Cindy
hadn’t seen any evidence of jealousy, except between Allie and Vivien.


“Jealousy’s
a powerful, rotten emotion,” Mattheus spoke under his breath.


Cindy
couldn’t help feeling that Mattheus was talking about himself. 


“Why
would these people be jealous?” Cindy probed further. “They all have what they
need.”


“But
it’s never enough,” Mattheus whispered, “don’t you know? The more you have the
more you want.”


The
discussion had taken on a strange tenor and despite herself, Cindy’s heart began
pounding.  She wanted to change the mood between them, take a break.


“Did
you have dinner yet?” she asked, determined to take things in a different
direction.


“Hungry
as hell,” said Mattheus, relenting, when suddenly, their hotel phone rang. 


They
both looked at the phone as though an intruder was pushing its way between
them.


“Take
the call,” Mattheus grumbled, “looks like the day isn’t over yet.”


Cindy
picked up. “Yes, we’re both here,” she said professionally.


Mattheus
perked up and listened.


“Let
me ask Mattheus if he’d like to do that?” she said. “Well, I don’t know. Let me
ask him.”


Then
she turned to Mattheus. “Mac wants to know if you and I would like to join him
for dinner downstairs in the restaurant?”


“Not
particularly,” said Mattheus, tapping his foot on the floor.


“He
said he wants to talk to both of us, “said Cindy.


 “We
don’t have much choice then, do we?” said Mattheus. “Tell him we’ll be down in
a few minutes.”


Before
going down to dinner, Cindy slipped into the bathroom to freshen up and changed
into a silk, flowing, mauve dress. She brushed her long, wavy hair, and let it
loose over her shoulders. Then she chose a lovely coral necklace, and sprayed
on some of her favorite lilac perfume for a finishing touch. When she walked
out of the bathroom, Mattheus looked up and his eyes opened wide.


“Wow,”
he said, “you grow more beautiful day by day. You come more and more into your
womanliness.”


Cindy
flushed.


“I
wish we could erase what happened and start fresh,” his voice now had that
boyish quality Cindy so loved.


She
walked closer to him and extended her hands. He took them in his. 


“We
can’t erase what happened,” Cindy said in a soft tone, “but we can learn from it
Mattheus, then we can start fresh.”


Mattheus
grinned. 


“Let’s
learn tonight,” he murmured, “let’s start fresh right away.” Then he pulled her
to him, in a long, powerful embrace.


*


Cindy
and Mattheus met up with Mac in the main restaurant of the hotel, The Swann. It
was large, formal and elegant, with reservations required.  Each table had
fresh flowers and candles, and a huge, dimly lit, crystal chandelier hung in
the center of the ceiling, throwing soft light over them all. The moment Cindy
and Mattheus arrived, the Maitre D’ guided them to the table Mac was sitting
at, not far from the bar.


Mac
stood up to greet them, looking at Cindy admiringly.


“Really
grateful you two decided to join me,” he said immediately. “Everyone at the
wedding is talking about you guys. You both made a huge impression.”


Mattheus
pulled out the chair for Cindy then, and she sat down. The two guys sat down
after she did.


“What
kind of a huge impression did we make?” Mattheus asked, surprised.


“The
groomsmen liked you a lot,” Mac offered.


Mac
showed no response.


“They
all had a good feeling that you’d get their buddy off the hook.”


“Appreciate
that,” said Mattheus formally, putting up a wall between himself and Mac.


“And,
I already told you how the bridesmaids felt about you,” Mac continued to Cindy.


“When
did you tell her that?” asked Mattheus, quick on the draw.


Mac
gave Mattheus a long, calculated glance that took him completely in. 


“When
we had drinks and appetizers out in the lounge,” Mac replied.


Mattheus’s
jaw clenched as he scrutinized Cindy. “How come I didn’t hear about that?” he asked.


“We
haven’t had time to fill each other in,” Cindy replied tartly. She didn’t like
being taken to task by Mattheus, especially in front of a stranger.


“Cindy
did a terrific job,” Mac continued, almost as if he were egging Mattheus on. “The
girls loved Cindy. Vivien even mentioned it to me.”


“Interesting,”
Mattheus mumbled.


 “Vivien
thought the world of you, too,” Mac spoke to him pointedly. “She couldn’t stop
talking about you. Said you were an amazing guy.”


Cindy’s
breath caught short in her throat. 


“Seems
like good news spreads fast,” Mattheus commented, throwing Cindy an off handed
glance.


“You
got it right there,” said Mac, “you can’t keep a secret with the folks at this
wedding, even if you try.  


“Nothing
wrong with secrets,” said Mattheus, “everyone needs to have some.” 


Mac
stopped and grinned. “I guess so,” he replied, “even you.”


The
two of them seemed so edgy together that Cindy was perplexed. Had they had some
kind of conversation she knew nothing about?


 Mattheus
took Mac on directly then. “Okay, so what do you want us down here to talk
about?”


Mac
smiled and reached for a glass of wine that was on the table and took a long
drink before he spoke.


“I
just wanted to let you know that if there’s something anyone down here needs,
they let me know about it. I make sure it’s all taken care of.” 


“Edward
and Dana hired us,” said Mattheus. “It’s their son’s wedding. We report to
them.”


“Edward’s
thrilled and relieved when I take over. I’ve been doing it for years,” said
Mac. “It takes a lot of trouble off his shoulders.”


Mattheus
didn’t seem impressed. “And how about his wife, Dana?”


“She
couldn’t be happier about it,” said Mac. “Right now, she’s pretty exhausted as
well.”


“You’re
a pretty important guy,” Mattheus murmured.


“I’ve
watched Peter and his wedding party grow into the amazing men and women they
are today. They all turn to me, especially Vivien, after her father was killed
in plane crash years ago.”


Cindy
and Mattheus shot a quick glance at each other.


“How
about Allie?” Cindy interjected, “were you close to her, too?”


“Allie
was my little angel,” Mac responded. “And, if I ever find out that this wasn’t
an accident, that someone actually hurt her, I’m taking matters into my own
hands. Get what I mean?” Then he smiled as sweetly as if he’d just ordered a
lemon chiffon pie for desert.











CHAPTER 8


 


 


Cindy
and Mattheus didn’t speak to each other on the way back up to their hotel room.



Cindy
was thinking about what Vivien said about Mattheus, and about his visceral attraction
to her. Mattheus seemed tired and upset. 


Once
they got inside and closed the door, Mattheus turned straight to Cindy.


“Mac
obviously has an eye for you,” Mattheus said. 


Cindy
was confused for a second. Was that why Mattheus was so upset?


 “Mac’s
almost twice my age,” she answered flippantly.


“So
what? Guys like that want their women young.”


Cindy
felt as though someone had spilled a bag of soot over. In Mattheus’s eyes she’d
become Mac’s prey. How about Mattheus and Vivien? She wanted to answer back,
but suddenly a silence overcame her. Mattheus was definitely not himself, or
maybe he was more himself than ever, showing her a side of himself she hadn’t fully
acknowledged before.  But, for sure, living in a world of suspicion and hidden
motives had taken its toll on both of them. Belief in the goodness of others was
definitely ebbing away. It didn’t have to though, Cindy reflected. There were
plenty of wonderful people with upstanding motives. It was just that wherever she
and Mattheus went, they focused on the dark side, the underbelly of the whale.


“Mac
is a central part of this investigation. He’s involved with everyone down here
and is a fund of incredible information.” Cindy tried to set Mattheus straight


“So
it would seem,” Mattheus grumbled.


“Why
do you dislike him so?” Cindy needed an answer.


“It’s
visceral,” Mattheus replied, turning and going out onto the patio.


Cindy
wondered for a moment if she should go out there after him, but decided not to. 
They each needed some space to unwind and process the events of the day.


Cindy
went into the bathroom and put on comfortable pajamas, pulled her hair back,
brushed her teeth and got ready to go to her single bed. When she came out of
the bathroom Mattheus was back in the room, looking over at her.


“Guess
we’re roommates for the night then,” he said matter of factly.


“We’re
both tired,” said Cindy, “we need a good rest.”


“We
need a lot more than a good rest,” Mattheus complained. 


Cindy
got into bed and pulled the covers up over her.


“We
need someone who can understand us,” he went on bitterly, “someone who has a
heart for what we’re going through.”


Cindy
felt like crying, but wouldn’t allow herself to. Was Mattheus was saying that
she didn’t understand him, wasn’t compassionate about his ordeal? If he truly
believed that what good would it do to defend herself?


Mattheus
turned out the light in the room and she heard him go to the bathroom, come out
and climb into his own bed as well. Cindy’s heart clenched with sorrow. As much
as she wanted to get up out of her bed and join him, something deep within
wouldn’t let her do so.


Cindy
slept and woke on and off for a few hours. The sound of Mattheus breathing so
close to her was wrenching and dreams about Allie kept her unsettled as well.
Finally, she jumped out of bed, grabbed her laptop, put on a robe and went out
onto the patio. Rather than lay there tossing all night long, she decided to go
through Allie’s email account. Cindy had the passwords she needed and had
planned to do it the next day, but this suddenly seemed like the perfect time.
It would calm her down to go to work and see what facts she could find. The
police had done this already and said there was nothing of interest to be
discovered. Cindy didn’t buy it. Let’s see what I find, she thought.


At
first there was nothing out of the ordinary. There were tons of emails from
friends excited about the wedding asking about Allie’s dress, the fittings and
the bridal shower. Laura emailed her constantly reminding her of details, where
to be when, whose calls to return. Clearly Laura was not only a Maid of Honor,
she was truly Allie’s best friend. 


Then
Cindy came upon a cluster of emails between Allie and Peter, a few days before
they left for the Island.


I’m
asking you for the last time,
Peter wrote. It would mean so much to all of us if you’d say yes. 


It’s
all set, Allie
answered. And we’ve talked a lot about it.


Vivien’s
bugging me about it every day, wrote
Peter. She’s so hurt not to walk down the aisle with Tad.


I
already told you how I feel, Allie
answered.


So?
Peter said,
can’t you just bend a little for this? Let Vivien be a bridesmaid. Do it for me!


Can
I have my enemy be in my wedding party? Allie wrote back. 


Those
were pretty strong words, thought Cindy.


Allie’s
not your enemy, Peter
quickly replied. You don’t have any enemies.  Don’t you love me,
Allie? Can’t you do this for me?


Don’t
you love me, Peter? Allie
wrote back. Why can’t you understand my feelings?


Don’t
I love you? I give you everything,
Peter sounded upset.


But
I need more,
Allie was pleading. Why can’t you understand that?


That
string of emails came to a quick halt then. Another string began between Allie
and Mac. Mac asked about errands he could run for Allie, and whether Peter
needed anything else that Mac didn’t know about. Those emails seemed friendly
and natural. There was another string of emails though, that bothered Cindy. It
was from Nora, stuck in between the rest.


Allie,
I’m warning you, cut it out! If Peter’s parents find out, it won’t be good. Love, Nora.


Get
off my back,
Allie replied. 


Cindy
was startled. This was a completely different tone from all the other emails.


I’m
only warning you for your own good, Nora
sent back another email to Allie once. For all you know, word’s getting
around. Two people mentioned it to me this past week.


You’re
totally paranoid, Nora, Allie
replied. I can’t stand that about you, especially around my wedding time.
Please, be happy for me!


I
am happy for you! I’ve always been happy for you. I just want you to be
careful, Nora
said.


An
hour later an email came back from Allie. Don’t worry, I’ll be very careful
about it, she replied.


Cindy
sat there in the moonlight, reading that string of emails over and over. What
was Nora warning her about? How was it possible that the warning hadn’t caught someone’s
eye? What was it that Allie had to cut out? Cindy suddenly wanted to call Nora
and ask her about it. She decided to do so the next morning.


Cindy
went back to bed discombobulated. She wanted to read through Peter’s email
account as well, but the company had his password. She and Mattheus had to get
clearance to enter and read them.  Mac could help with that, for sure. As Cindy
tossed back and forth in bed before she fell asleep she wondered again why
Mattheus disliked Mac so much? She’d actually found Mac to be a fountain of
strength. He only wanted to help them steer through what now beginning to look
like very murky waters, indeed.


*


When
Cindy woke in the morning, Mattheus was not in the room. His bed was left
unmade, and it seemed he just got up and got out of there, fast. Probably
downstairs having breakfast, she thought. Or, maybe talking to some of the
other wedding guests. Mattheus was a light sleeper and often got up very early,
especially when on a case. When things were better between them and they shared
a bed, he slept more soundly, never just got up and ran out on her like that.


Cindy
got up, showered, put on fresh white linen slacks, a lovely lemon shirt and
threw a light sweater over her shoulders. Then she pulled her hair back and
tied it gently. It wasn’t even eight thirty yet. This was a new day and despite
all that had gone on, she felt refreshed and ready to tackle whatever came
next.  The first thing on the agenda was that she and Mattheus were going to
the Dive Shop with the police today. Once dressed, Cindy, texted Mattheus,
asking him where he was and when they were leaving.


Mattheus
answered immediately. I’m downstairs in the coffee shop with Douglas and
Lance, the two officers we met originally. They’re personally taking us to the
Dive Shop. Get down here as soon as you can. You may have a hard time seeing us
- the place is getting crowded – people are pouring in for the festival,
tomorrow. You’ll find us at the first table near the window.


Cindy
remembered the Batabano festival that was about to start. It would be a Mardi Gras
with floats, booths, dancing, singing. All to celebrate finding the traces of a
turtle. The crowds and commotion could make it harder, though, to find the
traces of a girl lost at sea.


*


The
ride to the Dive Shop only took about fifteen minutes.  It was actually nice to
see Douglas and Lance, who piled Cindy and Mattheus into their little truck and
drove them there. 


“We
combed every inch of the Dive Shop right at the beginning,” Douglas said. “Jared
Flay owns it. He’s a seasoned diver and diving instructor.”


“He’s
the one who took them out on the boat, right?” Mattheus was checking.


“Yes,”
Douglas answered. “They all knew each other for years. Jared had taken Peter
and Allie out many times.  As soon as this happened, we talked to him. There
was absolutely nothing out of order. The guy couldn’t believe what had
happened, said there was absolutely nothing different about this dive.”


“Except
that it happened right before the wedding,” Cindy chimed in.


“So?”
asked Lance, giving her an oblique glance. “What does that imply? Did you find
something?”


“There
are lots of guests who came down here for the wedding,” said Cindy, “one of
them could have had a motive to get Allie out of the way.”


“A
good motive and ten cents will buy you a cup of tea down here,” said Douglas
promptly.


“Everyone’s
got some kind of motive. We’re looking for hard evidence.”


“Exactly,”
Lance seconded the opinion. “So far there’s not even a body. Without a body it’s
all speculation. For all we know she’s alive somewhere. There’s no case.” Lance
was adamant.


“Did
Peter and Allie usually go diving alone?” Cindy asked.


“Sometimes
alone, sometimes with friends - it varied,” Douglas joined in. “They were both
certified so whatever they wanted to do was fine.”


“We’d
like to look around anyway,” Mattheus finally supported Cindy.


“That’s
why we’re going,” Douglas remarked, “I mean, heck, you never know what could
drift up from the sea.”


“Or,
what’s hidden in some corner,” Cindy added, as Lance looked at her out of the
corner of his eye and the car bumped over the rocky roads. 


The
Dive Center was located at the end of a long road, right near the water. They
drove up to a medium sized wooden building, parked the truck and got out.  As
they walked inside you could smell the water and see the ocean spread out in
front, with a boat moored a few feet away. Inside, air tanks were lined up
against a wall, along with diving vests and fins.  Big photos of fish were hung
on the walls along with a few spears. Behind a counter a young woman in her
late twenties with sandy hair was talking to some customers who wanted to book
the next dive.  Next to her stood a muscular guy, with big shoulders and a
permanent sun tan, whose eyes looked a little bleary, as though he’d been up
late, drinking last night. Must be Jared Flay, thought Cindy.


The
guy looked up as soon as they came in, walked out from behind the counter right
away and stuck out his hand.


“Jared
Flay,” he announced looking at Cindy and Mattheus.


“Pleased
to meet you,” Cindy replied. 


“Let’s
go over here to talk,” he said, ushering them to a far side of the shop, away
from the customers, out of earshot.


“It’s
terrible what happened,” Jared looked straight into Mattheus’s eyes, “how can I
help you?”


“We’d
like to look around,” Mattheus said.


“Absolutely,”
said Jared. “The cops looked around already, but you’re welcome to look as much
as you like. Can you tell me exactly what you’re hoping to find?”


“When
we find it, we’ll know,” said Mattheus.


Lance
nodded appreciatively at that comment.


“Tell
me about your place,” Cindy interrupted. “I hear it’s one of the best Dive Shop’s
on the island.”


At
that Jared’s face lit up.  “Sure is,” he said, “we’re proud of it too. The East
End of the Island offers world class diving. We’ve got incredible coral reefs,
wall diving and custom build dive boats waiting at the end of the dock. We’ve
also got an award winning dive staff so we provide both safety and adventure. Something
like this never happened before at our place.” His face looked drawn for a
moment.


“I’m
sorry,” said Cindy. She liked Jared, he seemed forthright.


“Sorry
is not even the word for it,” Jared, becoming nervous, spoke under the force of
pressure. “Listen this is the place locals dive from, it’s where Divemasters
from other dive shops come to dive on their day off.  It’s all about our staff
and team. Little things make a difference, always full 3000 psi tanks, always
80 cu ft. dive tanks, always diver freedom with more bottom time. You also find
the little extra touches here, dry towels, refreshments on board, digital photo
services.”


“Did
Peter and Allie take photos of the dive?” Cindy was quick to ask.


“I
think she took her own camera down for this one,” said Jared.


“Did
they find it?”


“No,
she must have been strapped around her hand,” said Jared. 


“You
knew Peter and Allie well?” said Cindy.


“They
were here all the time, for years,” he said. “I took them out on the boat
myself that night. The police asked me all about it. I answered every question
they asked,” Jared fidgeted a little looking at both of them closely. “I don’t
know what else to say.”


“You
don’t have to say anything special,” said Mattheus then, “we’d just like to
hear it for ourselves.” Cindy felt Mattheus focusing intently as he and Jared
spoke. “Maybe you’ll remember a detail you forgot that will help us sort things
out.”


Jared
looked dubious. The door to the shop opened and a few tourists came in.


“Things
get busy during the festival for a few days,” Jared remarked, looking over his
shoulder at them.


“This
won’t take long,” said Mattheus.


“Sure,
of course, whatever you need,” said Jared.


“Was
there anything different between those two the night they went for the dive?”
Mattheus asked.


“Not
really,” said Jared, his foot scraping the floor, looking for a second at
Douglas and Lance who stood beside them, listening. 


“Not
really?” asked Mattheus. “What do you mean really?”


“Something’s
always a little different every time two people are together,” Jared said,
seeming a little nervous. “I mean it was the night before their wedding,
tension with high. I’m sure they wanted to dive to calm down. You know lots of
people dive to take off the stress. They love dropping down into another world
where everything looks beautiful.”


“Allie
and Peter’s world wasn’t as beautiful as it seemed, was it?” asked Mattheus.


“Heck,
how do I know?” said Jared, “all couples have something or other to deal with.”


“Are
you in a relationship, Jared?” Mattheus asked.


“What
in hell does that have to do with anything?” Jared’s blurry eyes closed a
little.


“I
mean what difference does that make?”


“I
agree,” Douglas interjected, “it’s an irrelevant question.”


“You
never know what question leads to what,” said Mattheus, turning to Jared then. “Do
you object to my asking you personal questions?”


“Hell,
no,” Jared shifted back and forth from one leg to another, “ask me whatever you
like. Right now I’m not in a relationship. I’ve been in my share, there is no
shortage of women around. These things can be a little time consuming, so for
now I’m taking a much needed break.”


Mattheus
smiled. “How would you describe Peter and Allie’s relationship?”


“Fine,
terrific, heck they were getting married, weren’t they?”


“Did
they fight on the boat as you were going out for the dive?”


“Definitely
not, just the opposite if you asked me,” Jared said. “She kept telling him how
much she loved him, over and over again.”


A
little sweat broke out on Jared’s face.


“How
did Peter react when Allie kept telling him that?” asked Mattheus.


“How
do I know?” shrugged Jared. “Hell, how would you react? He was happy, I guess.”


“Was
he?” Mattheus zoned in, “it was the night before his wedding. Was he feeling
happy about it?”


“I
didn’t ask him if he was happy,” Jared replied.


“What
did Peter say to Allie when she kept telling him she loved him?” Cindy took
over now.


“Peter
said me too,” Jared remembered.


“That’s
all, me too?” Cindy asked. 


“What’s
wrong with me, too? What’s he supposed to do, write love poems to her at night?”
asked Jared.


Mattheus
smirked.


“Did
he say it, begrudgingly?” asked Cindy.


“Man,
I feel like I’m in over my head,” Jared remarked. Obviously the police had not
grilled him about these details. “I think Peter said, you told me already.
Hell, she did - she said it over and over, I love you, I love you. I mean, a
guy doesn’t listen in to every detail of his friend’ conversation with his
fiancée, does he?”


“You
consider Peter your friend?” Cindy asked.


“Of
course he’s my friend, so is Allie. We all dived together a lot.”


“But
you didn’t go down with them this time.” Mattheus interrupted. “Why?”


“It
was right before their wedding. They wanted to be alone, I could understand
that,” said Jared. “Besides, the dive was a last minute thing. I took them out
as a favor. Tad arranged it as a surprise. I guess he thought it would make
them happy. They both seemed pleased about it.”


“Tad
arranged it? We hadn’t heard that before,” said Cindy.


“Tad’s
a great guy, their best man. Guess he wanted to do something special for them.”


“Why
hadn’t we heard about that before?” asked Mattheus.


“An
insignificant detail, if you asked me,” Douglas quipped. “Tad works down here
with Peter. They’re best friends, it’s his best man. Perfectly appropriate for
him to arrange this outing.”


“Who
wanted to dive alone, Peter or Allie?” Mattheus took a different tack.


“Allie
kept saying she was happy they were going to finally be alone together. I
remember that definitely,” Jared said. “Peter was fine with it. There wasn’t a
problem. Neither of them wanted me to go diving with them.”


“You’re
positive?” asked Mattheus.


“Hell,
what are you getting at?” Jared had enough. “What the point of this?”


“What
is the point of this? “Douglas stepped in on Jared’s behalf.


“I
think Jared may have heard something that will help us a great deal,” Mattheus
said definitively.


“Are
you suggesting that Peter was involved in what happened?” Lance pinned Mattheus
down on the spot.


“Not
necessarily,” said Mattheus, “but the exact conversation between Peter and
Allie can give us a clue about someone else. Another name could have been
mentioned?”


“Like
who?” Lance demanded.


Jared
began scratching his head then, “Heck I thought this would just take a few
minutes. It’s a busy time now – people here for the festival, they’re also
gonna want to dive.”


Cindy
took a step closer to him. “You’ve got to remember every word you heard between
Peter and Allie. You were one of the last ones to see her alive.”


Jared
shuddered. “Listen, I’d had a drink or two before taking them out. My head wasn’t
as clear as it could have been.”


Mattheus
bristled. “A couple of drinks, that’s it?”


Jared
stood straighter and glared at Mattheus. “What are you implying by that?”


Cindy
knew Mattheus was wondering if Jared was drunk that night? It suddenly also
struck Cindy at that moment, that perhaps Peter or Allie might have been drinking
as well.


“Were
Peter and Allie drinking as well?” Cindy asked. 


“Hell
no,” said Jared. 


“You
certainly have to have your wits about you in a night dive,” she continued. If
they were drinking it certainly could have contributed to what happened,
thought Cindy. 


 “Allie
was fine when she went down,” Jared insisted. “She wasn’t any different than
plenty of other times. After she and Peter got separated, something happened.  Who
knows what for sure? But we found her vest and tank down there. Looked like she
ripped them off.”


“Why
would she do that?” Cindy demanded.


“When
the air gets too low they can panic, especially if the visibility’s bad and
they can’t find their buddy. They get confused, don’t know what they’re doing, sometimes
they rip everything off.”


“Jared,”
Cindy addressed him bluntly then, “This is terrible, it’s serious. You have to
answer me truthfully. You were there the night she died. Were Peter and Allie
in love?”


Jared
took a few steps back then as if punched directly in the gut.


“Are
you sure she died?” he grew pale.


“What
do you think?” Mattheus joined in.


“Allie
was in love with Peter,” Jared finally said slowly. “But she wasn’t the easiest
woman to be engaged to. Even though Peter never said so, she gave him a hard
time. I felt sorry for the guy.”


A
silence fell over all of them then. It was good to hear words of truth finally
spoken.


“What
kind of hard time?” asked Cindy.


“Jesus
Christ,” Jared mumbled, “it was never enough for her, Allie always wanted more
and more.”


“How
do you know that?” Douglas asked tartly.


“I
heard them talking lots of time. She was always complaining that she wanted
more time together, more attention, that the bracelet he got her was pretty but
there was another one she liked better.


Mattheus
let out a long, slow whistle. “That kind of woman drives guy nuts.”


“Listen,
when she got Peter, Allie caught herself a big fish,” Jared went on. “She reeled
him in slowly and if you ask me, he couldn’t get off the hook.”


“He
tried?” asked Mattheus.


“He
squirmed a lot on the hook. You see it all the time in fishing. The poor fish’s
stuck there but the more he squirms, the tighter the hook goes into him.”


“That’s
an awful image,” said Cindy breathless.


“Maybe
it is,” said Jared flushing, “but you asked me a question and that’s my answer.”


“Do
you think Peter got rid of Allie?” Mattheus jumped in.


“Absolutely
not,” Jared yelled. “It’s not in his bones. When we finally got Peter up, I thought
he was going crazy. He kept crying and begging me to go down and help him find
Allie. I dove back down with him and we looked and looked. He was shaking like
a leaf, in complete shock. The guy refused to come up without her then. I had
to practically drag him back up with me. When we surfaced, I called the cops
and Coast Guard immediately.”


“If
Peter didn’t do it, maybe someone else might have decided to do it for him?” Cindy
chimed in.


Jared’s
face got pale at the mention of that. “That’s disgusting, it’s lousy, it’s
horrible! I have nothing else to say. Go talk to his close friends!”


“We’re
trying,” said Cindy.


 
 “So, why ask me?” Jared stepped back, “I’m just the guy who took them out on the
boat that horrible night.











CHAPTER 9


 


 


After
they left the shop, Douglas and Lance drove them back to the hotel. They were
all silent as the truck bumped along the roads.


“Lots
of guys have rocky relationships,” Lance said as they drove. “Their partners
don’t go missing though. One thing has nothing to do with the another. There’s
no evidence that Peter ever abused Allie in anyway. Just the opposite if you
asked me. Sounds like he put up with a lot.”


“Sure
does,” agreed Mattheus.


“The
Islands are filling up for the next few days, “Douglas commented stiffly. “We’re
going to be busy overseeing the festival right now.”


“Calling
a halt to the investigation?” asked Mattheus.


“Not
a halt, just a breather,” he said. “At this point things are going cold. It’s a
missing person case. They can take years and years to unravel.”


“Tell
me about it,” said Mattheus under his breath. No doubt he was thinking about
the years he’d spent searching for his wife.


The
truck pulled up in front of the hotel. “Keep us updated about what you find,”
Lance remarked as Cindy and Mattheus stepped out.


“Will
do,” said Mattheus and he and Cindy walked up the road leading to their hotel.


Mattheus
reached out and took Cindy’s hand then. It felt good having her hand in his
suddenly.


“Let’s
take a walk before we check back in with the guests,” Mattheus said. “The hotel’s
gonna be packed and there’s a hiking trail about half mile away. We can use a
few moments to ourselves.”


“Good,”
Cindy agreed, as they turned at a juncture and took another road which led, off
the hotel grounds, to a hiking trail in the interior of the Island that was a known
haven for wild birds. 


*


  
Cindy was excited to be with Mattheus, away from the hotel. The Cayman Islands
interiors were a fascinating world with incredible beauty of their own. As they
entered the hiking trail, the trees that greeted them were beautiful,
shimmering in the breeze. Cindy stopped and gazed at the opulent plant life,
mesmerized. Down further wild banana orchids were growing unabashedly.  She had
never seen anything like it. 


“Let’s
sit here on this rock,” Mattheus said as they walked a bit further, into the
mangrove forest.


It
was wonderful to be here with Mattheus, back in nature. As always being in
nature restored Cindy’s sense of balance and order, helped her feel closer to Mattheus
again. It struck Cindy then that Allie must have felt the same way with Peter going
diving with him deep under water that night.


“We’ll
probably see the Cayman Parrot,” Mattheus said as he helped Cindy get onto a
flat part of the rock. “They’re all over the place. I know how much you love
Parrots,” and he smiled at her winningly.


The
two of them sat close to each other for a few moments then, not saying much
else.


“This
is a lousy case,” Mattheus said after a few minutes.


Cindy
was surprised, “Why?”


“Dana
and Edward are holed up in their suite now, and Allie’s parents won’t come out
of their room to talk to anyone. I find that odd.”


“They’re
in shock, they’ve got to be grieving. It’s their daughter, it was her wedding.”


“And
the crowd is not very appealing,” Mattheus continued. “Lots of spoiled, rich
people.” 


“There
are plenty of fine rich people,” said Cindy. “I liked what I saw of Peter and I
liked the women in the wedding party. Dana and Edward are good people, too.”


“You
see what you want to about everyone,” Mattheus commented. “It’s amazing you’re
so good at your job.”


Cindy
bristled. “What does that mean?” Things were feeling so good between them, and
then Mattheus had to throw a barb, push her away, disturb the moment.


“You
like to see the best in everybody and then when something else about them comes
out, you don’t take it well,” said Mattheus.


Cindy
knew he was referring to their relationship. “You’re speaking about us?” she
asked.


“That
too,” he commented.


Cindy
took her hand away from his, as a parrot, in a nearby tree called out in a high,
shrill tone.


“That’s
what I mean,” said Mattheus. “I said something you didn’t like and you’re
pulling away.”


“Is
it possible you want me to pull away, Mattheus? Are you saying and doing things
that you know will make me recoil?”


A
small grin played around the edge of his mouth. “Not that I’m aware of,” he
said.


Cindy
sat up on the rock, straighter, “Come on,” she said, “you’re a smart guy, you’ve
been around. How come you can’t face what’s going on in you?”


That
comment didn’t sit well with Mattheus. He shook his head slowly. “Why does a
lovely time in the woods have to turn into this?”


“It’s
a shame,” Cindy agreed, as the parrot called out loudly again.


“Okay,
let’s stay focused on the case,” Mattheus sat up straighter then as well.  


“Obviously,
we have to talk to Tad and Vivien next,” said Cindy. “Tad arranged for the
diving expedition and Vivien had plenty of axes to grind.” 


“I
think you should speak to each one of them yourself,” said Mattheus, “I’ve
talked to them already, and you’ll probably get a different take.”


That
was their usual procedure, and Cindy was in agreement.


“In
the meantime, I’ll research the company Peter works for more, get into details
of what they’re involved in.”


“The
police have done that already,” Cindy commented. “It’s all in the pre-report
they gave us when we arrived. Everything was clear.”


“Never
hurts to go over the data with a fresh eye,” said Mattheus.


“And
we need the password to Peter’s email accounts. The company has got clearance.
I’m sure Mac will give us that. It’s a good idea to go over Peter’s emails as
well,” Cindy suggested. “I went over Allie’s last night, couldn’t get into
Peter’s account.”


Mattheus
looked surprised. “I didn’t know we needed clearance from the company to get
into Peter’s personal email account?”


“We
do,” said Cindy, “he’s involved with high level finance.”


Mattheus
stuck out his lower lip. “That’s a code word for big money dealings,” he
murmured, “bigger than you and I can imagine.”


“That’s
right,” said Cindy, looking at Mattheus clearly. “That’s how come these people
are rich. Is there something inherently wrong with that, Mattheus?”


“Not
at all,” he replied, shaking his head. “Just depends where this money came from
and what’s it doing out there in the world.”


“Peter’s
father runs charities back in the States. He shares his wealth, he’s a
benevolent person.”


“Very
nice,” said Mattheus, sarcastically. “These charities could also be wonderful
cover ups, a great way for money to shift hands.”


“That’s
going too far,” said Cindy. “Clint’s family and Edward and Dana have been
friends for years. Edward is well known in the States.”


“We’ll
see,” said Mattheus, “and what makes you think Mac will give us clearance to
get into Peter’s accounts?”


“He
said he’d help us with whatever we needed,” Cindy replied.


“Isn’t
Mac a partner in the company?” Mattheus commented. “Doesn’t Peter answer to him?”



“That’s
right,” said Cindy, “he and Edward are partners.”


“And
what about Tad?” Mattheus seemed as if he were sniffing out a trail, onto
something.


“Tad’s
Peter’s personal right hand man,” said Cindy.


“Pretty
cozy,” said Mattheus.


Cindy
was suddenly tired of sitting here talking to him. The wind was getting
stronger, and the biting, sarcastic edge to his voice was getting to her. She
wanted to get back to the hotel and start interviewing Vivien and Tad. She slid
down the rock and stepped on the warm earth beneath her, breathing the
exquisite aroma of flowers, trees and moist earth.


“Wind’s
sure blowing up,” said Mattheus.


“Sure
is,” said Cindy, “hope it doesn’t affect the festival.”


“It
won’t, “said Mattheus, “people are gonna have a good time here, no matter what
how much the wind blows and no matter who did or didn’t drown a few feet away.”


*


As
they walked back to the hotel, an exciting sense of Mardi Gras was in the air.
They could see more cars along the roads with banners, and groups of people
along the sides of the roads making music, holding hands. Floats had started drifting
down the main streets in town with people gathering to watch them along the
route, cheering them on. All kinds of shops along the streets were open
everywhere with food, souvenirs, and drinks. These were a few glorious days
down in the Cayman Islands despite the fact that a nor Easter seemed to be on
its way.


“This
is a lousy time to track down a murder,” Cindy remarked, “too many strangers
upsetting the equilibrium.”


“Could
be a perfect time,” Mattheus said. “The murderer could feel safer, hidden by
the crowds. For all we know they’ve come out of hiding and are joining in the
celebration.”


“The
wedding guests aren’t allowed to leave the hotel grounds,” said Cindy.


“That’s
assuming the murderer is one of the guests,” Mattheus said. “How do you know
the killer isn’t a local? How do you know there’s not a deeper reason someone
wanted to make sure Allie was dead? We’ve got to open up to all possibilities.”


Cindy
felt startled, though she knew he was right. They hadn’t explored who might be
living and working on the Island who might benefit from Allie’s disappearance. 


“At
this moment, there’s no one and nothing that isn’t under suspicion,” Mattheus
gritted his teeth.


Mattheus’s
determination to find Allie’s killer was commendable, but there was also a
quality about him that now frightened Cindy - desperation and a sense of personal
revenge. That’s what had caused Cindy to leave after they’d started living
together a few months ago. Even though, they were supposedly on a vacation, the
minute a call for a case came in, Mattheus became consumed with finding the
killer. He’d dropped their plans, couldn’t allow himself to have a life of his
own. It seemed as if with each case they worked on, the compulsion grew
stronger, like a strange addiction of some kind. 


Now,
once again Cindy felt as though the relationship between them that had been so beautiful
in the beginning of their outing, had taken a back seat. She wanted to take his
hand and say I love you, Mattheus. I’m here for you. We can have a life
together, too, but she couldn’t. He frightened her.


Mattheus
was going over their next steps as they returned to the hotel. “As soon as we
get back I’m going to research the company and get clearance to go into Peter’s
email accounts. You go talk to Vivien and Tad, and anyone else you want to. When
we’re done, we’ll catch up back at the hotel room and fill each other in.”


“First
I’ve got to talk to Nora,” Cindy mentioned.


“Who’s
Nora?” Mattheus perked up.


“She’s
one of the bridesmaids,” Cindy replied. “Nora’s devoted to Allie and the girls
think she’s a bit paranoid. Maybe she is, but I came across some emails between
her and Allie that surprised me.”


Mattheus
stopped walking. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”


“I
didn’t have a chance,” said Cindy, “I found them in the middle of the night.”


Mattheus
looked momentarily confused. “Last night?”


“I
couldn’t sleep so I went out on the patio,” said Cindy. “I opened my laptop and
went into Allie’s email account. I have the password, it wasn’t a problem.”


“Sorry
you couldn’t sleep,” Mattheus said more softly. “I didn’t sleep so well myself.”


“Sorry,”
said Cindy.


“We
do much better when we sleep together,” Mattheus said, looking at her out of
the corner of his eye.


“I
know,” said Cindy, not wanting the conversation to go in that direction again.  “Anyway,
I found a few emails where Nora warned Allie that there could be trouble if she
kept something up.”


Mattheus
sprung to attention. “Kept what up? That’s important.”


“It
is,” said Cindy, and “I ‘m going to speak to Nora about it today.”


Mattheus
nodded, “You’re a fabulous detective, Cindy,” he said.


Cindy
was surprised how good it felt to hear that. For a second she had her old
Mattheus back with his support and acknowledgment. 


 “You’re
not so bad yourself,” she replied.


“I’m
proud to be working with you,” Mattheus turned to her then and flashed his old,
warm, beautiful smile.











CHAPTER 10


 


 


As
soon as they returned, Mattheus and Cindy went their separate ways. Cindy
decided to speak with Vivien first, then Tad, then Nora. She phoned upstairs to
the Interrogation room, where the police were stationed. They had agreed to put
her and Mattheus in touch with whomever they needed when they needed it. Cindy
asked to speak to Vivien.


The
police called back in a few moments and told her that as luck would have it,
Vivien and Tad were together at the moment, downstairs at the pool. They’d been
notified that she wanted to speak to them and were waiting for her there.


Cindy
went straight out back to the sprawling pool at the side of the hotel. It was
surrounded by beach chairs, umbrellas and small wooden tables, where waiters came
regularly, serving drinks. The day had grown cloudier and cooler and Cindy
wondered why Vivien and Tad had chosen to spend time there. Most of the chairs
at the pool were empty and it was easy to see them sitting close together,
towels around their shoulders, waiting for her.


When
Cindy approached the two of them stood up and faced her. Vivien wore a black
bikini with a net cover up, and her long, red hair hung down to her shoulders. Mattheus
was right, she was a total knockout, with huge green eyes and a sensual energy
that wove a web around her.


Vivien
ran her hand through her hair as Cindy got closer. 


“I
knew you’d want to talk to me,” she said in a breathy tone that betrayed her
anxiety.


“Thanks
for your time,” Cindy replied, also glancing over at Tad.  He had a steady, cam
quality to him. “Thanks to both of you.”


Tad
simply nodded. “Of course I’ll be glad to speak to you, but I’ve really told
the police and your partner Mattheus all I know,” he said. 


“I’d
like to speak to you as well,” said Cindy.


Vivien
reached out and took his hand. “You can talk to both of us now,” she said
smiling, displaying a row of perfect, glistening, white teeth.


“I’d
rather talk to each of you alone,” said Cindy.


Vivien
shivered slightly, “Why?”


“There
may be something personal you’ll want to tell me,” Cindy responded.


“There’s
nothing I have to tell you that Tad hasn’t heard a hundred times,” Vivien murmured.
“We’re absolutely best friends.”


“I
thought you and Peter were best friends,” Cindy was quick on the uptake.


“I
have a lot of best friends,” Vivien replied, a little muscle near her full
mouth, twitching. “I’m not the kind who needs to hide away with just one person.”


“Like
Allie was?” asked Cindy.


Vivien
paused, as if surprised that Cindy knew what she meant.


“You’re
the one who said it, not me,” Vivien retorted.


Tad
stepped in promptly, not wanting this to go further. 


“Vivien’s
close to lots of people and Allie was, too. They’re just very different women.”


“In
what way?” asked Cindy.


“Allie
couldn’t share Peter with anyone,” Vivien blurted out, in a plaintive tone.  “She
wanted him all for himself.”


Cindy
looked at Vivien’s eyes flaming. 


“I
was close to Peter before he met Allie,” she went on quickly. “She couldn’t
take it though, even though he told her a hundred times we were just good
friends.”


“Some
women have a hard time with that,” said Cindy quietly.


“Sure
they do,” said Vivien, “but not the way Allie did. She wanted Peter to be her
personal possession, got upset each time the two of us talked. Give me a break.
I was his best friend for years. She didn’t even want me to be down here for
the wedding.”  Vivien’s eyes flamed once again.


Cindy
decided to play the devil’s advocate. “Plenty of women wouldn’t want their
groom’s ex girl friend at their wedding.”


Vivien
threw her head back, “Thank God, Peter wouldn’t buy into something like that. I
was more than an ex-girlfriend, I was his best friend for years.” 


“This
must have been hard on Peter, too,” Cindy turned to Tad then.


Tad’s
face was implacable, no trace of a response. 


“Peter
took it in his stride,” Tad finally said in a measured tone. “By the way, aren’t
you employed by Peter’s family? Didn’t they bring you down on the case?”


Obviously
Tad was putting Cindy in her place. She found it startling and interesting.


“Yes,
Peter’s parents hired Mattheus and I. Exactly what are you getting at?” she asked.


“I
know his parents were desperate to take Peter out of the spotlight,” said Tad. “He
doesn’t belong in it.”


Was
Tad was suggesting that Cindy and Mattheus skew their investigation, come up
with the results they were paid to find? Not only was that illegal, it was
shocking that he would even bring something like that up.


“We’re
committed to finding out what happened to Allie,” said Cindy. “If Peter wasn’t
involved, the spotlight will be taken off him, naturally.”


“If?”
Vivien almost gasped. “Are you suspecting Peter?”


“Not
at all,” said Cindy. “I’m just responding to Tad’s comment.”


Again,
Tad’s face was unreadable. “Peter’s been my close friend for many years. He doesn’t
deserve to go through this right after his fiancée has died.”


“The
only way to take the spotlight off Peter is for us to find the one who did it,”
said Cindy. “I’d like to know what you think about that? And also what Vivien
thinks?”


“She
drowned,” said Tad, suddenly saddened. “Nobody wanted her to die.”


“What
do you think, Vivien?” asked Cindy.


“I
have no idea what happened down there, or what was going on in her private
life. Allie shut me out of it, entirely. I’m not close to her friends. I’m
close to Peter, and I’m close to Mac.”


Cindy
shivered for no reason she was aware of. Vivien noticed immediately.


“Mac
and I are very close, actually, “Vivien said, in a taunting tone, a little
smile curling at the edge of her mouth. “He’s a wonderful man who’s always
there for everybody, including me.” 


“You
didn’t feel badly about coming to a wedding when you knew the bride didn’t want
you there?” Cindy responded tensely.


“My
best friend wanted me there,” Vivien answered, staring at Cindy defiantly. “Why
are you even asking, am I some kind of a suspect now?”


“Should
you be?” Cindy wanted to break Vivien’s cover, expose what was beneath her
silky veneer. “Seems like you had a lot to benefit from Allie’s disappearing.”


Vivien
gasped and grabbed onto Tad’s arm. 


“You’re
totally crazy,” Vivien said, glaring at Cindy, “that’s a horrible, horrible
thing to say.”


Tad
didn’t like that, either. He stepped out in front, blocking Vivien.


“Peter
would have been devastated if Vivien wasn’t at the wedding,” Tad defended her
vehemently. “So would the rest of Peter’s family. Your line of questioning is
out of order.”


“And
you?” Cindy asked Tad, “Are you close to Vivien as well?” 


“Not
exactly,” said Tad, taking a step away. “We know each other, but close is a
whole different matter.”


To
Cindy’s surprise, Vivien showed no response to Tad’s odd remark. Cindy absorbed
it all as the wind grew stronger, tossing the three of them about a bit.


“I
think we should go in now,” Vivien said, looking at Tad. “It’s way too windy
out here.”


Cindy
was about to agree when she turned bit and  saw someone standing on the other
side of the pool, watching them all from afar. 


“That’s
Mac,” said Tad, “a good friend of the family.”


“Cindy
knows Mac,” Vivien purred. “Mac, come over and join us. Right away!”


As
soon as Vivien called out, Mac walked quickly in their direction, the wind
blowing his hair as well.


“Good
to see you all,” he said, as though the meeting was perfectly normal, old
friends running into each other at a pool. “Nor Easter coming, I’ve heard.”


Vivien
dashed over and stood close beside him, looking at Cindy dauntingly.


 “Cindy
has just said something awful about me,” she spoke coyly, looking up into Mac’s
eyes.


“Really,
what?” Mac seemed troubled.


“Cindy
thinks I had something to do with Allie’s disappearance,” Vivien’s voice rose
in the heightening wind.


“Silly,”
Mac said to Vivien, as though he were speaking to a schoolgirl, who’d had a bad
dream. He turned his glance to Cindy then, and once again she felt the magnetic
attraction between them, was irritated by Vivien’s hand on his arm. 


Cindy
caught her breath quickly, and regained her footing. Mac could be irresistible
when he wanted to be. She wasn’t going to fall for it.


Cindy
looked directly into Mac’s eyes. “I actually never said that Vivien had
anything to do with what happened. I was just exploring her relationship with
Allie.”


Mac
smiled at both of them, as if wanting to make peace.  “I understand,” he said.


“It
was a rough relationship,” Vivien repeated.


Mac
smiled at Cindy. “You know how girls can be. Vivien and Allie loved fighting
over Peter. Most gals enjoy fighting over the same guy.”


Cindy
was offended. There was nothing in the world she hated more.


“In
fact, it’s a national pastime down on the Island,” Mac joked, trying to melt their
concerns. “The girls love seeing who’s prettier, sexier, who can win the guy’s heart.”


“Allie
won, though,” Cindy answered crisply. “She was marrying Peter. The fight was
over.”


“I
won, too,” Vivien insisted. “Peter cared about me.”


“Yes,
he did,” Mac said to Vivien. Then he turned to Cindy. “Just because Allie was
marrying Peter didn’t mean she was locking him into a cage. A guy’s allowed to
have other friendships.” 


“A
husband respects his wife’s wishes,” Cindy stood her ground staunchly. “If something
bothers her – the husband respects that.”


Tad
cleared his throat. “Peter respected Allie more than anyone in the world.”


Vivien
winced. 


“Peter
gave Allie whatever she wanted,” Tad continued, “there was no reason Allie
couldn’t have allowed him to have Vivien at the wedding.”


“Thank
you, Tad,” breathed Vivien. 


“Was
there anyone Peter didn’t respect?” Cindy jumped right back in. “Anyone he had
trouble with?”


 “Peter
hated Allie’s mother,” Vivien burst out. “He told me that many times. Maybe he
was scared Allie would turn out like her.”


“Wait
a minute,” Mac chimed in. “Peter never hated anybody.”


“Why
hasn’t anyone spoken to Allie’s parents?” Cindy asked abruptly then. She felt a
visceral need to speak to Allie’s mother.


“The
police spoke to them when it happened,” said Mac. “Since then her parents haven’t
been out of their room. They demand privacy, don’t want to see Peter or his
family right now.”


 “Allie’s
mother blames everyone for everything that’s gone wrong in her life,” Vivien
continued, her voice growing rougher. “Peter told me. He told me things. We
were close friends.”


Cindy
shuddered. “What about your parents, Vivien? Are they at the wedding, too?”


“My
parents died in a car accident when I was little,” said Vivien. “I was raised
by my Aunt in Atlanta. What has this got to do with anything?”


Mac
also looked curious about why Cindy asked that. Cindy wasn’t entirely sure
herself.


“Just
curious,” said Cindy. 


“Well,
I’ve had enough,” said Vivien, looking at Mac beseechingly.


“You
two go upstairs,” said Mac to Vivien and Tad. “I’ll talk to Cindy alone.”


“I’m
sure that will make Cindy happy,” Vivien said snidely, as she tossed her hair
behind her shoulders, shook her head and fled with Tad back into the hotel.


“That
was harsh,” said Mac after he and Cindy were alone together and darker clouds began
covering the sky. “It’s a side of you I didn’t imagine.”


“It
was only harsh in the interest of getting Vivien to open up. Sometimes there’s
no other way to get at the truth.”


“Vivien’s
a beautiful girl, she doesn’t need this,” Mac interjected.


“No
one needs it,” said Cindy, “but like it or not, Vivien’s involved.”


Mac
seemed put off. “How?”


“Vivien’s
a guest at the wedding, even though Allie didn’t want her here. There was bad
blood between her and the victim for a long time. It goes to motive.”


“That’s
ridiculous,” Mac exclaimed.


“Why?”
asked Cindy. “Vivien’s an orphan and who was now in the process of losing her
best friend – Peter.”


Mac
laughed. “There’s no way Vivien would ever lose Peter.”


Cindy
was startled. “Marriage changes everything. It’s not unusual for wives to get
rid of their husband’s friends. You hear about it all the time. They edge them
out.”


“Not
Peter,” Mac shook his head vigorously. “Peter’s a loyal guy, loves his friends
and knew how to keep Allie in her place.”


Cindy
was unnerved by that. “What exactly was Allie’s place?”


“I
mean Peter knew how to set limits for her. In fact, I helped him with it. That’s
the most important thing a guy has to learn in a relationship - how to say Yes,
and how to say No.”


“You
helped him do that?” Cindy was intrigued. It had definitely grown colder and
she was only wearing a thin shirt.


“You
must be cold,” Mac’s eyes roamed over her body, “and you’re only wearing a
thin, beautiful shirt.”


“I’ve
been colder,” said Cindy.


“You’re
absolutely charming,” Mac grinned. “I enjoy everything about you. Look, it’s nasty
out here and getting dark. Let’s go inside and have a drink while we keep
talking. I want to keep you safe and warm.”


“I’m
fine where I am,” said Cindy, refusing to be beguiled by the considerable charm
Mac had turned on. “What exactly did you teach Peter about setting limits with
Allie?”


Mac
laughed, “You like that? It interests you?”


Cindy
couldn’t help but think that the limits between her and Mac right now, weren’t
what they should be.


“Well,
it took some doing to teach Peter limits, I must admit,” Mac went on. “Peter loved
Allie, she pulled at his heart strings and gave him something he needed badly.”


“What?”
asked Cindy intrigued.


“Phenomenal
sex,” said Mac, enjoying Cindy’s shock. “Beyond phenomenal,” he went on, “Allie
wanted it all the time. Now, phenomenal sex makes it hard to set limits.” 


As
he spoke Mac drew closer to Cindy until she could felt him almost upon her.   


“And,
along with great sex, came guilt,” Mac continued, “Peter’s a guy who can be
manipulated by guilt. Lots of us are, you know.” He stopped and waited for an
answer.


“I
wouldn’t know,” said Cindy, “I’m not into those games.”


“You’re
above it all?” Mac smiled. “You’re telling me you’d be fine with it if your guy
got close to another woman?”


“I
never said that,” said Cindy, wondering how he managed to turn the conversation
to this. "I bet you could make a guy feel plenty guilty if he got too
close to someone else?” Mac persisted.


Cindy
thought about it for a moment.  She remembered how jealous she’d felt when she
thought Mattheus was too involved with a woman on one of their cases. 


“I
wouldn’t make him feel guilty, necessarily,” said Cindy, “I just wouldn’t choose
to be with a guy like that.”


“All
guys are like that,” Mac was practically touching Cindy now. “No one’s
naturally monogamous. Women aren’t either.”


“I
am,” said Cindy.


Mac’s
voice fell into a husky tone.  “You’re not naturally monogamous, Cindy. You
might be involved with one and refuse an encounter with another, but deep down
you’d be wanting it to happen, right?”


Cindy
felt herself flush from head to foot. He was going far afield of where she felt
comfortable. 


“You
and Mattheus are an item, aren’t you?” Mac asked.


“We’re
business partners,” Cindy replied.


“Who
just happen to share a bedroom,” Mac chuckled.


“What
has this got to do with anything?” asked Cindy.


“Besides
the fact that Mattheus isn’t right for you,” Mac continued, “I’m trying to help
you understand Allie and Peter. She wanted him all to herself. In most ways, she
had him. But he still had feelings for Vivien. Why shouldn’t he?  He and Vivien
have known each other for years. She was his first real love.”


“Hopefully,
people move on,” said Cindy.


“Peter
and Vivien moved on,” said Mac definitively. “They became friends. I wonder why
Mattheus didn’t fill you in on all this? He’s had plenty of time to find out
about Vivien. The two of them have talked for hours out here at the pool.”


Cindy
felt stunned and flustered. Mattheus hadn’t said a word to her about having spent
hours interviewing Vivien at the pool. He had said she was beautiful, though. 


“Look,”
Mac’s voice became matter of fact, “all guys find Vivien irresistible. She’s
not a woman who’s going to be alone.”


“Is
she dating someone else?” Cindy needed to know more.


“She
and Tad have been dating for a while now,” Mac answered.


Cindy
slowed down and took it in. Tad had told her that he and Vivien weren’t close. 


“Vivien’s
a woman who likes men,” Mac continued.


“Promiscuous?”
asked Cindy.


“That’s
judgmental,” said Mac, pursing his lips. 


“It’s
important to call something what it is,” Cindy insisted.


“Why
call it promiscuous, then?” Mac looked right at her. “Why not call it daring
and free?  Why not say that Vivien refuses to let herself be tied into a narrow
lifestyle that would confine her?”


Mac
was playing with Cindy’s mind, creating alternative realities that would take
her off track. But Cindy had a more important question for him to answer than
whether or not Vivien was promiscuous or not.


“I
have a bigger question for you to answer now,” said Cindy, taking back her
train of thought. “It’s not about Vivien’s lifestyle, but why someone refused
to let Allie live a life of any kind? To answer that question I need to be
stone, cold, clear.”


Mac
stopped and listened. “You’re tougher than you look,” he said.


“I
have a job to do here,” said Cindy.


“I
respect that,” Mac replied.


“Thank
you,” said Cindy, “I respect you, too.”


Mac
seemed taken off guard. “Respect me? Why?”


Cindy
felt his warm breath on her face now. For a second, she flinched, feeling he
was going to pull her into his arms. The two of them stood there unmoving
though, neither of them taking an action of any kind.


“Why
isn’t Mattheus right for me?” Cindy finally asked in a throaty tone.


“The
guy’s got a short fuse that’s dangerous,” Mac answered directly. “You can do
much better than him.”


Cindy
felt upset having this conversation, but also wanted to hear more. She wondered
again if something negative had happened between Mac and Mattheus.


“Did
Mattheus contact you for access to Peter’s emails?” Cindy asked.


“Yes,
he did,” said Mac. “I gave him very limited access to one particular, personal
email account of Peter’s. He could have gotten it from the police as well.”


“How
about the others?” Cindy quickly asked.


“Those
are our personal banking accounts. Highly confidential. You’ve got to
practically get a court order to get them released. This case doesn’t warrant
it. There’s no reason for it.”


“Doesn’t
warrant it?” Cindy was surprised.


“Of
course we have to do everything we can to find out what happened to Allie, but
what I mean is that nothing points to our company. There’s no reason to open
our records and files. We’re known for our high integrity and service.” Mac had
a way about him that made you trust him, forget the details you were concerned
with.


“I’d
like to see the office Peter worked in though” said Cindy, “speak to some of
the guys he worked with.”


“There’s
no problem with that. I’ll take you there myself,” Mac smiled.


Cindy
recoiled, “How about Mattheus joining us?”


“Really
stuck on that guy, aren’t you?” asked Mac.


“We’re
partners,” Cindy repeated. 


“For
now, anyway,” Mac replied.











CHAPTER 11


 


 


The
intensity of the wind had grown much stronger and it didn’t make sense to stay
outside. Just as Cindy and Mac turned to go into the hotel, their cell phones
started ringing at the very same moment. They both picked up.


The
first thing Cindy heard was Mattheus yelling, his voice so garbled it was hard
to make out his words.


“What’s
the matter? What’s wrong?” Cindy asked immediately.


“We
have it, we have it!” Mattheus shouted. 


“Have
what?”


“The
body’s turned up! “ Mattheus’s voice grew strident.


 “The
body?” gasped Cindy, “when?”


“Where?”
 Mac shouted into his phone then.


“They’ve
found Allie washed up on the shore,” Mattheus went on heatedly. “The winds and
tides washed her in. Some dancers at the festival found her leg protruding out
from under a tree.”


Cindy
cringed as she pictured the scene, Allie washed up, like a rag, under a tree. A
wave of nausea flooded over her. 


 “She
was badly mangled. It’s a mess.” Mattheus went on.


“My
God,” Mac yelled back into his phone.


Cindy
could barely breathe. The case had suddenly turned a corner. An autopsy would
be performed, the investigation would deepen. More police would be brought in.


“Where
are you now?” Mattheus demanded.


“I’m
at the pool with Mac,” said Cindy.


“Mac?
Why him?” A taut silence fell between Cindy and Mattheus. 


“He
arrived as I was talking to Tad and Vivien,” said Cindy.


“A
likely story,” breathed Mattheus. “He arrived or he’s been watching you from
afar? Tracking your every move?”


“That’s
crazy Mattheus,” Cindy was agitated. “And where are you?”


“Digging
into the computer.  I got clearance to scan Peter’s personal email account.
There’s plenty to see here, too.”


“Emails
from Vivien?” Cindy was right on it.


“No,
emails from Allie, hundreds of them, asking where he was, what he was doing and
with who? She was warning him if he didn’t cut it out, she didn’t know what she
would do. We’ve got a whole new picture of her.”


“Allie
was stalking him?”


“Pretty
close,” said Mattheus, “at the very least she was pulling in the net. In the
emails she’s going crazy, suspecting him of everything.”


Despite
what Cindy had heard about Allie’s suspicions, she was shocked that it had
gotten this bad.


“Didn’t
the police see these emails?” asked Cindy.


“They
said they didn’t think it meant a thing - had no bearing on the case.”


It
was easy enough to call Allie a stalker, say she was going crazy, but did Peter
give her a reason to be jealous like that? Cindy wondered.


 “What
about emails from Vivien?” Cindy shot back. “There had to be plenty of them.”


“You’re
obsessed with Vivien,” Mattheus breathed.


“I’m
obsessed?” Cindy was furious. “How about you? I happen to know you’ve spent
plenty of time alone with her and haven’t said a thing about it to me.”


“Who
told you that, Mac?” Mattheus started fuming.


“Yes.”


“That
guy wants to drive a wedge between us as sure as night is night and day is day,”
Mattheus shot back. “The question is, why? I’m coming down to the lobby
immediately. Get inside and meet me there. More police are arriving at the
hotel in a few minutes. This is all over the news, causing a commotion. People
at the festival can’t talk about anything else.” Then he hung up.


“Poor
Allie, poor Allie,” Mac’s voice was shaky as he simultaneously shut off his
phone.


“I’m
sorry, Mac,” Cindy offered.


“How
am I going to tell Peter we’ve found her?” Mac murmured. “He held onto hope for
so long.”


“Tell
him the mind plays all kinds of horrible tricks on us,” Cindy said.


“That’s
a lousy thing to say,” said Mac.


“And
also tell him that Allie’s alive somewhere else now, watching all of us from a
different world.”


*


Cindy
didn’t want to go back to the lobby and speak to Mattheus right away. The hotel
and the Island were crowded and this news would only draw more curiosity
seekers. She needed to be alone with her thoughts, take a walk near the water, have
a moment to realize the enormity of what had taken place. The sudden appearance
of Allie’s body came as a shock to Cindy. She wanted to say good bye to her.
Even though she hadn’t known Allie personally, she felt a connection with her
after all these days. In the back of her mind Cindy realized she’d also been hoping
that somehow, somewhere, they’d find her alive. It was painful to see a young life
lost, especially the day before her wedding. Cindy also felt a responsibility
to Allie’s family and loved ones. She knew she could ease everyone’s suffering
so much by finding out exactly what happened and making sure that justice was
served.


Rather
than go back to the lobby, Cindy slipped out of the hotel and went down to the
edge of the water. It was cold out and windy and the waves were high and strong.
Clearly the turbulent seas had tossed Allie up to shore right in the midst of the
festivities. How awful that she’d been found by a stranger, in the middle of
the celebrations, dancing for joy. Life and death intertwined - the timing was
strange though, and Cindy wondered what to make of it. 


Cindy
walked at the water, thinking of Allie, and also of her own husband Clint. He’d
died in a similar way, though his body had washed up sooner. Cindy remembered
the pain of finding him there, the finality of it, the unrest that wouldn’t
leave her alone. She also remembered her unending resolve to find out the truth.
That determination had kept her going not only then, but through all the cases
that followed since then.


As
she walked some seagulls flew across sky making odd formations. They dipped
down, then flew higher, then dipped down again, circling around as if in a
dance. It almost as if they were trying to get Cindy to notice them, to show
her that patterns in nature could not be ignored. Nothing was left hidden
forever. At the perfect time, under the perfect conditions, everything
inevitably became clear.


*


When
Cindy returned to the hotel lobby, Mattheus was in a whirl.


“Where
the hell were you?” he asked the minute he saw her.


“I
needed a few moments to myself,” said Cindy, oddly calm then. 


“Allie’s
family has been taken to identify the body and the British Royal Guard is here
as well,” Mattheus words fell over one another. “The body was gruesome,
scratched, bruised and bitten.”


“It’s
been under water quite a while,” said Cindy, “all of that could have taken
place after Allie drowned.”


“We’ll
find out for sure in a little while,” said Mattheus. “And, they found her
camera still wrapped to her wrist.”


“Good,”
said Cindy, “if we’re lucky we’ll find something valuable on it.”


“You
seem odd,” Mattheus stopped and looked at her slowly. “Calm in a weird way.”


“It’s
a sobering moment,” Cindy said.


Mattheus
quieted down. “Death is never pretty,” he agreed.


“Puts
everything in perspective,” said Cindy, sadly.


“You
can say that again,” Mattheus breathed. “Shows how little time all of us have.”
Then he reached his hand out and took Cindy’s in his.


Cindy
trembled at his touch.


 “I
don’t want to fight with you, Cindy,” Mattheus said, suddenly softly, “we need
each other, we belong together, both of us know that.”


*


Cindy
and Mattheus were still in the hotel lobby when the television screamed the
news -Bride’s body washed up on shore, mangled. The reporter’s shrill
voice howled through the Island, cutting into the joy of the festival,
shattering the celebration. Guests in the lobby huddled together in small
pockets whispering. The TV showed people on the streets, a look of fear on
their faces. 


“We have to speak to Allie’s
parents as soon as possible,” Mattheus said to Cindy intently. 


“We’ll
do it together.”


“Let’s
give them some more time,” said Cindy. 


“They’ve
had plenty of time. I’m sorry about this, but we’ve got to know everything last
thing about her. Those emails I saw from Allie were creepy,” said Mattheus.


Was
it possible that Allie had brought this on herself in some way? Cindy realized
that they had no choice but dig into every last detail of Allie’s life. 


“And
we have to find out what Nora was warning her about. Immediately! Did you speak
to her yet?” Mattheus was on high alert.


“No,
not yet,” Cindy had it on her list.


“Call
up to Nora’s room this minute,” said Mattheus.


Cindy
called the police in the Interrogation room, asking to speak to Nora
immediately. In a few moments they called down that they’d located her and she
was on her way to see them. Cindy and Mattheus should come upstairs that
minute.


The
mood in the Interrogation room was grim and solemn. When Cindy and Mattheus
walked in, Douglas was there, tapping his foot fiercely on the floor.


“Bad
timing,” he muttered on his phone, “right in the middle of everything. This
kind of news is the last thing we need.” Then he turned and looked over as
Cindy and Mattheus walked in.   “From now on, all the interviewing has to be
done under police auspices. We need to keep track of everything said,
everything seen. You’ll have to report into us immediately, whatever you do.”


“Got
it,” said Mattheus.


They
were tightening the reigns and Cindy understood why.


Just
then Nora walked in, looking ashen. She ran over to Cindy and the two of them
hugged.


“I
knew it was awful. I told you,” said Nora.


Cindy
nodded sadly.  


“Sit
down here,” Douglas said and motioned to the table, as Nora’s body jerked away.



“I’d
rather talk to Cindy alone,” Nora said half under her breath.


Douglas
was about to shake his head when Mattheus intervened. 


“It’s fine,” said Mattheus, “let
them talk by themselves. Many women feel more comfortable 


talking
to another woman alone.”


Douglas
didn’t like it, but conceded the fact.  “I’ll step outside for a little while,”
he said reluctantly, and left. 


Mattheus
followed after him. “When you two are finished in here, let me know. I’ll wait
outside and guard the door.”


“Thanks,”
said Nora holding onto Cindy’s arm for all she was worth.


As
soon as they were alone, Cindy started. “Nora, I saw the emails between you and
Allie,” she said.


“Which
emails? When?” Nora started shaking.


“Recent
ones,” said Cindy, “a few days before you all left to come down for the wedding.”


“You’ve
been spying on me all along?” Nora was terrified.


“Nobody’s
spying on you,” Cindy tried to calm her down. “When something like this
happens, we check emails, phone records, computer, everything. It’s routine
procedure.”


“It’s
not routine to me,” Nora looked like she would burst into tears. “I had no idea
people would read what I was writing.”


“You
warned Allie to cut it out,” Cindy got right to the point, “you said something
bad would happen if she didn’t.”


Nora
got paler then. “I was just trying to protect her,” she said.


“From
what?” asked Cindy.


Nora
became silent.


“We
have to know.”


“What
difference does it make?” Nora asked then, “she’s dead now, isn’t she? We’ll
never see her again.”


“Yes,
she is, but we need to know more.”


“It
won’t bring her back,” Nora looked at Cindy vacantly, “and I don’t want to talk
against the dead. I just want to remember the good things about her. We were
close for lots of years.”


“I
realize,” said Cindy vehemently, “but for all we know your information will
save someone else’s life.”


“That’s
what I asked you before!” Nora said. “I asked if we were all in danger? You
didn’t think so.”


Tell
me what were you warning Allie about?” Cindy demanded.


Nora
breathed heavily. “I promised her I wouldn’t tell anyone,” Nora started.


“Those
promises don’t matter anymore,” Cindy said softly.


 “Allie
was addicted to pot. It became much worse after she met Peter. I kept telling
her to cut it out but she got to a point where she couldn’t do without it.”


“Wasn’t
it obvious to everyone?” Cindy asked.


“No.
She was great at hiding it and people looked the other way. Mostly everyone
pretended it wasn’t happening.”


Cindy
was nonplussed. “Everyone?”


“Yes,”
said Nora, “except me, Allie’s mother and one other friend. Her mother was
revolted.  She even told Allie that if she didn’t cut it out she was going to
report her to the police.”


“What
did Allie say about that?”


“She
just laughed,” said Nora. “She told me her mother couldn’t do anything to her
anymore, so now she was threatening to go to the police.”


“That’s
quite a threat,” said Cindy. “Did her mother make good on it?”


“I
have no idea,” said Nora, looking away. “But her mother meant the best by it,
she wanted to protect Allie, not only from drugs, but from everything. Her
mother wasn’t happy about her relationship with Peter either, she said he was
stealing Allie away from her.”


“Was
that true?”


“How
could it be true? Allie fell in love. She deserved to be happy, didn’t she?”
asked Nora.


“Of
course she deserved to be happy,” said Cindy, “everyone does. But was he
getting between her and her mother?”


“No,
it wasn’t Peter. It gave Allie a thrill to get back at her mother,” Nora went
on. “It gave her a thrill to have jewels from Peter and show them off.  Allie
finally felt she was worth something.”


“Finally?”
asked Cindy.


“For
years Allie couldn’t do anything right,” Nora went on heatedly. “Whatever she
did her mother criticized her. But her mother just wanted to make her a better
person. I told her that time and again.”


A
new picture of Allie was emerging, but Cindy felt as if she could sympathize
with the struggles Allie had gone through. She’d just gone about it all the
wrong ways. She thought jewels would make her important and depended on drugs
to ease her relentless pain.


“I
told Allie to give up pot during the wedding. But she couldn’t,” said Nora.


“Did
she bring it down to the Island with her?” Cindy asked.


“No.
There’s a guy down here she got it from.”


Cindy’s
back arched. Now there was a drug dealer was in the picture. This was important
information! They should have been aware of it before.


“Who
was dealing drugs to her? I have to know.” Cindy demanded  instantly.


“I
have no idea,” said Nora, “I really don’t.  Allie wanted to tell me but I told
her it was more information than I needed to have. I begged her to stop.”


“I
have to find out who he is,” Cindy insisted, “we should have known about him
long ago.”


“Ask
Laura then,” Nora whispered.


“Laura,
her Maid of Honor?” Cindy was shocked.


“Laura
went with her to get the stuff because Allie was scared to go there alone,”
said Nora.


“What
about Peter?” Cindy was amazed.


“He
wouldn’t go,” Nora continued. “He didn’t want any part of it. Peter’s an
upright guy, kind of stiff if you asked me. A lot like his father.”


 “Did
Peter know that Allie smoked? “asked Cindy, “was it a bone of contention between
them?”


“Maybe
in the beginning, but I don’t think he realized how much the habit grew,” said
Nora. “There’s lots of things Peter doesn’t realize. He’s the kind of guy who
blocks out what he doesn’t like, looks for the best in everybody. If he doesn’t
find it, he’s usually shocked. For instance, Peter thought Allie should accept
his friendship with Vivien. Nothing Allie said could make him think differently.
He wants life to be the way he wants it to be. He believes what he believes.” 


“Not
an easy guy to be in a relationship with,” Cindy murmured.


“Very
easy if you’re the person he thinks you should be,” said Nora. 


Cindy
shook her head. “I’ve got to talk to Laura, find out more about who was dealing
drugs.”


“Please
don’t tell Laura I told you,” Nora started trembling.


“You
did the right thing, Nora,” Cindy said. 


“What’s
right about it?” Nora’s eyes were filled with tears.


“You’re
helping the truth come to light. For all we know you could be leading us to
Allie’s killer.”


“Oh
God,” Nora started sobbing. “I can’t believe she’s really dead.”


A
fierce wave of distress suddenly overtook Cindy when she thought of Allie going
to the drug dealer. There was a web on the island they hadn’t yet uncovered. The
police hadn’t said a word about it, either. Maybe that’s where the answers were
waiting. Suddenly, a startling thought struck Cindy. 


“Nora,”
Cindy suddenly blurted out, “Could Allie have gone diving high on pot?”


“I
don’t know about that,” Nora whispered. “But I think there’s a killer loose,
running around.”


“What
kind of killer, someone who knew Allie? Did she have enemies? Cindy couldn’t
stop questioning her.


“Vivien
hated Allie’s guts,” Nora was trembling and her head fell into her hands.  “Who
else? I don’t know if I’m crazy or not. People tell me I’m paranoid, but I also
always thought how weird it was that Allie was so close to Tad.” 


Cindy’s
brain started whirling. “Tad, the best man? Close in what way?” 


“Tad
and Allie would talk on the phone all the time,” Nora whispered. “Peter had no
problem with it, though. He said he was glad they were friends. Tad helped a
lot with the wedding arrangements.”


“So,
there’s nothing off about that,” said Cindy.


“To
my mind there was,” Nora’s eyes opened wide. “Allie knew Tad and Vivien were
hot and heavy.  So, why would Allie make a point of calling him every day? The girl
I knew years ago would never have done that. It was only after Allie met Peter
that she started to change. If you want the truth, I agree with her mother. I never
thought the relationship was so great for her. Something about Peter started to
drive her crazy, make her act in strange ways.” 


“Did
you think Tad was better for Allie?” Cindy was fascinated. There was an
intricate web in the relationships between these people. You pulled the web at
one point and all of it began to fall apart.


“Tad
was much better for Allie,” Nora went on in a hushed tone. “He would be better
for anyone.”


“Did
Allie think so? Did she want him?” asked Cindy.


“No,
not that she ever said. She was obsessed with Peter. Completely obsessed.”  


Nora
was a fine young woman and Cindy appreciated talking to her. “I can’t tell you
how much I appreciate talking to you, Nora.”


Nora
looked surprised. “Me? Why? Everyone knows I’m crazy. Please take everything I
say with a grain of salt. I always see the worst.”


*


After
Nora left, Cindy felt suddenly exhausted.  Mattheus came into the room and sat
down beside her, and Douglas stepped in two steps behind. 


“Every
word of your interview was recorded,” Douglas said curtly, shocking Cindy. “Actually,
we were listening outside in our earphones.”


Cindy
had a moment of horror, she’d betrayed Nora’s confidence. 


“You
should have let me know,” she said to Douglas.


“We’ve
got a dead body, could be looking at homicide. Right now, anything goes. Next
step you get Laura in here and find out where they got their pot. All kinds of
gangs and drug dealers are spreading on the Island. We’ve got to wipe all of
them out,” Douglas said.


“Seems
unlikely the dealer would be involved in Allie’s death,” said Mattheus.


“Unlikely,
but you never know.”


Laura
was called down next, and came almost immediately, trembling and sobbing. She
also ran over to Cindy and sat down at her side.


“Do
you mind if we all talk to you together?” Cindy asked softly.


Laura
shook her head and kept sobbing. “Ask me anything you want,” she said.


“We
understand that you accompanied Allie to get drugs,” Cindy started.


Laura
stopped crying instantly, looked up, scared. 


“Just
a little pot,” she said in a high voice. “I wouldn’t exactly call it drugs.”


“Marijuana
is considered a drug,” Douglas said in a stiff tone.


Laura
looked at Cindy desperately. “Am I in trouble now?”


“That’s
not what this is about,” said Cindy, “but we need to know where you went for
it.”


“Carlos
Ramanos,” Laura gave him up fast. “I’ll write his address down on this paper.”
She grabbed a pad that was in front of her and wrote the information down. “He’s
a nice guy. He wouldn’t hurt anyone.”


“Drugs
kill,” Douglas reiterated. 


Laura
looked at him out of the corner of her eye and then turned back to Cindy. 


“It
was just a little pot, nothing else.”


“Does
this guy deal other drugs, too?” asked Mattheus.


“I
don’t know,” said Laura. “We never asked for anything else.”


“Peter
must have known about this,” Douglas started pacing back and forth.


Laura
stood and faced him squarely. “No, he didn’t,” she called out sharply. “Allie
hid it from him. He found out once, back in the states and made her promise not
to do it. He didn’t want to be part of anything like that.”


“It’s
pretty obvious when someone’s high,” Douglas stared her down.


“Peter
didn’t pay attention to every little thing,” Laura exclaimed. “Allie told me
that he had no idea at all that she was still using. That’s why I went with her
to get them.”


“Come
on,” Douglas was closing in on her, “you’re telling me that Peter didn’t smoke
at all?”


“No,
he didn’t” Laura said emphatically. “He’s uptight that way.”


“No
one else in the wedding party smoked, ever?” Douglas was taunting her now.


“I
don’t know about anyone else, but I know Peter didn’t,” Laura stood her ground.


Cindy
stood up beside her now and confronted Douglas directly. 


“That’s
enough,” she said. “Laura is helping us out. I’m going to go down and speak to
Carlos directly.”


“You’re
not going alone,” Douglas pivoted towards her. “We’ll go with you.”


“I’ll
do better if I go alone,” Cindy said, “Carlos is more likely to talk then.”


Mattheus
stood up as well. “Cindy and I will go together,” he announced. “First we have
to speak to Allie’s parents, and I need time to go through Peter’s company
records. Then Cindy and I will drive down and talk to Carlos.”


“The
company records have been audited by a forensic accountant,” Douglas announced
curtly. “There’s no reason to look into them further at this point.”


“As
you said, the case has turned a corner. We’ve got a body,” Mattheus said.


“You’ll
have to get the okay to go through company records from Mac,” Douglas looked
away.


Cindy
wondered if Mac also had the police in his hand.


“Cindy
can talk to Mac about it” said Mattheus. “I’m sure he’ll be happy to give her
whatever she wants.”


Cindy
wasn’t exactly sure how to take that, but before she had chance to wonder,
Douglas reached for the phone.


“I’m
having Allie’s parents come down to interrogation now,” he said.


Cindy
objected. “I’d rather see them in their room. It will be too difficult for them
to talk down here.”


“We
need to hear every word they say,” Douglas insisted.


“I’ll
report back to you,” Cindy said.


Douglas
hesitated and scratched his face.


“That’s
what we’re here for,” said Mattheus. 


“Yeah,
sure,” Douglas agreed, “I guess I can trust the two of you.”


Cindy
turned fiercely and stared at him then. 


“There’s
no guessing about it. You can trust us with your life,” she proclaimed.











CHAPTER 12


 


 


Allie’s parents needed about half an hour to get
ready to be interviewed and Cindy and 


 
Mattheus decided to wait for them outside on the hotel Veranda. Small, colored
lights that trimmed the wooden Veranda fence were on, bringing a soft glow to
the evening.


Cindy
and Mattheus sat down next to each other and Cindy put her head back on the
tall, rattan chair. They’d been going since early morning and the news seemed
to never end.


“You’re
doing a fabulous job,” Mattheus said quietly.


“Thanks,”
said Cindy, absent mindedly. 


A
compliment from him usually meant a lot, but right now it felt hollow. She went
back over the past few hours in her mind, it had been one thing after another. Cindy
felt a mixture of loneliness, fear and sorrow. She thought of the interview
with Vivien and Tad, her strange encounter with Mac, the new information about
Mattheus’s time with Vivien, the discovery of Allie’s body and news about drugs.
Cindy felt discombobulated. It was way more than she could readily digest.  


“Things
will calm down soon,” said Mattheus, seemingly aware of her painful mood. “The
investigation is on a whirlwind right now. They’re even speeding up the autopsy
and we should have results in a little while.”


“What
good will that do?” asked Cindy.


Mattheus
was jarred. “What are you talking about? This is one of the most important
parts of the investigation. A body doesn’t lie.”


Cindy
wasn’t optimistic about it. “What exactly do you think they’re going to find?” 


“My
guess is that Allie was high when she went diving,” Mattheus replied, “her
judgment was off, visibility was poor. When she and Peter got separated and she
panicked. The rest is history.”


“The
air gauge wasn’t recording the amount of air properly,” Cindy interjected. “It
said full when it was almost empty. That had nothing to do with being high on drugs.”


“Who
knows? That particular gauge could have been a faulty product. It happens once
in a while. If you’re high on drugs, how can you cope with it?”


“Too
much of a coincidence,” said Cindy.


“I
agree,” said Mattheus. “That’s why we have to dig deeper into other avenues as
well. Will you speak to Mac about getting us complete access to the company’s
records?”


That
was a completely different turn. “What exactly are you looking for?” said
Cindy.


“Peter’s
father owns the company, Peter’s a top player, too. There could have been a
transaction that someone didn’t like.  I’m looking for some sign of
irregularity in their dealings.” Mattheus was ruminating.


“Why
would they kill Allie, though? It doesn’t make sense.”


“When
I find something off at the company, I’ll be better able to answer that
question,” Mattheus drummed his fingers on the table. 


“I’m
sure the police have been over it a hundred times,” Cindy was unimpressed.


“That
doesn’t mean a thing. The police could be in the company’s pockets, paid off
plenty for all we know. There’s big money down on this Island, no one’s immune.”


Cindy
looked over at Mattheus. Although his eyes were clouded, she was suddenly
struck again with how beautiful they were, how much he cared about what he was
doing. At the same time, he seemed much more edgy than he used to be. It was
harder for both of them going through the investigation when things were so
rocky between them. 


Cindy
put her hand over his lightly, and Mattheus looked down at it, coolly,
surprised. 


“That’s
nice,” he said, “but I don’t know if you realize that you haven’t actually
reached out and touched me since we first saw each other in Key West.”


Cindy
hadn’t realized he’d been keeping track.


“That’s
a long, long time between hugs,” Mattheus said, looking at her hand. “Holding
hands doesn’t really do it for me. I did that in high school.”


Cindy
felt put on the spot.


“My
guess is that you’re still mad at me when I spoiled our vacation in the middle
and decided to take on the next case,” said Mattheus. 


“I’m
not mad at you, Mattheus,” Cindy replied, “I’m uncertain about what’s possible.
We needed that time together. We promised each other -.”


“You
put our personal pleasure before helping someone who was in trouble?  I’d say
that’s pretty selfish,” Mattheus replied.


“There’s
always going to be someone who’s in trouble,” Cindy shot back. “What about us?
Now we’re in trouble.  Our relationship is --.”


Mattheus
wasn’t really listening. “I miss being held,” he went on. “It’s not the same
working together with this weird tension between us. It’s not even healthy.”


“No,
it isn’t,” Cindy agreed.


Mattheus
shook his head glumly. “A guy has his needs,” he muttered under his breath.


“Is
that why you spent so much time with Vivien?” Cindy retorted.  


“Jesus,
we’re back to that again?” said Mattheus. “You think I’m stepping out on you
when I focus in on a suspect and spend extra time with them?” He pulled his
hand away from hers.


“I
never said that,” Cindy bristled.


“I’m
on a case and so are you. Vivien has a lot of good information. I want to hear
every word she has to say.” Mattheus looked fed up.


“I’m
sure you do,” said Cindy. “But why didn’t say a thing to me about it? That’s
irregular, Mattheus.”


Mattheus
ran his hands over his face slowly.


 “I
don’t have the energy for this nonsense right now,” he said, “especially the
way things are between us. Who says we’re even back together? We’re sleeping in
separate beds, aren’t we? Why shouldn’t we both have the freedom to do anything
we like at this moment in time?”


Cindy
felt as though she’d been punched in the gut. “A relationship is more than a
moment in time. It takes lots of moments, Mattheus. It takes patience, devotion.”
She felt heartsick. Once again they’d said they’d go slow, see how things
developed. And once again they’d landed on a rocky shore. “If you want to see
other people, just tell me.”


“There’s
just one obstacle after another between us,” Mattheus grumbled. “I don’t want
to upset you – I don’t know what I want. I guess we both need time.”


Cindy
realized that Mattheus was still just fresh from all the shocks he’d had in Key
West. How could he really trust anyone at this point? How could he let himself
get really close?


“Time
is good,” Cindy said quietly. “We learn everything in time.”


Thankfully,
Cindy’s cell phone rang and she picked it up quickly.


“We’re
ready to see you now,” a soft, male voice said. “Room 1033.” That had to be
Allie’s father.


“Allie’s
parents are ready for us to come up to their room now,” Cindy said.


She
and Mattheus got up abruptly then and walked to the elevator without saying
another word.


*


Mattheus
knocked on the door of room 1033, and an older man, slightly bent over, opened
it. He had grey hair, bleary eyes and an unbearably sad expression. 


“I’m
Allie’s father,” he said dimly.


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


“Thank you,” he acknowledged her
for a moment, and then ushered them into the 


hotel
suite. 


The
room, painted pale lavender, was large and open, with a bed, chairs, tables and
large, swirling couch in it. A woman draped in a long grey shawl sat on the
couch, without moving, staring ahead of her. She had dark hair, pulled back
into a knot at the bottom of her neck. 


“This
is Allie’s mother Peg,” the old man said.


Peg
did not look over as Cindy and Mattheus walked towards her.


“Sit
down,” the old man said, pointing to some chairs. “Peg doesn’t really want to
talk to anyone. We realize that we have to now.”


“I
can understand how she feels,” said Cindy as she and Mattheus took their seats.


“You
can’t understand anything,” Peg said bitterly, looking over at Cindy with
burning eyes. “Nobody can understand how a mother feels who loses a daughter
like this.”


“I’m
so sorry,” said Cindy.


Peg
did not take that in, just continued talking, rabidly. “But I knew it would
happen. I even told Henry. Didn’t I, Henry? Didn’t I?”


Henry,
the old man, nodded quietly. Obviously he’d been listening to his wife speak
like this for a long while. 


“I
told Henry that no good can come of unbridled money spent in crazy ways. I knew
something bad was coming into our lives when Allie met Peter. Why did they keep
running down here to the Island all the time? What was wrong with his working
at home in the U.S.?”


“Peter’s
company is located down in both places,” Mattheus said, trying to calm her
down. “Many people work offshore.”


“There’s
something strange about that,” Peg’s eyes squinted. “There’s no need to work so
far from home.”


“Cindy
and I work all over the Caribbean.” He was trying to get through to her. It was
impossible though.


“Why
did Allie have to get with someone who didn’t want to work at home?” Peg
continued. “Allie was greedy, that’s why. She was born greedy and I saw trouble
coming her whole life long.”


“My
daughter and wife never saw eye to eye,” Henry tried to get a word in.


“That’s
putting it mildly,” said Peg, dismissing him in a flash. “You didn’t help me
either, Henry. You didn’t step in and teach Allie that enough’s enough.”


“Allie
had a good life, Peg,” he said quietly. “Allie was a good girl. She found a
good husband. She had an accident.”


“This
was not an accident,” Peg was emphatic. 


“What
was it?” Cindy was quick on the uptake.


“Someone
definitely murdered my daughter. If you do your job and scratch the surface, it
will be easy to find out who. There are plenty people down here who would have
been thrilled to see Allie taken down from the perch she sat up on.”


“Like
who?” Cindy asked.


Peg
had a powerful, electrifying energy. She spoke as if she had access to
information no one else did, as if she were the ultimate authority. It was disconcerting.


“Look
carefully at Peter’s parents for starters,” Peg whispered harshly. “They never
accepted Allie for a minute, just acted like they did. Everything about them
screams phoniness! Basically they wanted someone better, a rich girl for their precious
son.”


“What
leads you to think that?” Cindy wanted grounding in facts. Peg wasn’t
interested in facts though, just needed to make her case.


“And
what about Peter?” Peg’s eyes were flashing. “A perfect suspect, if I ever saw
one. Allie was becoming more and more clinging, like she always did since she
was a child. What better way to get rid of her? Peter could have had cold feet
when the wedding got too close.”


Cindy
felt waves of nausea as she listened to this woman speak. There was a
heartlessness about her. How awful it must have been for Allie to have her as a
mother.


“What
do you know about Peter’s company?” Mattheus broke in. “I’m interested in his
financial dealings.”


“She
knows nothing,” Henry piped up. “She thinks she knows everything, but she doesn’t.
I know Peter’s a good boy and he loved Allie. So do his parents. I wouldn’t
want you getting the wrong idea.”


“Henry
lives in a dream world all of his own,” Peg lashed out at him. “Peter’s company
did big international deals with huge sums of money changing hands. He wouldn’t
speak about them. I asked him a lot and he wouldn’t say a word. Everything was
super confidential. But I did see the jewels he gave Allie. Obscene if you
asked me. Huge rubies, emeralds, sapphires. What was he doing? Buying her love?
Showing off to the world? It turned my stomach. A man like this never makes a
decent husband. A decent husband doesn’t have to put on such a show.”


“I
never gave Peg anything like that at all, Henry said softly. “I gave her what
mattered. I gave her love. I stayed close to her no matter what happened. I
never, ever left her side. But I couldn’t do the same for my daughter, could I?”
Tears welled up in his eyes.


Henry
was a beautiful man and he touched Cindy deeply. She thought of how she had run
away from Mattheus back on the island. She thought how hard it was for her to
stay at Mattheus’s side now. She certainly didn’t love Mattheus the way Henry
loved Peg. Maybe Cindy never really loved him at all? Maybe she couldn’t love
anyone?


Mattheus
and Cindy looked at each other for a quick moment as Henry spoke. Cindy
wondered if Mattheus was having the same thoughts as she was.


Mattheus
just tossed his head for a moment and turned his attention back to Peg.


“You
didn’t hear anything specific about Peter’s financial dealings from Allie, did
you?” Mattheus was back hunting for new facts.


“Of
course not,” said Peg. “Allie became a stranger to me the longer she was with
Peter.


My
own daughter a stranger - and look what happened to her now! She’s not even a stranger
anymore, now she’s completely gone.”


An
odd silence filled the room as they all looked down at the rug, took in the
reality and sunk into their own reveries. Allie’s absence suddenly became a
strong presence in the room. Cindy could almost feel her among them, moving the
investigation along. 


 “What
else can you tell us about Allie?” Cindy asked after a while.


“Investigate
the others, “Peg answered. “Why focus on the victim?”


“Did
you know that your daughter was a drug addict?” Mattheus broke in, clearly not caring
about the mother’s reaction to that tough question.


“What
are you talking about, a drug addict?” Henry jumped up. “Allie smoked a little
pot like everyone else.”


“More
than a little,” Mattheus exclaimed. “She was addicted to it, went to a dealer
down here to get a big stash.”


Henry
turned white.


Peg
looked straight at Mattheus and smiled an odd smile.


 “I
knew all about it,” Peg said stridently, “and I tried my best to get her to
stop. I even threatened to call the cops on her. Wish I had done that, now. I
blame Peter for that. I blame their lousy, greedy relationship. He’s a self-centered
guy who drove her to it.”


“Peter’s
a lovely young man and he’s devastated,” Henry cut his wife off. “He comes in
here and cries every night. He feels closer to Allie when he’s with her family.
But Peg won’t give him the time of day.”


“I
never liked him,” said Peg, “and I don’t like now. He can cry all he wants, it
doesn’t matter to me.”


Henry
shook his head and looked at Cindy and Mattheus apologetically. “Peg’s in
terrible pain. I’ll hope you’ll forgive the way she’s talking to you.”


“She
can talk anyway she wants,” said Cindy. “We need to hear whatever she says. It’s
not up to us to forgive anything.”


Cindy
and Mattheus spent a little while longer with Henry and Peg and then left,
exhausted and even more shaken than when they’d arrived. It was time to go back
to their room, order dinner in, unwind. They would pick up the investigation where
they left off, in the morning.


“Nothing
is leading anywhere solid,” said Cindy agitated, as they left Allie’s parent’s
room. “Everyone is distraught and spilling their guts, but we have nothing to
pin a case on.”


Mattheus
suddenly put his arm around Cindy’s shoulder, trying to soothe her. 


“It’s
okay,” he said, “we’re doing fine. We’re building the puzzle one piece at a
time.”


It
felt wonderful to have his arm around her and Cindy moved closer to him. She
longed to put her down head on his shoulder for a moment, but didn’t dare.


“Remember,
I taught you that the pieces keep falling into places even when you don’t know
they are,” Mattheus went on softly, pulling her closer still. “Suddenly, it all
comes together and everything makes perfect sense.”


Cindy
remembered the early days of their working together, when he’d taught her that.
Mattheus had taught her everything she knew about being a detective. She’d
looked up to him tremendously then, loved his warmth and tenderness mixed with
rugged strength. What had happened to them? 


“Remember?”
Mattheus was suddenly caring.


“I
do remember,” said Cindy in a hushed tone.


“It’s
gonna be the same with our relationship,” Mattheus suddenly pivoted towards
her. “We both need patience, lots of it. Then, all of a sudden it will all fall
into place again.” 


Then
he pulled her closer to him in a long, long hug.











CHAPTER 13


 


 


The
autopsy report came in first thing the next morning. Allie had drowned
underwater. There was no sign of struggle, either. The bruises and scratches
came after she’d died, probably as the tide pulled her out to see and life in
the ocean had its way with her. The contents of her body showed the effects of
insufficient oxygen along with marijuana usage. It was clear that she’d gone
diving under the influence, had impaired judgment and panicked when she saw the
air gauge so low. She’d ripped off her vest and struggled to get to the top of
the water. There was no way of explaining the incorrect air gauge, but the rest
of it pointed to an accident. 


The
camera that was still tied to her hand showed nothing during the dive. It did
have a few photos on it that she’d taken before she went down, pictures of
Allie and Peter happy together, arms around each other laughing. One of the
photos showed her dressed for evening, in a black, silky dress, wearing a
beautiful emerald necklace and bracelet. Allie looked young, happy, healthy and
on top of the world. She reminded Cindy of how she’d felt at the beginning of
her honeymoon. Everything had been ahead of her. There was no way of knowing
that the ocean would swallow Clint up, take everything away.


Dana
called Cindy and Mattheus a few minutes after they received the autopsy news,
while they were downstairs at breakfast.


“They’re
not focusing on Peter any longer,” Dana said breathless. “There’s absolutely no
evidence that he was involved.”


“That’s
a relief,” said Cindy.


“The
police want us all to stay a few days more until the investigation is formally completed,
then we’re going home,” Dana said.


Cindy
wondered if Dana was telling her that the case was over, they no longer needed
her and Mattheus here.


“Peter
said he doesn’t want to come back to the States with us,” Dana went on. “He can’t
bear to tear himself away.”


“He’s
grieving,” said Cindy.


“He
can grieve at home as well,” said Dana. “I imagine this will take some time for
him to make sense of.”


Something
like this can never be made sense of, thought Cindy.


“He
must feel like Allie’s still down here,” said Cindy, remembering how hard it
was to go back up to the States after Clint died. She’d had to come right back
down to the Caribbean soon after, longing to be with him again.


“The
police will tie it up soon,” Dana continued, “I’m sure they’ll declare it an
accident.”


“Looks
like it,” said Cindy slowly, “except for the question of the air gauge.”


“There’s
always going to be a question of something,” Dana’s voice grew brittle. “This
has been an exhausting ordeal. I want it to be over with. No one can ever know
if the gauge was tampered with or if they just had a faulty product. Edward
wants us to leave as soon as possible. What are you and Mattheus’s plans now?” 


“We
have to speak to the guy who sold drugs to Allie today, and also go over the
company’s records one more time.”


Dana
grew stiff and silent. “Our company records? I don’t understand.” 


“There’s
always an outside possibility that someone in the company could have been disgruntled,”
Cindy replied. “If it’s true, your troubles may not be over.  You all could
still be in danger.”


“That’s
ridiculous,” said Dana. “Are you trying to frighten me? Did Mattheus put you up
to this?” 


Cindy
was surprised at her bitterness. “It was Mattheus’s idea,” she answered
plainly.


“I
don’t like Mattheus,” Dana replied. “He seems like a loose cannon.”


Cindy
felt hurt by that.  She wanted to defend him, but decided to stay on point.


“Allie
didn’t drown because she and Peter were separated, or because she was high on
pot,” Cindy went on. “That might have contributed to it, but she drowned
because the air gauge said full when it was empty.”


“Are
you suggesting that someone in our company had a motive to harm her?”


“No,
I’m not suggesting it. We just want to make sure it didn’t happen that way. We
came all the way down here to help out. Let us finish what we started before we
go.”


Dana
was unsettled. “Do what you have to,” she said crisply, and hung up the phone.


Mattheus
sat listening to the conversation, enrapt.


 “Fabulous,”
he said, “you handled that beautifully. Once Dana agrees to our going over the company
records again, there’s no way Mac can say no.”


“Call
him and ask him right now,” said Cindy.


Mattheus
quickly took out his phone and called Mac. Their conversation was succinct and
dour. At first they fought a little, but as soon as Mattheus said Dana had
agreed to it, things seemed to calm down. There was a long pause, and finally
Mattheus looked victorious. 


“That’s
great,” Mattheus said. I’ll meet you in the office in half an hour.” Then he
hung up.


“Mac
agreed to give me access to the company’s accounts providing that I clue him in
on everything I find.”


“Seems
fair to me,” said Cindy.


“It’s
fine. Take the morning off, relax a little,” Mattheus suggested. “I’m going to
stay at the office and work on their computers for as long as I can. When I get
back we can drive down to the drug dealer and see what else crops up.”


Cindy
liked the idea of taking the morning off. A walk at the beach and swim in the
ocean would absolutely hit the spot. She knew how badly she needed time to
unwind.


“Perfect
plan,” said Cindy as Mattheus got up and left.


*


Even
before she went to the beach Cindy decided to indulge herself.  She would start
the day with a massage. There was a luxurious spa in the hotel and at this hour
in the morning, Cindy guessed someone would be available to take her right now.


Cindy
made her way directly to the spa, and to her delight, she guessed right. There
was an opening, and she was able to book an appointment for right then. 


The
spa was incredibly beautiful, made of wood, bamboo, and hand painted tiles. The
soft smell of incense greeted her as she was led through the open hallways, to
the massage room.


 Cindy
entered the room, pulled the curtains closed, took off her clothes, covered
herself with a long, plush towel and lay down to wait. The sound of a little
waterfall in the room rippled over her mind, helping her relax. Cindy closed
her eyes and took a deep breath. This was a luxury she hadn’t allowed herself
for a long time.


A
lovely, young woman with a Jamaican accent, opened the door and came in. 


“I’m
Carita,” the young woman introduced herself.


“Thanks
for taking me on such short notice,” said Cindy, turning around and smiling at
her.


Carita
smiled back, put on soft music and came over to Cindy. Then she opened a jar
that sat on a little table. It was pungent lavender massage oil that Carita
slowly rubbed over Cindy’s tense shoulders and arms.  Cindy felt her body ease
up as the warm oil soaked through her skin, filling the room with its delicious
aroma. Why hadn’t she thought of doing this sooner?


“You’re
a guest at the hotel?” Carita asked, pleasantly, making small talk.


Cindy
didn’t really feel like talking at the moment.  “Mmm hmmmm,” she said.


“Terrible,
isn’t it what happened to that young woman?” Carita went on. 


Cindy
knew that some masseuses felt their clients enjoyed it when they chatted with
them.  She didn’t know how to tell Carita how badly she needed quiet, that she’d
heard all about it and didn’t want to hear another word right now.


 “Everyone’s
talking about the drowning,” Carita went on in a lilting tone. “They say the
body was a wreck. People at the hotel are nervous.”


“Hmmmm
hmmm,” Cindy responded, desperate to put it as far from her mind as she could.
At least for a few hours this morning. 


“Actually,
I just did an early massage with one of my regulars, a guest at the wedding, who’s
been coming for massages every day,” Carita’s voice assumed a hushed, urgent
tone. 


Cindy
closed her eyes more deeply. She couldn’t escape it, wherever she went. It was
understandable that guests from the wedding would come for massages. The
tension had to be terrible for all of them. What better way to unwind?


“She’s
a gorgeous girl, a beautiful red head,” Carita went on, half to herself.


Cindy
listened.


“I
gave her an extra early appointment, today. She has so much to do, so busy
helping the detectives solve the case.” 


“Helping
the detectives?” Cindy exclaimed, loudly.


Carita,
startled, jumped. “Did I say something wrong? she asked.


Your
client has long, red hair?” Cindy asked, alerted.


“Yes,
that’s right,” said Carita, “long red hair. She’s meets with the top detective every
day and tells him everything she knows. This is a very, very important person
in the case. It’s an honor to take care of her.”


Cindy
felt a wave of tension return and flood through her body. Was it possible that
Vivien was meeting with Mattheus every day?


“What
does she tell the detective?” Cindy asked, alarmed.


Carita
stopped massaging for a moment. “Calm down, calm down,” she started stroking
Cindy harder. “It’s okay, the danger’s over. They found the body and my client
told me the detective she talks to is the best in the world. He promised he’ll
find the killer. He’s so handsome and smart, she just loves meeting with him. He
even told her there was no way he could have solved the case without her help.
That means so much to her.”


“I’m
sure it does,” said Cindy curtly.


Cindy
wanted to jump up off the table, pull on her clothes, run out of there.  Of
course Vivien could be fantasizing, making up stories, or it could be something
was really going on between her and Mattheus. 


“Her
name is Vivien?” Cindy asked quickly, just to make sure.


“Yes,
that’s right, Vivien,” Carita replied in her lilting tone.


Carita
was stroking Cindy’s back now, but Cindy was too on edgy to continue. She
rolled over, pulled up the towel, and got up suddenly.


“This
was a great massage,” she said to Carita, “but I just remembered that I’ve got
to be somewhere. I’m so sorry, I completely forgot.”


“What?”
Carita was flustered.


“Really,
I’m so sorry about this,” said Cindy.  


Then
she handed Carita a generous tip, pulled on her clothes and rushed out of the
room, leaving Carita speechless. 


Cindy
rushed down the hallway, out of the spa and back up to her room. Once inside
the room, Cindy paced back and forth uncontrollably. It was unhealthy to be
this jittery, there was no way she could go on without trusting her partner. Out
of the corner of her eye, she saw Mattheus’s computer sitting on the desk.
Cindy went over to it, sat down at the desk, and opened it up. She had to get
her head straight. She had the password to Mattheus’s email account and he had
hers. It wouldn’t hurt to scroll through his emails and see if there was any
record of him meeting Vivien every day. 


Cindy
opened his emails and began scanning through them. To her shock, there was one
after another from Vivien. 


I
loved talking to you,
Vivien wrote to Mattheus, you make me feel safe. You make me feel happy.


I’m
here for you anytime, Mattheus
quickly answered back.


Do
you really mean that?
Vivien’s next email said. 


I
do, I mean that,
said Mattheus.


But
we have to keep this quiet,
Vivien wrote next. I don’t want Tad knowing I’m talking to you and I don’t
want you telling your strange partner, Cindy anything. She gives me the creeps.


Cindy
flushed bright red.


We
can meet wherever you want, anytime,
answered Mattheus. No one has to know.


But
I can’t leave the hotel grounds,
said Vivien.


I
can take you in my car with me,
Mattheus answered. We can go to the hiking trails, or go and sit on the
coral reefs.


Cindy
gasped. That was where Mattheus had taken her. He was replacing her with
Vivien.


You
turn me on, Mattheus, Vivien
wrote in the next email. The thought of being with you in the coral reefs –
whew.


I
want you to feel safe with me,
wherever we are he wrote.


Cindy
checked the times these emails were sent. Mattheus took a little while before
he answered the last one. His answer could mean anything. He didn’t say he was
turned on by Vivien as well, but he didn’t clarify the purpose of their
relationship, either. He didn’t clearly remind her that this was only part of
the investigation. Why should he? He was probably enjoying the exchange as much
as she was. Cindy’s heart pounded as she continued reading.


I
want to tell you all about my relationship with Tad, Vivien went on. But only
when we’re alone and safe.


 I
want to hear all about it,
answered Mattheus.


It
was actually unimaginable that Mattheus hadn’t mentioned a word about this to
her. Cindy felt the ground dropping out from beneath her as she continued reading.


I
could love you, Mattheus,
Vivien’s next email said.


Cindy
imagined Mattheus reading it, taking Vivien’s adoration in, thriving on it,
wanting more. 


Love
is good, he
replied. We all need it, for sure.


Trembling,
Cindy turned away. It was enough. She couldn’t bring herself to read another
email. What a miracle that she’d even found these. Thank God, she’d decided to
take the massage with Carita. Thank God Carita massaged Vivien every day. This
wasn’t the first time on a case that Cindy watched synchronicity working its
magical ways. Despite the awful turn of events, she felt guided and looked after,
not by Mattheus, but by something much larger than both of them.


Cindy
got up, walked out onto the patio and looked out at the ocean. As long as she
lived, she’d never felt so betrayed. She watched the waves lapping up on the
shore and rolling back out to sea. There was no way Cindy would go to the drug
dealer with Mattheus. At the moment she didn’t want to do anything at all with
him. But she was still a professional, and she wasn’t going to let this knock
her off her game. She’d go to the drug dealer herself, right now, and if she
found anything noteworthy, she’d let the police and Mattheus know. Cindy had
come down here to do a job and she would do it, to the last drop.


Cindy
went back into the room, called up for a taxi, went to the bathroom, splashed
water on her face and brushed her hair. After she finished this case, she’d
immediately return to the States. Cindy suddenly thought of her sister, Ann. Ann
had been begging Cindy to return and stay home for so long now. Ann tried to
warn her about Mattheus back in Key West. Cindy decided to call Ann now and let
her know that she’d be back home for a long visit, in a little while.


The
moment her phone rang, Ann picked up immediately.


“So
great to hear your voice, Ann,” Cindy started. It always calmed and centered
her to talk to her sister.


“How’s
it going, down there?” asked Ann.


“Rough
case,” said Cindy.


“They
all are,” said Ann, weary.


“I’m
really looking forward to seeing you when I get back,” Cindy said. “Should be
pretty soon now.” Her voice trembled a bit.


Ann
caught it. “Listen, it can be sooner than when you get back. Frank and I are
vacationing right now in Miami. We’re only half an hour away!”


Cindy
was thrilled and surprised. “Really? How come I didn’t hear?” 


“We
got down here a few days ago,” said Ann. “How about it? Would you like us to
fly down and take you out for dinner, or are you just too busy for words?”


“Fly
down,” Cindy said, her heart fluttering. “Get here as soon as you can.”











CHAPTER 14


 


 


 Cindy
was incredibly relieved to know that Ann and Frank would be flying down, and
she could touch base with them. She wanted to run everything that happened with
Mattheus by them, make sure she was not losing her perspective. It was
definitely easy to lose perspective during a case where you constantly dwelt
upon unspoken motives, imagined the worse scenarios, were always on the lookout
for evidence of foul play. She used run things by Mattheus to keep perspective.
They’d balanced each other, provided new insight, became a source of clarity and
strength. But as Cindy went through Mattheus’s emails, she felt herself deeply
withdraw from him. His exchange with Vivien didn’t sit right with her. Nothing
about this case did. On the one hand, Allie’s death looked like a routine
mishap. On the other hand, Cindy sensed a winding trail of lies beneath the
polished surfaces of this gorgeous and incredibly well manicured playground for
the rich.


Cindy
went down to the front of the hotel to wait for the taxi who would take her to see
the drug dealer, Carlos. For a second she thought of bringing Laura along. Cindy’d
actually picked up the phone to call and invite her, but then, thought better
of it. These girls in the wedding party were all close to one another. Who knew
what Laura would say to who and how the news might spread of where they were
headed. Cindy didn’t want that. She wanted to surprise Carlos in his territory,
take him unaware. 


The
taxi pulled up to the hotel and Cindy got in. When she told the driver where to
go, he turned around and shook his head.


“Not
the best place for a woman alone. You sure you want to go down there?” he said.



His
comment startled Cindy. She didn’t think of herself as a woman alone. She
thought of herself as a strong detective, able to navigate anything now.


“It’s
fine,” she said, as he started the car.


The
taxi drove along the curving driveway of the hotel, wound its way through the
main roads and then suddenly turned left and began a quick descent down a bumpy
road. They passed some ramshackle houses and wild brush along the highway. Then
they turned steeply down again through a narrow, unattended valley and then
around a ravine. Cindy had no idea that a neighborhood like this was buried
here on the Island.


“We’re
almost there,” the driver said, as the trees grew thicker. “The place you asked
for is down that way,” the driver lifted a heavy hand and pointed forward.


Cindy
leaned over and saw an old, wooden, half broken down building at the end of the
road.


“You
want me to wait for you to take you back?” the driver turned around and looked
at her.


“Yes,
that would be great,” said Cindy. She hadn’t arranged for that in advance, didn’t
realize the place was so secluded, that it would be very difficult to get a
taxi here. 


They
drove as close to the house as they got could, and the driver pulled up under an
old, squatting tree, with sprawling branches.


“He’s
expecting you, right?” the driver asked, as Cindy stepped out of the cab.


“I’ll
be back in a little while,” Cindy answered, grateful for the driver’s concern.


“Just
want to know how long I’ll be waiting here,” he continued gruffly, “I got to
get paid for my time.”


“Of
course,” said Cindy, “I realize.” She thought of paying him right then and
there, but suddenly decided it would be more likely that he wouldn’t drive
away, if he had to wait for his fare. “I’ll pay you double for waiting time,”
she said. “Clock it.”


He
grinned. “You’re smarter than I thought,” he said. “Don’t want me running out
on you down here, do you?” and he chuckled. “Listen, honey, there are simpler
ways to get the stuff, unless you needs lots and lots of it.” He looked at her,
questioningly.


He
thinks I’m a dealer, Cindy realized, or a greedy tourist whose gotten sent far
afield.


“I’ll
be back in a little while,” she said simply, not addressing the unanswered
question in his eyes. Then she got out of the cab and began to walk slowly
along a very narrow, broken, wooden road.


The
house at the end of the road looked dark and empty. Cindy wondered if anyone
was even there, or if you had to make an appointment to come and get your
stash. The closer she got to the place, the more broken down and abandoned it
seemed. The air was also moist and dank, filled with little insects flying
around. Cindy swatted one or two of them away from her face, as she stepped up
to the door. The bell at the side of the door was hanging down, broken, but
there was a rusty knocker on the door, still up.


Cindy
reached for the knocker and was about to knock, when the door swung open
suddenly.


Startled,
she gasped.


A
heavy, tough, medium size, half bald Jamaican guy, with a scar on his right
cheek, stood there, staring at her.


“Carlos
Ramanos?” Cindy asked, trying to get her footing.


“What
the hell you doing here?” he spoke heavily. He was as surprised to see Cindy as
she was to see him.


“Allie
sent me,” said Cindy, her voice trembling.


His
eyes opened for a second, and then half shut again. 


“You
crazy, or something, lady?” His face grew dark and his eyes glowered.


“I’ve
got to talk to you,” Cindy said then, in a pleading tone. “It’s very, very
important.” The urgency in her voice surprised even her.


It
must have startled Carlos too, because unexpectedly, he pulled the door open,
and let her in.


Cindy
walked in and couldn’t catch breath. The room was dirty, dark and smelled of
thick, stale beer, rum, and cigarette smoke. Cigarette butts were stashed in
cans and scattered on the floor. The windows were closed and at one corner was
an old, leather, ripped coach.


“Sit
down,” he said, opening his mouth wider, showing big spaces between his teeth.


“Thanks
for letting me in,” Cindy said.


He
nodded heavily, and despite herself Cindy liked him. 


“What
the hell do you mean Allie sent you?” he muttered, pulling up a flimsy wooden
chair and sitting on it, close to the couch.


Cindy
saw that he’d become nervous. Probably because she’d mentioned Allie. She knew
the locals could be superstitious, especially about the spirits of the dead.


“I’m
here to help Allie,” Cindy spoke more softly, wanting to draw him further in.


“She’s
dead,” he blurted out, a little drool coming down the sides of his mouth.


“Maybe
she’s not?” Cindy whispered. She wanted to make him suspicious of what had
really happened to Allie. Instinctively Cindy knew this guy had all kinds of
answers.


Carlos
started tapping his foot on the floor in a strange rhythm, as if thinking
things over.


“What
do you mean, maybe she’s not dead?” His eyes squinted further shut as he spoke.


“Maybe
they found someone else’s body dead? Maybe she got up to the surface and
escaped?”


Carlos
shuddered at the thought of it. “They found her body,” his voice descended into
the pit of his stomach. “Police identified it. Case closed.”


“The
case isn’t closed,” Cindy whispered tautly, looking around. The place was an
incredible mess, old newspapers were lying on the floor, a rusty hotplate was
plugged into the wall. “Did Allie come here often?”


To
Cindy’s amazement, his eyes seemed to fill with tears. 


“She
came whenever she visited the Island,” he said. “She was caught in the trap.”


“She
needed the stuff badly?” Cindy asked.


“Yeah,
she needed it, but so did someone else,” he muttered. “It’s never just one
person alone who needs it. In all my years, I can tell you that.”


“Allie
was dealing for someone?” Cindy quickly responded.


“Who
are you?” Carlos leaned closer to Cindy then. “They got you up front grabbing
dope, too?”


“Was
Allie was dealing for someone?” Cindy repeated, amazed.


“Who
are you?” He stood up, swinging his arms back and forth as if ready to take a
shot at someone. Not Cindy though. She felt safe with him.


“I’m
a friend of the family,” said Cindy.


“Bullshit,”
he answered, stepping closer. “A friend of the family wouldn’t come here alone,
sniffing around.” Then he stood back and took a long, slow look at Cindy. “Besides,
I know all the friends of the family, by now.”


“They
all come down here?” Cindy asked in amazement.


“Not
all, just the ones I invite.”


The
two of them stopped and stared at each other. Cindy wondered if Carlos had any
idea that she was part of law enforcement? There was definitely a strange bond
between them. And, he was obviously shaken by Allie’s death. He probably felt
that Cindy was also disturbed by it. 


Carlos’s
phone rang then, and he grabbed it out of his pocket, opened it up and
listened.


“Yeah,
yeah,” he mumbled. “I know.”


“Alright,”
he got harsher and turned back to Cindy then. “Listen, some guys are on their
way here to pick up some packages I got ready for them. I don’t know what you
want here, but you can’t stay much longer.”


“I’m
here to help, Allie,” Cindy repeated.


“Too
late for that,” he rubbed his foot on the floor then, as if putting out an old
cigarette.


“What
else can I do for you? You want some hash?”


“I’m
not here for drugs,” Cindy said plainly then. She wanted to be straight with
him, see where it took her.


He
shook his head up and down, taking her in. “You want to know why this happened?”
he said, “who had something against Allie, why she’s dead?”


“Exactly,”
said Cindy, her heart pounding, feeling as though she’d found a compatriot,
someone who could truly help her, who deep down, wanted to.


“I
have no idea,” said Carlos, “and I mean it. This shit took me for as much surprise
as you. Allie was a beautiful, sweet girl who did everything anyone wanted from
her, especially Peter.”


“Did
Peter kill her?” Cindy asked in a hushed done.


“Absolutely
not,” Carlos shook his head hard at that and shut his eyes. 


Then
he opened his eyes swiftly and looked out the back window. A car was pulling up
along the other side of the house.


“Okay,
get the hell out of here,” he said, swiftly, as the car screeched to a halt,
parked, and three shifty looking guys got out.


Cindy
was riveted to the spot, watching them approach the house.


“Get
out,” Carlos shouted at her, “now.”


But
it was too late. The guys pushed open a back door and swarmed inside. They stopped
cold when they saw Cindy.


“Who’s
that?” one spit out, looking her up and down, as though she were booty.


“She
came for her stash,” Carlos muttered.


The
guys didn’t buy it, edged closer to Cindy. One in particular looked at her
threateningly, leering and rolling his tongue over his teeth. Cindy felt he could
wipe her out in an instant, if Carlos gave him the word.


“Cut
it out, Flandro,” Carlos said to him.


“Where’s
her stash?” Flandro pointed to Cindy’s empty hands.


“Just
about to get it,” said Carlos, when the other guy slithered up behind Cindy.


“Never
saw this customer,” the other guy said, standing too close, smelling of filth
and sweat.


“Back
off, Pedro,” Carlos warned him, “there’s no time for this. She’s a friend of
the family.”


Pedro
took a few steps back, grinned, and shook his head.


 “Nah,
she’s lying to you. They’re coming themselves to pick the stash up.”


The
tension in the room increased as Cindy felt the guys closing in around her.


Thankfully,
the next moment, they all looked up and out the front window as a long, black
car pulled up in front of the house.


“Alright,
alright,” Carlos muttered. “They’re here themselves.”


Cindy
looked as hard she could through the cracked, dirty, front window as someone
got out of the car and began walking towards the house. She couldn’t make out
who it was right away, but was able to see two other guys, like shadows,
sitting in the back seat.


Carlos
turned to Pedro abruptly. “You got the packages for them?” 


“In
the car,” Pedro said, as the man walking closer to the house moved out of the
shadows and into the light.


Cindy
suddenly grew cold and stared.  Mac was strolling up to the front door, as if
he’d been there a hundred times.


“Mac,”
she breathed.


“You
know the guy?” asked Carlos.


“Of
course I know him.”


Mac
pushed the front door open, walked into the room, and suddenly, completely
stunned, stopped on a dime.


“Cindy?”
he said bewildered. “Who told you to come here?”  The muscles in his face grew taut.


“I
came for Allie,” Cindy muttered.


“The
girl’s dead,” Pedro grumbled, his face growing heated.


“Maybe,”
said Cindy, “maybe not?” She liked saying that, liked watching the fear that
flashed over their faces at the idea that it was possible that Allie might
still be alive. Or, at the very least, that her spirit was here with them right
now, watching them all. 


“What
are you doing here, Mac?” Cindy asked, feeling suddenly empowered.


“I’m
going to drive you back to the hotel, we’ll talk it over,” said Mac, softly.
Then he looked at the guys in the room. “My boys are in the car. You’ll give it
to them and drive them where they need to go.”


Cindy
shivered. Was Mac in on a drug dealing scheme? Who were the boys waiting in the
back of his car?


Mac
went to the front door the and out to his car. 


Cindy
watched him lean in the back window and say something to whoever was waiting
back there. She rushed out the front door of the house after Mac just in time
to see the back door of the car open and two young men duck out. As they made
their way out of the shadows, towards the back of the house, Cindy could have
sworn she saw Jared and Tad. 











CHAPTER 15


 


 


After
insisting upon paying the taxi driver, Mac drove Cindy away, back up the
incline, through the rocky, dirt roads, to civilization. Cindy was amazed at
how relieved she felt to be in the car with him, returning to the hotel. 


As
they took off, Cindy looked out the window, and neither of them said a word for
quite a while. Finally, Mac broke the silence. 


“Don’t
ever go back there alone, again,” he said.” You’re playing with fire.”


Cindy
knew he was right.


“There
are parts of this Island you just don’t belong in,” Mac spoke calmly and
definitively. “There’s no reason for you to be there, either. What goes on down
there has nothing at all to do with the case. It’s a side bar.”


“Everything
could have something to do with the case,” Cindy replied. “You never know what
will blow it all open.”


Mac
switched on the radio, and once again, Cindy felt the bristling energy between
them. 


“There’s
nothing to blow open anymore,” Mac said as a slow song came on. “You got the
autopsy report. There’s nothing irregular, just what would be expected in a
Scuba drowning accident.”


“So
why don’t I belong down here?” Cindy wanted to hear more.


“How’d
you find out about Carlos, anyway?” he went on, “through one of the girls?”


“Yes,”
said Cindy.


“So?
Allie liked pot. Some of us knew it, some looked the other way. Is that such a
crime?” Mac was undaunted.


“It’s
quite a crime down on this Island,” Cindy replied, “especially if you’re dealing.”


“Allie
wasn’t a dealer,” said Mac. “I promise you that.”


“So,
what was she doing visiting Carlos regularly?”


“She
just went there to pick up stuff for herself. She and Carlos knew each other
for a long time. He was good to her, gave her all she wanted, plus a nice discount.”


Cindy
was surprised that Mac took is so casually. 


“Seems
like you knew all about her dealings,” said Cindy, turning sharply to him.


“Of
course I knew,” Mac continued, matter of factly. “It’s my job to know whatever
goes on with anyone connected to the company. I keep an eye on things.” Then he
flashed her a charming smile. Too charming, thought Cindy, as she trembled.


“So,
what brought you here?” Cindy continued, as the cool, salty air came
through the car window, blowing over their faces.


“I’ll
tell you if you promise we can have more time to talk, later on,” Mac said.  


“We
can have more time to talk, of course,” said Cindy.


“And,
if you promise,” Mac continued, “that you’ll never go down there again, alone.”


 “I
was actually planning to go down with Mattheus today,” said Cindy. 


“Mattheus
is going to be tied up at our office all day,” Mac replied. “That guy’s like a
dog gnawing on a bone.”


“He’s
going through your records,” Cindy replied, “that’s a normal part of an
investigation.” She was interested to hear what Mac would say.


“He’s
obsessed, if you asked me,” Mac went on, “scrambling for whatever he can find.”


Cindy
smiled. “It’s a detective’s job to be obsessed,” she said lightly. As they
drove she felt more and more at ease with Mac and felt the connection between
them grow stronger. 


An
old Spanish love song came on and Mac slowed the car down. Cindy was glad, she
was in no rush to get back to the hotel and be in her room alone right now.


“It
seems like you could have a much better life than running around in the
Caribbean, with an obsessed detective, hunting for killers,” Mac said quietly.


He
was right, thought Cindy suddenly, feeling a wave of sadness engulf her.


“You’re
a special woman, Cindy,” Mac turned and looked at her. “I really mean that.” 


Tears
welled up in her eyes.


Mac
saw them. “Is something wrong? What’s going on in your life?”


Cindy
wiped her eyes quickly. Once again he’d shifted the focus to her. 


“You’re
the one who’s supposed to be telling me about yourself, remember?” she said.


 Especially
what you were doing down there with Carlos?”


“I
remember,” said Mac, as he pulled off the road, under a huge, old tree with
branches that 


seemed
to extended forever, creating a little world of its own beneath them. Cindy
felt as if the two of them had entered a natural arbor where they were totally
safe and apart from the world.


 “I’m
a man of my word and I’ll answer your questions, if you’ll answer mine,” Mac spoke
in a throaty tone, as the branches waved slightly in the wind.


“You
first,” said Cindy.


“The
drug regulations are rough on this Island, and stupid, if you asked me,” Mac
went on. “Everyone who comes down here on vacation wants a little pot now and
then. And the people who live and work down here enjoy some, too. Parties and
dinners go on all the time. It’s part of the natural course of business.”


Mac
spoke in such a matter of fact tone that Cindy felt herself getting lulled in,
drawn into his scenario.


“So,
I make sure we always have some on hand,” Mac continued. “It’s a courtesy to
our customers. Carlos is good to us, with nice discounts. It’s as simple as
that. Is it illegal? Maybe. Is it a crime? No.”


“Not
in your view, Mac,” said Cindy slowly as the leaves of the branches rustled
around them.


Mac
smiled and took her hands in his. “You’re not going to arrest me, are you? A
private detective isn’t the same as a cop, is it?” he asked.


“There’s
a fine line,” said Cindy, taking her hands away. Mac was asking her to cover
this up, act as if it were nothing out of the ordinary. 


“People
smoke pot all over the world,” he said in a hushed tone.


But
suddenly, the memory of Tad and Jared sitting in the back seat of Mac’s car
suddenly flashed through Cindy’s mind. She remembered the way they’d ducked out
into the shadows and fled to the back of the house. 


“What
about Tad and Jared?” she asked.


Mac
looked momentarily startled.


“I
saw them in the back of your car,” Cindy added, waiting for Mac to corroborate
it.


“Jared
takes diving parties out all the time. Folks like a little before they go down,
or, after the dive, up on board. Tad works for us at the company. Same story
there, he’s helping me out.”


Mac
made every detail fall into place. But Cindy felt something was off. 


“It
doesn’t add up,” she said quietly.


Mac
lurched back. “Don’t push the envelope,” he said more firmly, “gang violence on
the Island is growing. Those other guys you saw down there are tricky. You don’t
want to mess with them.”


Mac
looked deeply into Cindy’s eyes then, and she felt a wave of concern and
protection, she hadn’t felt in a very long while.


“I’m
concerned for you Cindy,” Mac said. 


“Thank
you,” she whispered. Cindy wondered what had happened in his life, why at this
stage he was alone? Although Mac was clearly a hub of the Island’s activities, at
times he also seemed strangely unmoored.


“How
about lunch?” Mac suddenly seemed excited. “I know a great spot you probably
haven’t been to. It’s near old caves and waterfalls, behind a bird sanctuary.
Beautiful.”


“That
would be great,” said Cindy, “but not right now.” 


Cindy
needed some time alone to regain her footing, think things over. Mac had the
ability to confuse her logic, stir fantasies of all kinds.


“When?”
Mac wasn’t letting go. 


“Not
exactly sure,” said Cindy. “Actually, my sister and her husband are coming down
from Florida to visit today. We’re scheduled for dinner at the hotel.”


“That’s
great,” said Mac, appreciatively. “Good to have family around.”


 “I’ll
call you later on,” she said.


“Is
that a promise?” Mac’s eyes twinkled.


“Yes,
it is,” said Cindy.


Mac
started the car up, relieved. “Okay, then I’ll take you back to the hotel for
now.


*


After
Mac dropped her off at the hotel, Cindy decided to take a walk into town. The
sun had come out and the air grown balmy and inviting. She’d take herself out
for lunch at a café, buy a little gift for Ann, get her head together. She was
glad Mattheus was busy at the office all day. It was good not to wonder where
he was going, who he was seeing on the side.


Cindy
turned North on a narrow street and walked onto a main thoroughfare, letting
the soft wind blow her hair. She stepped off the curb to cross over, when
suddenly, out of nowhere, an old, green car spun around the corner at top speed,
veering right at her. 


“Get
Out Of The Way!” a man’s voice yelled. 


Cindy
screamed.


A
stranger rushed over and grabbed her by the shoulders, barely pulling her out
of the way! 


The
car spun, screeched and sped away, raising a cloud of dust into the air. She’d
missed being run over by a second, could have easily been sprawled on the
ground, dead.


People
on the street gathered around her as Cindy’s knees buckled and she felt faint. The
person who’d pulled her out of danger had his arms around her, steadying her.


“You’re
okay, you’re okay,” he said, “people go crazy down here all the time.  Too much
liquor, too much sun.”


An
old Island woman came over and started rubbing Cindy’s hands. “There’s no good people
around anymore,” she whispered in Cindy’s ear, “someone could be out to get
you. Be careful.”


A
middle aged woman joined in and helped Cindy to a bench. 


A
tall British man stood at a distance, shaking his head disconcertedly.


 “I
saw everything,” he commented coolly, “it was just an accident, could have
happened to anyone.” 


Cindy’s
heart started uncontrollably pounding. One minute here, the next minute gone.
It was a miracle that she was still breathing. Someone wanted her dead, no
doubt about it. The angels were with her, they’d pulled her to safety, fast.


“It
was a joy ride,” another man commented. “That’s what these idiots do for fun.”


“You’ll
feel better in a few minutes,” the first man, with his arms on her shoulders
said.


When
Cindy calmed down, she reached for her phone. To her amazement it was Mac she
was dialing, not Mattheus.


Thankfully,
Mac picked up immediately.


“Someone
almost ran me over,” Cindy breathed into the phone. “They came right at me.”


Mac’s
voice grew taut. “Where are you? Don’t move a muscle. I’ll be there in a
minute.”


“Hurry,”
Cindy barely said.


*


Mac
appeared in what seemed like an instant and rushed to the bench where Cindy was
sitting, edging others out of the way.


“Are
you hurt?” he was agitated.


“She’s
fine, she’s fine,” the cool British man remarked.


“Let’s
get out of here,” Mac said to Cindy. “Can you get up, are you dizzy?”


“I’m
fine,” Cindy said, letting him help her stand and leaning against his strong
body, as he led her to his car.


Once
in the car, she felt her body trembling from the shock of what had almost taken
place. There was no question that someone wanted to kill her, the car had a
purpose, it was coming straight at her. 


 “We
need to talk,” Mac said, turning to her. “Do you want me to take you back to
the hotel?  Are you up to going to a quiet spot and having lunch?”


 Cindy
didn’t want to go back to the hotel at the moment.


 
 “A quiet place for lunch is fine,” she said. She was hungry and it would be
grounding to be somewhere else, have something to eat, and speak to Mac openly.



 Mac
started the car and drove very slowly then, not saying a word. They drove
through a little village and then up a hill and round a bend. The low, wooden
restaurant was nestled in a cove of trees, near a waterfall. As they approached
the sound of birds filled the air.


“You’ll
love it here,” said Mac, opening the car door and ushering Cindy out of it,
solicitously and into the restaurant.


They
were seated at a small table near the window with flowers on it, a tumbler of
Sangria, and two glasses.  Mac poured the Sangria slowly.  Cindy took her glass
and drank some. Cindy was aware that it was Mac she’d turned to. She hadn’t called
Mattheus in her time of need. 


“I
want to hear every detail of what happened,” Mac said solemnly, sounding like a
detective himself. Cindy smiled. She felt better, away from the center of town.


“Someone
was out to mow me down,” Cindy said simply. “From out of nowhere an old car
ripped around the corner and came right at me.”


Mac
whistled between his teeth. “Damn idiots,” he muttered.


  
“You know who they were?” Cindy asked.


“Green
car?” Mac asked, “scratched up?”


Cindy
hadn’t time to look at the details. “It happened fast,” she said. “Someone told
me it was an old, green car. I just saw a bullet out of hell suddenly coming at
me.”


Mac
drank his whole glass down fast. “I’m very sorry about this,” he murmured. “Not
kidding.”


“Sorry?”
Cindy thought that was an odd way to put it, as though he could have done
something to prevent it.


“Of
course I’m sorry,” Mac said. “I should never have left you alone after I took
you back to the hotel. What were you doing in town?”


“Does
that matter?” asked Cindy.


“It
could,” he said.


“I
was taking a walk to clear my head, buying a gift for my sister. Why?”


“Listen,
you stepped into uncharted territory this morning, and you did it alone. The
guys down there have no idea what you’re looking for. They probably found out
that you’re a detective. That’s all they needed to know. Those guys are goons,
they can be dangerous. They’re protecting their turf.”


“Dealing?
Smuggling? What?” asked Cindy.


“I
told you gangs are spreading,” Mac said. 


The
waiter came over with menus, but Cindy didn’t have the energy to glance at
them. 


“Let’s
have the lunch of the day,” Mac said, “everything here’s delicious. Crab cakes,
soup, salad.”


“Fine,”
said Cindy.


“Cindy,”
Mac said then, in a low, deliberate tone then, “there’s no reason for you to
stay here on the Island. Allie’s body was found, the autopsy’s in. In a day or
two the police will declare it an accident. Case closed. What’s left to do?”


“I
don’t like being bullied,” said Cindy grimly. “I don’t like being driven out of
town.”  


Mac
smiled. “You’re amazing, you’re spunky. But no one’s personally bullying you.
It’s just the way things work. These gangs eliminate whatever feels like danger
to them. You made those guys uneasy.”


“So
they run me over?” Cindy said, “and the police won’t care?”


“They
can’t do a thing about it,” said Mac. “Besides, nothing actually happened, you
weren’t hurt.”


“And
if I was?”


“You
weren’t,” said Mac. “Let’s stay with the facts.”


For
a strange second Cindy felt as if she were sitting here with Mattheus, going
over their day, encouraging each other to stay focused on the facts. It was
eerie. 


The
food came and Cindy and Mac both ate hungrily. It was delicious and filling,
and particularly comforting for Cindy to be eating with someone she felt at
ease with.


“You
spend most of your time down here on the Island?” Cindy asked Mac, as she
finished the squash soup.


“Recently,”
he mumbled. “When we started the company, I split my time between here and the
States. After my divorce, I mostly settled down here.”


“I’m
sorry,” said Cindy. 


Mac
smiled. “Nothing to be sorry for,” he said. “The split hurt for a little while,
but in the long run, was the best thing that ever happened to both of us.”


Cindy
wondered who his wife was and what had happened between them. “Any children?” she
asked.


“I’ve
got a daughter who won’t talk to me, even if I beg. She feels I let her mother
down. Never saw what her mother was up to - and I never told her. Girls have to
look up to their mothers,” Mac spoke and ate quickly.”


For
no reason at all, Cindy felt tremendously sad for him. She could now see why it
was so important to him to take care of everyone else.


“I’m
sure there are plenty of women down here to date,” Cindy said as she finished
her salad. “It’s a good place to be if you’re divorced.”

Mac smiled wanly. “There are plenty of women everywhere,” he said, “but not any
of them like you.”


Cindy
was taken aback. 


“It’s
a playground down here,” he continued, “I hang out at beaches, casinos and gals
of all ages are happy to spend time with me.”


“I
can imagine,” said Cindy.


“Can
you?” asked Mac.


It
was almost time for coffee and dessert. 


“And
what about you?” Mac asked before they ordered. “Why didn’t you call Mattheus
when that car came at you. Why did you call me?”


It
was a good question and he had a right to ask it.


“It’s
a long story,” Cindy said, suddenly exhausted. “We don’t have all afternoon.”


“I
have all day, all night, all week, all season,” Mac murmured.


“I
don’t,” said Cindy. “I have to get back to see my sister, and I need time to
rest.”


“Of
course,” Mac said, “but at least tell me why you didn’t call Mattheus this
afternoon?”


Despite
herself, Cindy could not resist. She desperately needed someone to talk to, and
didn’t really want to tell her sister everything. It would only upset her and
Ann would insist that Cindy return home with her immediately. They’d fight
about it. Cindy didn’t want that.


“I’ve
found out some things that have been going on behind my back,” Cindy looked
directly at Mac. “I don’t do well with hiding and lies. If you’re my partner
you’ve got to be open with me. Without trust -.”


“There’s
nothing,” Mac finished her sentence.


“Exactly,”
said Cindy.


“I’m
with you on that,” Mac said strongly. “Been there myself. What did you find out
about Mattheus?”


Cindy
looked down a moment. It wasn’t like her to talk like this, but perhaps Mac
could shed light on what was happening.


“I
don’t know if you realize,” Cindy started, “but Mattheus and Vivien are
spending lots of time together quietly, behind everyone’s backs.”


Mac
looked away. 


“It
doesn’t take a genius to figure out what’s going on,” she said.


“How
did you find out about this?” Mac was clearly ruffled.


“Someone
up there is looking out for me,” Cindy smiled.


“I’m
sure they are, but tell me how you found out?” Mac was insistent.


“I
just happened to have a massage early this morning with the woman who massages
Vivien, too,” Cindy said.


“The
masseuse told you?” Mac seemed amazed.


“Yes,
she had no idea who I was, just kept talking and talking to fill up the time. They
do that. People give them bigger tips then. Obviously, she talked to Vivien and
Vivien talked back.  Vivien told her all about Mattheus.”


Mac’s
face darkened. “What else did Vivien talk to her about?” 


“I
haven’t the slightest idea,” said Cindy, “but after that I went through
Mattheus’s emails. There were tons of them from Vivien. She’s after him, big
time, doesn’t leave him alone.”


Mac
bit his lips. “Son of a bitch!” he burst out, “she doesn’t have enough in her
life to keep her busy?”


“I
thought she and Tad were a couple?” Cindy sparked to Mac’s anger.


“They
are,” Mac said, bitterly. “Tad’s crazy in love with her, from what I can see.”


“Really?”
Cindy’s back arched. “When I first met them Tad told me the two of them weren’t
close.”


“Tad’s
a minimal guy,” Mac spoke deliberately. “He comes from a poor family, feels
lucky to be where he is. He downplays whatever he gets, is always afraid of
losing it. If he says something doesn’t matter to him, then he probably figures
it won’t hurt so much when it’s taken away.”


Cindy
was impressed with Mac’s insight.


 “Tad’s
based down here and Vivien flies down to the Island all the time to be with
him. They’re good for each other. I’ve been encouraging the relationship. I was
sure they were in love.” Mac looked agitated.


 Cindy
raised her eyebrows.  “I guess there’s all kinds of ways of being in love?”


“Tad’s
a great catch,” Mattheus continued, “he does whatever you ask of him. He’s
dependable, quiet, and gives Vivien everything she asks for. I’ve never seen
him look at another girl either, not even when she’s away.”


“So,
why is she running after Mattheus, then?” 


“My
guess is that Mattheus is running after her!” Mac replied vigorously. “Vivien’s
a gorgeous girl, lots of guys want her.”


 “From
the emails it looks like she’s after him,” Cindy exclaimed.


 Mac’s
face flushed. This was getting to him more than Cindy expected. 


“Hell,
Vivien’s a loose wire,” he finally said, “l told you before. From time to time
she plays the field. It doesn’t mean much to her, though.” 


“Was
that why she and Peter broke up?” It was all becoming clearer to Cindy.


“Yes,
it was,” said Mac. “Peter’s a straight arrow, can’t deal with anything like
that. It was way beyond his comfort zone.”


The
way Mac said it Cindy was suddenly struck with the horrible feeling that Mac and
Vivien also had a fling at one point, too.


“You
also had a fling with her?” Cindy asked in a hushed tone.


Mac’s
hands clenched as he stared in Cindy’s eyes. 


“It
was nothing,” he insisted, “just a crazy, wild drunken night. We both forgot
about it the day it was over.”


“Does
Tad know?” asked Cindy.


At
that Mack pushed himself back from the table and stood up tall.


“Tad
doesn’t know and he never will,” Mac pronounced vehemently. Cindy thought he
was going to bang his fists through the table. “And you’ll never tell him or
Mattheus, will you?” he looked fiercely into her eyes.


“Of
course not,” said Cindy, equally fierce. “But for all I know Mattheus is using Vivien
now to gather all this information.”


“What
information? What the hell’s Mattheus going to find out? That a bunch of lonely
people played around with each other from time to time!” Mac’s jaw clenched, “Don’t
fool yourself, Mattheus is just taking an opportunity for a welcome diversion.
The guy probably needs to unwind.” Mac shook his head. “I’m sorry for Tad
though, thought Vivien was through with this.” Then he suddenly realized the
whole picture, and looked at Cindy, sadly. “And I’m very, very sorry for you.”


 Cindy
stood up, irritated. “Don’t be sorry for me.  I’m glad I found out.  Who said I
need Mattheus? I’ve got a whole, new world in front of me.”


 “Yes,
you do,” said Mac emphatically, “and I only hope you’ll include me in your
whole, new, beautiful world.”


Cindy
was silenced. “Include you, how?”


“That’s
for us to find out, isn’t it?” Mac asked, as he and Cindy sat back down.











CHAPTER 16


 


 


 Mattheus
had been sitting in the slick, well-appointed office, digging through the
computer files for hours by now. Nothing so far. Everything looked in perfect
order. He had complete access to all the files and no intention of stopping.  Once
in a while, one of the guys in the office stopped by to ask if he needed or
wanted something. They were all expensively dressed, well groomed, living high
on top of their game. Tad was in an office three doors down, in a meeting. He
sent a note that he’d be in to help Mattheus as soon as his meeting was over.
Tad was taking over Peter’s duties until Peter could come back to work.   It
could be a while and there was lots Tad had to be filled in on.


This
company was run like a well-oiled machine. The records were kept to perfection.
Mattheus went over the audit by the forensic accountants once again. Everything
carefully and duly noted. The company dealt with international clients who
invested in major companies around the world. Clearly Peter was being groomed
by his father and Mac to eventually take over. 


From
what Mattheus could see, Peter did a flawless job, was in very early and worked
late. He let nothing distract him, not even the many emails from Allie, asking
if he could leave earlier that evening, spend more time with her. Peter
answered each one of her emails, telling Allie that he loved her and would see
her when he got back. Beyond that, there was nothing that Mattheus could find
that was a problem in their relationship. And even that didn’t seem like a
problem. 


Mattheus
stopped digging a minute and leaned back in the comfortable leather chair, put
his legs up on the desk and took a deep breath. What the hell did he expect to
find, anyway? A sign of financial wrong doing, a power struggle in the company?
So far there was no reason to suspect either of them.  The only thing that made
Mattheus suspicious was that everything was all tied up too neatly - no rough
edges anywhere. 


Mattheus’s
telephone rang. It had to be Cindy, checking into see how he was doing. They
usually spoke by this time of the day. For the past half hour, he’d actually been
wondering why he hadn’t heard from her yet.


“Nothing
yet to report,” Mattheus said, as he picked up the phone.


To
his surprise, Vivien was on the other end. 


“I
heard you were spending the day in the office alone,” her voice was lilting and
sweet.


“Who’d
you hear that from?” Mattheus felt odd talking to her at the moment.


“Tad
told me,” Vivien went on. “How long are you going to be there? Can we have an
early dinner alone together before you run back to her?”


“Listen,
Vivien,” Mattheus was going to tell her to forget it, when something overtook
him. There was no reason to say no, she was closely connected to all the people
here. Why shouldn’t he take an extra hour and spend it with her? She was great
to be with anyway, made Mattheus feel as if whatever he said or did made such a
huge difference. At least someone looked up to him.


“Please,”
Vivien’s voice broke into his thoughts. “I really love talking to you. I need
to. Tad’s so busy these days he won’t even realize. I’ve never seen him so
caught up.”


“An
hour or so won’t hurt,” Mattheus agreed reluctantly.


“Does
that mean yes?” Vivien sounded excited.


“Only
an hour or so,” Mattheus’s voice deepened, as he took a deep breath.


 
“That’s beautiful,” Vivien murmured, “but don’t mention it to Tad, whatever you
do.”


  
“Wait a minute,” Mattheus felt uneasy.


  
“Will you call me when you’re ready, or should we just meet somewhere?” Vivien
was breathless.


  
“I’ll call you,” said Mattheus put off. “Why shouldn’t I mention it to Tad?”


   “Just
don’t,” Vivien replied, “I’ll tell you why later.”


“Tell
me now,” Mattheus said.


“It’s
obvious, isn’t it?” said Vivien, “and if it isn’t, figure it out yourself. You’re
the detective, aren’t you?” Then she hung up.


What
was obvious? That Vivien wanted to be alone with him, enjoyed a clandestine
relationship? It wasn’t like him to go along with something like that. And what
about Cindy? Should he not mention it to her either? Mattheus realized at that
moment that he didn’t know much about Tad. Was something strange going on in his
relationship with Vivien?


Mattheus
pulled his legs down off the desk, went back into the computer and decided to
switch accounts and scroll through Tad’s business email account. To his
surprise there were just a few emails from Vivien. Most of them were from Peter,
Mac and other guys at the company.


Mattheus
decided to open the ones from Vivien first.


I’ll
see you at eight tonight,  she
wrote. And, thanks for the bracelet. It’s beautiful. You can’t
imagine how much I’d love the matching necklace, too.


One
thing at a time,
Tad answered; remember I told you patience, patience.


Allie
doesn’t have to be patient, Vivien
wrote promptly back. She gets what she wants the minute she wants it.


Sweetheart,
Tad responded,
you’re gonna get whatever you want, too. And more, believe me. I’ve got deals
in the works.


Mattheus’s
eyes opened wide. What kind of deals was Tad talking about?


You
always say you have deals in the works
– now Vivien sounded petulant.


That’s
the business I’m in,
Tad responded. We make deals and then pick up the cash later. When I get my
cash, you get your jewelry.


Mattheus
shuddered momentarily. The guy had a hungry girlfriend who was pressuring him.
Sounded a bit like pay to play. 


Mattheus
stopped scrolling through the emails for a moment, got up and went to the
coffee machine in the room and poured himself a cup. This was probably just the
old story, a gal after a guy for what she could get.  It wasn’t the feeling
Mattheus had about Vivien, but hell, there it was in black and white.


As
Mattheus brought the coffee back to the desk and sat down to drink it, he
thought about Cindy. She was nothing like that. To his shock, he realized that
he’d never even bought her one gift all the time they’d been together. For a
second he felt half badly about it, but then stopped himself. Were he and Cindy
even together now anymore? It had been a long time since they’d shared a bed.
She’d run out on him right after they moved in together, just because he wanted
to take on a case. Was that really a reason to run out on him? Look at these
guys here – working from morning until night. Look at Vivien, happy to get even
an hour alone with him tonight.


Mattheus
finished what was left of his coffee and went back to Tad’s emails. You never knew
what else might be hidden in them.


Most
emails were about business meetings, letters to send, calls to make. Then
Mattheus opened an email from Peter to Tad. 


I
need to see you as soon as possible,
it said. Please come into my office right away. Peter sounded agitated.


This
is a rough day, Tad
answered.  Busy every minute- how about tomorrow?


Come
right now, it’s an emergency,  Peter
wrote.


What
was the emergency? Mattheus wanted more. None of the other emails between Peter
and Tad mentioned anything further. Then Mattheus started opening Tad’s emails
to the other guys at work.  One was to a guy named Ned. 


Peter’s
calling me in for an emergency meeting,
said Tad. Stay alerted.


Damn
it, answered
Ned. That guy has his tentacles all over the place.


Stay
alerted, Tad
replied immediately.


Mattheus’s
heart started to pound. What was Tad alerting Ned to? There were no other
emails to or from Ned. Mattheus wondered what had happened in the meeting with
Peter? What did Peter want to talk about?


Mattheus
picked up the phone and dialed Tad’s extension.  He wanted to talk to him about
this right away. No one answered.


Mattheus
spun back into Peter’s email account immediately. Was there something there he’d
overlooked? What kind of emergency had Peter been dealing with?


Peter’s
business email accounts showed nothing. Mattheus decided to check further into
his files. Mac had given him the overall password that could get into anything.
He opened Peter’s business files, began to scan them and immediately saw one
file had recently been deleted. Two other files had been scrambled. It happened
the day before Allie died.


Mattheus
tried Tad’s phone extension again. Still no answer. Then he decided to call
Peter at the hotel. 


Peter
picked up immediately, “Yes?” he responded.


“I’m
checking things at your office,” Mattheus said to Peter immediately.


“Thanks,”
Peter replied.


“I
need your help, Peter,” Mattheus was blunt.


“Of
course,” said Peter, “whatever you need.”


“Can
you come right down to the office and meet me here?” 


“Why?
Did you find something?” Peter sounded agitated.


“Just
come as soon as you can,” Mattheus replied.


 “I’ll
be right over,” Peter said.


*


Mattheus
drank another cup of coffee while waiting for Peter to arrive. Something was
brewing, but he wasn’t sure what. Peter sounded nervous, but he also sounded
relieved. Mattheus instinctively knew that his meeting with Peter was going to
open a whole new door.


When
Peter walked in he was dressed casually in khaki slacks and an open shirt. He
looked tired and upset, but also glad to be there. For a long while he stood in
the center of the office and looked around as if trying to ground himself in
the reality that even after tragedy, life goes on.


“It’s
good to be here, even for a little while,” said Peter, as he sat down. “I’m
happy to see you.” 


“I’m
sorry for your loss,” said Mattheus, before going into anything.


“Thank
you,” said Peter, somberly. “I don’t know how I’ll go on without her. Everyone
tells me somehow I will – in time.”


Mattheus
was touched by the raw emotion Peter was feeling. It permeated the room. 


“You
will go on,” Mattheus tried to encourage him. “It takes time, but things
change. You can’t see how they will at the moment, but they do, all by
themselves.” 


Mattheus
looked at Peter directly then. Peter had a straight forward manner, combined
with an old fashioned manner that was striking. 


“I
hate to bother you with all this now, “Mattheus went on, “but it’s important. There
are things I have to know about.”


“Me,
too,” said Peter, “I also have my questions. Ask me anything you like.”


Mattheus
leaned closer to him across the desk. 


“I
saw an email you sent to Tad asking to come to your office right away for an emergency
meeting.”


Peter’s
brow wrinkled. “Yes,” he said, “that’s right.”


“What
was the emergency?” asked Mattheus plainly.


Peter
glanced at the door, which was half open.


“Do
you want me to shut the door?” Mattheus asked.


“No,
it doesn’t matter now,” said Peter. “There are no secrets anymore.”


“Was
that a secret?” asked Mattheus.


“Not
a secret, I just wanted to be careful and sure. I found something irregular
going on in the company,” Peter started talking abruptly, “there were large
sums of cash being deposited in some accounts, and being withdrawn in odd ways.”


Mattheus
bristled. “Money laundering?” 


“It
could be construed that way, “said Peter, “but I don’t know, I’m not sure.”


“Who
was doing it?” Mattheus asked.


“I
have no idea,” said Peter. “Whoever was doing it was clever. The deposits were
made anonymously. After I first caught it, I waited to see if it continued. It
did. So, I was getting ready to tell the Principals about it and take it the
next step.”


“Your
father and Mac?” asked Mattheus, to be sure.


“That’s
right,” said Peter in a suddenly clipped tone. “They were the ones I had to
report it to.”


“You
were getting ready? You didn’t tell them?” Mattheus was confused.


“I
told Tad about it,” said Peter. “He’s my right hand guy. I wanted to talk it over
with him first to make sure he agreed. Heck, this is not something you do
lightly. My dad and Mac would have been horrified, turned the place upside
down. I wanted to make sure first, see what Tad thought.”


“That
was the emergency you called Tad into discuss?” asked Mattheus.


“Yes,”
said Peter.


“What
did Tad say?” asked Mattheus.


“He
was horrified, too. Agreed it didn’t look good.”


“How
come the forensic accountants didn’t find those accounts?” Mattheus dug deeper.


“I
don’t know,” said Peter, “it was all right there. I haven’t been in here since
Allie died. There are more important things to be concerned about now.”


“Of
course,” said Mattheus. “Do you know where those files are now?” 


“I
don’t know where anything is at this moment,” said Peter. “Tad’s taking care of
all those details for me. Call him in. We’ll ask him about it.”


“I
called him before, he was out to lunch,” Mattheus remarked.


Peter
smiled, “Yeah, Tad takes nice long lunches. But he earns them, works really
late, too.”


“Doesn’t
give him much time for a social life, does it?” Mattheus remarked off handedly.


“What
do you mean? Tad’s got the greatest girl anyone can imagine.”


“Vivien
was also your girlfriend at one time, I heard,” said Mattheus.


“She
was, and now we’re best friends. It works better for us that way. I’m happy for
her and Tad, really.”


Mattheus
nodded. Peter was one hell of a guy, an open book. Mattheus had nothing but
respect for him.


“Can
you call Tad for me?” Mattheus asked Peter. “Ask him to join us. It’s
important.”


“Of
course I can,” said Peter and immediately picked up his phone and got in touch
with Tad, who agreed to join them on the spot.


*


About
ten minutes later, Tad walked into the office looking calm and focused.


“Hey,
man, it’s so great to see you here,” he said to Peter and went over to give him
a hug.


“Do
you know Mattheus?” Peter immediately introduced them.


Tad
extended his hand graciously. “I think we talked briefly in the beginning, but
I did have a chance to talk to your partner, Cindy, down at the pool.  She interviewed
me and Vivien. Then Mac arrived on the scene.”


Mattheus
liked Tad very much as well. “How did the interview go?” he asked.


“As
I recall there was some upset between Cindy and Vivien,” Tad shrugged. “You
know how it is with women, always something.”


Mattheus
could relate to that. 


“Vivien
does better with guys, for sure,” said Peter.


Tad
cringed. “Vivien does fine with everyone. As I recall Cindy was pretty
aggressive, digging into her behavior. There was no need for it. Mac came to
Vivien’s defense. Vivien told me later that she thought Cindy was jealous of
her, that all women were.”


Mattheus
smiled. It would have been unusual for Cindy to be aggressive with a woman.  And,
once again, he wondered what Mac was doing there with them. That guy seemed to
turn up all over the place, especially where Cindy was concerned.


“Anyway,”
Tad sat down on the chair next to Peter, “what’s this meeting about?  How can I
help? What’s the urgency?”


“I
was telling Mattheus about what I found at the company,” Peter said plainly.


Tad
looked momentarily confused. “What?”


“The
irregular deposits, the cash coming in and going out like crazy.”


“What
has that got to do with the investigation into Allie’s death?” Tad said,
finally.


“Nothing,”
said Peter, “but Mattheus called me in to talk about it.”


“How
did Mattheus find out about it?” Tad asked, surprised.


“I
just told him,” said Peter.


“What
do you mean?” Tad seemed bewildered.


“Mattheus
found the email I sent asking you to come for an emergency meeting. He wanted
to know what it was about?” said Peter.


Tad’s
face clenched. “So you told him about the problem we have here? Why?”


“Why
not?” asked Peter. 


“Hell, Peter, your judgment is off! What do our
business problems have to do with Allie? Nothing. It’s not good for Mac and your
father to find out about the financials from someone else. It’s better 


for
us to tell them ourselves.”


“All
bets are off now,” Peter’s head hung down. “I need time to get over this. I’m
out of the game for a little while. Let Mattheus step in and help us out.”


Tad
shrugged. “I thought I was handling things now.”


“You
are,” said Peter. “And Mattheus can help.”


“That’s
not what he’s here for,” Tad repeated. “He’s here to find out what happened to
Allie, that’s it. That’s all.”


Mattheus
broke in. “What did you think about the files Peter showed you, Tad? Look like
money laundering?”


Tad’s
face remained impassive. “That’s too big a conclusion to jump to,” he said, “you
never know about these things.  You never know who was doing it either. Got to
be careful about throwing rocks. It can create ripples of all kinds. You
investigate something like this quietly, one step at a time.”


“Who
do you think might be doing it?” Mattheus zeroed in.


“I
have no idea,” said Tad. “That’s finding a needle in a haystack. You need
special investigators for that. Once Peter and I tell Edward and Mac, it will
be up to them to decide what to do next.”


Tad’s
responses were all measured. Obviously he’d given it careful thought.


“We’ve
got to get those files over to my dad and Mac immediately,” Peter said then.


Mattheus
interrupted, “I noticed files that were deleted and scrambled on Peter’s
records. 


Peter
jumped to his feet. “Which files?”


Mattheus
quickly opened the computer and showed him what he’d found.


“Those
are the ones,” Peter breathed, horrified.


“Someone’s
onto it,” Tad said quickly. “They’ve wiped the evidence out.”


“It
doesn’t matter,” Peter quickly recouped. “I have backups of those files with me
in my suitcase.”


Tad
looked completely shocked. “Backups?” 


“You
think I’d leave something so important only on my computer?” Peter said. Then
he turned to Mattheus. “Once things settle down with Allie, I want you and Tad
to help me go over this with my father and Mac.”


*


Peter
and Tad left together to go for a walk, and Mattheus stayed behind to keep
scrolling through the files to see if anything else came up. Around five o’clock,
just before he was about to call Vivien, the phone rang.  It was Cindy. 


 “How’s
it going?” Mattheus asked her, as if the day had been perfectly ordinary and
the call was just routine.


 “Fine,”
Cindy replied. “I wanted to let you know that I’m going to be at dinner in the
hotel with my sister and her husband tonight.  They’re flying down from Miami
for a quick visit.”


 
That was the first Mattheus had heard about that. He didn’t like Cindy’s sister
Ann and she didn’t like him. 


“Just
wondered if you’d like to join us?” Cindy asked lightly.


The
last thing Mattheus wanted to do was have dinner with all of them. 


“Normally
I would,” he said, matter of factly, “but I’m really tied up here tonight.”


Cindy
paused on the other end. Mattheus wondered what she was thinking. He knew his
response was irregular, but it wasn’t normal procedure to have dinner with her
family, either.


“Okay,”
she said then, “just asking.”


Something
in her voice struck him strangely though. “How’d your day go?” he got in
quickly, as he felt her about to hang up.


“I
don’t know. I’m still here, anyway,” Cindy said, strangely.


“What
the hell do you mean by that?” Mattheus shot back, as she suddenly hung up the
phone. 











CHAPTER 17


 


 


Mattheus
and Vivien met up in a restaurant down the block with a garden in the back. When
Mattheus arrived he found Vivien sitting in the back garden, under a hanging
tree, sipping a cocktail. Dressed in a sheer, dark green dress, and beautiful
emerald bracelet, she looked absolutely ravishing, with the setting sun dimming
across her face. 


The
moment Vivien saw Mattheus approaching, her face burst into an incredible
smile.


“It’s
You,” she breathed, as he came closer. “I’ve been waiting for this all
day long.”


Mattheus
sat down, his head whirling as she edged closer to him. I’m not available, Vivien,
he wanted to say, I’m a married man. But then he suddenly realized he was not. His
wife wasn’t missing any longer. She was dead. 


Mattheus
looked down at the bracelet Vivien was wearing and realized that it had to be
the one Tad purchased for her. And what about Tad? How would he feel about
Mattheus and Vivien meeting secretly like this?  


“That’s
a beautiful bracelet you’re wearing,” Mattheus was transfixed by it.


“The
bracelet is beautiful, or I am?” Vivien purred


“That
too,” Mattheus had to agree.


“I
ordered you a Scotch and soda,” Vivien said, pointing to a drink on the table. “I
know you like them.”


Mattheus
was touched, but he was here for a purpose. He couldn’t get swayed.


“I
want to make you happy, Mattheus,” Vivien said as Mattheus reached for his
drink.


“I
am happy,” he replied.


“And
I want to make you even happier,” Vivien’s lips parted into a smile as he
lifted the Scotch to his mouth.


“Where’d
you get that bracelet?” Mattheus asked as he put the drink back down.


“It
was a gift,” Vivien said lightly.


“From
Tad?” Mattheus wanted it all out. Here she was hidden away with Mattheus, while
accepting jewels from someone else.


“Yes,
from Tad,” she said, “so what?” 


“So,
you told me not to mention to Tad that we were meeting,” Mattheus reminded her.


“Of
course not,” Vivien said under her breath, lifting her drink to her mouth. “You
and I need our time alone. When someone who is perfect for you is just brought
into your world, do you go telling the whole world about it? Or do you spend
time with that person alone?”


“Who
exactly is just perfect for you?” Mattheus asked more gently.


“Let’s
not play games, please,” Vivien replied, staring starkly into his eyes. “You
know what I’m feeling. You’re feeling it, too. I couldn’t sleep last night, I
was thinking so much about you.”


Mattheus
stomach lurched for a second, then he grew silent. 


“You’re
gorgeous, sexy, strong,” murmured Vivien.


Vivien
was beautiful, sensual, everything anyone could imagine, but as she spoke Mattheus’s
thoughts drifted away to Cindy. He didn’t want to hear this from Vivien, it was
Cindy he longed for. It was Cindy he wanted to hear these words from, Mattheus
suddenly realized. Hell, he hadn’t even told Cindy what he was doing tonight. He’d
said he’d be at the office, and here he was having drinks with someone else.


“I’m
so happy we’re here together,” Vivien murmured again.


There
was no way Mattheus was going to lead Vivien on either, no matter how much
information she might have for him.


“Vivien,”
Mattheus said gently and firmly. “I’m involved with someone else.”


“That’s
silly,” Vivien wouldn’t even consider it.


“It’s
true,” said Mattheus said quietly. “There’s someone else I love.” Those words hit
him as hard as they hit her, shocking both of them.


“Someone
you love?” Vivien refused to take it in. “Are you comparing me to Cindy?
She’s older, uptight and totally infatuated with Mac. It’s absolutely obvious
to everyone.”


Mattheus
came to bitter attention. “Who exactly is it obvious to?”


Vivien
tossed her beautiful hair over her shoulders, languorously. 


“Do
you happen to notice that wherever Mac is, Cindy’s two steps away?” Vivien said.


“Mac’s
the one going after Cindy,” Mattheus insisted.


“Not
at all,” Vivien exuded certainty. “Mac’s older, he’s rich, he’s a great catch.
Plenty of women on the Island have tried to get him, but no one has. No one
will. He does what he wants, likes his freedom. Usually he hangs out in the
casinos, gambling like hell. He’s only stayed around here so long because of
what happened to Allie. That shocked and devastated him and he’s trying to
help. Cindy’s got her eye set on the wrong guy. I don’t know how she can do
that either, when she has someone as incredible as you around?”


Despite
himself, Mattheus felt stick to his stomach.


“But,
if you prefer Cindy’s company to mine, go right ahead,” Vivien continued,
flippantly.


Mattheus
looked at Vivien’s beautiful, carved profile in the fading light. He’d told her
he’d spend an hour with her and wasn’t about to run out on his word.


“I
said we’d talk for an hour,” Mattheus said quietly. “I’m here.  Tell me about
you and Tad.”


“Why
do we have to spend our time on that?” Vivien said petulantly. “There’s nothing
to tell, he’s boring. I mean he’s a great guy, but he’s boring. I’m not leaving
him or anything.  I just like to wander once in a while. It makes life
bearable.  Is there something so wrong with that?”


“I
don’t know,” Mattheus said, “why not ask Tad?”   


*

Cindy waited in the lobby for her sister and brother in law to arrive. She
couldn’t wait to see them. These days had passed in a blur and Cindy’s sense of
time had been disrupted, going so quickly from one case to the next. Once again,
though, she felt as if she were on the case alone. Mattheus’s staying late at
the office tonight and not joining her for dinner was particularly upsetting.
Normally, it wouldn’t be, thought Cindy. But the way things were between them
now, it would have made a huge difference to have him here.


As
usual, Ann and Frank were right on time, never leaving Cindy waiting. Ann,
looking beautiful as ever, dressed in soft pink, ran over to Cindy and embraced
her. 


“Such
a treat, such a treat,” she murmured.


Cindy
felt the same way. It was amazing to have a sister who cared so deeply, to go
through the years with. Cindy hugged her brother in law Frank then, and the
three of them made their way to the hotel restaurant.


“Mattheus
joining us tonight?” Frank asked casually, as they walked through the lobby.


“Not
tonight,” said Cindy lightly. She didn’t want to go into everything right away.
This was still Ann and Frank’s vacation and Cindy wanted them to relax and
enjoy the evening. She wasn’t even sure it was fair of her to tell them anything
that was upsetting. Just a lovely dinner together with them would hit the spot.


Cindy
had made reservations earlier, and the three of them were led to their table as
soon as they arrived at the restaurant.


“Your
guest will be here in a few moments,” the Maitre D’ said as they got to their
table and he pulled out Cindy’s chair.


 “Guest?”
asked Ann, curious.  


Cindy
tried to laugh.  “We must have a mystery visitor,” she said, “I don’t recall
inviting anyone.”


 “It
has to be Mattheus surprising you,” Frank said light heartedly. “Now, that’s a
romantic thing to do, Cindy. I give the guy credit for that.”


 
Cindy suddenly wished it were true. She was filled with a wave of desire to see
Mattheus, have him join the dinner, become closer to Ann and Frank. 


“The
fact that the two of you are still working together after all this, means
something,” Frank went on. “Now, if we could get the two of you to set up shop
in the States that would be a big step forward.”


Ann
put her hand over his arm. “Frank’s in a dreamy mood these days,” she said. “Let’s
see what Cindy has to say about things. “How are you guys doing? How’s the case
going?”


Before
Cindy could begin to answer though, she looked up and saw a suave man walking
towards their table, dressed to the hilt, suntanned, captivating.


“I
hope I’m not crashing the party,” Mac said, flashing them a dazzling smile.


Ann
looked at him startled and Frank seemed confused.


Mac
introduced himself immediately, shook their hands and took a seat next to Cindy.
Then he nodded to the waiter who immediately brought over two expensive bottles
of wine. 


“Compliments
of your guest,” the waiter nodded at Mac.


Cindy
felt nervous though, rather than pleased. She’d made a point of not inviting
Mac, though she had mentioned she’d be here for dinner. 


“Cindy
told me that her family was coming, and I took the liberty of barging in and
joining the party,” Mac laughed lightly. “Just had to meet the family of such
an outstanding, beautiful woman.”


Ann’s
eyebrows raised, “We actually expected Mattheus,” she said, unimpressed.


“No
luck, you got me, instead,” Mac smiled again. “Actually, I just found out that
Mattheus is still tied up. He and Vivien are having dinner right now in a
delightful restaurant near our office.”


Cindy
felt the air go out of her lungs. Mattheus said he’d be staying late at the
office tonight. 


“I
believe Mattheus is working late at your office tonight,” Cindy took a painful
breath and tried to correct Mac. She was desperate to recreate a sense of
honesty and equilibrium in her world.


“You’re
right, Mattheus was at the office all day,” said Mac, “but not tonight.  I just
spoke to Tad who dropped in for a drink at the bar. He happened to see Vivien
and Mattheus having dinner together in the restaurant in the back garden.”


Cindy
felt herself flush. Had Mattheus blatantly lied to her? It was more than she
could imagine. Something else had to be going on.


“Tad
wanted me to meet him at the bar, to talk with me about something,” Mac
continued, “but I told him I was going to have dinner with you and your family
at the hotel tonight.”


“Sounds
like a game of musical chairs,” Ann commented taking Cindy’s hand.


“We
used to call it snake dancing,” Frank broke in, “never knowing who your partner
would be dancing with that night.”


Ann
squeezed Cindy’s hand.


“It’s
a complicated case,” Cindy tried to regain her poise and dignity and put everything
on a professional basis, once again. 


“Isn’t
the case over?” Frank intervened. “I read they found the body, and there was no
sign of foul play.”


“Things
seem to be in order,” Mac agreed, “though it’s hard to believe Allie’s gone.”


“Sorry
for your loss,” Frank said, shaking his head. “Our family’s been through it as
well. It’s a terrible thing.”


 “Yes,
I am sorry as well,” said Ann, in an odd tone.


 
“Thank you,” Mac looked at Ann, coolly. There seemed to be a strange energy
between them.


 
 “Are you one of the detectives, too?” Ann asked Mac then.


  
“I’m a close friend of the groom’s family,” Mac said. “The bride and groom are
like a niece and nephew to me. I helped organize the wedding, took care of
details, even bought the gifts for the wedding party.”


 “Sounds
like they were fortunate to have you here,” said Ann dryly.


 
“And there’s more gifts where those came from,” Mac said, under his breath to
Cindy. “   


  “And
what is it that draws you to have dinner here with us?” Ann seemed to be
growing more and more uncomfortable with Mac.


“Your
sister draws me,” Mac said directly. “She needed help and I gave it to her.”


Ann
became more nervous. “What kind of help did Cindy need?” she asked hastily.


“Cindy
stepped a bit out of her territory, jostled the eco system here around, stirred
up some backlash, to put it bluntly.” Mac replied.


A
taut silence descended upon the table. This was way more than Cindy had wanted
to get into.


“Where
was Mattheus?” Ann looked alarmed.


“I
don’t know,” said Mac, “but your sister called me instead, and I was glad she
did. I was grateful for it.”


“Do
you have the protection you need here, Cindy?” Ann was agitated.


“Yes,
of course I do,” said Cindy.  


“Why
don’t I believe that?” said Ann.


“Mattheus
and I always split our time during investigations,” said Cindy. “He wasn’t
around when this happened. Mac was close by.”


“I’ll
never let anything happen to Cindy,” Mac interrupted. “Never, under any
circumstances.”


 Mac
spoke with such vehemence that Frank stared.


Cindy
wanted to get off this topic and was about to say something completely
different when she suddenly saw Edward and Tad walking intently towards their
table.


“So,
here you are,” said Edward to Mac, relieved to see him.  


 Mac
stood up to greet him. “Good to see you Ed,” he said.


 Edward
turned to Cindy, “I hope we’re not interrupting anything.”


“Cindy
felt momentarily agitated. Edward had no idea that Ann and Frank were family,
that this was personal time she was taking, a much needed break.


“I
need to speak to you briefly, Mac” Edward continued, “something has come up. Can
you join me and Tad at another table for a few minutes?”


“I’d
rather you join us here,” Mac replied, puzzled, glancing at Cindy.


“This
is a personal matter,” Edward said then, in a garbled tone.


“Ann
is Cindy’s sister,” said Mac, playing for time, “and Frank is her brother in
law.”


“This
is a business matter,” Edward insisted. “It’s urgent.”


“Do
you want me to be present as well?” Cindy asked then, briskly.


“I
would,” Edward nodded swiftly.


Ann
and Frank looked at each other and then back at Cindy. This was an occupational
hazard, Cindy realized, of being on a case. If something came up suddenly, it
had to be attended to right then.


Ann
seemed to get it. “Frank and I will have our dinner at another table,” she
offered Cindy. “We’re not leaving until the morning, so we’ll get some time
later on, to talk alone.”


The
two of them got up and were seated at a table close by. Edward and Tad took
their seats promptly.


“I
had no idea that you’d given Mattheus complete access to our company files,”
Edward said, turning to Mac.


“I
gave it to him for the day,” said Mac matter of factly. “He needed it to tie up
the investigation. The records have been gone over by the accountants. There’s
nothing to find.”


Edward
took exception. “Cindy and Mattheus have been hired by me. Dana and I brought
them down to the Island.”


“I
realize that,” said Mac, irritated at being publicly chided.


“You
at least owed me the courtesy of letting me know you were allowing Mattheus to
rummage around in our system. Instead, I had to find out from Tad.” Edward’s
voice grew brittle.


“I
suppose I should have said something,” Mac said calmly. He looked over at Tad
then, “and what’s Tad doing here with you now?” 


“Peter
called me into a meeting at the office today,” said Tad. “Peter doesn’t belong
in the office now, he’s not himself. He’s said all kinds of things to Mattheus.”


“What
kind of things?” Mac looked confused.


Tad
threw a quick glance at Cindy.


“Say
whatever you have to in front of Cindy,” Mac insisted. “She’s working for us.
She’s part of the team.”


“So
is Mattheus,” Cindy insisted.


“There
are limits to this investigation,” Edward broke in, still upset with Mac. “And,
exactly why are you here having dinner with Cindy without telling me? I do not
appreciate being left out. Is this dinner related to Mattheus’s explorations in
the office?” Edward was clearly agitated.


“I
was almost run over,” Cindy interrupted. “Someone in an old green car turned a
corner and came directly at me. I was pulled out of the way by a second. “


Edward’s
face blanched.


“I
never heard a word about this,” Edward could barely speak. “Does Mattheus know?”


“No,
he doesn’t,” said Cindy, “there wasn’t time. I haven’t told him yet.”


“Cindy
called me right after it happened,” Mac interjected.


“Why
wasn’t I informed?” Edward could barely get the words out. “Who in the world
would be after her, and why?”


Cindy
looked over at Tad, who showed absolutely no reaction at all. 


“What
do you think, Tad?” Cindy asked him pointedly.


“I
didn’t know anything about this,” said Tad in measured tones.


“Who
else knows this happened?” asked Edward clicking his teeth together.


“No
one at the moment,” said Cindy.


“You
definitely plan to tell Mattheus?” Edward seemed astonished.


“When
I see him I will,” Cindy responded, tapping her fingers on the table. “When he’s
done hanging out with Vivien.”


Tad
still showed no response.


Cindy
turned to him abruptly. “Does it trouble you that Vivien and Mattheus are
spending so much time together, Tad?” 


“Does
it trouble you?” Tad shot it right back to her.


“Mattheus
is my business partner,” Cindy responded. “Vivien is your girlfriend.”


Tad
lifted his eyebrows slightly. “Mattheus is passing diversion to her. It doesn’t
mean a thing.”


Again,
silence descended over the table.


“In
my opinion,” Edward said to Cindy then, “it would be best for you and Mattheus
to go home immediately. Your services are definitely no longer required. You
are both off the case, as of now.”


Tad
took a deep, swift breath of relief. 


“That’s
sudden and harsh,” Mac objected. “Cindy’s done her best, worked incredibly
hard. She’s even put herself in danger.”


“That’s
exactly why I want her to go home,” Edward stamped his foot on the floor as he
spoke.


“The
last thing I need is more trouble down here. Trouble that has nothing to do
with the case at all.”


“I
agree,” said Tad heatedly.


“Why
don’t you go back up to the States with your sister and brother in law,
tomorrow?” Edward asked, casting a quick glance over at Ann and Frank. “There’s
no reason for you to put yourself in danger, especially without your partner
around.”


Cindy
felt a long chill run up her arms. 


“And
take Mattheus with you,” Tad commented, “enough’s enough. The case is closed.
There’s no need for more probing. It’s time to let the wounds heal.”


Cindy
looked up and just at the moment saw Mattheus standing at Ann and Frank’s
table, greeting them.


Edward
looked over as well. “Well, speak of the devil! Now we can personally tell him
it’s time to go.”


“This
is way too abrupt,” Mac demanded, “I refuse to let Cindy go.”


 Cindy
trembled at the intensity of Mac’s response.  She felt caught up in an
undercurrent, as if tossed by a sudden series of waves.


Edward
looked at Mac aghast. “Seems as if things have gotten a bit out of control
between you and Cindy,” he said in a hoarse voice.


 “Things
have never felt better to me in my life,” Mac replied staunchly.


“Are
you saying you want Cindy to stay here on the Island with you permanently?”
Edward pushed on.


“I’m
saying she can’t leave right now,” Mac was unshakeable.


“Why
not?” asked Tad, suddenly agitated. “Has Mattheus told you what he found in the
office? Have you spoken to Peter, yet?” 


“No,
I haven’t spoken to either of them,” said Mac, confused, “why?”


“There’s
all kinds of stories floating around in their heads,” said Tad as a muscle in
his jaw started clenching.  “When you hire detectives they have to earn their
money, keep digging for something, even if it doesn’t make sense.” 


“What
are you suggesting?” Edward stepped in strongly.


“Mattheus
has been poking around all day, keeping himself busy. He even took the liberty
of going into my personal business email account,” Tad replied.


“Preposterous,”
said Edward.


“Heck,
it’s what they do. If they don’t find anything, they make something up,” Tad
continued.


Cindy
felt her whole body tightening. “Are you impugning Mattheus’s honesty?” she
asked.


Tad
turned directly towards her. “Yes, I am, if you don’t mind the truth.”


Cindy
flushed. “Not only don’t I mind the truth, I crave it.”


Everyone
became silent.


“Not
only did Mattheus poke around in personal email accounts, I found him and
Vivien having a romantic dinner. Does that have something to do with the case,
too? Give me a break. He’s abusing his position, taking advantage of everyone.”


Edward’s
hands clenched into a fist. “How do you know Mattheus and Vivien were having a
romantic dinner?” 


“I
was at the bar in the restaurant and I saw them there,” Tad turned to Edward. “They
didn’t see me, though.”


“I
am sorry,” said Edward.


“So
am I,” said Mac.


“Sorry’s
nice,” Tad’s face grew tighter. “But there’s no reason for keeping either
Mattheus or his partner, Cindy around.”


“I
have to agree with that,” said Edward. “Absolutely agree.”


Cindy
turned and looked over at Ann and Frank’s table again. Mattheus had turned
their way and was now staring at them all. 


“I
suggest you call Mattheus over to our table, Cindy,” Edward said tartly. 


  
Cindy motioned to Mattheus to come over.  He nodded succinctly and began to
walk slowly to where they were seated.


 “What
are you doing here?” Cindy asked Mattheus as he approached.


“I
finished for the day and was looking for you,” he replied. “The hotel desk said
you were here, dining. They didn’t say Mac was with you.”


  
“He’s not with me,” said Cindy abruptly. “He’s here for dinner.”


 
“Why?” asked Mattheus.


 “Why
not?” Cindy retorted.


  
“What are you all gathered here for?” Mattheus scanned the crowd at the table.


 
 “Edward wanted to talk to Mac and I am meeting Vivien in the lobby in a few
minutes,” Tad interjected.


  Edward
stood up abruptly, as though he’d had more than enough.


  “Mattheus,”
Edward said, “I just told Cindy that I think it best for the two of you to
return to the States. Your services are no longer required.”


Mattheus,
shocked, faced Edward swiftly.  “Excuse me a minute, this case isn’t closed,
there are still loose threads hanging.”

“The police disagree,” Edward replied. “Dana and I hired you to help Peter. He
no longer requires your services. Now that things are settled, there’s nothing
further that concerns you here.”


“Things
are far from settled,” said Mattheus, moving closer to Cindy.  “And, my partner
and I decide when a case is closed.”


Edward
stared at Mattheus furiously. “Cindy was almost run over, hit by a car aiming
right at her. What is the point of keeping her down here in danger?” he said.


 “Almost
hit by a car?” Mattheus was dumbfounded. “What are you talking about?” 


“You
heard me,” Edward growled.


Mattheus
face grew taut. “You never told me,” he breathed to Cindy.


“I
didn’t have a chance,” she replied. “You were too busy elsewhere.”


“You
were in danger and didn’t call me? Are you crazy?” Mattheus was dazed. 


“She
called Mac instead,” Edward filled him in. “Highly inappropriate in my opinion.”


“Absolutely,”
Tad agreed.


The
color drained from Mattheus’s face. “Is that true?” he asked Cindy after a long
moment.


“You
were too busy with Vivien,” she replied.


“Jesus
Christ,” Mattheus called out in a strangled tone. “I can’t believe what I’m
hearing.”


At
that moment, Tad quickly stood, and to everyone’s shock, Vivien herself
approached the table. 


“I
was tired of waiting in the lobby for you,” Vivien said to Tad, brushing by
Mattheus and totally ignoring him.


 “We’re
just finishing up here,” Tad said softly, putting his arm around her.


  “Let’s
get out of here,” Vivien said in a raspy tone. “We definitely need some time
alone.”


  “Hold
on a minute,” said Mac, going over to her suddenly, lifting her hand and looking
at the glimmering emerald bracelet on it.


  
“Where did you get this?” Mac’s brow creased.


  
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” said Vivien lightly. 


  
“Very beautiful,” Mac repeated, “where did you get it? And when?”


  
“Tad gave it to me,” she went on, proudly. “What’s the big deal?” 


  
“It’s a very big deal,” Mac retorted. “That’s the bracelet I personally gave
Allie for her wedding gift.”











CHAPTER 18


 


 


Cindy
stood beside Mattheus in their hotel room as he wrangled with the police over
the speaker phone. 


“You’re
making a big deal over nothing,” the police officer said to Mattheus, “there’s
absolutely no reason to explore this further. There are all kind of emerald
bracelets floating around down here. There’s no way to prove that Vivien has the
one that belonged to Allie.”


  
“You’re glossing things over,” Mattheus responded, upset.


  Even
though he was right, the sound of Mattheus’s voice was grating to Cindy. She
wondered if she should start packing, as Edward insisted when they’d parted in
the restaurant. But Cindy agreed with Mattheus on that point completely. It was
their decision about when the case was over and it was time to go. Something
was obviously amiss here or they all wouldn’t want them out so fast. 


After
the conversation downstairs ended, Tad and Vivien left together quickly. Edward
said he needed to talk more to Mac alone. After that, Cindy and Mattheus went
up to their room without saying a word. They hadn’t had time to de-brief either,
and Cindy hadn’t spoken to her sister yet, either. It had been a bad idea to
call Ann and Frank down for dinner. Cindy was very sorry that she had. There
was no way she could spend time with them while all of this was going on.


Mattheus
finally banged the phone down and start pacing back and forth in the room. Cindy
had no idea what to say to him. It seemed as if they occupied spaces at the
opposite ends of the world right now. 


Cindy
walked out onto the balcony, to wait for Mattheus to calm down. After what
seemed like an eternity, his footsteps quieted down and Mattheus came outside
and stood beside her. It was a dark night out, with few stars, nothing but the
sound of the surf and cool wind from the sea blowing on them.


“I’m
trying to make sense of this all,” Mattheus finally said, when he could speak.


Try
harder, Cindy thought, though she didn’t say a word.


“I
fail to understand how you could have been in grave danger and not called me, or
told me about it. That boggles my mind. Obviously you and Mac have developed
some kind of attachment to one another.”


“Not
at all,” said Cindy succinctly. “‘I’d just seen him a few minutes before it
happened, and he was close by.”


“That’s
hard to believe,” Mattheus uttered.


“Believe
what you want,” said Cindy, running her hands through her hair. If they’d
reached the point where they could no longer believe one another, what was
there left to say? “I can’t believe you, either,” she continued, “so exactly
where does that leave the two of us?”


“What
do you mean you can’t believe me?” Mattheus became overwrought again.


Cindy
turned and faced him point blank. “You told me you were working late at the
office tonight. Then I learned you were out having dinner with Vivien.”


“It
was part of the investigation,” Mattheus mumbled in a hoarse tone.


“Spare
me that,” said Cindy. “Our agreement is to tell one another exactly where we
will be and what we have found, step by step. You said nothing at all about
Vivien. Not a word.”


“I
could say the same about you and Mac,” Mattheus retorted.  “Are you going to tell
me your time with him was part of the investigation as well,” Mattheus replied.


“I
am,” said Cindy. 


“And,
either I believe you or I don’t,” said Mattheus.


Suddenly
this was tiresome and exhausting. 


“What’s
the point of going on like this?” Cindy said. “We’re wasting time distrusting
each other instead of focusing on evidence. Edward may be right about his
suggestion that we pack up and get out of here. Face it, we’ve become useless.”


“That’s
always your way, isn’t it?” Mattheus stopped in his tracks. “Pack up and run
when things get tough.”


Cindy
took exception.  “From where I stand it seems like just the opposite. I run directly
into danger time and again. With or without you!”


“You
run into danger during an investigation,” said Mattheus, “but you definitely
run away from love.”


A
silence fell over the two of them. Cindy thought about Clint. She hadn’t run
away from him. The hand of darkness had taken him from her. 


“It’s
harder not to run away from love,” Mattheus continued.


“I
don’t disagree with that, “said Cindy, “but I don’t consider what’s happening
between us to be love.”  


Mattheus
smiled and moved closer. She felt the warmth of his body beside her and took a
step away.


“Why
are you moving away? Do you have feelings for Mac?” Mattheus sounded shaken.


“I
like Mac, I trust him. He’s an interesting guy. Am I in love with him? Definitely
not,” said Cindy. 


“You’re
positive?” Mattheus needed a clear answer.


“Positive,”
Cindy replied.


 “So,
why did you call him instead of me when you were in trouble?” Mattheus said.


 “Why
did you take Vivien out for a romantic dinner and not say a word to me about
it?” Cindy countered.


“It
just happened,” Mattheus said. “I thought I’d get more information from her.”


“That’s
not the whole story,” said Cindy.


“No,
you’re right. Vivien’s a beautiful woman,” Mattheus spoke softly, “was I
attracted to her? Yes, I was. Would I have ever taken things to the next step? No,
I wouldn’t, absolutely not. Feelings are one thing, actions another. But, look
at us, caught in the web of jealousy. It runs through this place like an
overgrown vine.”


“Yes
it does,” said Cindy.


 Mattheus
moved closer once again. “The truth is that I kept thinking of you when I was
with her. I kept wishing the two of us could be together, that you would be
with me, again. You were the one I was longing for. You’re the one who’s been
pushing me away.”


The
intensity of Mattheus’s feelings ripped through Cindy’s defenses.


“It’s
not safe for either of us to work on a case when things between us are
unsettled like this,” Cindy said softly,


 “No,
it isn’t, I agree,” said Mattheus. 


 “Can
we take a few steps back for now and focus on the case,” Cindy asked, sadly. “There’s
important information that I’ve found.”


 “So
have I,” said Mattheus. “We need to go over it.”


“Great.
Let’s give our relationship a rest until the case is closed,” Cindy suggested
as she felt the wind blow around them, and thoughts of Allie fill her mind. She
suddenly knew for sure that Allie’s death was far from solved. Cindy was eager
to tell Mattheus about the drug dealer and how Mac, Tad and Jared had turned up
at his place.


“You’re
right,” said Mattheus, as if waking up from a dream. “Let’s get to work. I’m
going to call downstairs and order in a pot of black coffee, so we can stay up
as late as we need.”


*


Mattheus
was horrified when he heard that Cindy had gone down to speak to Carlos alone.
He gulped what was left of his coffee and pushed the mug away.


“That’s
nuts,” Mattheus exclaimed, “it’s just asking for trouble. You set yourself up
as a point blank target.”


“It
was perfect timing,” Cindy replied. “Not only did I talk to Carlos, but two
other guys who were dealing with him arrived.”


“No
wonder someone came after you,” Mattheus continued. “It had to be one of those
guys. They don’t take well to having their territory invaded. Especially by a
detective.”


“Wait,
there’s more,” said Cindy. “While I was there Mac appeared, with Tad and Jared
in the back of his car.”


“What?”
Mattheus banged his fist on the table. “Damn it, this changes everything! You
should have called me immediately. That piece of information is a game changer.”


“Before
I called you I wanted to find out all I could from Mac. I drove back with him
and we talked. He was nonchalant about it, said Tad bought pot for company
parties and Jared used it for guests on his boat. It was routine on the island.
Even though the drug laws are strict, police often look the other way.”


“When
they’re paid off enough, “Mattheus growled. “I’ve heard that people come down
here to get large stashes of pot. But who gets the money? Where does it go? I
found some files messed up on Peter’s computer system. One was missing, the
other scrambled. Peter discovered that there’d been large deposits of cash
unaccounted for, and then withdrawn in unusual ways. I also found an email from
Peter calling in Tad for an urgent meeting.”


“My
God,” said Cindy.


“I
called Peter right away and asked him to come over and talk,” said Mattheus.


“Did
he come?” Cindy was aghast.


“Absolutely,”
said Mattheus. “He came right away. Peter’s a straight up guy. He wanted to
help in any way he could. He said he’d had a meeting with Tad before Allie
died, to let him know about the deposits and withdrawals.”


“Money
laundering in the firm?” breathed Cindy.


“Possible,”
said Mattheus. “Not sure yet. We have to trace those deposits and withdrawals,
see where the trail leads. Peter will help us. He didn’t want to say anything
until he was positive. Before Allie died Peter told Tad. He was about to tell his
father and Mac, but wanted to run it by Tad first.”


“What
was Tad’s reaction?” Cindy asked briskly.


“Tad’s
a hard guy to read,” said Mattheus.


“How
about Mac?” Cindy continued.


“I
don’t think Mac knows yet,” Mattheus replied. “I’m not sure about Edward. My
guess is he doesn’t know yet either.”


“So,
why does Edward want us out of here so fast?” asked Cindy. “What’s the sudden
rush?”


“Good
question,” said Mattheus. “Could be Tad just told him. Maybe Tad wanted to
protect Peter from having to tell his father about it. Especially now with what
Peter’s going through.”


“You
think Tad is that protective of Peter?”


“Tad’s
Peter’s right hand man. He’s been his friend for years, always second to him.
He’s Peter’s cushion.”


Cindy
stood up and started walking back and forth.  She didn’t like Tad, but there
was no reason for it, just a visceral response. She couldn’t let that get in
the way of her thinking this through carefully.


“When
I took Vivien to dinner, I tried to find out more about the relationship
between Tad and Peter,” Mattheus continued.


Cindy
stopped pacing and looked over at him. Mattheus had stepped to the door of the
balcony and was gazing out over the horizon.


“What
did you find about them?” Cindy asked intensely. All of this new information
was like a shot of adrenalin for both of them.


“Not
much,” said Mattheus, somberly. “They all keep a united front. Make it look
like a pretty picture.”


Suddenly,
those words struck Cindy like a bolt of lightning – a united front.   Was
it possible that Tad had been using Vivien as a decoy to split her and Mattheus
up, confuse them, muddy the investigation. 


 “Oh
my God, they’ve made a fool of you,” Cindy suddenly breathed into the dark
night air.


“What
are you saying?” Mattheus seemed startled.


“What
if Tad and Vivien have been working together, and he used her as a decoy to
make you feel good, turn you on, and create a rift between us?” said Cindy.


“Ridiculous,”
Mattheus said bitterly, obviously insulted.


“It’s
a distinct possibility,” Cindy continued. “The more diversion they create, the
less we check in with each other, the more trouble we get into, the harder it
is to see what’s really going on.”


“You’re
going way out on a limb,” Mattheus insisted.


“No,
I’m not,” said Cindy. “Tad got Vivien to pull at your heart strings. You fell
for it, it was all an act.”


“It
wasn’t all an act,” Mattheus suddenly pleaded, “Vivien needed me.”


Cindy
was startled by his response. Obviously Mattheus craved being needed. And, he
had feelings for Vivien, more than he realized. 


“Those
kinds of people play on our needs,” said Cindy.


“How
would you like it if I said that to you?” Mattheus turned it back on her then. “What
if I said Mac was used as a decoy to make you feel young and beautiful again,
to get between us?”


The
thought of it jarred Cindy, but what was worse was the bitterness in Mattheus’s
tone. Her


suggestion
about Vivien had hurt him and he was trying to get back at her now.  They
obviously needed time to collect themselves and calm down. Otherwise they would
never find the connection between the drugs, flow of cash in the company, and
Allie’s untimely death.


Cindy
turned, ran into the room, and sat down on the edge of the bed.


“Why
don’t you answer me?” Mattheus insisted.


Cindy
couldn’t say a word.


“See
what I mean, you just run away right when we’re in the middle of something!” Mattheus’s
voice got louder.


“I’m
just trying to calm down a moment,” said Cindy. 


“Jesus,”
Mattheus ran his hands over his face, “we’re here to solve a murder. We don’t
have time to calm down, collect ourselves, heal wounded feelings.”


“We
can’t solve the case if we don’t,” Cindy said.


Even
though she was exhausted, she had to get out of here for a little while. She
grabbed a sweater that was lying on the bed next to her cell phone. Cindy
glanced at the cell phone quickly. To her surprise there was a text message
waiting for her.


Come
downstairs and meet me for a few minutes alone when you get a chance. It’s
important. I’ll be down in front of the hotel, waiting. Mac.


The
text had been posted about an hour ago. Cindy wondered if he were still there. Obviously
Mac had some important information for her. It was a good idea to go. Cindy
needed to get away for a few minutes to unwind, anyway. She decided to put a
little microphone on her to record her conversation with Mac, prove to Mattheus
it was all business. 


“I
need to take a little walk,” Cindy said to Mattheus, as she clipped on the
mike. “It’s late, we’re exhausted and it will be good to clear my head.”


 “Go,”
said Mattheus, “get a grip. Clear your head. Do what you have to. Just don’t
make me look like an idiot, please.”


“I
never meant to make you look like an idiot,” said Cindy, as she put the sweater
over her shoulders. “In fact, I think you’ve done a wonderful job.” 


Then
she opened the door and walked out into the hallway, eager to hear what Mac had
to tell her, and relieved to be on her own.


 


 











CHAPTER 19


 


 


 Cindy
walked to the front of the hotel in the dark, misty night. She looked up and
down the wide street, but Mac wasn’t anywhere to be seen.  He’d probably waited
for her and left, she thought, wondering why he hadn’t actually called to speak
to her directly. Hurricane season was just beginning and Cindy could feel a
shift in the strength of the winds. She decided to take a short walk, then come
back and see if Mac returned. Or, maybe she’d check at the desk and see if he’d
left a message for her?


She
turned away from the hotel and walked across a small path, out to the street. 
It was wonderful to be alone for a few minutes, drifting wherever the mood
prompted her go to. She realized how cooped up she’d been feeling and how
absorbed with nothing but the case. Cindy suddenly realized that Ann and Frank
were back at the hotel. It probably would have been nice to stop in and see
them. But right now, she really just needed to clear her head. Not only was the
case complicated, her relationship with Mattheus was becoming more and more of
a source of anxiety and confusion for her as well. Was there truth in what he’d
said? Was she running away from love? It didn’t seem so to her. In fact, she
felt a great desire to be close to someone again, it just had to be the right
person.


At
this moment Cindy had no way of knowing whether or not Mattheus was or ever
could be the right person for her. She knew he was still coming off the shock
of both having found his wife’s body and discovering the truth about her. Of
course it would take time for him to digest all that.  Was Cindy being impatient,
she wondered? Had she become selfish? It was something she’d dreaded her whole
life long.


Cindy
turned a corner and walked along the edge of a narrow street out towards the
pier. She loved heading towards the water, feeling the wide expanse of space and
energy flowing around her.


As
she walked closer to the edge of the pier Cindy suddenly felt a shadow drawing
closer behind her. Someone was there, following her. Could it be Mac? Startled,
she spun around. In the darkness she saw two hooded figures approaching
stealthily, at top speed.  Cindy screamed for a second wrapped in fear as they
closed in.  


“Help, help,” she started to yell as they circled
around her, ramming their hands over her mouth and eyes. The darkness and
pressure grew intense. Cindy gasped and squirmed for all she was worth 


as
they lifted her by the legs and started running, hauling her away like a sack
of potatoes.  She had trouble breathing, began to feel dizzy. Where were they
taking her? Would she ever get away?


She
heard the ocean lapping and their feet hitting what sounded like a wooden
ground, as they ran more quickly.


“Here,”
one of them grunted as they rushed up what sounded like a plank.


“We
got her,” the other said, victorious, once inside.


Where
was she? Her head was spinning and her whole body ached. 


“Get
going,” a man’s voice called out then, and Cindy heard the motor of a boat
start up.


Mattheus,
Cindy called out in her mind, Help me, Find me! 


But
as the boat took off in the dark, choppy waters, Cindy felt it was too late.
These guys had been lying in wait for her. Had Mac had set her up? Had she been
a total idiot? Did she deserve what lay in store?


“You
can let her go now,” a man’s voice said calmly, after they boat had been going
for a few minutes. The voice was familiar but Cindy couldn’t place it.


The
guys took their hands off her eyes and her mouth.


“I’d
rather she watch us dump her overboard,” the voice said calmly. “Let her find out
what happens to women who make trouble down here.”


*


Mattheus
sat on the edge of Cindy’s bed. He felt lonely for her, but also relieved to
have a few minutes to himself. She’d be back in a little while, he realized,
and they’d take it from there. Mattheus drew his hand over her quilt gently, as
if he were stroking and reassuring both her and himself that they’d be together
again soon.


As
his hand wandered back and forth he felt a small, cold object. He picked it up,
Cindy’d left her cell phone laying there.  Mattheus smiled and took it in his
hand, and without thinking, opened it up. To his amazement, the text from Mac
stared him right in the face. 


Come
meet me downstairs, alone, it’s important. Mac.


Mattheus
began shaking. What the hell was going on? Here she was accusing him of having
a secret life with Vivien while she’d slipped out to be alone with Mac. Mattheus
looked at the message again. What could be so important? And why did this guy
want her down there alone? He and Cindy weren’t an item, at least Mattheus
believed that. As he stared at the text his body began to stiffen. It didn’t
compute - something was off. He rammed the phone in his pocket, jumped up, and
decided to join the two of them downstairs.


Mattheus
rushed to the front of the hotel, looking up and down the wide street. It was
empty. No one was there. Had Cindy met Mac and taken off? Was there more going
on between them than Mattheus realized? He paced back and forth when suddenly
he saw Mac walking towards him, wobbling a little.


“Where’s
Cindy?” Mac asked gruffly, as he came closer to Mattheus.


Mattheus
broke out into a sweat. “What the hell do you mean where’s Cindy? She came down
here to see you.”


Mac’s
eyes were bleary, half drunk. “I waited and she didn’t show up,” Mac managed to
say.


Mattheus
went closer, grabbed him by the color and put his face in his.


“Where’s
Cindy?” he screamed for all he was worth.


“Jesus
Christ, Jesus Christ,” Mac started blubbering, “I don’t know. I waited for her
and she didn’t show up. I never meant for any of this to happen.”  


“Never
meant for what to happen?” the adrenalin shot through every vein of Mattheus’s
body. Immediately, he yanked out his phone and called the police. “Emergency,” Mattheus
shouted in the phone.


“The
Coast Guard, the Coast Guard,” Mac shot to attention. “They’ve probably got her
out in the boat.”


“The
Coast Guard,” Mattheus yelled into the phone again as a small crowd from the
hotel started to gather.


Mattheus
spun around and there was Ann and Frank, rigid with fear.


“What’s
wrong? What happened?” Ann looked like a ghost had claimed her.


Vivien
stood beside Ann, looking equally shaken. 


“I’ve
been waiting for Tad and he hasn’t showed up,” Vivien panted. “I ran into Cindy’s
sister and brother in law. They’ve been kind to me, we’ve been talking and
talking. I told them all about the jewels.”


“What
else did you tell them?” Mac’s voice came in short spurts.


“I
want to go home now,” Vivien started trembling.


“What
else did you tell them?” Mac’s voice was loud and gruff. “Tell me or you’ll
never go home.”


“Emergency,
Emergency, get the Coast Guard,” Mattheus kept yelling into the phone.  


Mac
lunged over to Mattheus and threw his arms around him.


“It’s
okay, it’s okay, we’ll get Cindy back with us,” Mac insisted. “We’ve got the
best Coast Guard in the world.”


*


Cindy’s
head was throbbing.  As she’d suspected, she was in a boat, racing out to sea, moving
at top speed. She turned her neck as best she could to see who was talking to
her, but the darkness was thick and the face still hidden.


The
voice came closer to her then. The further from shore the braver it sounded.


“You
think you can just come between people and threaten them, rip their lives apart?”
the voice demanded.


In
a horrible moment, Cindy recognized the voice of Tad.


“What
are you talking about, Tad?” she managed to say.  Cindy suddenly remembered the
microphone she’d clipped on. It had to be recording. Even if they dumped her
down under the ocean, she’d rip off the mike first and leave it behind. Someone
would find it. Her life wouldn’t have been in vain.


Tad
stepped out of the darkness into the dim light, looking stony faced and menacing.



“Vivien
warned me right up front you were the one to look out for,” he said in a grainy
tone.


Cindy’s
heart pounded and her limbs grew numb. Tad looked insane and there was no one
to help her.


“Vivien
said you were going to pin Allie’s death on her,” he went on, “I promised her I
would never let that happen.”


“Was
Vivien responsible for Allie’s death?” Cindy managed to re-gain her voice. 


“See,
she was right,” Tad’s eyes narrowed. “You think she killed Allie!” 


“Did
she?” Cindy demanded. Even with the waves around her lapping at the boat, even
with the prospect of her own death facing her, Cindy craved the truth.


“No,
she didn’t,” Tad snapped back, “but she wasn’t stupid, either. She saw how you
tried to get Mattheus to play with her head.”


“That’s
ridiculous,” said Cindy.


“Vivien
said you wanted him to steal her away from me,” Tad went on as he dark eyes
narrowed. 


“That’s
not how it happened,” Cindy spoke fiercely. “Vivien came onto Mattheus.  I had
nothing to do with it. I didn’t like it. You got it all mixed up. She was
trying to get between me and him.”


Tad
laughed for a second, then his eyes took on a dismal glare. 


“Bullshit,”
he growled. “Don’t play with my head. I’ve had enough of tricks and lies for
one lifetime.”


 Cindy’s
breath came in short gasps. “So have I,” she said.


“And
no one steals my girlfriend from me. No one! You got that?” Tad’s voice got
louder.


Cindy
felt as though the two of them were suspended together in eternity, on the
turbulent ocean, underneath the black sky. 


 “It
wasn’t Mattheus who wanted to steal your girlfriend from you,” Cindy said then,
in a drawling tone. Her only hope would be to confuse him, throw his fear
elsewhere.


 Tad
took a few steps closer to her. “Oh yeah? Who else?”


 “There
were plenty of people who were with Vivien, weren’t there?” Cindy assumed a
mocking tone. “It wasn’t so hard to steal her away.”


 
Tad’s lips spread open slowly, like a reptile of some kind. “None of them meant
a thing to her,” he called out, “none of them. Only me. I’m her dream man!”


 “That’s
what she told you, but it wasn’t true.” Cindy’s only hope was to make him
believe someone else was the culprit.


 Tad
started laughing. “You’re a fool and you don’t even know it,” he said. “There
wasn’t anything you’d stop at to break us apart. You were the one who found out
about the cash accounts at the company.” Tad’s voice now had an eerie tone. “You
were the one who wanted Mattheus to tell Edward and Mac. You didn’t want me to
have the cash to get Vivien the jewels, did you?”


In
the midst of Cindy’s terror, clarity dawned. 


“You
were the one taking money from the company,” she said. “You needed it to buy
Vivien gifts.  Without them, she’d never stay with you.” 


 Tad
barked out a raucous laugh.  “No one’s ever bought you jewels, have they?” He looked
Cindy up and down disparagingly. “Why should they? Who the hell are you,
anyway? What gives you the right to burst into our lives? You think Peter’s the
only one who deserves to have money? You think Peter’s the only one who
deserves to have love?”


Cindy
started trembling. Tad was rabid, livid and paranoid.  She heard snickering
then, and saw the slimy guys who’d been at Carlos’s place, step out of the
shadows. They had to be the ones who’d grabbed her and come after her in the
car. Obviously, they all worked together, laundering their rotten drug money
through the company. And whose boat was this? Who was driving it? Cindy suddenly
realized it had to be Jared. This was the same boat Allie dove from the night
she died.


“This
is Jared’s boat, isn’t it?” asked Cindy.


Tad
grinned. “You’re not so stupid after all,” he said.


“You
all work together?”


“You
bet your sweet life,” said Tad.


“Mac’s
a part of this, too?”


“Nah,
he’s a dumb ass. Just takes his share of the booty and goes gambling with it.
Actually, Mac thinks the world of you. Told me you and he are meant for each
other, said there’s no way you can be apart for long.”


Cindy
shivered to the depths of her bones.


“Mac
told me he’s gonna marry you and bring you down here to live. You think I’d
ever let that happen? You got the idiot hoodwinked, like everyone else.”


In
the midst of the ranting and madness, another wave of clarity came over Cindy. 


“You’re
the one who killed Allie, aren’t you? Admit, Tad!” she demanded.  There was no
reason for Tad not to admit it. She was about to be dumped into the sea. “Admit
it to someone before you die!” 


“Me,
die?” Tad laughed loudly. “Look into the water, honey. You’re the one who’s
going down into it. It’s your body that’s gonna drift back up on shore one day.”


“So,
tell me anyway,” Cindy persisted. “When I go, I’ll take your secret with me. At
least you’ll have told someone the truth. You killed Allie, didn’t you?”  


“Wrong,”
Tad called out, irate, “I had no reason to kill Allie. It was Peter I was out
to finish off.”


Cindy
gasped.


“It
was death by mistake,” Tad howled into the night. “Jared mixed up the air
gauges I brought him. He gave the red one to Allie. I told him it was new, made
especially for Peter. Jared switched them at the last minute. He said he
thought Allie should have the better on. He had no idea I’d messed with it.
None at all.”


“You
were going to kill your best friend?” Cindy faced Tad head on.


“It
was his life or mine, and I was sick of putting his first. He found out someone
was depositing weird cash in the company and pulling it out,” Tad proclaimed as
the boat started bouncing up and down on the sea. “Peter was ready to blow open
the lid. He’s stupid. He was going to tell his lousy father about the money.
Then he’d watch like a hawk, close down accounts, no more loose cash for me.”


“No
cash, no Vivien,” Cindy breathed. “You were going to lose her.”


“I
couldn’t let Peter take her away from me,” Tad looked peaceful for a moment,
almost beatific.


“You
wanted your best friend dead,” Cindy repeated, “but he’s still alive.”


“We
messed up,” Tad’s voice grew sullen, “but next time no one will make a mistake.
Peter has to die. 


Cindy
was horrified. “Did Peter’s father find about the accounts?” 


“Not
yet!” yelled Tad, “but he was about to find out, thanks to Mattheus. Peter’s so
wiped out by Allie’s death, it all took a back seat for him now. Then you had
Mattheus barge in and call Peter on it. Peter told me. I just told Edward that
Peter could be in trouble financially and it was a good idea to get rid of you
and Mattheus fast. He agreed. I never told him why or what happened.”


“And
you never told him you tried to kill his son!” Cindy’s voice rose like a wave
of brimstone splashing at him now.


“Peter
will die in a freak accident,” Tad called out into the night. “He won’t suffer.
It’s gonna happen fast. In the long run it’s gonna be better for everyone for
Peter to be dead. Lots of people live off the company. Peter would have taken
us all down! For what? Nothing! For a little cash that goes in one door and out
the next - and brings people pleasure and happiness. Were we supposed to
sacrifice all that for Peter?”


“What’s
going to happen when Edward finds out that you tried to kill his son?” Cindy
felt as though she and Tad were surfing wild waves next to each other.


“He’ll
never find out,” Peter called out. “You’re gonna be dead and gone way before
that.”


“When
I go missing, they’ll search further,” Cindy closed in on him. “Vivien’s
paranoid and she’ll get scared. She’ll say something to Mac or Edward. She’ll
turn on you if she’s in trouble. You can’t buy love and loyalty just with cash
and jewels.”


 
“Oh no, try me and see,” Tad laughed as the boat started slowing down. “What
the hell’s the matter?” Tad called out then, “Keep moving.”


“It’s
stalling,” a voice in front answered.


“Rev
it up. Rev it up. We can’t dump her here. Her body will wash up. I want her out
further, miles from shore. Hurry. Time’s running out.”


Cindy
began shivering uncontrollably as a sharp light flashed at them from the dark
seas.


“Jesus,
what’s that?” Tad looked shaken.


A
cluster of boats drove up fast, surrounding the boat.


A
loud voice in a megaphone called out, “Coast Guard. Stop. We’re coming on
board.”


Tad
grabbed Cindy, shoved her in front of him and ran to the edge of the boat.


“You
come on board and she’d dead!” Tad hollered back.


The
wild wind blew fiercely over them as Cindy and Tad stood glued together, barely
balancing.


Cindy
heard a splash in the water then, as if someone had jumped in. She wondered if
it were Jared, trying to swim to safety.


“You
tell them to let me go or I’m taking you out,” Tad whispered in Cindy’s ear. “Tell
them you came onboard of your own free will.” He pressed her ribs harder
against him.


“I
came on of my own free will,” Cindy proclaimed loudly, into the night.


As
the boats from the Coast Guard got closer, Cindy saw Vivien standing next to
the officer with the megaphone.


“Let
her go, Tad. It’s not her fault,” Vivien’s voice echoed through the megaphone,
over the waves. “I told them about the money laundering and smuggling. There’s
nothing left to hide.”


Cindy
twisted in Tad’s arms as Jared come up beside them.


“It
was a mistake!” Jared called out loudly. “A horrible, horrible
misunderstanding. Give us a chance. Let us explain!”


At
that moment, Cindy heard an intense rustle behind them as if a wild animal had
jumped onto the boat. 


“Put
her down, or I’ll shoot you dead,” someone growled. “You’ll go down under, like
you sent Allie.” 


They
all spun around. Mattheus, soaking wet, had a gun pointed at Tad and Jared. He’d
obviously jumped into the water from the Coast Guard boat, swam up to them and
climbed on board.


“Put
her down or you’ll never get out of here alive,” Mattheus was breathing
heavily.


Tad
slowly loosened his grip. 


“You’re
the one who killed Allie, aren’t you?” Mattheus voice trembled as he spoke to
Tad.


“It
was Peter he was after, not Allie,” Cindy called back. “Before long, Peter was
going to turn up dead, too!” 


Mattheus’s
jaw was working intensely. “Going to kill your own best friend?” he demanded,
as he advanced on Tad, and officers suddenly swarmed up onto the boat.


Trembling,
Tad let Cindy go. “But I didn’t kill Peter, he’s still alive,” he mumbled.


“He
wouldn’t have been for long though,” Cindy shouted, as she fled from Tad to Mattheus’s
side, and the officers took Tad and Jared into custody. 


Mattheus
turned to Cindy, opened his arms and pulled her into them. His arms closed
around her tightly then, keeping her warm and sheltered for what seemed like a
long, long time.


“I’m
never letting you go,” Mattheus whispered, as the officers rounded up the other
guys and the rough sea hit up against the boat. 


“There’s
nowhere else in the world I want to be,” Cindy whispered back.


“Promise
me, promise me,” Mattheus breathed, “that we can start all over again.”


“We
already have,” said Cindy, as they drew together, in a deep, blissful kiss.











CHAPTER 20


 


 


Money,
Drugs, Greed and Murder,
the headline of the local newspaper read. Once again TV reporters and local
papers were photographing Cindy and Mattheus, demanding interviews, craving
details.


The
next day, after they’d spent time with reporters and police, and after Cindy
had handed the recording on her microphone in, she and Mattheus went out to
walk at the beach together. Oddly, the waves were calm and the air mellow.


“Seems
like the storm has passed,” Mattheus said softly, holding Cindy’s hand.


They
walked to the jutties and sat down on them, looking out into the sea. It almost
felt better to Cindy to say nothing. Mattheus’s actions had spoken loud and
clear. He’d thought nothing of risking his life to save her, time and again.


“You
almost lost your life twice, and I let it happen,” said Mattheus, “don’t think
I’m not aware of that.”


Cindy
took his hand, put it to her face and kissed it. They’d had such a beautiful
night together again last night, sharing a bed, when they’d gotten back. They
needed each other and belonged together. They balanced and nourished each other
deeply. They couldn’t let anything get in the way of that.


“You’ve
got to stop blaming yourself for everything, Mattheus,” Cindy murmured. “We do
what we can and life does the rest for us.”


Mattheus
put her hand to his mouth and kissed it back. “I wish I could feel that way,”
he said.


“We
have to trust,” Cindy whispered, “or we won’t be able to go on.”


“I
trust you completely,” Mattheus turned to her then and pulled her to him.


“For
now you do,” said Cindy, “but you have to promise to trust no matter what. I
have to, as well. We have to trust each other totally.”


Mattheus
laughed lightly. “Okay, let’s make that promise,” he said, stroking her face
gently.


Cindy
felt as if everything had been worth it, sitting here like this with him now,
having him stroking her face, looking into his eyes and seeing only love in
them.


“We
don’t only have to trust each other,” Cindy added softly then, as the sun
drifted down on them, “we have to promise to trust life.”


 
Mattheus was only half listening to what she was saying. He seemed as happy and
content as she was.


“Are
you listening to me, Mattheus?” Cindy asked jokingly.


“I’m
trying my best,” said Mattheus. “One thing I can tell you for sure though, when
you’re here, it’s much easier to trust. It’s a different life for me with you
in it.”


  
They kissed for a long, wonderful time then, as the waves beneath them rocked
around them, seemingly echoing their joy.


*


After
a few more hours alone together, Cindy and Mattheus went back up to their room,
where Ann and Frank were waiting for them. They all hugged each other deeply,
and then sat down on the couches, to eat the lunch Ann and Frank had ordered
for them all.


“I’ll
always love you for saving my sister,” breathed Ann to Mattheus.


Cindy
saw tears fill Mattheus’s eyes.


“Thanks,
Ann,” he said, “I’m only hoping Cindy will always love me as well.”


“I
will,” said Cindy in a soft voice.


Frank
broke out laughing, “I will, I do,” he said. “Sounds a little like a wedding
ceremony to me, and I’m so happy we could be here for it.”


They
all laughed lightly then as Ann leaned over and began to open the serving
platters and put the food on the plates beside them.


“You
two saved Peter’s life,” Ann said softly. Cindy felt as though her sister finally
realized the incredible gravity of her work, what it really entailed.


“You
see now why we do this work?” Cindy asked Ann.


“Yes,
I see,” Ann replied, looking at Cindy with awe.


“How
can I not do it?” Cindy said.


“You
have to do it because it fills your heart,” Ann replied, “and because people
need you.”


Suddenly,
there was a knock on the door.


“It’s
open,” Mattheus called out.


Edward
walked in, looking shaken and pale, having a hard time looking at them.


“I
don’t know how I can ever thank you for this,” he said to Mattheus and Cindy,
his head drooping.   “I’m so ashamed of having asked you to leave. I’m
horrified. What a fool I was!”


“Your
son’s alive - that’s what counts,” Mattheus responded. “All kinds of stuff go
on during a case. It’s over now. Let it go.”


“We’re
all in shock,” Edward continued. “Our whole world is shaken. It boggles the
mind.”


“Killing
always does,” said Mattheus. “That’s why we’re here.”


“Mac
asked me to thank you both as well for the incredible work you’ve done. He’s
gone to another Island today, is moving there permanently. He told me to send
you both his good wishes. He wants only the best for the two of you.”


Cindy
and Mattheus nodded.


“And
he left a letter for you,” Edward handed the letter to Cindy.


Cindy
took it and slipped it into her bag. She had no desire at all to read any
letter from Mac, but didn’t want to be rude.


“And
how are Allie’s parents? “Cindy asked.


“They’ve
returned to the States, completely wiped out. I have no idea how they’ll go on.
And, if the two of you had left, the same thing would have happened to us. Peter’s
life would have been in grave danger,” Edward went on, speaking very slowly, as
if trying to absorb the facts. “Just knowing that we almost lost our son, I don’t
know how we’ll go on, either.”


“You’ll
go on fine,” Cindy said. “You’ll be thankful for every moment you have with Peter,
and everyone else. You’ll comfort Allie’s family. You’ll also realize that most
of us snap out of our jealousy and fear. Most of us want the best, are caring
and thoughtful. There are only a few dangerous creatures among us. We can’t let
them take the joy out of our living. When we realize that, we go on.”


“You’re
a wise young woman,” Edward said appreciatively, “way beyond your years.”


“Life
taught me directly,” said Cindy. “It taught Mattheus, too.”


The
phone in the hotel room rang at that moment. Ann picked it up.


“Yes,
Cindy and Mattheus are right here,” Ann replied. 


Was
it another reporter? Cindy wondered as she Mattheus looked at each other.


“Give
me a moment, I’ll ask them,” Ann went on. “I don’t know if they’re available
for another case right now. Let me find out.”
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river, the small town of Tom’s River, Wisconsin, so beautiful and protected, is
a place where everybody knows each other, a place where nothing ever changes
and where people can feel safe. But one day, all that changes. Megan’s husband
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shook as she realizes she’s been living a lie, has been in a relationship with
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Some months after his disappearance, as the snows of winter melt, Hunter, a
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Once Hunter and Megan meet, nothing is ever the same again. As he repairs the
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